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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Highlights
 ▪ The Green Climate Fund (GCF, or “the Fund”) is a 

globally important source of finance for paradigm 
shifting projects in developing countries that address 
climate goals. 

 ▪ Central to the GCF’s formation is an emphasis 
on providing funds directly to developing 
country institutions versus through international 
organizations. Through “direct access,” it seeks to 
fund a diverse set of stakeholders including public, 
private, and nongovernmental organizations from 
developing countries, using a variety of financial 
instruments including grants, loans, equity, and 
guarantees. 

 ▪ Sixty-two developing country institutions have 
received accreditation, but 42 of these entities have 
yet to receive project funding. 

 ▪ The GCF has launched several initiatives to support 
accredited developing country institutions—known 
as Direct Access Entities—with project development 
and approval including the Readiness Programme, the 
Project Preparation Facility, the Simplified Approval 
Process (SAP), and the Enhancing Direct Access pilot, 
but these are not yet delivering sufficiently to meet the 
need.

 ▪ There are a number of steps the GCF can take to 
support Direct Access Entities and thus expand the 
range of entities that receive project funding.  
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Background 
The GCF is the single largest source of public 
climate finance today. It is crucial to global efforts 
that developing countries be able to finance low-carbon, 
climate-resilient development. The Fund enables a wide 
variety of institutions—including governmental, private, 
and nongovernmental—to receive access to finance for 
mitigation and adaptation. This approach has opened the 
door to the potential for a more equitable, efficient, and 
transformative use of climate funds. Yet the high level of 
interest in the Fund, combined with the GCF’s current sys-
tem to facilitate access to funding, has led to bottlenecks 
and frustration for countries trying to access financing. 

One of the more innovative and notable pieces 
of the GCF’s funding structure is its direct access 
modality. Direct access allows entities from develop-
ing countries that have met a set of accreditation criteria 
to access funding directly from the GCF, without going 
through an international institution as they would need 
to do at most other multilateral climate funds. Today, 
the entities that have received direct access accredita-
tion include both national and regional governments, 
private institutions, and nongovernmental organizations. 
Since beginning to accredit entities in 2015, the GCF has 
accredited 62 (60 percent) Direct Access Entities and 41 
(40 percent) International Accredited Entities (interna-
tional institutions based in developed countries). Despite 
the relatively large number of Direct Access Entities that 
have been accredited, 42 of them (67 percent) have yet to 
receive project approval. The reasons for this are several, 
but are generally associated with the significant effort and 
funding required to shepherd projects from initial idea 
into a full project proposal.

About This Working Paper 
This paper reviews how the GCF has supported 
the ability of a variety of institutions to access 
finance through its “direct access” modality and 
recommends key changes it can make to improve 
this system. Our findings are based on interviews with 
representatives from national, regional, and international 
entities accredited to the GCF, National Designated 
Authorities (the government authorities responsible for 
coordinating access to GCF funds), and members of the 
GCF Secretariat. The authors also reviewed GCF publica-
tions including board documents, manuals, and policies 
along with other academic literature on GCF’s operations. 
All data reported in this paper are as of the GCF’s 27th 
board meeting on November 10–13, 2020. 

Among Direct Access Entities, there is a diversity 
in size, scope, and type of entity, which means 
that some of the issues and challenges they face 
differ. Nonetheless, interviews with entities revealed that 
they also encounter common problems both internally and 
with the GCF when trying to get projects approved.

Key Findings
The GCF has put in place policies and programs to 
help ensure that a diverse range of actors are able 
to access GCF funding. These include the Readiness 
Programme, the Project Preparation Facility, the Simpli-
fied Approval Process, and Enhancing Direct Access pilot. 

This paper looks at how these four policies and 
programs are succeeding to date—or not—and 
provides recommendations for how to improve 
their effectiveness. Our recommendations are in line 
with the GCF’s updated strategic plan for 2020–2023 
approved in November 2020. We found the following:

 ▪ The GCF’s Readiness Programme provides assistance 
to entities seeking accreditation and project 
funding. However, its focus on National Designated 
Authorities, inability to cover key costs such as staff 
time, and somewhat cumbersome approval process 
make it unable to fully meet the needs of Direct Access 
Entities. 

 ▪ The GCF’s Project Preparation Facility provides 
funding to entities developing project documentation. 
However, the facility does not fully cover the cost 
of developing concept notes and is not sufficiently 
reaching entities that have not had previous projects 
approved by the GCF.

