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INTRODUCTION 

Economic growth, social inclusion and environmental protection must go hand in hand to achieve the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). As a central actor in the United Nations Development System, the United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) supports sustainable development practices that help countries grow in ways that 

adapt to the challenges posed by climate change and that preserve life on land and below water. 

UNDP has been a major implementing partner of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) since its establishment in 1991, 

addressing our planet’s most pressing environmental problems. Over time, 74 million people in 137 countries worldwide 

directly benefited from this shared portfolio.1 To inform future initiatives, UNDP’s Independent Evaluation Office (IEO) 

has undertaken a review of lessons from past evaluations of UNDP-supported environment initiatives financed through 

the GEF. The purpose is to provide evidence-based advice to UNDP country offices on ‘what works’ (or doesn’t) and ‘how’ 

regarding the design and implementation of such programmes. 

This paper focuses on lessons in the areas of climate change mitigation and adaptation, land degradation, conservation 

and sustainable use of biodiversity and international waters. 

METHODOLOGY 

This is a rapid evidence assessment (REA),2 designed to provide a synthesis of evaluative evidence posted to the UNDP 

Evaluation Resource Centre over the past decade.3 This REA used a screening process to narrow down the final selection 

of evaluations reviewed while enhancing the relevance of inputs in terms of timeliness and geographical scope.4 It draws 

mainly on high-quality5 terminal and mid-term evaluations linked to recent GEF replenishment phases (GEF-5 and GEF- 

6),6 but also considers evaluative evidence related to other vertical funds (Adaptation Fund, Special Climate Fund, and 

Least Developed Countries Fund), where relevant.7 Within each review, the emphasis was on identifying consistent 

findings, conclusions and recommendations that capture relevant lessons in each thematic area, understanding that 
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some of them refer to cross-cutting topics. The analysis seeks to offer practical and timely insights to support UNDP 

decision-makers for effective environment programming. As part of the IEO’s quality assurance process, this paper has 

been peer reviewed internally as well as by colleagues in the GEF Independent Evaluation Office. This is not a 

comprehensive study of the general and scientific literature on the selected environmental areas analysed. 

AT A GLANCE – LESSONS LEARNED 
 

CLIMATE CHANGE MITIGATION AND ADAPTATION 

 
1 

Climate change mitigation 
initiatives in the energy sector 
need to understand the 
capacities of governments to 
adopt the necessary regulatory 
practices and the readiness of 
countries to take changes on 
board. 

 
2 

 
Climate change adaptation 
initiatives should respond to 
well-identified local needs and 
consider local knowledge in 
providing technical guidance to 
beneficiary communities. 

 
3 

Climate change mitigation and 
adaptation interventions can 
benefit from engaging with the 
private sector, but there must 
be a clear action-oriented 
strategy and commitment 
maintained throughout. 

   
LAND DEGRADATION 

  

 
4 

Land management 
interventions were most 
successful when they addressed 
local needs and livelihood 
strategies, and fostered 
cooperation between 
stakeholders. 

 
5 

Dissemination of land 
management guidance and 
project results through a broad 
range of media channels can 
enhance and strengthen 
awareness and sustainability. 

 
6 

 
Land management serves as a 
catalyst for integration with 
other focal areas/sectors to 
deliver environmental and 
development benefits. 

CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABLE USE OF BIODIVERSITY 

 
7 

Strategic links with poverty 
alleviation, promotion of 
alternative livelihoods and 
involvement of private donors 
can help ensure sufficient 
financing and sustainability of 
biodiversity conservation 
interventions. 

 
8 

Local interests and biodiversity 
conservation efforts can 
reinforce each other with 
interventions benefiting from 
close cooperation with 
community-based 
organizations. 

 
9 

Participatory approaches to 

biodiversity conservation 

initiatives enable more effective 

adaptive management of 

interventions and enhanced 

sustainability and gender 

inclusion. 

INTERNATIONAL WATERS 

 
10 

 
The promotion of regional and 
cross-sectoral collaboration 
through GEF interventions is a 
key incremental contribution to 
transboundary water 
management. 

 
11 

International waters 

interventions benefit from 

ecosystem valuation and 

demonstration activities that 

foster policy-level support and 

sufficient funding for long-term, 

complex monitoring. 

 
12 

Cross-sectoral stakeholder 

engagement and knowledge 

sharing are essential to the 

long-term sustainability of 

multinational international 

waters interventions. 
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I. CLIMATE CHANGE MITIGATION AND ADAPTATION 

CONTEXT 

Climate change is increasing the magnitude and frequency of extreme weather events and has exacerbated slower-onset 

changes to natural systems, leading to food and water scarcity, threatening people’s lives and livelihoods and causing 

hundreds of billions of dollars in economic losses annually. Through the Paris Agreement in 2015, the international 

community agreed to limit the rise of global temperature well below 2.0°C degrees above the pre-industrial level, and 

pursue efforts to cap it at 1.5°C degrees if possible.8 However, on current trends, the world is heading for a 3.2°C degree 

rise, which is going to lead to irrevocable disaster unless action is taken urgently. 

UNDP support to Climate change mitigation (CCM) includes programmes to reduce the levels of greenhouse gases (GHG) 

in the atmosphere through the introduction of renewable energy sources to move away from fossil fuels and through the 

adoption of energy-efficient technologies or systems, including support to retrofit buildings or investments in sustainable 

urban transportation. Climate change adaptation (CCA) is facilitated by UNDP through climate information and early 

warning systems and support to enhancing community resilience. 

