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INTEGRATED APPROACH TO 
ADDRESS ENVIRONMENTAL 
DEGRADATION DRIVERS
Integrated programming now accounts for nearly a fifth of GEF 
funding. This evaluation assesses its evolution from the pilots 
launched in GEF-6 to the fully rolled-out impact programs in GEF-7.

Key findings
 z More than $1 billion has been 

allocated for integrated approach 
programming through 95 child 
projects in 56 countries, via three 
integrated approach pilots (IAPs) 
in GEF-6 and five impact programs 
in GEF-7. The five impact pro-
grams account for nearly a fifth of 
overall GEF-7 funding.

 z Integrated programming addresses 
the objectives of United Nations con-
ventions covering climate change, 
biodiversity, and land degradation, 
without hindering countries from 
reporting to those conventions.

 z GEF-7 impact programs are better 
designed compared to the IAPs: 
they have more robust theories 
of change, systems thinking, and 
coherence between child projects 
and programs. 

 z Monitoring and reporting on pro-
gram results remain problematic. 
Common results frameworks 
across program and child projects 

were not well developed or imple-
mented for all IAPs.

 z Program- and project-level report-
ing shows IAPs have made some 
progress toward global environ-
mental benefits; progress is most 
common for Resilient Food Sys-
tems projects (77 percent) and less 
so for Good Growth Partnership 
(40 percent) and Sustainable Cities 
(23 percent) projects.

 z The IAP knowledge platforms—a 
key feature of the GEF inte-
grated approach—have resulted 
in greater knowledge and learning 
compared to past GEF program-
matic approaches; but they have 
suffered from insufficient budget 
allocations and low priority among 
the child projects that they are 
meant to benefit.
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The GEF introduced the IAPs in 2014, building on its long 
and evolving experience of using integration, to address 
the main drivers of global environmental degradation 

and deliver multiple benefits across multilateral environmen-
tal agreements using the GEF programmatic approach modality. 
These pilots—Resilient Food Systems, Good Growth Partner-
ship, and Sustainable Cities—were a multidimensional, systemic 
approach to a multidimensional, systemic challenge. The GEF-7 
programming documents took early lessons from a 2017 review 
of these pilots to roll out the GEF integrated approach in five 
impact programs—one on transforming food, land use, and res-
toration systems (FOLUR); one focusing on sustainable urban 
development; and three focusing on sustainable landscapes in, 
respectively, the Amazon, the Congo Basin, and selected dry-
lands around the world.

The present formative evaluation assessed how the early results 
and lessons from the IAPs are informing the evolution of the 
integrated approach in the impact programs. Mixed methods for 
the evaluation included a quality-at-entry analysis; portfolio and 
timeline analyses; 151 semi-structured interviews; an online 
survey administered to 633 country stakeholders with a 42.3 per-
cent response rate; three country case studies (Brazil, China, 
and Kenya); and a geospatial analysis on the spatial relevance of 
food systems–related programs. 

Design

Integrated programs address multiple conventions and focal 
areas, with synergies primarily among biodiversity, climate 
change, and land degradation focal areas (figure 1). There is 
scope for stronger integration with international waters and 
chemicals and waste. GEF integrated approaches include inter-
ventions focused on socioeconomic dimensions of environmental 
degradation, such as urban development, rural livelihoods, and 
commodity value chains. The opportunity to pilot an integrated 
approach and develop models for replication, upscaling, or main-
streaming attracted country participation; access to set-aside 
incentive funding (in addition to STAR allocations) also mattered.

Integrated programming is largely targeting relevant countries 
and drivers of environmental degradation, with a few excep-
tions. The strategy to ensure that relevant countries participated 

in the GEF-7 impact programs—geographical targeting, incen-
tives, and working with relevant Agencies and countries—has 
been largely successful. Only one small island developing state 
is participating in IAPs or impact programs, however, which rep-
resents a missed opportunity.

GEF-7 impact programs show evidence of improved coherence 
of design, compared to the GEF-6 IAPs. Child projects show 
good alignment with the objectives and main components of the 
broader impact program. Better sequencing in program design—
with child projects generally designed in parallel with the global 
or regional coordination projects—helped support this outcome. 
Theories of change have also improved in GEF-7 impact pro-
grams, showing stronger evidence of systems thinking. More 
consideration needs to be given to the roles and responsibilities 
for linkages between program and country project theories of 
change in the programs that focus on value chains.

