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Foreword

Since its inception, Global Environment Facility
(GEF) support to the global environment has been
predominantly project-based. As the GEF devel-
oped, the length and complexity of the Activity
Cycle increased. Gradually, this has led to a ris-
ing tide of complaints, as has been noted in many
evaluation reports, Council documents, and GEF
Assembly and replenishment decisions. The need
to address the Activity Cycle in an evaluation was
identified by the GEF Implementing and Execut-
ing Agencies during consultations on monitoring
and evaluation in the GEF in January 2005. The
cycle was recognized as a common challenge in
which all partners had a stake.

In June 2005, the GEF Council welcomed the pro-
posed evaluation and underscored that efforts to
improve the cycle had so far not succeeded: “the
project cycle elapsed times are still too long.”
The evaluation was approved as a special initia-
tive of the GEF Evaluation Office: to analyze the
strengths and weaknesses in the GEF Activity
Cycle and related delivery modalities, and uncover
the underlying causes of inefficiencies. The Coun-
cil was very appreciative of the fact that this evalu-
ation would be a joint effort of all Agencies in the
GEFE.

In September 2005, the evaluation started with a
workshop in Washington, D.C. For the first time
in the GEF, an evaluation was undertaken jointly
by 11 evaluation departments in the GEF part-

nership. Tasks were divided out, field work was
shared, a core group emerged to take care of the
management of the evaluation, and key points
were identified at which further consultations
would take place. The work progressed through
a series of workshops and consultations on data,
methodology, implementation, progress, and key
findings. The evaluation partners contributed
both financial and substantive resources. The
analysis covered close to 2,000 project proposals
and 869 enabling activities proposed to the GEF
since 1992. The eight components included two
exploratory studies, an electronic survey, field
visits to 18 countries, extensive desk reviews, and
statistical analysis.

The final report was presented to the GEF Coun-
cil at its December 2006 meeting by the GEF
Evaluation Office on behalf of all the participat-
ing evaluation departments. The Council agreed
that no gains would be achieved by streamlin-
ing the current Activity Cycle at the margins.
It decided that the GEF Activity Cycle should
be fully revised, while maintaining the qual-
ity and attributes for GEF funding. The Council
requested the GEF Secretariat to develop options
for a revised cycle for June 2007, in collaboration
with the Implementing and Executing Agencies
and the GEF Scientific and Technical Advisory
Panel, and in line with the recommendations of
the evaluation report. Furthermore, the proposals



to expedite the cycle should ensure that the iden-
tification phase would focus on establishing proj-
ect eligibility, that the work program would move
from being project-based to program-based, and
would ensure rolling project endorsement by the
GEF Chief Executive Officer.

The coordination of the wide range of activities in
the joint evaluation was ensured by the evaluation
task manager, Siv Tokle, Senior Evaluation Offi-
cer, who led the evaluation team and the develop-
ment of the evaluation methodology, and drafted
the report based on contributions from the core
team. The statistical analysis on the GEF portfo-
lio and elapsed time that underpins the findings
was undertaken by Divya Nair. André Aquino and
Josh Brann provided analysis and methodological
support to field visits, the survey, and documen-
tation reviews. As an independent management
consultant, Michael Wells brought considerable
experience with the GEF and its modalities to
advise on the conclusions. The core evaluation
group conducted considerable portions of the
work, and included evaluators Johannes Dobinger
(United Nations Industrial Development Organi-
zation), Hemamala Hettige (Asian Development

Bank), Keith Pitman (World Bank), Michael Spils-
bury (United Nations Environment Programme),
and Juha Uitto and Jyotsna Puri (United Nations
Development Programme). They were supported
by colleagues in their offices. We would also like to
acknowledge the contributions of the larger con-
sultative group of partners, including the Agency
GEF coordination units and the GEF Secretariat;
these partners provided necessary data and docu-
mentation of their project cycles. The report and
supporting technical papers with detailed findings
are available on the GEF Evaluation Office Web
site and on CD-ROM. A special thanks goes to
the country representatives and stakeholders who
were interviewed in the many country visits. They
are often at the receiving end of the uncertainties
and delays in the Activity Cycle, and I hope that
this evaluation and the resulting decisions of the
Council will lead to a more responsive and trans-
parent face for the GEF in recipient countries.

