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1. Executive Summary
The year 2025 marked the inception and preparatory phase for the implementation of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) Small Grants Programme (SGP) Eighth Operational Phase (OP8) in The Gambia. During this period, programme activities focused primarily on institutional establishment, operational readiness, recruitment of key personnel, coordination with UNDP and SGP global structures, and preparatory work leading to programme implementation. 
As OP8 was still in its start-up stage, no grant-making activities were undertaken during the reporting period. Instead, emphasis was placed on establishing the enabling environment necessary for successful programme delivery. Key achievements included the provision of Delegation of Authority (DoA) to the UNDP Country Office for implementation of OP8, recruitment and onboarding of programme personnel, initiation of stakeholder consultations, review of lessons learned from previous operational phases, and commencement of development of the Country Programme Strategy (CPS). 
The preparatory actions undertaken in 2025 laid the foundation for full-scale implementation beginning in 2026.

2. Background
The GEF Small Grants Programme has been operational in The Gambia since 2009 and has supported community-based initiatives that generate global environmental benefits while improving local livelihoods. Building on achievements from previous operational phases, OP8 seeks to promote landscape and seascape approaches that strengthen biodiversity conservation, sustainable natural resource management, climate resilience, and community empowerment. 
The OP8 programme period extends from July 2024 to June 2028 and introduces a stronger focus on social inclusion, knowledge management, monitoring and evaluation, and integrated landscape-level interventions. 

3. Major Activities Undertaken During 2025
3.1 Programme Start-Up and Operationalization
The primary focus during 2025 was the establishment of the operational framework for OP8 implementation in The Gambia.
This included coordination between the SGP Central Programme Management Team (CPMT), UNDP Country Office, and national stakeholders to facilitate the transition from OP7 to OP8 and prepare for implementation of the new operational cycle. Activities were undertaken to familiarize relevant partners with OP8 strategic directions and implementation requirements. 
Result
Operational foundations for OP8 implementation were established.

3.2 Delegation of Authority (DoA) to UNDP Country Office
A major milestone achieved during the reporting year was the provision of the Delegation of Authority (DoA) to the UNDP Country Office, enabling the country office to undertake operational management and implementation responsibilities for the GEF SGP OP8 programme in The Gambia.
The issuance of the DoA provided the formal institutional basis for programme administration, coordination, management of resources, and oversight of programme activities at country level.
Result
The UNDP Country Office was formally empowered to manage and implement OP8 activities in accordance with SGP operational procedures.

3.3 Recruitment and Onboarding of Programme Personnel
During the reporting period, efforts focused on the recruitment and onboarding of key programme staff required for implementation of OP8.
The recruitment process was undertaken to ensure the programme had the technical, administrative, and operational capacity necessary to support grant-making, partnership development, monitoring and evaluation, stakeholder engagement, and overall programme coordination.
Staff induction included familiarization with:
· GEF and SGP operational procedures;
· OP8 strategic priorities;
· Monitoring and reporting requirements;
· Environmental and social safeguards;
· UNDP operational policies and procedures.
Result
Core programme staffing arrangements were established, enabling effective programme implementation in subsequent years.

3.4 Development of the Country Programme Strategy (CPS)
Preparatory work commenced on the development of the OP8 Country Programme Strategy (CPS), which serves as the overarching framework guiding implementation of the programme in The Gambia.
Activities undertaken included:
· Review of previous operational phase achievements and lessons learned;
· Collection of background information and baseline data;
· Identification of environmental priorities;
· Assessment of strategic opportunities and implementation gaps;
· Initial consultations with government institutions, civil society organizations, and key stakeholders. 
Result
A draft strategic framework was initiated to guide implementation and resource allocation under OP8.

3.5 Stakeholder Engagement and Consultation
In preparation for OP8 implementation, engagement was initiated with key national stakeholders including:
· Government ministries and departments;
· National Environment Agency;
· Civil society organizations;
· Community-based organizations;
· Conservation partners;
· Academic and research institutions. 
These consultations helped identify:
· Priority environmental challenges;
· Capacity development needs;
· Partnership opportunities;
· Potential intervention areas within priority landscapes and seascapes. 
Result
Stakeholder ownership of the OP8 planning process was strengthened.

