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[bookmark: _Toc249364483]EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The EmpowHer project has been instrumental in creating an enabling environment for local economic growth, focusing on empowering rural women, strengthening institutions, and advancing gender-responsive policies at both national and local levels. A landmark achievement was the first-ever gender-mainstreamed Agricultural Census (Winter 2024), which ensured the collection of sex-disaggregated data, including Berane, Bijelo Polje, and Plav. For the first time, rural women's contributions to agriculture and the economy are systematically recorded, laying the groundwork for gender analysis and evidence-based policymaking. 

This breakthrough marks a critical shift from the long-standing invisibility of rural women to a structured approach where their needs are mapped, analyzed, and addressed within their specific community contexts. The initiative was fueled by a central pillar of this transformation is the development of the Country Gender Assessment (FAO), offering CGA of agriculture and rular livelihoods, which consolidates fragmented gender statistics and provides an in-depth analysis of gender structural disparities in access to resources, financial services, and land, finance, employment (draft, expecting validation); and decision-making. The CGA, alongside three additional knowledge complementary products, equips national and local authorities with essential data and insights, which were developed outside of this project scope: i) Mapping Financial Support for Women Entrepreneurs (UNDP), exploring financing opportunities for rural women; ii) Gender Analysis in Strategic Planning (UNDP), assessing existing gender policies through the lens of rural women; and iii) the Socio-Economic Profile of Rural Women in Montenegro (UNDP), providing a comprehensive diagnosis of their socio-economic status. These evidence-based tools are driving gender-responsive policy reforms and fostering a more inclusive and equitable rural economy. Additionally, the Research on Perceptions and Attitudes of Women from Rural Areas provided valuable insights into their everyday lives and the barriers they face. It established a strong evidence base for more substantive analysis and created a foundation for informing the development of policies and tools at both the local and national levels.

Beyond data generation, the project achieved a major institutional milestone through the establishment of Montenegro’s first Rural Women’s Parliament in 2025. This unprecedented platform formalizes rural women’s participation in policy dialogue and decision-making processes, enabling direct engagement with policymakers and strengthening accountability mechanisms. The Parliament represents a structural advancement in gender equality, moving beyond ad hoc consultations toward sustained and institutionalized representation of rural women in shaping agrifood and rural development policies. A Declaration adopted during the session outlined concrete actions to enhance rural women’s participation in public life, improve their access to economic opportunities and ensure that their needs and perspectives are reflected in national strategies 

Recognizing the power of mentorship and capacity development, the project empowered 133 rural women with essential skills in business development, registration, funding access, financial management, marketing, management, business planning, market analysis, digital literacy, branding, and digital sales. Experienced women entrepreneurs with support of partnering NGO mentored rural women within the rural tourism and agricultural sector, leveraging their expertise to foster mutual empowerment, knowledge exchange, and networked economic activity within the same cluster. Additionally, 18 participants received specialized training on Green Destination Standards, equipping them with the tools to integrate green and circular economy principles into their business models for sustainable growth.
The project has also amplified rural women's voices through high-impact policy dialogues, including the Rural Women Parliament, and networking and community events, engaging over 200 stakeholders and beneficiaries in shaping the economic agenda for northern Montenegro, a region heavily affected by rural exodus and the underutilization of women’s economic potential. Additionally, almost 300 women participated in business networking events, including across three municipalities, fostering economic collaboration, business clustering, and market opportunities. 

These achievements reflect a holistic UNDP and FAO approach, combining advocacy, policy reform, capacity-building, and networking to elevate rural women’s economic position in Montenegro, ensuring their voices are heard, their contributions recognized, and their opportunities expanded.

 




I. Purpose

The program aligned with the UNSDCF, UNDP Strategic Plan, FAO Policy on Gender Equality 2020–2030, FAO Strategic Framework and EU Gender Equality Strategy, focusing on gender equality, economic empowerment, and sustainable development.
According to the project final evaluation report findings, EmpowHer has placed rural women’s economic priorities on national and local agendas, municipal instruments and the Rural Women’s Parliament (RWP) Declaration; created an initial delivery ecosystem in the North. It demonstrated early pathways from skills to practice improvements and to externally financed eco-upgrades. The EmpowHer programme has already made important steps in advancing the economic potential of rural women in Montenegro, particularly in the agricultural and rural tourism sectors. By tapping into their vast, yet often underutilized, skillsets, the programme has begun addressing critical barriers, equipping rural women with the tools and support needed to thrive in these key industries.
In municipalities Bijelo Polje, Berane, and Plav, where 29.7% of respondents report stagnation in agricultural development[footnoteRef:8], it is evident that there is untapped potential for growth. Investing in the workforce of rural women in these sectors is not only a matter of gender equality but an economic imperative. These women already play a vital role in their communities, balancing multiple responsibilities, and demonstrating remarkable resilience. With continued support, their contributions can drive transformation, boosting productivity and fostering sustainable growth in agricultural and rural tourism industries—sectors that hold substantial untapped potential for Montenegro's economy. [8:  Attitudes and Perceptions of Women form rural Areas on Gender Equality
] 

The success of the EmpowHer programme demonstrated how empowering rural women leads to broader economic development. With further institutional capacity-building and strategic investments, these women will become central to the revitalization of these critical sectors, contributing to Montenegro’s long-term economic growth and positioning it as a leader in inclusive, sustainable development.
The Programme contributed to UNSDCF Outcome #1, as well as with the UNDP and FAO country programming frameworks priorities on gender-responsive rural transformation:
· Through inclusive, gender-responsive economic development through enhancing women’s economic empowerment.
· Building on capacities of public institutions to develop gender-responsive policies that support women’s entrepreneurship.
· Integrating green practices and circular economy principles into women’s businesses.