CRE=

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

In support of its mission to achieve global environ-
mental benefits, the Global Environment Facility
(GEF) has committed over $6 billion in grants to
more than 1,800 approved projects in 140 coun-
tries since 1992.! This includes $5,537 million for
716 full-size projects (FSPs), $267 million for 326
medium-size projects (MSPs), and $330 million
for 821 approved enabling activities. Additionally,
preparatory resources worth almost $90 million
have been allocated to develop proposals for FSPs
and MSPs that have not yet received approval.

From the outset, the GEF has operated with
three Implementing Agencies (IAs): the World
Bank, the United Nations Development Pro-
gramme (UNDP), and the United Nations Envi-
ronment Programme (UNEP). In 1999, the GEF
Council designated seven other agencies—the
Asian Development Bank (ADB), the African
Development Bank (AfDB), the European Bank
for Reconstruction and Development (EBRD),
the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB),
the Food and Agriculture Organization of the
United Nations (FAO), the International Fund
for Agricultural Development (IFAD), and the
United Nations Industrial Development Organi-
zation (UNIDO)—as Executing Agencies (ExAs)
with access to GEF resources. In 2003, the GEF
Council approved the current ExA arrangement
whereby the four regional development banks
(ADB, AfDB, EBRD, and IDB) can submit pro-

posals directly to the GEF Secretariat; the United
Nations (UN) agencies (FAO, IFAD, and UNIDO),
which have indirect access to GEF resources, can
submit proposals in some focal areas through one
of the three IAs.

1.1 The GEF Activity Cycle and
Modalities

The bulk of GEF support has so far been provided
through projects, based on submissions of pro-
posals from countries through the IAs and ExAs
(collectively referred to here as Agencies). The
identification, preparation, and implementation
of GEF projects take into account GEF criteria
and policies, GEF and Agency policies and proce-
dures, advice from the GEF Scientific and Techni-
cal Advisory Panel (STAP), global environmental
conventions, and national needs and priorities.

In practice, GEF requirements are superimposed
on the standard project cycles of each of the Agen-
cies. (Projects also go through an approval process
in the recipient country.) Agency cycles have five
common phases: concept development, prepara-
tion, appraisal, approval and supervision, and
completion and evaluation. What is referred to
here as the GEF Activity Cycle is essentially these
five phases along with the various GEF decision
points.



The most significant GEF modalities—vehicles
for disbursing funds—are full-size and medium-
size projects, with their associated project devel-
opment facilities (PDFs). Other GEF modalities
include enabling activities and such variations as
national capacity self-assessments, programmatic
approaches, targeted research, umbrella projects,
and phased and tranched projects, as well as proj-

ect variations supported by special funds.

The GEF Activity Cycle is widely regarded as
complex, long, and costly. Almost since the GEF
began, the need to streamline and simplify the
cycle has been highlighted by numerous evalua-
tions, the overall performance studies, the GEF
Council, and many of the GEF’s partners and
stakeholders. Recent GEF replenishment negotia-
tions emphasized that the GEF should be “making
its processes more expeditious, streamlined and
efficient” (GEF 2002k, paragraph 19). Until now,
however, the proofs of underperformance pre-
sented to the Council in various evaluations and
other documents have been only partial, and stake-
holders have therefore expressed a need to better
understand the underlying causes. This evaluation
was thus welcomed by all partners in the GEF as
a means of presenting a full overview. An Execut-
ing Agency proposed the idea for the evaluation,
which was subsequently funded as a special ini-
tiative by the GEF Council and supported by the
GEF partner Agencies as a joint effort. The evalu-
ation was broadened to include modalities, since
the cycle differs depending on the GEF modality
used and because of the perceived complexity in

the range of GEF programming modalities.

1.2 Scope and Methodology

The objective of this evaluation is to help improve
the effectiveness, efficiency, and cost effectiveness

of GEF operations. The evaluation aimed to

® demonstrate the strengths and weaknesses
in the GEF Activity Cycle and modalities and
identify the contributing factors;

e identify and analyze the constraints that need
to be addressed to improve efficiency in GEF
operations, including possible changes in pro-
cedures and systems;

® provide recommendations to increase the effi-
ciency and effectiveness of GEF operations and
modalities.