3.6 Review of Priority Landscapes and Seascapes
During the planning process, assessments were undertaken to review and confirm the landscapes and seascapes that would form the focus of OP8 interventions.
Building on achievements and lessons from OP7, preliminary agreement was reached to continue focusing on:
· Kiang West National Park (KWNP);
· Jokadou National Park (JNP)
· Bao Bolong Wetland Reserve (BBWR). 
The review considered ecological significance, conservation priorities, poverty levels, and opportunities for community-driven interventions.
Result
Priority intervention areas were identified for incorporation into the OP8 Country Programme Strategy.

3.7 Identification of Programme Strategic Priorities
The planning phase supported identification and refinement of strategic priorities that would subsequently guide grant-making and programme implementation.
These included:
· Community-based conservation of threatened ecosystems and species;
· Sustainable agriculture and fisheries;
· Low-carbon energy access;
· Social inclusion and gender equality;
· Knowledge management;
· Results-based monitoring and evaluation. 
Result
Programme priorities were aligned with national environmental needs and OP8 global strategic objectives.

3.8 Establishment of Partnerships and Coordination Mechanisms
Efforts were made to engage existing and potential partners to support future programme implementation.
Discussions were initiated with:
· Government institutions;
· Development partners;
· Civil society networks;
· Environmental organizations;
· Community representatives. 
The objective was to identify opportunities for:
· Technical collaboration;
· Co-financing;
· Knowledge sharing;
· Policy engagement;
· Joint implementation initiatives. 
Result
The groundwork was laid for multi-stakeholder collaboration during implementation.

4. Key Achievements During 2025
	Achievement
	Status

	Delegation of Authority issued to UNDP Country Office
	Completed

	Recruitment of OP8 programme personnel
	Completed

	Programme operationalization initiated
	Completed

	CPS development process launched
	Completed

	Stakeholder consultations initiated
	Completed

	Priority landscapes/seascapes reviewed
	Completed

	Strategic priorities identified
	Completed

	Partnerships and coordination mechanisms initiated
	Ongoing



5. Challenges Encountered
As with most programme inception phases, a number of challenges were encountered:
· Time required for institutional set-up and administrative processes;
· Recruitment timelines associated with staffing requirements;
· Need for extensive stakeholder consultations before programme implementation;
· Limited availability of baseline data in some priority intervention areas;
· Need to strengthen capacities of potential implementing partners for future grant implementation. 
Despite these challenges, all key start-up activities were successfully completed within the reporting period.

6. Lessons Learned
Several lessons emerged from the inception phase:
· Early recruitment of programme staff is critical for smooth programme roll-out.
· Strong institutional arrangements facilitate efficient programme implementation.
· Early stakeholder engagement enhances ownership and participation.
· Adequate planning is essential for effective grant-making and results management.
· Building partnerships during the planning phase improves opportunities for future co-financing and collaboration. 

7. Planned Activities for 2026
Building on the achievements of the planning phase, the programme planned to undertake the following activities in 2026:
1. Finalization and validation of the OP8 Country Programme Strategy.
2. Establishment and strengthening of programme governance structures.
3. Launch of the first OP8 Call for Proposals.
4. Selection and approval of grant projects.
5. Capacity-building for grantees and stakeholders.
6. Operationalization of monitoring and evaluation systems.
7. Knowledge management and communication activities.
8. Mobilization of partnerships and co-financing opportunities. 

8. Conclusion
The year 2025 represented a successful inception and readiness phase for the GEF Small Grants Programme Operational Phase 8 in The Gambia. Significant progress was made in establishing the institutional, administrative, and strategic foundations required for implementation. Key milestones included the issuance of the Delegation of Authority to the UNDP Country Office, recruitment of programme personnel, initiation of stakeholder consultations, and commencement of the Country Programme Strategy development process.
While no grant projects were implemented during the year, the preparatory work undertaken ensured that the programme was fully positioned to transition into active implementation in 2026 and deliver meaningful environmental, social, and livelihood benefits across The Gambia. 