Program-level monitoring and reporting in the GEF-6 IAPs has 
been insufficient, although the design of such systems in GEF-7 
impact programs shows evidence of lessons learned. Common 
results frameworks across program and child projects, derived 
from the program’s theory of change, were not well developed 
for all IAPs, which made program-level aggregate reporting 
difficult. The Resilient Food Systems IAP took three years to 
operationalize their results framework, while the Good Growth 
Partnership IAP and the Sustainable Cities IAPs, more than half-
way through implementation, still have not fully done so . The 
Sustainable Cities IAP has not submitted a program-level annual 
report for the past two years. In the GEF-7 impact programs, lead 
Agencies have started to work more strenuously and interactively 
to develop common program results and reporting frameworks 
earlier in the design process. A key remaining challenge is how 
to measure and attribute global environmental benefits—as 
required for all GEF projects—associated with the policy, institu-
tional, and knowledge work that dominates the global/regional 
projects tasked with coordinating each impact program. Though 
the 2019 GEF monitoring and evaluation policies help clarify 
roles and responsibilities, program-level monitoring and evalua-
tion are not yet reflected in project cycle practices.

Process

Substantial process improvements have been realized in the 
rollout of GEF-7 impact programs. The competitive expression 
of interest process has open access and clear selection crite-
ria, and countries show strong interest in participating. The GEF 
also used a competitive procurement process to select the lead 
Agency. Country stakeholders, including operational focal points, 
viewed program design processes as inclusive.

In GEF-7, the GEF also appropriately expands the lead Agen-
cy’s critical role to cover program coordination, integration, and 
reporting—with slightly more funding for coordination projects 
than in the GEF-6 IAPs. Child projects also now allocate funds 
for interacting with the coordination project. Managing internal 

FIGURE 1 Impact program funding by focal area (million $)

FOLUR

Sustainable Cities

Drylands

Amazon

Congo Basin

Land degradation Climate change Biodiversity

$55 

$6 

$30 

$27 

$49 

$4 

$110 

$33 

$20 

$47 

$25 

$9 

$4 

SOURCE: GEF Portal.
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FIGURE 2 Perceptions of IAP knowledge platforms (% of respondents)

Platform used to share best practices

Platform used to inform broader integration of environmental
issues in country(ies), outside of child project activities

Learning has made it back to country policy makers/
senior decision makers

Platform provided access to right type of information for
country needs

Country child projects have contributed data/results to platform

Allocation of funds in child project(s) sufficient to enable
participation in platform

Sustaining platform after program closes would be valuable

Plans/activities in place to continue platform after program closes

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagree Unable to assess

SOURCE: Country-level online survey; n = 268.

SOURCE: GEF Portal. IAP funding based on child project financing data, including Agency fees. Total impact program funding is from respective Council-approved program 
frame document. FAO = Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations; UNDP = United Nations Development Programme; UNEP = United Nations Environment 
Programme; LDC = least developed country; MIC = middle-income country.

and external coordination, integrating across scales, countries, 
and Agencies, and monitoring and reporting on the value the pro-
gram adds are all important, substantial tasks for lead Agencies. 
During GEF-6, a lack of Agency cooperation hampered these 
tasks at times, because the incentives for working in a coordi-
nated manner and the rules of engagement were unclear; for 
example, some Agencies did not respond to requests from the 
lead Agency to report results associated with the program-level 
results framework. 

Progress toward results

Lead Agency annual program reports, midterm reports, project 
implementation reviews, and country case studies demon-
strate some progress toward results, varying across programs. 
It is still early to observe many global environmental bene-
fits. The Resilient Food Systems and Good Growth Partnership 
IAPs reported on some program-aggregated global environment 
benefits (including hectares of land restored or protected). The 
Sustainable Cities IAP has lagged far behind in program report-
ing. About half of IAP child projects indicate progress toward 
achieving concrete environmental outcomes, and two-thirds 

show progress toward policy or legal results. Few socioeco-
nomic and household resilience outcomes have been reported. 
All IAPs are establishing (or supporting existing) multi-stake-
holder platforms or mechanisms. The country case studies 
show that the primary implementation challenges relate to 
using the integrated approach, including working across govern-
ment ministries, agencies, or departments, and implementation 
arrangements that involve multiple agencies and executing part-
ners to support integration. 