 ▪ The GCF developed a Simplified Approval Process 
for projects under $50 million ($10 million GCF 
maximum contribution) with low social and 
environmental risks. This process has not been 
simplified to a point where access is markedly faster 
or less burdensome than going through a full proposal 
process. 

 ▪ The GCF’s Enhancing Direct Access window of finance 
has approved only two projects during the pilot’s first 
five years. However, the underlying idea of devolving 
additional decision-making to the Direct Access Entity 
and other stakeholders remains very popular. 
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Key Recommendations for the GCF 
Improve funding to help entities identify and 
develop projects: 

 ▪ Provide “kick-off” funding of around $100,000–
250,000 automatically upon accreditation to support 
project identification and concept note development. 

 ▪ Reorganize the structure of support by combining 
and streamlining readiness and project preparatory 
funding. 

 ▪ Allow Direct Access Entities to cover more of their 
own costs associated with the time spent on project 
identification and development. 

 ▪ In addition to providing financial support, continue 
to ensure that Direct Access Entities have access to 
experts who understand the unique requirements of 
the GCF. 

Improve the project approval process: 

 ▪ Streamline the review process and reduce the proposal 
requirements for the Simplified Approval Process. The 
GCF should also reduce the number of questions in 
the SAP proposal. 

 ▪ Restructure the Enhancing Direct Access pilot by 
removing the funding cap and clarifying how projects 
funded through this modality differ from projects 
funded through the normal project approval process. 

1. INTRODUCTION 
The Green Climate Fund (GCF, or “the Fund”) is a cen-
tral institution in the global architecture of international 
climate finance. Set up in 2010 under the United Nations 
Framework Convention on Climate Change, the GCF is an 
important cornerstone in international climate negotia-
tions. The multilateral fund channels finance to develop-
ing countries to help them implement paradigm-shifting 
climate action.

The GCF is the largest single source of concessional 
climate finance today. In 2014, the GCF launched its first 
resource mobilization, raising $10.3 billion in funds, and 
in 2019 the Fund had its first round of replenishment with 
$9.9 billion in pledges. This contrasts with the Global 
Environment Facility, which has received $4.1 billion 
for 2018–2022 and the Climate Investment Funds’ $8.3 
billion since 2009. The GCF is also the only large-scale 
climate fund that has a target to ensure a 50:50 balance 
between funding approved for adaptation and mitiga-
tion (on grant-equivalent terms). Successful operation of 

the GCF is critical to helping countries less responsible 
for the climate crisis develop along a climate-compatible 
trajectory.  

As the GCF is the largest source of concessional finance, 
expectations are high regarding the impact that projects 
will have on creating transformational change in devel-
oping countries. There is at times a perceived tension 
between the desire for large multi-country projects that 
deliver high greenhouse gas (GHG) reductions and the 
focus of the Fund on country ownership and adaptation 
needs. This perceived trade-off does not always reflect the 
reality of what is happening in projects or the ability that 
direct access has to deliver impact.

The Importance of Direct Access
When the GCF was established in 2010, proponents of the 
Fund, including developing country representatives and 
other supporters, advocated for direct access to become 
a central pillar so that developing countries could access 
resources from the GCF without having to go through an 
international entity as they would need to do at most other 
multilateral climate funds (see Figure 1).

As stated in the GCF’s governing instrument, direct access 
was created with a “view to enhancing country ownership 
of projects and programmes” (GCF 2011). Country owner-
ship was viewed as a right that developing countries had 
to govern their own resources and activities within their 
borders. As a board member stated at the board’s eighth 
meeting: “direct access is important to incentivize and 
empower developing countries to use their own skills and 
capacities to shift the business models of existing agencies 
to be more responsive to the needs of developing coun-
tries” (GCF 2014b). 

Direct access was also introduced to support cost effective-
ness and efficiency in delivering financial resources to the 
intended beneficiaries. It allows funds to flow directly to 
accredited institutions in recipient countries (referred 
to as Direct Access Entities) instead of via international 
organizations, which can also be accredited to the GCF. 
For example, under direct access, the administrative fees 
that Accredited Entities collect, which range from 4 to 10 
percent, go to institutions within the recipient country (or 
region) instead of staff at an international organization. 

