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The CI-GEF and partners are providing a management response to the mid-term review report prepared by EcoAdvisors. The following are recommendations/comments from the management team in relation to the content of the draft evaluation report.  
 
General Comments:  

A. Lessons Learned

Project Design, Appraisal and Planning 

· One lesson learned between the Blue Nature Alliance project design phase and implementation to date is that the conventional formulation of a Theory of Change in GEF projects may not lend itself well to ambitious scale programs with large and diverse project portfolios. The Theory of Change may have to be so broad and generic that it loses concrete meaning. The pivot of the Alliance to emphasizing the diversity of sites along a Conservation Journey, and the corresponding diversity in the kinds of support required, has proved to be an effective way to articulate the project logic.

Project Management

· A second lesson learned, again linked to the diversity of sites, is that while environmental and social safeguard screening and development of safeguard plans are crucial, the deployment of the portfolio benefits from a streamlined process to tailor safeguard requirements to site contexts. Without such tailoring, implementers are forced to spend an inordinate amount of time and effort on safeguard processes and products that are not applicable.

· A third lesson is that an initiative like the Blue Nature Alliance fundamentally revolves around effective collaboration grounded in relationships. This places a premium on recruitment, training, and retention of relationship leads who bring not only skills and knowledge but also the interpersonal and other “soft skills” that are essential to effective relationship building and maintenance. In this, the Blue Nature Alliance clearly has been highly successful.

Communications and Outreach

· There is a need for greater understanding of how investment in capacity building advances global marine conservation objectives. Effective communication materials to explain the rationale for capacity building and to demonstrate concrete impacts to date of such investments can be an important key for unlocking additional support. 

Sustainability

[image: ]
· Centralized, dedicated project capacity that is focused on supporting partners in developing and implementing strategies and plans for sustainable financing offers an enormous value added, highly appreciated by site engagement partners. The Alliance experience also shows that this role can attract high quality expertise as pro bono support, as illustrated by the enthusiasm with which team members from McKinsey & Co. have worked with CI finance team members and others to support sites on this theme.
	
	
	



B. Recommendations 

	Recommendations
	CI-GEF Agency response to recommendations

	Project Management
· Noting that the Blue Nature Alliance has made great strides in adapting and evolving processes over the course of implementation, it should continue to identify opportunities to improve and streamline, for example, grant-making processes and reporting requirements. In addition, significant value would be derived from documenting the gains/benefits from improvements to date, as a means to encourage learning and adoption by other actors (including GEF). This includes seeking out further opportunities for clearer and simpler templates and guidance documents that lay out timelines, processes and requirements. One specific area would be to prepare guidance on requirements and procedures for grant extensions and grant renewals. Another would be to explore ways to reduce the need to enter the same information multiple times for grant reporting (i.e., through the CI grants portal) by streamlining templates or automating the transfer of information from one section/template to another; duplication of information remains a point a raised by some implementers. 
	Over the last year of project implementation, the Alliance has implemented a range of process updates to improve and streamline grant-making and reporting requirements. This includes: 
· Simplified grant-making and reporting templates, with a focus on removing requests for unnecessary and/or duplicative information. The updated templates were designed to minimize administrative burden on project partners while ensuring all necessary information for compliance is still collected. 
· Increased offering of planning grants to support project partners through the process of project design and completion of grant-making requirements. 
· Earlier communication between project partners and grant-making staff during project design to provide clear information on grant-making and reporting requirements early in the relationship. 
· Updated Financial and Operational Assessment designed to increase dialogue with project partners around their existing organizational capacity and potential support needs. 
· Offering of options for reporting including frequency (quarterly, six-month, annual) and format (written vs. verbal) to reduce reporting burden and allow for Alliance requirements to better align with reporting requirements from other grantors. All reporting is complimented by consistent dialogue between the technical lead and grantee. 
· Adjusted safeguards approach which screens all projects, assigns a risk level, and works closely with project partners to design a fit-for-purpose safeguards plan for the scope of work. 
As was noted by the evaluators, the process updates listed above have been implemented across the Alliance. The impact of these updates on partner experience will be monitored over the remainder of project implementation and the team remains open to exploring further updates as necessary. The Alliance plans to capture lessons learned from these changes to be shared with other programs and funders, including the GEF if desired.