II. [bookmark: _Toc249364486]Results 

Progress Made Towards Cooperation Framework Outcome 1:

The Programme has made significant progress in relation to Cooperation Framework Outcome 1 and the key outputs outlined in the Project Document and Annual Work Plan (AWP) have been successfully achieved, particularly in enhancing gender responsive and inclusive economic transformation, as well as innovative and sustainable policies to support women’s economic empowerment. An initial needs assessment of institutional capacities has been analyzed and informed on the next steps. 

As of 2023, the Gender Equality Index scores indicate positive changes in all three dimensions[footnoteRef:9]. The money dimension improved to 61.9, compared to 59.7 in 2019, reflecting a notable increase in women’s economic empowerment. The time dimension rose to 58.9 from 52.7 in 2019, showing progress in reducing the unequal distribution of unpaid care work between genders. Additionally, the work dimension increased to 70.7, up from 65.2 in 2019, indicating better participation of women in the labor market and leadership roles. Overall, the GEI increased to 59.3 in 2023, a marked improvement from 55 in 2019, demonstrating a positive trend in advancing gender equality. [9:  For further information, please see https://monstat.org/uploads/files/demografija/rodnaavnopravnost/Gender%20equality%20index%20ENG_25.7.pdf.
] 


The EmpowHer Programme has made significant progress in fostering innovative, gender-responsive, and inclusive economic development in Montenegro's northern municipalities of Berane, Bijelo Polje, and Plav, through empowering rural women by enhancing their capabilities in digital literacy, business development, green innovation, and improving access to financing. This initiative plays a crucial role in fostering sustainable economic growth in rural communities, leveraging comprehensive data from key resources such as the Research on Perceptions and Attitudes of Citizens on Gender Equality and the Census on Agricultural Households. By utilizing this data, the programme has gained valuable insights into the specific needs of women in these northern municipalities, enabling the creation of targeted opportunities for networking, learning, and active participation.

Efforts are focused on establishing a collaborative ecosystem that not only supports rural women entrepreneurs but also promotes inclusive, green growth. Through this initiative, rural women have been equipped with the essential skills, tools, and resources required to enhance their livelihoods and socio-economic standing. Special emphasis was placed on agri-food systems and fostering green rural tourism in the municipalities of Berane, Bijelo Polje, and Plav, ensuring that the economic potential of these sectors is fully realized.

UNDP and FAO continued to work with local governments to establish robust support systems, where efforts are underway to build foundational infrastructure that will sustain the empowerment of rural women in the long term. These initiatives are tailored to significantly contribute to the economic diversification of these regions, capitalizing on underutilized sectors such as agriculture and tourism, where there is untapped potential for growth. Through the continued success of this initiative, investing in rural women presents a strategic investment in the future economic prosperity of Montenegro.

The project continued to progress through three mutually reinforcing components, designed to maximize its impact on rural women and communities. Guided by key principles, including results-based management, human rights, capacity development, digital transformation, and environment-friendly interventions, the program is bringing added value to partners regarding human-centered policy design and gender equality. This work contributed to UNSDCF goal #1, aiming for improved management of natural resources and increasingly innovative, gender-responsive, and climate-resilient economic development for all, especially the vulnerable, by 2027.




Component I: Research

To contribute to the overall Outcome of the project through establishing a solid foundation and a baseline for reference when creating future policies and programs, accurately mapping of both the current state of the normative framework and the real-life situation was needed. To achieve this, a research study was conducted to measure the perceptions of women living in rural areas across the three targeted municipalities.

This pioneer research on the topic of the socio-economic position of women in rural areas in the municipalities of Berane, Bijelo Polje, and Plav has shown a significant shortcomings and disparities between rural and urban areas in Montenegro, reiterating the challenges mapped by the Programme. 

While all three municipalities have taken steps toward gender equality, significant challenges remain, particularly in terms of institutional capacity, resources, and policy implementation[footnoteRef:10]. Berane demonstrates progress with its gender equality strategy and action plans, but funding remains limited, and the actual effectiveness of the local Gender Equality Council and other bodies remains unclear. Bijelo Polje shows more promising developments, including a dedicated office for gender equality, a women’s council, and substantial support for female entrepreneurship. However, challenges persist in fully mainstreaming gender across all sectors, particularly in areas like decision-making and violence prevention. Plav, while taking initial steps by adopting a gender equality plan, still lacks detailed public documents and clear mechanisms for monitoring and implementation, indicating a need for greater institutional development. There is considerable room for intervention in these municipalities, particularly in strengthening the institutional frameworks for gender equality, increasing financial investments, ensuring gender-sensitive policymaking, and building the capacities of local government officials to support female entrepreneurs and rural women. The EmpowHer project will further focus on addressing these gaps through enhanced cooperation with local governments, fostering more inclusive and gender-responsive governance. [10:  See footnote 8.] 