 

 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

1 
Climate change mitigation initiatives in the energy sector need to understand the capacities of 
governments to adopt the necessary regulatory practices and the readiness of countries to take 
changes on board. 

Successful initiatives ensured a careful assessment of the countries’ and governments’ maturity in terms of the renewable 

energy sector, and assessed the level of regulatory and technical capacity in country to independently develop and 

implement technical regulations. These projects factored capacity development and allocated adequate time for 

implementation into the project formulation. 

The share of renewable sources (mainly hydropower, wind, and solar) in the energy mix of individual countries varies, as 

does individual governments’ readiness for change, as well as business and public support to move away from fossil fuels. 

In the Caribbean, the Ten Islands Challenge project worked across ten countries, obtaining different results in each, 

depending on the degree of maturity in renewable energy discussions and the existence of buy-in across the different 

countries, among other factors.9 Cooperation was most successful in cases where governments were ready to implement 

renewable energy interventions and when internal country discussions and agreements on the shift away from fossil fuels 

had been reached. In Saint Lucia and in Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, the project successfully supported solar farms 

and also facilitated the drafting of national energy transition strategies. 

In other cases, CCM project results have been impacted by the market or political conditions which were not favourable 

for implementation, or by the capacities of governments or energy companies that were not yet in place to adopt complex 

regulatory practices. In the Seychelles,10 despite a comprehensive education and communication strategy on energy 

efficiency, the adoption and roll-out of minimum energy performance standards for appliances was dependent on 

regulatory government structures, whose capacities were overestimated. In Moldova, the Energy Service Company 

Project promoted new investments in energy efficiency retrofits of municipal buildings. The terminal evaluation noted 

that the project came too early for the country, with market and political conditions unfavourable, limited local knowledge 

about the project concepts, and energy providers having limited technical capacities and financial constraints. 
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2 
Climate change adaptation initiatives should respond to well-identified local needs and consider 
local knowledge in providing technical guidance to beneficiary communities. 

 

UNDP continues to use participatory Vulnerability Reduction Assessments (VRAs) to identify local needs to be addressed 

through interventions. In Laos,11 a localized VRA proved to be an effective in mainstreaming climate resilience into local  

planning processes,12 identifying investments, and in taking into account site-specific adaptation concerns13 which also 

ultimately contributed to improving livelihoods. However, diagnostic tools need to be well aligned with required priorities. 

In São Tomé and Príncipe,14 VRAs focused on livelihood vulnerabilities rather than a diagnosis of climate vulnerability, 

resulting in the loss of a climate-change adaptation emphasis. As the project moved away from a climate focus, it quickly 

had to manage the livelihood expectations of 30 communities, with a limited budget and capacity to meet them. 

Local perspectives also need to be applied in further stages of an intervention implementation, notably in awareness- 

raising activities and providing technical guidance. In Guinea,15 good results were achieved through the production and 

dissemination of locally appropriate materials to foster climate-change-resilient agro-forest practices. Selection of these 

materials took into consideration the existing knowledge and experience of the beneficiaries and their presentation used 

appropriate language and pictures to convey information. Similarly, in Liberia,16 Farmer Field School guidelines were 

tailored specifically to the farmers to enable them to transform conservation agriculture through measures that best 

suited the local circumstances to address CCA needs. 

Climate information should be packaged in formats that smallholder farmer communities can easily understand. This is 

not always the case, such as in Zimbabwe,17 where the Scaling Up Climate Change Adaptation project evaluation 

recommended better presentation of the information to ensure it is accessible to everyone. It found that there was a lack 

of information at the level of beneficiaries, which was hindering efforts to push for the policy changes necessary to enable 

replication of pilot experiences or to ensure their benefits reach a wider spectrum of stakeholders. In the Philippines,18 

the WIBI project had the potential to enable farmers to stabilize risk through a weather index-based insurance system. 

Unfortunately, the understanding of the risk transfer mechanism and climate resiliency among farmers was low despite 

the work of the project. This highlights the importance of disseminating information about the tool and its application to 

farmers in an accessible manner. 

 

3 
Climate change mitigation and adaptation interventions can benefit from engaging with the private 
sector, but there must be a clear action-oriented strategy and commitment maintained throughout. 

The private sector is an important partner in supporting government agencies, developing innovations, mobilizing capital 

and ensuring the success of climate change interventions. Opportunities for private investment exists in fields such as 

GHG emissions reduction, climate information, early warning systems, and energy efficiency. In Serbia,19 innovation 

awards and performance-based payments were some of the successful programming strategies used to raise the interest 

and involve the private sector, leading to the mobilization of private capital20 to achieve climate change goals. 

In the Strengthening Climate Information/Early Warning Systems in Africa Programme,21 the National Hydrological and 

Meteorological Services of the 11 participating countries included cell phone service and private weather companies as 

key partners for the project. These private sector partners provided the collection of weather observations and other data 

and the delivery of services, which were key to enhancing the national coverage of weather, climate and hydrological 

monitoring infrastructure. In Mongolia,22 the private sector was engaged since inception and played an important role in 

developing technical solutions to address the limited availability of key insulating materials, which was key for the 

adoption of energy-efficient practices. 