Finally, direct access proponents view it as a way to drive 
transformational impact in key institutions in developing 
countries. Meeting the GCF’s requirements and access-
ing GCF funds can provide an opportunity for developing 
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country institutions to strengthen their internal systems 
and more effectively integrate climate change throughout 
their operations. It could also amplify the work of those 
domestic entities already acting on climate change by 
granting them access to greater resources and influence. 

This paper seeks to answer the following question: How 
can the GCF improve its support for Direct Access Enti-
ties to better ensure that a diverse set of organizations 
can better obtain access to project funding? To do so, the 
paper provides an overview of the four main ways in which 
the GCF has sought to enable direct access to funding—the 
Readiness Programme, Project Preparation Facility (PPF), 
Simplified Approval Process (SAP), Enhancing Direct 
Access pilot—and the successes and failures of these 
support mechanisms. It then provides recommendations 
for how the GCF can improve its approach to supporting 
access to the Fund for entities from developing countries, 
especially smaller institutions with limited resources.

1.1 Methodology
This paper is based on semi-structured interviews with 
representatives from 43 Direct Access Entities, 5 Interna-
tional Accredited Entities, 11 National Designated Authori-
ties (NDAs), and 6 departments of the GCF Secretariat 
(Division of Country Programming, Division of Private 
Sector Facility, Division of Mitigation and Adaptation, 
Office of Portfolio Management, Office of Risk Manage-
ment, and Compliance). Interviews took place between 
December 2019 and August 2020. 

For Accredited Entities and National Designated Authori-
ties (the government authorities responsible for coordi-
nating access to GCF funds), interview questions centered 
on the interviewees’ experiences with direct access and the 
GCF and recommendations for improvement. Questions 
for the Secretariat focused on specific policies, procedures, 
and examples. Interview data were collected in an online 
database.  

In addition to conducting interviews, the authors pulled 
information from publicly available GCF reports, policies, 
templates, board discussions, and project documents. We 
analyzed information on the types of entities and their 
accreditation levels along with data on projects that have 
been financed, comparing them across impact categories, 
types of finance, and other metrics. All data reported 
in this paper are as of the GCF’s 27th board meeting on 
November 10–13, 2020. Unless otherwise noted through-
out the paper, all quantitative data come from Green 
Climate Fund publications and sources.

This paper builds upon a working paper from 2015 that 
reviewed entities’ experiences with direct access to the 
Adaptation Fund and GCF at that time, which placed more 
emphasis on the accreditation process (see Masullo et 
al. 2015). Once more projects have reached completion, 
we recommend that more studies be done on the impact 
that direct access projects have within countries. Project 
evaluations will be valuable for building a more complete 
understanding of the role of direct access. 

Figure 1 | Simplified Graph of Direct Access Financing

Source: Authors. 

Donors

Climate/Development Finance Fund

International Institution Direct Access

National or Regional Institution National or Regional Institution
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2. CONTEXT: DIRECT ACCESS AT THE GCF 
BETWEEN 2014 AND 2020
Prior to the GCF, the Adaptation Fund and (to a far lesser 
extent) the Global Environment Facility were the first 
climate finance institutions to allow direct access for 
developing country institutions in addition to providing 
funds to international institutions. The GCF’s direct access 
approach also builds on experiences at the Global Fund to 
Fight AIDS, Tuberculosis and Malaria as well as the GAVI 
Alliance, which similarly rely at times on national institu-
tions to help oversee funding flows, in this case for health 
finance (UNFCCC 2011).

Today, the GCF is implementing direct access at a much 
larger scale and for a much broader range of activi-
ties than any other climate fund. All entities that want 
to receive funding straight from the GCF must first be 
accredited. The accreditation process aims to ensure that 
entities have sufficient experience and capacity to properly 
manage and deploy funding received. Once entities have 
received accreditation, they are then able to access fund-
ing for projects. Accreditation lasts for five years, at which 
point entities must be reaccredited.

High Degree of Interest in Direct Access
As of November 2020, 62 developing country entities 
had been accredited by the GCF while an additional 75 
developing country entities had started the accreditation 
process (including those yet to pay the accreditation fees 
necessary to start Stage I of the process). In total, 235 
organizations (including those accredited, seeking accredi-
tation, and yet to submit an application for accreditation) 
have been nominated for direct access accreditation to the 
GCF by National Designated Authorities in 97 countries 
(GCF 2020d). The accredited Direct Access Entities are 
of a variety of sizes and institution types, from smaller 
nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) with limited 
access to human and financial resources, to ministries 
and government agencies and large national and regional 
development banks (see Table 1). In addition, the Fund 
has accredited 41 international entities, including United 
Nations agencies, multilateral development banks, private 
sector entities, and international NGOs, among others. 
The Fund thus has the potential to provide resources to a 
broad range of actors in developing countries seeking to 
act on climate change. 