Research[footnoteRef:11] has shown that almost twice as many women from rural areas (18.5%) compared to the general population (10.3%) believe that "men have significantly more rights than women." This stark difference underscores the entrenched patriarchy within rural communities, posing a formidable challenge to the advancement of women's economic empowerment. Additionally, 12.9% of women in rural areas hold the belief that "men and women should not be equal," a figure more than double the 5.8% found in the general population. These disparities reveal deeply rooted societal norms and perceptions of gender equality, demonstrating the urgent need for targeted interventions. It is imperative that we address these barriers head-on to challenge outdated attitudes and pave the way for true gender equality, particularly in rural settings where these issues are most pronounced. [11:  Ibid.] 


A significant gap in perceptions of gender equality has been noted, underscoring the importance of initiatives like EmpowHer. While many respondents recognize progress in women’s rights in Montenegro, a considerable portion—especially rural women—remain skeptical, with 36.2% of rural women and 43.2% of the general population seeing no significant changes. Alarmingly, 12.3% of rural women believe their rights have worsened, a sharp contrast to just 7.2% in the general population. Men, however, tend to see more progress, with 53.4% acknowledging improvements. This disparity highlights the deep-rooted gender inequalities in rural communities, reinforcing the need for focused actions to address these barriers and ensure equal opportunities for women, particularly in rural areas. This research and evidence are crucial, as they provide a clear foundation for decision-makers at both national and local levels to understand and address the specific needs of women, ensuring that their voices and concerns are integrated into policies and initiatives.

The first-of-its kind National Gender Profile of Agriculture and Rural Livelihoods of Montenegro (CGA) has been developed as a project flagship deliverable, as it included fieldwork in Berane, Bijelo Polje and Plav to fill data gaps on women’s roles in agrifood value chains and rural tourism (including katuns), asset ownership, access to finance, advisory services, green technologies and decision making. These research plays a pivotal role in strengthening evidence base for national policies in agriculture and rural development. Gender statistics and sex-disaggregated data are essential for inclusive policymaking in rural development and agriculture. However, existing data and reports often remain fragmented or lack systematic review, resulting in critical disparities overlooked. 

The Country Gender Assessment addresses this gap by consolidating and analyzing available official statistical data, including the most recent Census data, and complementing it with qualitative insights derived from focus group discussions with rural women and key informant interviews. By combining qualitative and quantitative methodologies, the assessment provides a comprehensive overview of structural gender inequalities in the agrifood and rural sectors. 

The CGA was developed in line with FAO’s corporate methodology for ensuring alignment with international standards and comparability with similar assessments conducted globally. It sheds light on the vital but often invisible contributions of women from rural areas. The validation process, conducted in Spring 2025, brought together representatives of women to agrifood systems and rural development. This participatory validation strengthened stakeholder ownership, enhanced the policy relevance of findings, and programmes in line with the 2030 Agenda created space for Sustainable Development and for supporting Montenegro’s path toward European Union accession. 

The CGA reveals the progress, but also barriers that continue to limit women’s access to land, services, decision-makingrelevant ministries, local authorities, civil society organizations, academia, and economic opportunities. The evidence base outlines key directions for mainstreaming gender equality into national policies with the support of UN agenciesAbove all, the CGA for Montenegro is intended as a diagnostic of persistent gender inequalities in agrifood systems, as well a guide for UN Agencies and national institutions in mainstreaming gender into agriculture, rural development and climate resilience strategies. Finally, the CGA recommends interventions that have a dialogue on transformative nature and target root causes of gender disparitiesactions required to achieve more inclusive and sustainable agrifood systems.

The assessment confirms that women in rural areas face challenges similar to female entrepreneurs generally, yet these barriers are often intensified by rural-specific constraints. Many women generate income through the processing of agricultural products as homemade goods (such as cheese), which they sell in local markets, often relying on regular customers. A limited number have formal agreements with supermarkets or other buyers. 

A recurring and critical constraints identified across focus groups is limited access to capital and financing. This is closely linked to women’s limited ownership of the farms or land, which restricts their ability to secure loans or invest in business expansion. Women also highlighted their need for targeted support in business planning, digital literacy and marketing that is responsive to their specific products and services. 

Beyond structural barriers, the CGA highlights less visible yet equally significant constraints. Rural women frequently reported low levels of self-confidence, often linked to limited access to training, mentorship, and support networks. The relative absence of visible female role models in the agricultural sector further reinforces this dynamic. The combined effect of limited institutional support, restricted access to resources, and social norms contributes to women’s underrepresentation in formal decision-making and entrepreneurial growth within rural economies.

By systematically documenting these findings, the CGA provides a robust analytical foundation for gender-responsive agricultural and rural development policies. It also serves as a strategic tool for guiding future programming, ensuring that interventions move beyond awareness-raising toward structural transformation and institutional reform.



Component 2: Advocacy 

Strategic transformation through the creation of gender-responsive policies contributed to Programme Output Indicator b. Number of gender-responsive policies that promote sustainable and inclusive economic growth, productive employment and decent work, based on international human rights norms and standards, adopted with UN support. Achieved value: 2 + 1 

A pivotal component of this transformation is the advocacy initiative towards comprehensive Agricultural Census conducted by the Statistical Office of Montenegro (MONSTAT) which was for the first time gender mainstreamed through the Programme. This census collects detailed data on agricultural holdings, including the number of holdings, utilized agricultural land, livestock by type and category, and the demographics of individuals participating in agricultural production. Such data is essential for understanding the current state of agriculture and identifying opportunities for sustainable development. The preliminary results showcase that only 12,9 % of women are owners of agricultural households, and that the same percentage are the managers of agricultural households, while men make 87% of both owners and managers.