In other cases, interventions missed key elements of cooperation with the private sector, such as early identification of 

potential stakeholders, engagement between government and private sector. Sometimes, even a strategy for the 
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inclusion of the private sector was lacking. In Malawi,23 potential private sector stakeholders and investors in the climate 

information and early warning system were not identified in initial project consultations and attempts to engage with the 

private sector throughout the implementation phase had little success, resulting in limited post-project funding for 

operations and management. In Moldova,24 there was initial support from energy service companies interested in 

investing in the energy savings building retrofit activities, but the project was unable to fully demonstrate the advantages 

of moving to the energy performance contracting25 modality, which required companies to incur more risk and the use of 

their own investment to finance retrofits. In the Maldives,26 a tourism project produced solid baseline studies and reports, 

which could have potentially influenced CCA policy, but lacked a strategy to use these to influence policy and was unable 

to engage with the tourism private sector. 

In certain cases, engagement with the private sector posed a reputational risk for UNDP, such as in the global project 

Assisting non-LDC developing countries with country-driven processes to advance National Adaptation Plans in 96 

countries.27 The project proposed pilot public-private platforms on adaptation finance, but had to be discontinued 

because of the potential for misperception that the UN could be promoting private sector entities, which constrained 

UNDP from further engaging with the private sector in additional national adaptation initiatives. 
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II. LAND DEGRADATION 

CONTEXT 

Land degradation, desertification, and drought present global challenges to sustainable development, with implications 

for poverty, health, food insecurity, biodiversity loss, water scarcity, reduced resilience and forced migration. Land 

degradation and the issue of land management is highly interrelated across the environmental areas in this REA, with 

lessons often cutting across all areas. The United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification 2018-2030 Strategic 

Framework seeks to help countries halt and reverse land degradation by 2030.28 Changes in land use, driven by 

commercial agriculture expansion, forestry and consumption patterns, contribute to the increase in greenhouse gas 

emissions, loss of natural ecosystems, and declining biodiversity. Land degradation also threatens food security. 

Agriculture, forest and other land use represent 23 percent of anthropogenic emissions;29 these trends are expected to 

rise with population growth. 

UNDP combats land degradation through a) the provision of capacity-building and policy solutions to land degradation 

challenges; and b) supporting countries to design practical interventions in degraded landscapes to pilot and upscale 

technologies and approaches to avoid, reduce and reverse land degradation.30 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

4 
Land management interventions were most successful when they addressed local needs and 
livelihood strategies, and fostered cooperation between stakeholders. 

Land degradation has been recognized as a major driver of poverty among rural populations in most Least Developed 

Countries and Small Island Developing States. Local and community-level land management interventions are most 

effective when they address community needs, such as poverty alleviation and improving food security, and are culturally 

sensitive and appropriate. Success has often come through the promotion of sustainable land management practices by 

demonstrating agricultural productivity improvements to community members. Furthermore, experience shows that 

linking sustainable land management to critical concerns of poverty and food security increases the willingness of 

governments and NGO representatives to address the land degradation issue.31 The Uganda Cattle Corridor Project32 

highlighted poverty as one of the root causes of poor land management practices and subsequent land degradation, 

illustrating that it is not possible to address land management practices without addressing livelihoods. The project 

trained farmers in conservation agriculture practices which provided the dual benefit of improving household incomes 

and prevented soil erosion. The Eritrean Sustainable Land Management project33 also highlighted that lifelong access to 

land is a key factor contributing to poverty alleviation through enhanced food production as well as for environmental 

restoration of degraded (agro-) ecosystems. 

Likewise, projects need to avoid activities resulting in decreased agricultural productivity, increased food insecurity and 

consequent poverty, as this can lead farming communities to abandon good agricultural practices that would support 

natural resource conservation.34 

Concerns of appropriateness, feasibility, community priorities and local ownership of sustainable land management 

projects are relevant also in the case of livelihood capacity-building and training. The Senegal Groundnut Basin project35 

trained artisans to make new fuel-efficient cookstoves, which reduced the need for wood collection and logging and also 

decreased cooking time, smoke emissions and risk of health issues and burns. The new stoves provided an additional 

source of income through the manufacturing and sale of stoves locally. 

However, a cautionary lesson was found in a Mongolian project on land degradation offset and mitigation36 focused on 

reducing soil erosion and improving soil fertility through farming measures. Livelihoods in Mongolia are based on 

extensive livestock husbandry and the climate and soils in the project landscapes were not conducive to crop farming. 
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The project evaluation noted that improved pastureland management (and livestock management) would have received 

more community buy-in and uptake than the crop farming approach taken. Similarly, the Brazil Small Grants Programme37 

focused primarily on water issues and plant production, though it is the intensive cattle production that causes most land 

degradation through overgrazing and resulting soil erosion. Again, a more appropriate and effective land management 

approach would have been to address livestock issues through pilot grant projects to support a move from extensive 

ranching to stable systems, with land released for natural regeneration. 

Appropriate land management practices can be based on local ancestral knowledge, illustrated by the Uganda Cattle 

Corridor project38 where communities adopted a practice of selective night kraaling (penning) on bare soil so that the 

cattle deposit seeds and manure to improve soil fertility. Other cases introduced new techniques and promoted novel 

capacities. The Botswana rangeland areas project39 successfully raised awareness on the need for fire management, most 

notably through promoting changes in farmer behaviour, along with the donation of fire equipment, resulting in a 

dramatic reduction in the frequency and extent of bush fires and a major positive effect on vegetation regeneration. 