The evaluation has given particular attention
to two areas of concern: (1) the early phases of
the Activity Cycle, from concept identification
through preparation, appraisal, and approval to
project start (this last is also called project effec-
tiveness); and (2) the FSPs and MSPs, which absorb
most of the financial resources. The parties also
agreed to focus in-depth analysis on projects
approved in the GEF-3 replenishment period,
closed projects from GEF-2, and all jointly imple-
mented projects, as these are the most recent and
relevant projects and have reliable data. The eval-
uation also analyzed the impact on the cycle of the
GEF’s increase in scope and complexity over time,
which generally corresponds to the GEF replen-
ishment periods.

The evaluation methodology included reviews of
key documents (including the policies and regu-
lations of the GEF and the Agencies, as well as
previous evaluations), partner and stakeholder
interviews, a stakeholder survey, and exploratory
studies within selected partner Agencies of har-
monization and simplification opportunities and
alternative aid delivery modalities. Field work was
undertaken in 18 countries.

Existing GEF and Agency information systems
were unable to provide reliable data on the time
projects spent moving through different phases

Joint Evaluation of the GEF Activity Cycle and Modalities



of the Activity Cycle, a basic information require-
ment for this evaluation. To develop usable data
as a basis for analysis, the evaluation therefore
designed and assembled a database reflecting the
situation in the GEF as of January 1, 2006, for the
full universe of GEF projects and proposals (1,926)
with basic project parameters. GEF projects do not
all follow the same trajectory in the cycle. While
all projects are approved at work program entry,
the point of origin of project ideas is not available.
The database therefore captures the milestone
dates of GEF decision points as projects progress
from, where applicable, pre-pipeline identifica-
tion, PDF-A approval, pipeline entry, or PDF-B
approval to project start.

The data concerning elapsed times, effectiveness
of projects moving through the cycle, and value
added at the various stages have been grouped
according to the replenishment period in which
projects were approved. This perspective is jus-
tified on two grounds: first, the cycle differs by
replenishment period in terms of steps, require-
ments, and criteria. Second, each replenishment
period has its own specific policy goals within
the framework of the GEF’s overarching goals, as
established by the GEF’s Iustrument for the Estab-
lishment of the Restructured Global Environment
Facility. In other words, the Council and the GEF
Chief Executive Officer (CEO) need to be able to
see how old the project proposals are that they
are asked to approve, how these proposals went
through their respective formulation phases, how
they added value on the way, and how they fit into
the goals of the current cycle. This perspective is
more relevant to the GEF Council and CEO than
starting from the actual origination of project
ideas.

The evaluation considered the possibility that
longer preparation times may result in higher
quality projects. Quality is difficult to measure

as GEF proposals are being developed, however,
especially as there are no systematic or quanti-
tative mechanisms for quality assurance during
the project development process. The evaluation
therefore used the application of the GEF opera-
tional principles—which cover incremental costs
for global environmental benefits, country owner-
ship, cost effectiveness, flexibility, full disclosure,
public participation, catalytic role, and monitor-
ing and evaluation (M&E)—as a proxy for project
quality.

Led by the GEF Evaluation Office, this evaluation
was conducted jointly by the Agencies’ evaluation
offices, supported by the GEF coordinating units
of these Agencies as well as the GEF Secretariat.
The GEF Evaluation Office has also conducted a
parallel evaluation to assess the experience of the
seven ExAs with regard to GEF cooperation and
project development and implementation (see
GEF EO 2007a).

1.3 Main Findings and Conclusions

Before presenting the substance of the findings, it
should be noted that this evaluation does not iden-
tify one primary cause or party responsible for
the underperformance of the Activity Cycle. This
underperformance is caused by a multifaceted set
of issues, linked to a complex series of events and
involving many, if not all, actors in the GEF. There
is no scapegoat and no quick fix.

The evaluation found that disclosure of infor-
mation and transparency in the GEF has been
uneven both to management and to stakehold-
ers. The GEF information management systems
have not been reliable in generating information
on project status and elapsed time, and reporting
on this subject has not been systematic or fully
transparent. Hence, it has been difficult for stake-
holders to do anything but complain about the
complexity in an uninformed way, an