The insights gained from the Census enable the identification of key agricultural sectors and the mapping of supply and demand dynamics, providing a strong foundation for targeted interventions that promote the circular economy. This is particularly relevant in areas such as food and forest systems, the built environment, tourism, and manufacturing. Building on this evidence, the Programme will support the development of circular economy clusters in the next phase, fostering synergies among local producers, consumers, and policymakers.

The availability of gender-disaggregated Census data represents a structural shift in the national evidence base, allowing advocacy to move beyond general commitments toward concrete, data-driven policy dialogue. Combined with the Programme’s research on perceptions and the socio-economic profile of rural women, these findings have informed high-level discussions on women’s economic participation, access to finance, and leadership in agriculture and rural development.

This evidence directly shaped the Business Forum in Bijelo Polje organised under the Programme, which served as a dedicated advocacy platform bringing together rural women entrepreneurs, decision-makers, financial institutions, and development partners. Grounded in robust data, the Forum enabled substantive dialogue on systemic barriers and supported the translation of evidence into policy-relevant discussions, including on local support measures, financing instruments, and institutional responsibilities.

More broadly, the Census and complementary research have strengthened gender-responsive policymaking by making women’s roles, contributions, and constraints more visible. This has reinforced advocacy efforts to increase women’s participation in decision-making and improve access to support measures. As a result, gender considerations have been further integrated into local development planning, including through the development of two local gender equality action plans for the municipalities of Plav and Bijelo Polje—already adopted in Plav and currently undergoing adoption in Bijelo Polje.

Overall, the integration of Agricultural Census data into the Programme’s approach marks an important step toward more resilient, inclusive, and sustainable economic development in Montenegro’s northern municipalities.


To further elevate the visibility of women entrepreneurs and challenge the persistent invisibility of rural women in economic narratives, UNDP partnered with The Top Women Business of Montenegro. as a strategic advocacy platform. This private-sector-led initiative applies international methodologies to identify, rank, and recognise outstanding women-owned and women-led businesses nationwide. Through the Programme’s support, rural women entrepreneurs were systematically included and highlighted within this national platform. 

Building on its established advocacy approach, the Top Women Business of Montenegro initiative delivered its flagship annual conferences over two consecutive years, alongside annual award ceremonies, bringing together more than 400 stakeholders and beneficiaries from the public, private, and civil society sectors, and further amplifying the visibility and recognition of women entrepreneurs, including those from rural areas.

In both the 2024 and 2025 editions of the Top Women Business magazine, eight rural women[footnoteRef:12],entrepreneurs were featured as examples of leadership, resilience, and innovation in agriculture and rural businesses, reinforcing advocacy messages on the economic contribution of rural women, and addressing their historical underrepresentation in national business narratives. These publications served as advocacy tools, extending the reach of Programme messages beyond events and institutional settings into the broader public and private sector discourse. [12:  Pages 134 and 135 of the Magazine] 


This advocacy approach increased the visibility of women entrepreneurs across Montenegro while strengthening recognition of rural women as drivers of local economic development. By linking evidence, visibility, and policy dialogue, the Programme reinforced social recognition as a necessary dimension of women’s economic empowerment and a precondition for sustainable policy change.


Additionally, during last year’s event (2024), a panel discussion featured a representative from UNDP, who highlighted the unique challenges and opportunities faced by rural women and women entrepreneurs in northern Montenegro. This thematic platform for dialogue underscored the need for targeted support for women in rural areas and the critical role they play in driving local economic development. 

Moreover, as part of the initiative's ongoing efforts, a special magazine was developed to promote the best women entrepreneurs and share their success stories. This publication is not just a celebration of business success but a tool for motivating and inspiring other women to pursue their entrepreneurial ambitions. In 2024 and in 2025 editions, eight exceptional rural women[footnoteRef:13], who have successfully led their households and businesses in rural Montenegro, were featured. Their personal and professional stories were highlighted as examples of resilience, innovation, and leadership in the face of adversity. These women serve as powerful role models, demonstrating how rural women, when given the right support and opportunities, can thrive and lead sustainable businesses that contribute to their communities’ economic prosperity. [13:  Pages 134 and 135 of the Magazine and pages 152 and 153 of the Magazine] 


This initiative not only raises the profile of women entrepreneurs across the country but also validates the contributions of rural women, proving that they are key drivers of economic transformation. By highlighting their stories, the Top Women Business of Montenegro initiative creates a ripple effect, inspiring others in the rural areas to believe in their potential and take the necessary steps toward entrepreneurship. The continued visibility and recognition of rural women entrepreneurs through this platform are instrumental in driving social change and empowering women to become active agents of change in their local economies.