	Knowledge, Collaboration, and Learning
· There was some indication that implementers were not fully aware of the various types of support that the Blue Nature Alliance can provide. This easily could be remedied by creating a short information packet (i.e., a simple factsheet or brochure) enumerating the types of technical support available to partners through the Alliance. Periodically running through the available types of support with implementers may reveal opportunities to further reinforce site work.

· While some implementers highlighted the value of exchanges and interaction with other projects that they had experienced, others indicated that they had seen little of this. The Alliance should explore ways to further increase the amount of cross-fertilization between projects and proactively seek to catalyze more and deeper project-to-project linkages. This can include exchanges as well as curated virtual interactions, in addition to facilitated side-events at major conferences.

· A few sources shared that they felt that the Blue Nature Alliance could benefit from more exchange with and input from other actors and/or a wider range of voices in the global marine conservation space outside the Alliance. This suggests that the Alliance should explore opportunities for more interaction and exchange with relevant outside actors, platforms, etc.

· To guide action on preceding recommendations, the Blue Nature Alliance team should reach out to solicit concerns, suggestions and other input from partners and implementers. Interviewees and respondents signaled that proactive efforts to collect feedback from partners would be welcome (this is distinct from the grievance redress mechanism, which serves a different purpose). For example, an organized effort (e.g., a survey and/or focus group discussions) to assess performance of and satisfaction with revised safeguard processes could inform further reflection on possible refinements.
	In responses to the recommendations pertaining to knowledge, collaboration, and learning, the Alliance has and/or will implement the following activities: 

· An informational packet is being developed to list the variety of support and suite of partners available through the Alliance network, this includes highlighting potential intervention types and the technical expertise available through the Alliance’s existing partnerships - ex. Big Ocean, McKinsey & Co., Skylight. This factsheet will be made available to all existing and new project partners. 
 
· The Alliance regularly seeks opportunities to host exchanges and workshops to encourage the sharing of expertise and experiences across projects and regions. Examples of this include Ocean Managers XCHANGE, convenings around conferences such as UNOC and IMPAC5, and Western Indian Ocean MPA Finance Workshop as well as upcoming regional exchanges in regions including the Dutch Caribbean, Pacific, and Asia. The project will continue to facilitate these learning/exchange opportunities over the remainder of project implementation and will work with technical leads to ensure partners are aware of the opportunities available to participate. Further, the project is exploring opportunities to engage in project-to-project learning through IW:LEARN’s twinning program which will complement the learning collected from peer projects during the events led by the Alliance at IWC10. 
 
· In addition to the GEF MTE, the Alliance is undergoing a larger midterm stocktaking exercise to understand project impact to date, solicit feedback from partners and peers, and seek opportunities to strengthen project implementation. This exercise includes/will include several processes which address this recommendation. These processes include an analysis inviting input from peer funders, focus groups of partners and peer organizations, and insights from experts in the field. The information collected through these processes will help to inform the latter half of project implementation. Further, additional exchanges with IW:LEARN will provide interaction and learning from project implementors outside of the Alliance. 
 
As part of the midterm stocktaking exercise described above, the Blue Nature Alliance intends to develop and disseminate a survey to project implementing partners to solicit their input on the project thus far, experience working with the Alliance, and suggestions for strengthening/improving project implementation. Further, relationship leads for each partnership will continue to welcome feedback and suggestions during regular conversations and reporting with implementing partners.