Another important element for local ownership of land management projects was continued support and oversight either 

from UNDP directly, empowered local government, or experienced civil society organizations. Some projects with 

prevalent implementation components suffered from bringing policy to results on the ground, due to weak UNDP project 

presence and limited field-based staff (e.g. Pakistan, Brazil, Azerbaijan).40 Meaningful engagement with all appropriate 

stakeholders during design and implementation allows projects to align with national development priorities and private 

sector aspirations as well as community needs. Early engagement with other land degradation actors can help inform 

project baselines and set realistic targets. The Uganda Cattle Corridor project41 demonstrated the importance of piloting 

‘grassroots’ improvements in land management and fostered community participation in project design and operational 

modality, implementation and monitoring. In South Africa, UNDP partnered with the National Wool Growers Association 

and large commercial farmers to strengthen community practices with training for sustainable herding practices in 

rangelands.42 

Land-use planning can become a means for conflict resolution through bringing together stakeholder groups to discuss 

issues, find solutions and establish ‘ownership’. An Eritrean sustainable land management initiative43 organized farmers 

to participate in land classification, provided advice to land surveyors and guided them in land use mapping. This approach 

has been very beneficial to avoid contentious local community issues such as inadequate/unfair land distribution (e.g. 

adjusting land redistribution after farmers received infertile plots). 
 
 

5 
Dissemination of land management guidance and project results through a broad range of media 
channels can enhance and strengthen awareness and sustainability. 

Engaging with media such as newspapers, community radio, and national television networks provides valuable channels 

to build awareness in the dissemination of information on sustainable land management. In Mali, insecurity limited 

accessibility on the ground, leading to a partnership with independent radio stations to broadcast sustainable land 

management practices, and resulted in its translation into the five languages dominant in each region.44 

Social media and crowdfunding initiatives can also strengthen links between communities, civil society and the private 

sector. Social media can amplify these messages to broader audiences at a low cost. The Ecuador Small Grants 

Programme45 used social media to build awareness and provide a digital sales platform for innovative quality products 

produced by indigenous communities. GreenCrowds,46 a unique social-environmental crowdfunding platform, 

strengthened the visibility and sustainability of sustainable community land management initiatives. 

Despite such growing evidence, communication strategies have been overlooked across sustainable land management 

projects. Evaluations indicate the importance of documenting project achievements and lessons to expand and replicate 
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successes, and tailoring communications products for different stakeholders (e.g. policymakers, community leaders, 

programme managers, students, etc.), considering the most effective medium, relevant and clear messaging, as well as 

appropriate format and language. 
 
 

6 
Land management serves as a catalyst for integration with other focal areas/sectors to deliver 
environmental and development benefits. 

Land degradation and climate change strategies often address the same core issues and implement similar measures, 

especially in arid and semi-arid lands. Equally, water management and associated land management should integrate 

climate change considerations in all aspects. Groundwater and its potential ability in adapting to increasingly challenging 

climatic circumstances is of particular concern. Restoring and maintaining the ecological infrastructure can contribute to 

mitigating community environmental and financial risks, reducing vulnerability to natural disasters such as floods and 

droughts, and strengthening resilience to the impacts of climate change. Sustainable land management projects should 

include a focus on promoting climate change mainstreaming. In the Namibia Sustainable Management of Forested Lands 

project,47 farming systems were integrated with livestock pastures, crop cultivation, and forest management. However, 

the project did not provide adequate guidance or support for implementing climate-resilient agriculture methods such as 

crop diversification, crop rotation, short-duration varieties as well as multi-and inter-cropping. Such isolated forest 

management needs to make better consideration and inclusion of climate-smart approaches with projects considering 

climate change impacts as likely, not only a ‘potential risk’. In South Africa, sustainable land management practices proved 

not viable under conditions of prolonged dry spells, which would require a complete change of land use, with alternative 

livelihoods not showing a long-term viability, as they were reliant on a certain rainfall levels.48 

In a similar vein, it is important that land management projects interact with other resource management sectors, such 

as land/range resource management, animal husbandry, rural economy and forest resources management. This is 

essential to simultaneously advance environmental protection, economic growth and development objectives. A multi- 

sector approach incorporating sustainable land management, natural resource management and integrated river basin 

management can build synergies and limit the risk of conflicting objectives, while mainstreaming biodiversity conservation 

and natural resource management into development and production practices. In Samoa,49 such a multi-sectoral 

management approach addressed multiple causes of land degradation and engaged several government and non- 

government sectors to work together on land degradation prevention and restoration. This further promoted 

understanding and trust between the public sector and communities and created opportunities for dialogue. In Belarus,50 

UNDP and NGO partners helped form a network of local protected area wardens/caretakers who were responsible for 

reporting problems to local authorities and Territorial Control Agencies of the Ministry of Environment, and also acted as 

‘go-betweens’ with local communities and authorities on protected areas management. 
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III. CONSERVATION AND SUSTAINABLE USE OF BIODIVERSITY 

CONTEXT 

Biodiversity is the diverse assemblage of the Earth’s terrestrial, freshwater and marine organisms and the different 

ecosystems of which they are a part. It is crucial for life on the planet, it is a source of food, water and materials, and it 

plays a key role in processes such as climate regulation, disaster protection and pollination. The Convention on Biological 

Diversity51 sets out its vision that “By 2050, biodiversity is valued, conserved, restored and wisely used, maintaining 

ecosystem services, sustaining a healthy planet and delivering benefits essential for all people.” 