The "Rural Women’s Day" event, held in Bijelo Polje, served as a pivotal platform, engaging nearly 200 participants in an insightful thematic discussion focused on the most pressing challenges facing rural women in Montenegro. This event, organized by UNDP and FAO, brought together national and local decision-makers, civil society organizations, and international stakeholders to explore strategic solutions for overcoming systemic barriers. Reflecting Montenegro’s commitment to the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development and the EU Gender Equality Action Plan, the event catalyzed a constructive dialogue addressing the complex realities of rural women’s lives and livelihoods. The event's success was underpinned by the active participation of the audience, who posed critical questions and contributed to a rich exchange of ideas. The event contributed to strengthening inter-institutional coordination and created a platform for evidence-based discussions grounded in findings from the Agricultural Census and the Country Gender Assessment (CGA).. Importantly, the impact of the event extended beyond its immediate outcomes. It directly inspired the organization of the 2025 conference “Women Side of the Village” in Berane, which gathered more than 100 women and a broad range of stakeholders. For this follow-up initiative, FAO’s support was actively sought, reflecting the recognition of FAO’s expertise and leadership in advancing rural women’s empowerment. This replication demonstrates the catalytic effect of the Rural Women’s Day platform and its contribution to sustaining dialogue and action at the local level. This initiative further reinforced FAO’s strategic role in positioning rural women’s economic empowerment within national development priorities and the SDG framework.

Bi-annual coordination meetings facilitated by FAO provided structured platform for dialogue among national ministries, local self-governments, civil society, and UN agencies, consistently bringing together around 30 participants per meeting. These meetings strengthened institutional ownership of gender-responsive agricultural reforms and improved alignment between local and national priorities. They also served as a mechanism for monitoring progress on gender mainstreaming within agrifood policies and ensured that findings from the Census and CGA were translated into actionable commitments. This regular coordination format has been recognized as a good practice for sustaining multi-level governance dialogue beyond the life of the project.

Building on FAO’s advocacy and networking efforts, a major breakthrough has been achieved with the establishment of systemic measures to enhance rural women's participation in decision-making. This effort has culminated in the organization of Montenegro’s first Rural Women’s Parliament in the 2025—an unprecedented milestone for gender equality in the country. The parliament gathered nearly 130 participants, including close to 100 women parliamentarians and women from rural areas. 
The platform empowered rural women by amplifying their voices, enabling direct engagement with policymakers, and driving inclusive policy development. It is recognized as one of the project’s most transformative outcomes, given its potential to create a sustainable participatory mechanism for rural women. The Parliament strengthens accountability mechanisms and formalizes women’s voices in shaping agrifood and rural development policies.

The combination of data generation (CGA and Census), structured dialogue (bi-annual meetings), visibility platforms (Rural Women’s Day), and institutional mechanisms (Rural Women’s Parliament) created mutually reinforcing change pathways. This integrated approach strengthened both the policy environment and grassroots empowerment, positioning rural women’s economic inclusion as a national development priority rather than a standalone gender issue.


Component III: Capacity building 

Driving sustainable change at the grassroots level contributed to Programme Output Indicator 1 a. Number of private sector entities (including micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) and women entrepreneurs that innovated their business practices, by mainstreaming environmental, social or economic sustainability elements, with UN support.  Achieved value: 147

Rural women in Montenegro face significant challenges that hinder their economic empowerment and social inclusion. Over half of rural women (52.8%) spend more than three hours daily on household and family duties, a stark contrast to just 7.1% of men who report doing the same. This disproportionate burden on women significantly limits their time and capacity for economic participation. While the general population shows some variation in this statistic, the gap in rural areas is particularly pronounced. Additionally, rural women experience higher rates of job rejection, with 62.7% reporting being turned away from job opportunities due to gendered perceptions of certain positions as "men’s work." These findings underscore the critical need for targeted and grassroots initiatives such as EmpowHer to tackle the deep-rooted gender disparities and provide rural women with the support needed to overcome these systemic barriers[footnoteRef:14]. [14:  See footnote 8.] 


With the aim of empowering women in rural areas to take an active part in economic activities and tap into the valuable resources of nature and green solutions, UNDP and FAO have	 engaged a well-established non-governmental organization that already possesses the human capacities and infrastructure necessary for rural development in the programme’s target municipalities. To provide examples of good practices, a mentoring and capacity building processes were established. 

Women entrepreneurs from the municipalities of Plav, Berane, and Bijelo Polje, who have successfully managed their family businesses in rural tourism incorporating sustainable practices such as eco-friendly accommodations, promotion of local culture and traditions, farm-to-table dining, sustainable agriculture, and on-farm tourism, serve as role models. The mentorship program and capacity building engaged 63 participants, including agri-business owners, associations, cooperatives, and rural farmers. 
Complementary networking events further reinforced this process, reaching 95 participants and enabling knowledge exchange, peer learning, and early-stage business partnerships. These interactions contributed to increased visibility of rural women as economic actors within their communities and strengthened their engagement with local institutions and markets.
Furthermore, interested rural tourism businesses are receiving support in resource mobilization and partnership creation mainstreaming green practices and sustainability through thematically designed mentoring sessions offered by licensed trainers with Green Solutions certificate. This component is actively contributing to the development of innovative and sustainable business solutions, while empowering the socio-economic position of women in rural areas in the three aforementioned municipalities. These workshops were attended by 18 participants. 	Green standards capacity: coaching reached 18 participants and resulted in five local coaches certified in Good Travel Seal / Green Destinations, creating durable in-region capacity linked to market-recognised benchmarks.

Capacity development efforts were extended beyond individual entrepreneurs to address institutional readiness at the local level. Over 50 municipal officials from different sectors across Berane, Bijelo Polje, and Plav strengthened their competencies in gender equality, gender-responsive policymaking, and alternative financing mechanisms available for supporting rural women. These interventions addressed gaps identified during institutional capacity assessments and responded to municipalities’ expressed demand for practical tools to better support women’s entrepreneurship and rural livelihoods.