Table 1 | Number of Direct Access Entities by Category

ENTITY NUMBER OF 
ENTITIES EXAMPLES

Government ministries 
and agencies 11

 ■ Ministry of Health and the Environment (Antigua and Barbuda)

 ■ National Environment Management Authority (Kenya) 

 ■ Ministry of Environment (Rwanda)

Private for-profit 14

 ■ XacBank (Mongolia)

 ■ Ecobank Ghana Limited (Ghana)

 ■ JS Bank Limited (Pakistan)

Semi-public 
institutions 18

 ■ Fonds National pour L’Environnement (Benin)

 ■ Environmental Investment Fund (Namibia)

 ■ Centre de Suivi Ecologique (Senegal)

National or regional 
development banks 13

 ■ Development Bank of Southern Africa (South Africa)

 ■ Corporación Andina de Fomento (Venezuela)

 ■ Caribbean Development Bank (Barbados)

Nonprofit 6

 ■ Fundación Avina (Panama)

 ■ Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme (Samoa)

 ■ Micronesia Conservation Trust (Micronesia)

Sources: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae; and authors’ analysis.

https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae
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When designing the rules governing access to GCF funds, 
the board recognized a need to tailor requirements to 
reflect some of the differences between entities seek-
ing funding. As a result, the GCF took a “fit for purpose” 
approach to accreditation (GCF 2014a). The approach 
created accreditation tiers to account for differences in 
entities’ sizes and experiences. Entities can be accredited 
for projects of different sizes (from under $10 million 
to over $250 million), level of environmental and social 
risk (Categories A, B, or C; see Figure 3), and modality 
for financing mechanisms (project management; grant 
award; or on-lending/blending for loans, equity, and/or 
guarantees). 

To date, around 61 percent of Direct Access Entities have 
been accredited to the micro (under $10 million) or small 
(under $50 million) categories (see Figure 2). Around 70 
percent have been accredited for projects with medium 
levels of environmental or social risk (Category C; see 
Figure 3). Around 61 percent of entities are accredited for 
on-granting and around 50 percent for on-lending (see 
Table 2).

Most Direct Access Entities interviewed expressed the 
opinion that the GCF’s accreditation process was difficult 
but ultimately useful to their organization as an exercise 
in assessing and strengthening their systems for managing 
and deploying funds. For instance, to achieve accredita-
tion many institutions have improved their systems for 
managing fiduciary and operational risks. As an example, 
Fonds National pour L’Environnement in Benin reports 
that the GCF accreditation process motivated the bank 

Source: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.
greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae. 

Figure 2 |  Direct Access Entities by Maximum Size of 
Projects Allowed

Table 2 | Direct Access Entities by Type of Fiduciary Standard

Figure 3 |  Direct Access Entities by Maximum Level of 
Environmental and Social Risk Allowed

Source: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.
greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae. 

FIDUCIARY STANDARD NUMBER OF DIRECT 
ACCESS ENTITIES 

Basic 62

Project management 55

Grant award 38

On-lending/Blending

Loan 31

Equity 18

Guarantee 21

Blending 31

Note: All Direct Access Entities have basic accreditation. In addition, they can have accreditation for one or more of the other fiduciary standards.

Source: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae. 

Small
(up to $50 million)

Medium
(up to $250 million)

Micro
(up to $10 million)

Large
(above $250 million)

35%

26%

26%

13%

Category B
(Medium environmental
and social risk)

Category C
(Minimal to no environmental
and social risk)

Category A 
(High environmental
or social risk) 

69%16%

15%

https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae
https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae
https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae
https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae
https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae
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Figure 4 |  Direct and International Entities: Number of 
Entities versus Number of Projects Approved

Sources: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021.  https://
www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae; Green Climate Fund. n.d. “Projects and 
Programmes: Project Portfolio.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/
projects. 

to put in place a number of new processes, including a 
system for categorizing and managing environmental and 
social risk and new policies for encouraging gender equity, 
combatting money laundering, managing conflicts of 
interest, and ensuring sound procurement. 