The IAP knowledge platforms have resulted in more knowl-
edge and learning activities than many past GEF programmatic 
approaches. Partnerships with major institutions and networks 
show promise of amplifying the effects of these knowledge plat-
forms; however, few child projects allocated funds or staff time 
for knowledge management (figure 2). The diversity of coun-
try contexts means producing country-relevant information and 
interactions has also been challenging. Contributing to these 
challenges is the fact that IAP platforms were designed after the 
child projects were designed. In the Sustainable Cities programs, 
the GEF-6 and GEF-7 knowledge platforms will run in parallel 
for the next two years, posing a risk of confusion among platform 
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participants and inefficiencies; the GEF Secretariat and Agencies 
are working to minimize this risk. Although not all designs are 
final, the GEF-7 knowledge platforms show evidence of lessons 
learned from the GEF-6 pilots, such as closer partnerships with 
child projects, plans for more offers of technical assistance, and 
use of regional clustering.

Cross-cutting issues

Private sector engagement plays overall a more prominent role 
in the GEF-7 impact programs, with evidence of some lessons 
learned from the GEF-6 pilots. One lesson is that a partner-
ship approach to working with the private sector, seeking to build 
on and amplify existing multi-stakeholder platforms and ini-
tiatives, showed success in two IAPs. Another lesson relates to 
the challenge of identifying and aligning global and local entry 
points for working with the private sector to support sustain-
able value chain development—and the critical role of the global 
coordination project in this effort. The insufficient integration of 

systems thinking was a stumbling block at times for private sec-
tor engagement in two IAPs. A related issue is that the division of 
responsibilities for leveraging and managing entry points in value 
chains that have multiple private sector actors across several 
countries is not clear among the GEF Secretariat, lead Agencies, 
and child project Agencies.

GEF-7 impact programs also show consideration of gender, 
resilience (including from climate and non-climate risk per-
spectives), and good environmental governance. Overall, 
compared to the IAPs, GEF-7 child projects show more sys-
tematic inclusion of gender considerations. The Resilient Food 
Systems IAP offers a good practice example of how to consis-
tently consider and measure resilience across a program the 
GEF-7 impact programs could build on this. The GEF-7 impact 
programs are also expected to build individual and institutional 
capacity for environmental governance, enhance mechanisms 
among government entities, and influence countries’ environ-
mental legal frameworks.

Recommendations

1 To make the ongoing efforts in aggre-
gate program-level reporting effective, 
the GEF Secretariat must clarify pro-

gram-level reporting requirements for lead 
Agencies. These requirements must be better 
codified in project cycle practices; one specific 
change is that global and regional coordination 
projects should not be required to report on 
global environmental benefits in all cases.

2 The GEF Secretariat and lead Agencies should work to further catalyze 
and demonstrate the value addition of a programmatic approach to 
integration. At design, coordination projects should be designed before 

child projects to ensure value addition from the start. In implementation, lead 
Agencies should undertake activities to support systems-oriented adaptive 
management. And in design and implementation, the operational roles and 
responsibilities for working with private sector entities involved in value 
chains on multinational, national, and subnational scales should be clarified 
among lead Agencies, the GEF Secretariat, and other Agencies.

3 The GEF 
should 
ensure a 

greater diversity of 
countries included 
in the integrated 
programs.

Conclusions

1 Integrated 
program-
ming is 

widely seen 
as a strate-
gic innovation 
of the GEF and 
one that draws 
on the GEF’s 
institutional 
comparative 
advantages. 

2 Integrated pro-
gramming is 
largely targeting 

relevant countries and 
drivers of environmen-
tal degradation; only one 
small island develop-
ing state is participating 
in IAPs or impact pro-
grams, however, which 
represents a missed 
opportunity.

3 Overall, GEF-7 
impact pro-
grams represent 

an improvement over 
the GEF-6 IAPs: they 
have more coherence 
of design, attention to 
cross-cutting issues such 
as gender and the pri-
vate sector, and more 
transparent and inclusive 
program selection and 
design processes.

4 Program-level 
coordination 
and integration 

are the key to deliver-
ing on the promise of 
the “whole being more 
than the sum of its 
parts.” This places con-
siderable responsibility 
on the lead Agency to 
deliver programmatic 
results and value added.

5 Program-level reporting in 
the GEF-6 IAPs has not yet 
shown any added advan-

tage of the programmatic approach 
to integration. While improve-
ments are noted in the design of 
GEF-7 impact program monitoring 
and evaluation systems, coordina-
tion projects will still need a way 
to measure global environmen-
tal benefits and aggregate results 
across child projects.
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