As a result of this process, local governments increased their engagement in designing gender-responsive measures, including the finalisation of local gender equality action plans in Bijelo Polje and Plav, with the active participation of municipal staff. These plans incorporated evidence from the Programme and established clearer entry points for supporting rural women through local development instruments.

In organization of FAO/NRDM, a total of 25 workshops were delivered in Berane and Bijelo Polje—15 focused on financial management, marketing, and business management, and 10 on digital literacy—reaching 126 unique women participants, who reported high practical value, increased confidence, and motivation to apply for support, as reflected in improved pre- and post-training self-assessments; additionally, green standards coaching engaged 18 participants and resulted in the certification of five local coaches under the Good Travel Seal/Green Destinations, establishing lasting in-region capacity aligned with internationally recognised benchmarks.

The JP supported access to external financing by facilitating brokerage into existing schemes, enabling nine women to secure Cross-Re-Tour awards for eco-upgrades—such as solar hot-water systems and bio-toilets—thereby enhancing their readiness for certification and strengthening their market positioning.

Overall, the Programme met or exceeded its output targets, delivering measurable results across both grassroots and institutional levels. With UNJP support, 300+ women across three municipalities benefited from one or more capacity development modalities, including mentoring, thematic networking, and specialised green skills training, strengthening their capacities to innovate business practices and integrate sustainability principles. At the institutional level, capacity-building efforts enhanced the ability of local authorities to design and implement gender-responsive measures, contributing to more inclusive and resilient local economic development.By combining direct support to rural women entrepreneurs with institutional capacity development and green innovation pathways, the Programme established a replicable model for advancing women’s economic empowerment in rural areas. These efforts laid a solid foundation for sustained impact, ensuring that capacity, knowledge, and support mechanisms remain in place beyond the Programme’s duration.Capacity building for gender-responsive leadership and inclusive policy implementation contributed to Programme Output Indicator 1 a. Number of private sector entities (including micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs) and women entrepreneurs that innovated their business practices, by mainstreaming environmental, social or economic sustainability elements, with UN support.

The assessment of capacities across three targeted municipalities identified significant gaps in institutional and human resources for gender mainstreaming, particularly in relation to supporting rural women’s access to finance and economic resilience. In response, local self-governments expressed strong commitment to strengthening their capacities with support from Programme experts, recognising that effective local action is essential for advancing women’s economic empowerment.

Findings from these engagements, informed by the Programme’s financial analysis and local document review, highlighted both emerging opportunities and persistent structural barriers. Municipalities increasingly acknowledged the need for dedicated support mechanisms for rural women, particularly given the limited accessibility of existing financial instruments. In Bijelo Polje, this translated into concrete commitments, including plans to recruit young professionals to establish permanent support structures within local business centres, as well as the allocation of municipal budget resources to support women’s entrepreneurship.

At the same time, important challenges remain. In Berane, only 10% of respondents perceived existing financial support for gender equality as adequate, while many reported limited awareness of gender expertise or clearly defined gender-responsive policies. In Plav, although perceptions of gender mainstreaming were somewhat more positive, institutional frameworks for engaging rural women in decision-making remain underdeveloped. These findings underscore the need for sustained and systematic capacity development beyond ad hoc interventions.

The Programme’s financial analysis further strengthened this evidence base by mapping available credit lines, microfinance options, and public support schemes, while identifying key barriers faced by rural women, including collateral requirements, asset ownership constraints, limited financial literacy, and administrative complexity. This shifted institutional dialogue from general commitments toward concrete, actionable measures, such as simplifying application procedures, improving outreach, and exploring municipal guarantees and co-financing models.

In response, municipalities have expressed strong interest in formalising cooperation with UNDP and FAO through structured partnerships, including Memorandums of Understanding, to strengthen institutional mechanisms for gender mainstreaming and improve access to finance. Building on this momentum, the Programme will provide targeted training programme to local self-governments on alternative financing options available at national and international levels, enabling them to transfer this knowledge directly to women entrepreneurs and rural stakeholders.

Overall, these efforts contribute to a broader process of institutional strengthening and policy development. Nearly 130 women across the three municipalities have already been supported to enhance their business models and integrate sustainability principles, while local policymakers have gained tools to design more inclusive and gender-responsive measures. Together with progress in gender mainstreaming of key legislation, these results lay a strong foundation for more resilient, inclusive, and sustainable local economic developmen
· Describe any delays in implementation, challenges, lessons learned & best practices:  If there were delays, explain the nature of the constraints and challenges, actions taken to mitigate future delays and lessons learned in the process. Provide an updated risk analysis (have any of the risks identified during the project design materialized or changed? Are there any new risks?). Were there any programmatic revisions undertaken during the reporting period? Please also include experiences of failure, which often are the richest source of lessons learned. 

Timely action and strategic planning have played a crucial role in the successful implementation of the project. One notable outcome has been the amendment of the national Law on the Agricultural Census, which serves as a clear example of how coordinated efforts and strategic planning can influence national policies. This achievement highlights a best practice that can be replicated in future initiatives.

However, not all aspects of the project unfolded as expected. These challenges are mostly connected with structural and political matter on national and local level that could not be forecasted in advance. One such case was a reconstruction of Government of Montenegro in July 2024. This was impactful for the project since one of the partners of the project has undergone personnel shifts which affected the continuity of the project on a strategic and policy level. Additionally, the local elections in Berane in 2024 resulted in a temporary halt to decision-making processes at the municipal level. Newly appointed structures had limited mandates and were focused primarily on urgent matters, which caused delays in strategic decisions and partnership formation. Although these structures could not make long-term decisions at that point, adjustments were made to ensure that other activities not dependent on these processes were still progressing.