	Gender Equality
· Recognizing that the social context pertaining to high seas / open ocean conservation offers considerable contrasts with the typical GEF project setting, the Alliance nevertheless should document examples of best-practices and lessons learned related to gender, including how the project has enhanced women’s leadership and meaningful participation in decision-making spaces and processes. Examples and data on this theme should be better reflected in Blue Nature Alliance reporting; greater emphasis on gender and safeguards in external project reporting, websites, and other communications may also help signal their importance to Alliance staff and partners.
	As project implementation advances and experiences are beginning to be captured through site-based engagements, the Blue Nature Alliance is working with partners to document best practices and lessons pertaining to gender, with the intention of developing experience notes to be shared with the GEF IW:LEARN community and other communication pieces for a broader audience.  
As recognized in the recommendation, the Alliance’s focus on large-scale ocean conservation areas, many of which are offshore and often focused on policy/government interventions, limits the opportunity for strong gender considerations and outcomes in many of the project interventions. However, when the opportunity exists, for example in coastal MPAs or LMMAs, the Alliance’s safeguards advisors support project partners in the development of a gender mainstreaming plan which aids in identifying opportunities for gender considerations to be incorporated into project strategy and minimizes the risk of unintentional negative impact on women and other gender minorities. Once the plan is developed, project implementing partners share progress and updates on its execution with the technical lead and safeguards advisors. 
Further, all grantees are required to report semiannually on several M&E indicators pertaining to gender including stakeholder engagement disaggregated by gender, the number of strategies, plans, and policies derived from the project that include gender considerations or address gender gaps, and project beneficiaries disaggregated by gender. Due to the varied nature of interventions across the project, it is challenging to provide an accurate representation of the portfolio through an aggregated number, but the Alliance commits to continue capturing M&E information on gender indicators as well as experiences/lessons learned across the project, with a focus on sharing these lessons through IW:LEARN and other communication channels.

	Sustainability
· Recognizing that the Conservation Journey is not intended as a strictly linear process, as presented it can give the impression that financing is a later-stage concern. The Blue Nature Alliance should consider visibly putting greater emphasis on the value of considering (financial) sustainability as early as possible, for reasons including but not limited to: financing solutions may require long lead times; some financing sources prefer earlier involvement to help shape solutions; early attention to financing can enhance credibility in the eyes of policy makers; and notable difficulty in addressing financing needs can signal other problems and thus serve as an early warning regarding site feasibility.

· Assuming an intent to continue beyond the current phase, the Alliance should articulate a financial sustainability plan for the Blue Nature Alliance itself beyond the site level, to sustain the Alliance’s ability to continue efforts relating to regional networks and capacity building as well as site support and growing the field. Given that: a) the need for additional global investment in ocean conservation remains enormous, and b) the Alliance has proven to be a highly effective platform for securing and channeling such investment, there is ample motivation for considering a second phase and explicitly laying out how the Alliance will sustain and scale up its work beyond the GEF project.
	· While ‘sustainably financed’ appears at the end of the conservation journey as its often a final step secured in ensuring the durability of an ocean conservation area, the Alliance recognizes that effective sustainable financing strategies take time to design and implement and are an important consideration at all stages of the conservation journey. This is illustrated by the inclusion of interventions pertaining to sustainable financing at Alliance site-based engagements across all stages of the journey, from pre-legal designation to advanced stages of active management. Most often the limitation for incorporating sustainable financing considerations early in the conservation journey is capacity and access to technical expertise. The Alliance seeks to address this through partnerships to unlock financing streams (Enduring Earth, NatureVest) and opportunities to grow the technical capacity and experience across partners and staff. Further, through partnerships with McKinsey & Co. and others, the Alliance is advancing enabling conditions, supporting work to document and disseminate information on available sustainable financing tools. Continuing to grow this scope of work and increase capacity to support partners in this area is a priority for the Alliance, with new partnerships and strategies being explored.  
 
Now at the midpoint of implementation, the Alliance has initiated early stages of discussion pertaining to the project beyond the current phase of implementation. The project,  based on its current phase, is a timebound initiative. As a result, if a second phase is not pursued, the Alliance will not be sustained past the end of the project. In the case of a second phase, an implementation plan would be developed, and fundraising effort would be initiated to support further work. As for sustainability of project outcomes, the Alliance strives to include considerations for durability in interventions for each site-based engagement to help ensure that progress made as a result of Alliance investment is sustained. Further, through the scope of work under global enabling conditions, the Alliance supports initiatives that grow the field of ocean conservation at scale, with benefits beyond the lifespan of the Alliance.

	Monitoring and Evaluation
· In addition to targets for areas under new protection and upgrading and/or improving management of existing protected areas, consider a target for improved management outside protected areas (corresponding, for example, to the Seychelles effort to apply Marine Spatial Planning throughout its entire EEZ, not just protected areas).