UNDP is proactively addressing biodiversity loss and ecosystem degradation through its works around six key thematic 

areas: mainstreaming biodiversity, unlocking the potential of protected areas, managing and rehabilitating ecosystems, 

land management, transforming the food and agricultural commodities systems and sustaining resilient forest 

ecosystems. 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

7 
Strategic links with poverty alleviation, promotion of alternative livelihoods and involvement of 
private donors can help to ensure sufficient financing and sustainability of biodiversity conservation 
interventions. 

The maintenance of National Protected Areas requires a series of financial commitments to multiple services and 

associated activities, such as extensive patrolling, nursery development or reforestation. However, ensuring financial 

sustainability is a challenge, as is maintaining and scaling up interventions (Lao SAFE, RBLAC GGP, Philippines ICCA).52 

GEF projects have illustrated a number of ways to ensure project financial sustainability, including successful pilot project 

demonstration and the mainstreaming of projects into the government budget (China, ICAO/UNDP Global Aviation).53 In 

some cases, catalytic sources of funding can be reached through the involvement of the private sector. The Coca-Cola 

Partnership on Water Governance provided funding for the China wetlands project54 after core funding was discontinued. 

In Namibia, sustainability was enhanced in the Namibia Protected Area project,55 through a small but influential funding 

from Yahoo! Japan. 

Financial resources and sustainability of biodiversity conservation initiatives can also be enhanced by including poverty 

alleviation efforts for people living in biodiversity-vulnerable ecosystems. Projects mainstreaming Rio Convention 

provisions, such as that seen in Jordan,56 benefited from an influx of financial resources when it shifted the focus of the 

project to ‘mainstream social concerns’, resulting in poverty alleviation no longer being seen in isolation but as part of a  

larger picture of environmental stresses driving urban drift and loss of rural livelihoods. 

However, this approach provides no guarantee of replicability, and scaling-up opportunities are often missed due to a lack 

of funding and co-funding despite having a robust socio-economic framework in place. In the Philippines,57 work with 

indigenous communities contributed to poverty reduction by promoting sustainable land use and conservation practices, 

income opportunities through sustainable livelihood projects; and enhanced organizational, leadership and managerial 

skills and capacities at the community level. However, despite its complex nature and consideration of traditional 

community needs, the project faced sustainability risks due to a lack of co-funding, and leadership coming from a narrow 

set of traditional partners. 

Promoting alternative livelihood strategies linked to ecotourism and forest conservation also have the potential to 

strengthen sustainability of Protected Areas initiatives, however this also comes with risks. In Lao PDR,58 funding 

challenges threatened Sustainable Forest and Land Management initiatives, where sustainability was heavily dependent 
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on ecotourism as the solution to post-project Protected Area funding and livelihood needs, but did not support this with 

a comprehensive risk analysis and a solid strategic approach. The project did not successfully develop sustainable 

incentives at a required scale nor identify new financing mechanisms. Risk can easily materialize if the international  

ecotourism market is not understood, if approaches lack ecotourism revenue projections, or if there is no financial 

framework in place to fund the costs of patrolling, reforestation or the creation of alternative livelihoods.59 
 
 

8 
Local interests and biodiversity conservation efforts can reinforce each other with interventions 
benefiting from close cooperation with community-based organizations. 

The articulation of local interests through community-based organizations (CBOs) and the involvement of these groups in 

planning and co-management arrangements on Protected Area management boards has advanced biodiversity 

conservation. It has expanded ecological connectivity60 for key species, improved livelihoods in areas buffering Protected 

Areas, promoted non-timber forest products, livestock grazing, improved agriculture/horticulture, bee-keeping and 

community-based ecotourism. 

In Mongolia61 Protected Area Networks have demonstrated that engaging with local CBOs was an effective solution to 

articulate the Local Protected Areas (LPAs) governance model. The approach helped to establish special protected areas 

(SPAs) buffer zones and helped to solve staffing problems in the remote and poorly funded SPAs. Cooperation with SPAs 

in wildlife monitoring resulted in LPA volunteer rangers learning-by-doing and the strengthening of the Protected Areas 

network. 

In the Philippines62 the promotion and institutionalization of Indigenous and Local Community Conservation Areas and 

Territories (ICCAs) have proved that they are a sustainable addition to the national Protected Areas system. Establishing 

ICCAs is challenging due to the ethnic diversity of local populations and requires a balance of ambition with associated 

risks through the careful assessment of capacity gaps of national government agencies, non-governmental organizations 

and implementing partners. Strengthening partners´ capacities and overcoming technological and accessibility constraints 

also require appropriate funding. 

If appropriate adaptive management mechanisms are applied, addressing community needs, such as access to farmland, 

and biodiversity conservation efforts can reinforce each other and produce synergistic, even unplanned, positive results. 

In Georgia,63 when the Machakhela area became a National Park, the project secured the support of local communities 

by promoting the long-term potential benefits of the Machakhela area and potential ecosystems services (non-timber 

forest products, clean water, ecotourism, production of organic foods, etc.). The outcome of this adaptive management 

was a proposal to designate the Support Zone as a Protected Landscape. 
 