In Bijelo Polje, a tragic event of significant scale temporarily disrupted the movement of local authorities and delayed the work of NGOs and women involved in the mentorship programs. While this situation was unforeseeable, it underscored the importance of being prepared for unexpected crises. During this time, fieldwork and mentorship activities were adjusted, leading to some delays. Despite these challenges, efforts continued in other areas to maintain progress.

One of the unforeseen risks in the risk management process was the cyberattack on the Montenegrin Statistical Office in January. The attack, which had been kept under wraps for some time, resulted in the compromise of Monstat's database, locking its data and rendering it inaccessible. This event, occurring in mid-November but only revealed later, underscores the importance of anticipating and preparing for cyber threats, as such incidents can significantly disrupt operations and delay essential data access.

Finally, a completed analysis of the socio-economic profile of women and CGA and their role in the development of entrepreneurship and rural areas in Montenegro the Programme used the data from the Census of Agriculture 2024 to make comparisons and drawing final conclusions. However, given that there is only limited data available on the Census, while the rest is being processed by the MONSTAT and is not available for external entities, special measures were put in place to overcome this challenge and provide a all-encompassing and good quality research product. These gaps were addressed to the extent possible by collecting qualitative data from relevant reports, focus groups discussions and key informant interviews.
These challenges, while difficult, provided valuable lessons. One key takeaway is the importance of flexibility and adaptability in the face of unexpected events. It became clear that maintaining open and effective communication with local authorities and partners is essential for mitigating delays. Additionally, the experience highlighted the significance of fostering strong relationships with local communities and stakeholders to navigate uncertain situations.

Despite these setbacks, progress has continued, and the lessons learned from these experiences will inform future actions. Moving forward, proactive risk assessment and contingency planning will be prioritized. The need to stay connected with local communities will remain a fundamental aspect of ensuring long-term success.

Ultimately, while challenges arose, they have contributed to a deeper understanding of the project's dynamics and will enhance future efforts. The lessons learned, both from successes and setbacks, will help refine strategies and improve the implementation of subsequent initiatives.

· Qualitative assessment: Provide a qualitative assessment of the level of overall achievement of the Programme. Highlight key partnerships and explain how such relationships impacted on the achievement of results. Explain cross-cutting issues pertinent to the results being reported on. For Joint Programmes, highlight how UN coordination has been affected in support of achievement of results.  

The overall achievement of the Programme has been significant, with a strong focus on creating sustainable and inclusive growth through strategic partnerships and collaboration across various sectors. Key UNDP and FAO partnerships with MONSTAT, MAFWM, local municipalities (Bijelo Polje, Berane, and Plav), civil society organizations, rural women, and private sector entities have been instrumental in driving the Programme's success. These partnerships fostered a systemic approach that ensured the Programme's actions were not only meaningful but also aligned with broader national and international development goals.

Collaboration with MONSTAT facilitated the collection of crucial data and the development of gender-responsive policies, supporting informed decision-making and the tailoring of interventions to address the specific needs of rural women. Additionally, the involvement of local municipalities ensured that the Programme was integrated into the local development agendas, allowing for a more nuanced understanding of local challenges and fostering ownership and commitment to the Programme’s objectives.

The engagement of civil society organizations provided invaluable support in bridging the gap between communities and local authorities, ensuring that the voices of rural women were heard and their needs addressed. These organizations also played a key role in the implementation of capacity-building activities, empowering rural women with the knowledge and skills needed to overcome socio-economic challenges and contribute to the local economy.

Private sector partnerships were pivotal in creating opportunities for women entrepreneurs and small businesses, further boosting local economies and ensuring the sustainability of the Programme's impact. Through these collaborations, the Programme was able to provide women with access to resources, training, and mentorship, which enhanced their ability to innovate and grow their businesses.

Cross-cutting issues, such as gender equality, environmental sustainability, and inclusive economic growth, were consistently integrated into the Programme’s activities, ensuring that all actions taken were aligned with both national priorities and international frameworks, such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the EU Gender Equality Action Plan. The Programme’s focus on gender mainstreaming and green innovation in rural sectors has contributed to long-term, transformative change in the targeted municipalities.

Moreover, UN coordination has been essential in ensuring coherence and alignment across different sectors and stakeholders. The collaborative efforts of UN agencies, together with local and international partners, have strengthened the Programme’s impact and helped drive systemic change towards gender-responsive, inclusive, and sustainable development. The joint efforts between UNDP, FAO and other UN agencies have facilitated the efficient allocation of resources, the sharing of expertise, and the scaling-up of successful initiatives, amplifying the Programme’s overall results.

In summary, the Programme’s qualitative achievements are a direct result of effective partnerships, cross-sector collaboration, and a strategic approach to addressing the needs of rural women. The collective impact of these relationships has laid a solid foundation for continued progress towards inclusive and sustainable economic growth in the region.