More than Two-Thirds of Direct Access Entities 
Have Not Yet Reached Project Approval
Despite the positive progress that direct access has accom-
plished to date, the data show room for improvement. For 
example, more than two-thirds of Direct Access Entities 
(42 entities) have yet to have a project approved (see Fig-
ure 4 and Figure 5). There are eight Direct Access Entities 
accredited from 2015 to 2016 with no projects approved 
that are up for re-accreditation in 2021. The rate of project 
approvals has moreover dropped, with Direct Access Enti-
ties receiving fewer approvals as a percentage of the total 
in 2020 (22 percent) than during the GCF’s initial year (43 
percent) (see Figure 6). By comparison, a little over half 
of International Accredited Entities (23 entities) have had 
projects approved. As a result, international entities make 
up over 80 percent of the funded projects by number and 
82 percent of the total dollar value of approved finance 
(see Figure 7). 

For those Direct Access Entities with projects approved, 
it has taken them slightly less time, on average, to go 
from accreditation to project approval (564 days) com-
pared with International Accredited Entities (627 days), 
although this average is impacted by one Direct Access 
Entity (Xacbank), which achieved project approval excep-
tionally fast in only 41 days. The average is also impacted 
by the number of Direct Access Entities without project 
approvals.

Figure 5 |  Direct versus International Entities with Projects

Source: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae. 
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Support for Direct Access Entities
The GCF has put in place mechanisms to help ensure that 
a diverse range of entities can access the Fund’s resources. 
In 2014, its initial year of operation, the GCF created a 
Readiness Support program to help countries set up sys-
tems for accessing the Fund. The following year, it estab-
lished the Project Preparation Facility to support entities 
in the development of funding proposals. In 2016, the GCF 
published a request for proposals for the Enhancing Direct 
Access modality, which allocated funding for proposals 
from Direct Access Entities that focused on devolved fund-
ing mechanisms. Then, in 2017, the Simplified Approval 
Process was created to help enable small, low-risk projects 
to move more quickly through the approval process. 

Figure 6 |  Percentage of Approved Projects by Direct versus International Entity

Figure 7 |  Volume of GCF Finance Portfolio by Direct versus 
International Entity

Sources: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021.  https://www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae; Green Climate Fund. n.d. “Projects and Programmes: Project 
Portfolio.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/projects.

Sources: Green Climate Fund. n.d. “About Us: Partners.” Accessed February 1, 2021.  https://
www.greenclimate.fund/about/partners/ae; Green Climate Fund. n.d. “Projects and 
Programmes: Project Portfolio.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/
projects.
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3. SUCCESSES AND CHALLENGES IN GCF 
SUPPORT TO ENTITIES SEEKING ACCESS TO 
THE FUND
Given the central role of direct access to the success of 
the GCF, the Fund has put in place mechanisms to sup-
port Direct Access Entities in their efforts to access GCF 
finance. Based on our analysis, these mechanisms have 
room for improvement.   

3.1 Readiness Support
Key Takeaways

 ▪ Both Accredited Entities and those seeking 
accreditation to the GCF can receive readiness funding 
to prepare them for engaging with the GCF and 
developing climate projects. 

 ▪ Readiness funding is allocated by National Designated 
Authorities and does not adequately fulfill the needs 
of Direct Access Entities, especially for project 
identification and concept note development.1 

 ▪ Readiness support cannot cover the staff time of 
Direct Access Entities. Such support is critical if Direct 
Access Entities are to engage effectively and efficiently 
with the GCF.

The readiness support program was created in 2014 to 
help countries put in place the systems required to effec-
tively access GCF funding. Readiness funding is meant to 
provide National Designated Authorities and sometimes 
Direct Access Entities with financial resources to enable 
countries to access and manage GCF funds. 

Each country can access up to $1 million per year in fund-
ing to build institutional capacity to access GCF finance 
and up to an additional $3 million for the formulation 
of national adaptation plans and/or other adaptation 
planning processes. Funding for readiness projects is 
requested by the National Designated Authority while 
implementation can be managed by either the Delivery 
Partner or the National Designated Authority itself, which 
is responsible for managing the funding and overseeing 
activity implementation. 

The GCF’s current strategy for readiness funding (which 
covers years 2020–21) allows countries to request funds 
for multiyear readiness projects of $1–3 million (see 
Table 3). The specific activities that can be financed with 
readiness funds have changed over time. For example, 
initial readiness funding helped countries establish their 
National Designated Authorities—but since these authori-
ties are now in place, funding priorities are shifting. 
Readiness support also previously funded some project 
development activities that now fall under the mandate of 
the Project Preparation Facility, although readiness is still 
used to fund some aspects of concept note development.