 

9 
Participatory approaches to biodiversity conservation initiatives enable more effective adaptive 
management of interventions and enhanced sustainability and gender inclusion. 

As GEF project design and implementation has evolved, so has the importance of a solid stakeholder engagement plan 

requiring an understanding and recognition of why consultation is relevant, and the need to allocate resources for its 

design and implementation. Participation of key stakeholders beyond the implementing agency, executing agency and 

governmental institutions can be a valuable inclusion in consultations and can be further engaged on the design of the 

project document. Fostering the input and cooperation of all relevant agencies can also pay dividends. 

Multi-stakeholder participation is key, among many other things, to ensure the successful implementation of project 

activities and the sustainability of key project outcomes. In Ethiopia,64 the ability to mobilize partnerships between 
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communities, local and regional/zonal authorities, universities, and private firms, was crucial in addressing the flooding, 

watershed and biodiversity issues associated with degraded lands in areas of high biodiversity. Incentives were needed 

to generate a shift toward sustainable land and ecosystems management – namely extensive coordination, cooperation 

and cost-sharing between stakeholders for specific protected area and related sustainable livelihood outcomes. 

Benefits go beyond project implementation and can lead to stronger national ownership, more conducive policy 

frameworks, new sources of funding and, in general, greater potential for future sustainability. Stakeholder involvement 

during the inception phase can fundamentally change a project for the better. In the case of Jordan,65 a revision of the 

stakeholder matrix provided a more comprehensive overview and fundamentally changed the project’s approach from 

one of ‘top down’ to one of ‘bottom up’, linking the three Rio Conventions with the role rural people play within a socio- 

ecosystem. The environmental status improvement was considered significant with a watershed management approach 

to support the natural vegetation with harvested water from the flash floods, contributing to the conservation of the 

biodiversity values of the rangeland. In Cambodia,66 hosting the Project Management Unit (PMU) within government 

premises were a highly effective means of fully engaging with government and local stakeholders on the three Rio 

Conventions, allowing understanding of the political, technical, financial, and logistical support needs, and enhancing the 

ability of the PMU to coordinate and collaborate with other initiatives implemented in the field of climate change, land 

degradation, and biodiversity conservation. 

Ensuring that the donor community knew about each other’s investments, activities and work plans was key in Georgia67 

to fine-tune the project work plan, in terms of timelines and budgets, allowing for a more efficient deployment of 

consultants for training and capacity-building activities. Stakeholder involvement must match project objectives with the 

necessary competencies. If, in addition, the project is accompanied by substantial associated funding, the likelihood of 

sustainability increases, as was seen in the project for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity in the 

headwaters of the Huaihe River Basin in China.68 

While gender mainstreaming has been widely encouraged over the years, many projects still face difficulties integrating 

gender in interventions. Gender strategies need to be considered and implemented as early as possible and with a long- 

term view, recognizing the time and continuous effort required to promote the social and cultural changes to mainstream 

gender approaches into natural resource management.69 Common gender issues arise from the design phase and could 

have been identified through a participatory process, including the lack of gender-specific objectives (the Philippines70) or 

the lack of integrated gender mainstreaming targets in results frameworks (Mongolia,71 China72). The global project to 

provide technical support to produce the 6NR73 illustrated that multi-country biodiversity projects should be mindful of 

including a differentiated approach to gender (reflecting the country’s situation) from the design stage. 
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IV. INTERNATIONAL WATERS 

CONTEXT 

Sustainable, integrated management of multi-country freshwater and marine systems requires complex regional and 

national governance reforms. Since 1991, UNDP-GEF’s International Waters Programme has supported over one hundred 

countries that share some of the largest and most important aquatic ecosystems, working cooperatively in addressing 

agreed priority environmental and water resource concerns facing such waterbodies. These are comprised of ‘signature’ 

programmes related to waterbody types (large marine ecosystems, lakes, rivers and aquifers) themes (integrated water 

resources management, and integrated coastal area management), and global programmes. The portfolio sustains the 

world’s most significant shared water systems for the billions of people who depend on these ecosystems for their 

livelihoods and security. 

LESSONS LEARNED 
 

10 
The promotion of regional and cross-sectoral collaboration through GEF interventions is a key 
incremental contribution to transboundary water management. 

Evaluative evidence shows that international waters interventions can promote water as an element of cooperation 

and help to build peace. This is illustrated by the UNDP-GEF supported binational cooperation between Ecuador and 

Peru,74 which is considered to be one of the most promising collaborative efforts in Latin America, jointly managing 

transboundary water resources, promoting trust, building understanding and empathy, collaboration, integration, and 

harmony.75 However, interventions can be undermined by the absence of cross-sectoral cooperation and sharing of 

experience, especially when this is further exacerbated by the frequent rotation of officials and unrealistic workloads 

that limit the opportunity for effective interaction and participation in decision-making, combining to undermine the 

smooth implementation of interventions (Peru).76 

To optimize its impacts, water body management should use innovative approaches that promote stronger 

multidisciplinary cooperation across various sectors and stakeholders. The evaluation of a global intervention 

(Transforming the Global Maritime Transport Industry) 77 noted that there is a need for greater collaboration, especially 

in technology transfer related to maritime energy efficiency and greenhouse gas (GHG) reduction strategies in 

shipping, ports and terminals. A Global Industry Alliance, primarily driven by the private sector itself, focused on 

identifying and developing such technologies and making these available for consideration and use. This technology 

transfer requirement has been captured in a number of UN international agreements and treaties supported by the 

international waters portfolio. 