· It is not immediately obvious how one would set a target for avoiding degazettement or weakening of management regimes (per experience in Palau). Nevertheless, such work clearly is of great importance to overall ocean conservation objectives and should be captured in regular reporting. An alternative for consideration is to develop a form of early warning & response framework (along the lines of the Protected Area Downgrading, Downsizing and Degazettement tracker; previously available at padddtracker.org but now ‘under construction’); success can then be measured against threats identified through this framework.
	· While the portfolio is tracked with a cumulative area-based target, each site-based engagement under the Alliance develops an individualized measure of success detailing the actions and outcomes required to reach the agreed upon target for the engagement. These individualized measures of success are intended to allow for targets to be designed that reflect the complexity and unique needs of each ocean conservation area. However, as identified by the evaluators, measures of success must be tied to the designation of new protections, upgrading of existing protections, and/or improved management of existing ocean conservation areas. Over the course of the project, the Alliance has similarly noted the benefits of improved management outside of existing protected areas and acknowledges the important role sustainable management of ocean area outside of protected area plays in maintaining a healthy ocean. While improvements in management outside of projected areas are not currently counted towards project targets, the Alliance is aware of the importance of these areas and is considering this recommendation in conversations pertaining to M&E, both for the current project and, if applicable, a second phase.
 
· Similarly, the Alliance recognizes the importance of efforts to avoid the degazettement or weakening of management regimes of existing protected areas, which is of growing concern in the current political climate. While the development of individualized measures of success does allow for interventions that strengthen management regimes and decrease risk of ‘paper parks’ or lessened protections for existing areas, an indicator does not yet exist to support a project target specific to avoiding degazettement or weakening of management regimes across the Alliance portfolio. The Alliance is aware of the risk of downgrading, downsizing, and degazettement of existing ocean conservation areas, as evidenced by work in partnership with the Global Island Partnership to document best practices for weathering periods of political uncertainty, and is considering this recommendation in conversations pertaining to M&E, both for the current project and, if applicable, a second phase.

	Communications and Outreach
· Noting that the importance of capacity building is not sufficiently recognized by (some) funders, the Alliance should consider including in its knowledge management and communications strategy a deliberate plan to articulate and demonstrate how investment in capacity building advances global marine conservation objectives. Effective communication materials to explain the rationale for capacity building and to demonstrate concrete impacts to date of such investments can be an important key for unlocking additional support. This links to a wider recommendation to prepare effective communication material that conveys how the Growing the Field component of Blue Nature Alliance’s work is conceived and operates, targeting specific audiences and stakeholder groups.
	With the project at its midpoint of implementation, experience and lessons are being increasingly collected across the Alliance’s portfolio of site-based engagements and through partnerships within the ‘Global Enabling Conditions’ component. Among these lessons, are robust examples of capacity building, which highlight both the execution of the work and the benefits for global ocean conservation objectives. The collection and dissemination of these lessons are a key component of the Alliance’s knowledge management strategy and contribution to the broader ocean conservation community. Existing partnerships in support of knowledge sharing include Reef Resilience Network, MPA Connect, and Global Island Partnership. 

Further, there are several active initiatives under the Alliance’s ‘Global Enabling Conditions’ work designed to assess the global capacity gap and raise awareness of the additional support required to fill unmet capacity needs. This includes a ‘Scaling Global MPA Capacity to Reach 30x30 Initiative’ which brought together practitioners and leaders in the field to assess the current landscape, recommend best practices, and develop a strategy to advance capacity building for ocean conservation. Since launching in 2023, the initiative has brought together over 70 experts from 37 organizations and is now seeking opportunities to foster a community of practice and execute the strategy developed. In addition, the Alliance is partnering with Marine Conservation Institute, eOceans, and Leibniz-IZW on a Global Marine Workforce Study to document the current extent and composition of the MPA workforce and estimate the required MPA workforce required to effectively protect 30% of the ocean. 
Through this work, the Alliance supports both capacity building efforts across its site-based engagements and initiatives which catalogue and raise awareness of unmet capacity needs across the ocean conservation community, with bright spots including partnerships with WIO-COMPAS, Regional School of the Southern Cone, and Colorado State University’s Center for Protected Area Management. 
The project commits to document lessons, experiences, and results from this work to be shared with relevant audiences and stakeholder groups. A forthcoming example of this commitment being LSMPA ‘origin stories’ captured in partnership with Big Ocean to share the experiences of managers from several established large-scale MPAs.
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