The readiness budget for 2020–21 will be $224.23 million, 
a nearly 70 percent increase in the overall size of readiness 
funding compared with the average from 2014 to 2020. 

The GCF reports that, in total, 75 grants have included activi-
ties related to Direct Access Entities, primarily to support 
accreditation. This includes 42 plans for accreditation gap 
assessments and capacity building. Of the 62 accredited 
Direct Access Entities, 40 percent have received some type 
of readiness support from the GCF. Of the 20 Direct Access 
Entities with approved projects, 55 percent have received 
readiness support in some form (see Figure 8).  

Table 3 |  Categories of Readiness Funding and Associated Allocation of Funds for 2019–2021

NEW CATEGORY ALLOCATION OF GCF READINESS FUND

Capacity building for climate finance coordination 10%

Strategic frameworks for low-emission investment 20%

Strengthened adaptation planning 50%

Paradigm-shifting pipeline development 15%

Knowledge sharing and learning 5%

Source: GCF 2020f.
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Thirteen of the 62 accredited Direct Access Entities have 
used readiness support to identify and develop project 
ideas. For example, readiness funds enabled the South 
African National Biodiversity Institute to hire consultants 
to assist with the creation of two projects. The Antigua and 
Barbuda Ministry of Health and the Environment is using 
readiness funding to, among other things, conduct feasi-
bility studies on potential project ideas. Similarly, Unidad 
para el Cambio Rural in Argentina is using the funds to 
enlist sectoral specialists in agriculture, forestry, GHG 
inventories, energy, and ecosystems. 

However, much of this support related to project develop-
ment came in the earlier years of the GCF (see Figure 9). 
For example, nearly all readiness proposals for Direct 
Access Entities for concept note development were 
approved prior to 2018 (the one exception to this is the 
readiness proposal from Protected Areas Conservation 
Trust approved in October 2019.)2 

Figure 8 |  Direct Access Entities: Rate of Access to Readiness Support

Figure 9 |  Number of Readiness Projects That Have 
Supported Project Identification or Concept Note 
Development Specifically for Accredited Direct 
Access Entities

Note: GCF stands for Green Climate Fund.

Source: Authors’ analysis of readiness project documents available at Green Climate Fund. n.d. “Projects and Programmes: Country Readiness.” Accessed January 15, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.
fund/readiness/documents.

Source: Authors’ analysis of readiness project documents available at Green Climate Fund. 
n.d. “Projects and Programmes: Country Readiness.” Accessed January 15, 2021. https://www.
greenclimate.fund/readiness/documents. 
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Some National Designated Authorities have also used 
their readiness support funding to strengthen their project 
selection processes. National Designated Authorities are 
responsible for developing country programs, which in 
some cases has led to broad stakeholder consultation on 
the identification and selection of potential projects. In 
Bangladesh, for example, the National Designated Author-
ity, while developing the country program, reviewed over 
230 project ideas that had been submitted. These ideas 
were received following 40 meetings and six workshops 
with stakeholders from across the public and private 
sectors. The projects were then narrowed to 48, and 
an assessment was made to estimate how much fund-
ing would come from the GCF versus co-financing from 
domestic or other international sources. In the country 
program they also identified several readiness propos-
als, including two aimed at enhancing the ability of two 
already accredited national institutions (Palli Karma-
Sahayak Foundation and Infrastructure Development 
Company Limited) to identify projects, and another readi-
ness proposal for the accreditation of Bangladesh Bank.

Fifteen of the 62 Direct Access Entities have also worked 
as Delivery Partners to provide readiness support to 
National Designated Authorities or other Direct Access 
Entities. This list of readiness providers includes entities 
that have achieved project approval and those that have 
not accessed funding themselves. The entities that have 
provided readiness are a heterogenous group, with enti-
ties ranging from national environment funds accredited 
for micro projects, such as the Peruvian Trust Fund for 
National Parks and Protected Areas, to larger regional 
development banks, such as the Development Bank of 
Southern Africa. 