Overall, as stated in the Evaluation report The JP has strengthened the policy cycle in three ways.it improved problem definition and agenda-setting by recognising rural women as a policy constituency supported by analytics like the CGA, gender analysis, and research into structural data and lived experiences. Second, it created early policy hooks through municipal LAPs in Plav and Bijelo Polje, which acknowledge rural women and outline measures, with signs of budgeting practices reflecting these commitments. The CGA now guides policy discussions, and the RWP Declaration sets a cross-ministerial agenda. Third, it demonstrated repeatable delivery models within existing institutions, including structured municipal-national dialogues, capacity development focusing on mentoring, and shifting finance support from grants to brokerage using document clinics and plain-language tools guidance.

[bookmark: _Toc249364487]
Annexes: https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1G79H-p2IgvTHaeBGJq6FPvBCYxGwNG-R 
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ii) Indicator Based Performance Assessment:

Using the Programme Results Framework from the Project Document / AWP - provide an update on the achievement of indicators at both the output and outcome level in the table below. Where it has not been possible to collect data on indicators, clear explanation should be given explaining why, as well as plans on how and when this data will be collected. 

	
	Achieved Indicator Targets
	Reasons for Variance with Planned Target (if any)
	Source of Verification

	Outcome 1[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Note: Outcomes, outputs, indicators and targets should be as outlined in the Project Document so that you report on your actual achievements against planned targets. Add rows as required for Outcome 2, 3 etc. ] 

Indicator: Gender Equality Index score, dimensions: money, time, work
Baseline: Total: 55 (2019);
Money: 59.7 (2019);
Time: 52.7 (2019);
Work: 65.2 (2019)
Planned Target: Total: >62 (2027);
Money:>67 (2027);
Time: >60 (2027);
Work: >72 (2027)

	Total: 593 (2023)
Money: 61.9 (2023)
Time: 58.9 (2023)
Work: 70.7 (2023)
	
	

MONSTAT

	[bookmark: _Hlk192838830]Output 1.1
Indicator 1.1.1. a. Number of private sector entities (including micro, small and medium-sized enterprises (MSMEs)) that innovated their business practices, by mainstreaming environmental, social or economic sustainability elements, with UN support
Baseline: 0
Planned Target: 70 (2025)



Indicator 1.1.2. b. Number of gender-responsive policies that promote sustainable and inclusive economic growth, productive employment and decent work, based on international human rights norms and standards, adopted with UN support 
Baseline: 0
Planned Target: 1 (2024) – midterm target, and 2 (2025) – final target


	
300
	
	UN Agencies report

	
	




2
	CGA finalized and published. 
Mapping financial support to women entrepreneurship in North region of Montenegro 

Agricultural Census Law (adopted)
Gender Equality Action Plan of Municipality of Plav (adopted)
Gender Equality Action Plan of Municipality of Bijelo Polje (in adoption procedure)
Gender analyses in strategic planning with the special focus on women in rural areas
Socio economic profile of rural women Montenegro 
	UN Agencies report



	
	
	




iii) A Specific Story (Optional)
· This could be a success or human story. It does not have to be a success story – often the most interesting and useful lessons learned are from experiences that have not worked. The point is to highlight a concrete example with a story that has been important to your Programme in the reporting period.     
· In ¼ to ½ a page, provide details on a specific achievement or lesson learned of the Programme. Attachment of supporting documents, including photos with captions, news items etc, is strongly encouraged. The MPTF Office will select stories and photos to feature in the Consolidated Annual Report, the GATEWAY and the MPTF Office Newsletter.  
	Problem / Challenge faced: Women in rural northern Montenegro face significant barriers in starting and sustaining businesses. With only 13% of women as heads or managers of family agricultural holdings, their economic participation is limited. For Damjana Đalović, a young entrepreneur in rural tourism, the initial challenges were substantial. Fear of failure, communication barriers with international guests due to language limitations, and infrastructure issues such as water shortages made it difficult to run her business. 
Programme Interventions: To address these challenges, a mentorship program was developed to provide women like Damjana with practical guidance on business development. The program offered structured mentorship, allowing her to gain insights into setting and achieving business goals. The mentorship played a crucial role in helping her understand the industry and navigate its challenges.
Result (if applicable): Thanks to the mentorship, Damjana gained the skills and confidence needed to run her business effectively. Despite initial difficulties, the satisfaction and eagerness of returning guests validated her hard work and dedication. The mentorship also helped her shift from a passive role in her family’s business to an active and motivated entrepreneur, committed to improving her services and expanding opportunities in rural tourism.
Lessons Learned: Through Damjana’s experience, we learned that mentorship plays a crucial role in empowering women entrepreneurs in rural areas. This insight has reinforced the need to expand mentorship programs, ensuring more women receive tailored advice and hands-on learning opportunities.
Additionally, her challenges highlighted the importance of financial accessibility and infrastructure improvements. Limited access to funding remains a major barrier for rural women, suggesting that future program interventions should incorporate financial literacy training and advocate for better access to grants and microloans. Furthermore, the difficulties with road conditions and water supply demonstrate the need for partnerships with local authorities to improve infrastructure, making rural tourism more viable.
This case has provided valuable insights that will guide future efforts, ensuring more women in rural Montenegro can overcome barriers and build successful enterprises.
Link to the media material.



III.	Other Assessments or Evaluations (if applicable)
•	Report on any assessments, evaluations or studies undertaken.
IV.	Programmatic Revisions (if applicable) 
•	Indicate any major adjustments in strategies, targets or key outcomes and outputs that took place. 
V. 	Resources (Optional)
•	Provide any information on financial management, procurement and human resources. 
•	Indicate if the Programme mobilized any additional resources or interventions from other partners.  
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