Agreeing to common regional monitoring and data-sharing protocols is an important aspect of regional cooperation 

and essential for ensuring effective delivery and long-term sustainability. The terminal evaluation of the Yellow Sea 

Internationals Waters Project (China)78 noted that the structure of data and information sharing on sources and sinks 

of contaminants among different sectors had not been formally established, restricting both adequate evaluation and 

long-term monitoring procedures. In this case, the absence of the data meant that any evaluation of the effectiveness 

of the restoration of coastal areas is constrained due to the lack of a long-term integrated monitoring framework for 

water exchange capacity and tidal influx, ecological function of wetlands, and habitats for globally significant 

biodiversity, including migratory bird species. 
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11 
International waters interventions benefit from ecosystem valuation and demonstration activities 
that foster policy-level support and sufficient funding for long-term, complex monitoring. 

 

Policy-level support to international waters cooperation projects can be encouraged by accurately defining the value 

of water ecosystem goods and services, which helps to place these into the core economic and developmental interest 

areas of governments. The evaluation of a water resources management project in Peru-Ecuador borders79 concluded 

that the economic value of the ecosystems and the services they provide had not been properly identified, measured 

and recognized by society. This highlights the fact that ecosystem services are often given little weight in the decision- 

making process. Decision-makers in the region may have been favouring outcomes with immediate commercial value 

at the expense of degrading the ecosystems and their services, generating short-term economic returns at the expense 

of long-term economic costs, which is unsustainable. In view of the value of the ecosystem services provided by water, 

the above-mentioned project could have benefited from a more integrated approach adopting a long-term perspective 

on the issues derived from the interrelation among water-environment-economy-livelihoods identified as the root 

causes of the environmental problems. The shellfish-seaweed aquaculture demonstration (Yellow Sea Project, 

China),80 yielded a popular approach in China for generating broad, comprehensive benefits, with measurable and 

noticeable improvements in kelp coupled with decreased labour costs and the greater economic benefits to the fisher 

community. 

Any effective management of water resources also requires detailed studies of the oceans, coasts, river systems or 

major aquifers. In order to achieve this, resources need to be made available in the early stages of the project to 

undertake a comprehensive study of the oceanography or hydrogeology of the water body. The Kura River Basin 

project (Georgia-Azerbaijan)81 illustrates this and also provides clear guidance for long-term monitoring according to 

specific regional river ecological status criteria and developed an alternative and simplified methodology for 

hydrological monitoring in the river basin. The project set the stage for flood risk mapping and development of 

instruments and mechanisms for reduction of the risks of losses due to floods and for water flow allocation and 

regulation between sectors. Clearly, such monitoring systems are an essential part of the monitoring and evaluation 

process, critical for confirming indicators and targets for projects and for updating both the Transboundary Diagnostic 

Analysis (TDA) and the Strategic Action Programme (SAP). The achievement of targets for reduction in the bycatch of 

endangered, threatened or protected species, come into question when no monitoring systems are in place to 

accurately confirm and quantify achievement (Indonesia, Philippines, Vietnam).82 Climate change is one of a number 

of issues that TDAs and their associated National Action Plans have identified as emerging with greater prominence in 

the fisheries sector, and which require special mitigation measures and careful monitoring.83 
 

12 
Cross-sectoral stakeholder engagement and knowledge sharing are essential to the long-term 
sustainability of multinational international waters interventions. 

The management of water bodies has been described as transversal, as it depends on and affects various sectors and 

actors.84 Therefore, close coordination is necessary with stakeholders beyond the usual water and sanitation sector, 

as water management is closely linked to natural resources, health, agriculture, fisheries, ecosystems, infrastructure, 

urban development, science, energy, planning, finance, social development, tourism, and disaster preparedness. In 

multinational/regional initiatives, setting up various thematic regional working groups has been seen to strengthen 

overall regional stakeholder engagement and interaction (China).85 This can be further enhanced through links to and 

interaction with national working groups. For instance, workshops held by regional working groups on fisheries, 

habitats, pollution, sustainability, assessment and other relevant issues provided good opportunities to exchange 

information at the technical level. 
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Inclusion of the private sector as a major stakeholder is a critical step that supports its long-term ownership of project 

objectives and outputs, but this needs to be negotiated carefully. During the GloMEEP project (Singapore),86 it was 

agreed that only individual companies would be considered as members of the Global Industry Alliance (GIA) and not 

associations or representative bodies. The direct involvement of individual companies created personal ‘ownership’ 

and understanding of the broader issues. The Project Coordination Unit also proposed inviting observers to join the 

GIA meetings (e.g. scientific experts, academia, etc.) from time to time and where appropriate. The GIA has proved to 

be an exceptionally effective example of private sector engagement allowing the private sector to keep its 

‘independence’ while encouraging its input and partnership. As a result of this experience and lesson, this model is 

being replicated in other similar maritime projects where UNDP is acting as the implementing agency, such as the 

GloFouling partnership.87 

Further collaboration opportunities can be found in regional initiatives related to the aims and objectives of the UNDP 

GEF international waters portfolio. A more interactive relationship between relevant UN bodies and/or 

intergovernmental organization stakeholders can help to build sustainability and avoid duplication and confusion over 

roles and expected deliverables. Attendance at each other’s meetings, workshops or steering committees is a valuable 

means of ensuring such interaction. Collaboration with regional initiatives such as NOWPAP (Northwest Pacific Action 

Plan) and NEAMPAN (North-East Asian Marine Protected Areas Network) has been a valuable practice that helped to 

enhance the likelihood of results and sustainability after project closure (China).88 

Cooperation between various actors is also useful for sharing knowledge through capacity building trainings and 

dissemination of guidance materials to other projects, countries and regions. In the ‘GloMEEP’ Project (Singapore),89 

such tools and materials were successfully developed for the 10 lead partner countries complying with Annex VI of the 

International Convention for the Prevention of Pollution from Ships. Highly innovative products were developed, such 

as the Investment Landscape Mapping Report and the concept for an Ocean Investment Facility and Fund that 

highlighted investment opportunities in the blue economy.90 However, even where a broad range of activities at the 

subregional level has largely been responsible for driving increased revenue and employment in a region, this may not 

lead to a common agreement on subregional management arrangements (Pacific Small Island Developing States). 91 

It is important for projects to engage directly with International Waters Learning Exchange and Resource Network 

(IW:LEARN) and to capture and share lessons learned and best practices methodically,92 and convert them into 

‘Experience’ notes or more detailed guidance documents and/or toolkits. Twinning93 exchanges among regional 

projects has enhanced the exchange of experience and knowledge, and lessons and best practices. Various evaluations 

of international waters projects concluded that, beyond the GEF IW portfolio, IW:LEARN could usefully leverage its 

comparative advantage and further strengthen its collaboration with external organizations such as the UNEP Regional 

Seas Conventions and Action Plans, Regional Fisheries Management Organizations, River Basin Organizations and 

Marine Areas Beyond National Jurisdiction to avoid duplication of effort and exploit synergies. 
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improved learning from experience. The IEO enhances UNDP’s development effectiveness through its programmatic and thematic 
evaluations and contributes to organizational transparency. 

 
 

ABOUT REFLECTIONS 

The IEO’s Reflections series looks into past evaluations and captures lessons learned from UNDP’s work across its programmes. It mobilizes 
evaluative knowledge to provide valuable insights for improved decision-making and better development results. This edition highlights 
lessons from evaluations of UNDP response towards keeping people out of poverty. 

 

75 Ecuador and Peru had been in conflict about border limits definitions for a couple of centuries, with a Peace Agreement signed in 1998. 
Since then, the integration and development of the border area has been a top priority for both countries, and water had become an 
element that prompted joint and collaborative work for the management of the shared resources. 
76 Mid-term review: Integrated Water Resources Management in the Titicaca-Desaguadero-Poopo-Salar de Coipasa System (2019). 
77 Terminal evaluation: Transforming the Global Maritime Transport Industry Towards a Low Carbon Future Through Improved Energy 
Efficiency (2018). 
78 Terminal evaluation: Yellow Sea Internationals Waters Project (2020). 
79 Terminal evaluation: Integrated Water Resources Management in the Puyango-Tumbes, Catamayo-Chira and Zarumilla Transboundary 
Aquifers and River Basins (2020). 
80 Terminal evaluation: Yellow Sea Internationals Waters Project (2020). 
81 Mid-term review: Advancing Integrated Water Resource Management across the Kura river basin through implementation of the 
transboundary agreed actions and national plans (2019). 
82 Terminal evaluation: Highly Migratory Fish Stocks in the West Pacific and East Asian Seas Project (2019). 
83 Mid-Term review: Implementation of Global and Regional Oceanic Fisheries Conventions and Related Instruments in the Pacific Small 
Island Developing States (2018). 
84 Terminal evaluation: Integrated Water Resources Management in the Puyango-Tumbes, Catamayo-Chira and Zarumilla Transboundary 
Aquifers and River Basins (2020). 
85 Terminal evaluation: Yellow Sea Internationals Waters Project (2020). 
86 Terminal Evaluation: Transforming the Global Maritime Transport Industry Towards a Low Carbon Future Through Improved Energy 
Efficiency (2018). 
87 https://www.glofouling.imo.org/ 
88 Terminal evaluation: Yellow Sea Internationals Waters Project (2020). 
89 Terminal evaluation: Transforming the Global Maritime Transport Industry Towards a Low Carbon Future Through Improved Energy 
Efficiency (2018). 
90 Mid-term review: Scaling Up Implementation of the Sustainable Strategy for the Seas of East Asia Project (2018). 
91 Mid-term review: Implementation of Global and Regional Oceanic Fisheries Conventions and Related Instruments in the Pacific Small 
Island Developing States (2018). 
92 Terminal evaluation: Strengthening Global Governance of Large Marine Ecosystems (LME:LEARN) and International Waters Learning 
Exchange And Resource Network (IW:LEARN) Projects (2020). IW:LEARN was established to strengthen transboundary water management 
around the globe by collecting and sharing best practices, lessons learned, and innovative solutions to common problems across the GEF 
International Waters portfolio. 
93 Twinning is a scheme by which two projects contribute resources to mobilize personnel, expertise and mutually share their experiences 
and has been demonstrated to be a successful capacity development strategy. 
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