Readiness Not Living Up to Needs
Direct Access Entities that have received readiness fund-
ing report that it is beneficial. However, the program is 
not yet optimally designed to help Direct Access Entities 
access finance due to six constraints: 

1. Focus on National Designated Authorities over Direct 
Access Entities
First, readiness is designed primarily with National Desig-
nated Authorities in mind as they are the ones that submit 
all applications for readiness support within a country. 
While this helps these authorities more effectively guide 
the countries’ engagement with the GCF, it means the 
focus of support is not on the entities accredited to receive 
funding. Since National Designated Authorities are the 

main focus of readiness funding, they are responsible for 
submitting requests for readiness support. While they can 
choose to include support for Accredited Entities (or those 
seeking accreditation), many have not done so. In total, 
around 23 NDAs have requested some form of support for 
Direct Access Entities. This support was used for a variety 
of activities including finalizing accreditation require-
ments and developing entity work programs, in which 
Direct Access Entities lay out high-level plans for project 
ideas that they aim to bring to the GCF.

2. Lack of support for concept notes
Second, the focus of support is not on the Direct Access 
Entities that are looking to develop project proposals. 
The Project Preparation Facility is meant to focus on 
developing project proposals once a concept note has been 
endorsed by the Secretariat. This still leaves a gap for 
entities as they try to develop concept notes and build a 
project pipeline. The readiness program offers support for 
these activities so long as the NDA requests them, but this 
has created a bottleneck with some entities struggling to 
get concept notes endorsed and ready for PPF funding. 

3. Long timelines
Third, Direct Access Entities report that obtaining readi-
ness funds can be very time consuming. These applica-
tions must indicate a theory of change, risk management 
analysis, procurement plan, and monitoring and evalua-
tion plan, among other information. Information require-
ments have gotten more complex with the addition of 
line-item and activity-level budgeting, detailed theories of 
change, and more stringent risk analyses. It is common for 
entities to submit several versions of the application to the 
Secretariat before it is approved. As a result, it has taken 
some entities more than a year to access readiness funds, 
although the process for approving readiness funding 
has gradually been getting quicker as the Secretariat has 
improved its review processes. This may be in part attrib-
uted to the Secretariat’s hiring of the United Nations Office 
for Project Services to provide grant management support 
on its behalf beginning in March 2018 (GCF 2020i).

4. Restrictions on funding for Direct Access Entity staff 
Fourth, the impact of readiness funding is limited by 
restrictions on what the funding can be used for. Readi-
ness funds cannot be used for “core support,” which 
means the funds cannot support staff within the Direct 
Access Entity or National Designated Authority. Fund-
ing can go only to hiring consultants and similar external 
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costs. This can cause delays because, without resources to 
cover staff time spent on GCF-related initiatives, the staff 
at Direct Access Entities must often conduct tasks associ-
ated with identifying and developing GCF projects on top 
of their regular workloads. 

The emphasis on using external consultants has also at 
times reduced the quality of readiness support. Consul-
tants with experience developing successful projects for 
the GCF can be difficult to find. Consultants can also be 
unfamiliar with the context within which Accredited Enti-
ties work. Centre de Suivi Ecologique (CSE) in Senegal, for 
example, reports having to redo the work of consultants 
who were not as familiar with the GCF as CSE’s own staff. 
In addition, international consultants charge higher rates 
than local consultants, creating a cost inefficiency. 

5. Limits on covering Delivery Partner costs
Fifth, the relatively low percentage of funds that readiness 
Delivery Partners can use to cover their own costs acts 
as a disincentive for those seeking to provide readiness 
support. Delivery Partners can retain up to 7.5 percent 
of the total budget and contingency for project manage-
ment costs (oversight, supervision, management) for all 
readiness projects under $3 million (GCF 2018). Delivery 
Partners can also act as Executing Entities (which are 
responsible for implementing approved projects) whereby 
their costs are covered within the budget, though they 
must “clearly differentiate” these tasks from those of over-
sight, which can be difficult. This means fees often do not 
cover the true cost of developing, managing, coordinating, 
and monitoring the implementation of readiness support. 
This appears to have discouraged some international orga-
nizations from providing readiness support. It also means 
that entities like Fundación Avina in Panama, Caribbean 
Development Bank in Barbados, and CSE, which have 
acted as readiness providers to their peers, have had to 
use their own limited resources to make up the difference 
between what they can receive from GCF funds and the 
true cost of providing readiness support.

6. Little flexibility causes delays
Finally, a lack of flexibility undermines the efficiency with 
which activities can be implemented. Any “substantial” 
changes in timelines and activities during readiness 
implementation must be approved by the GCF, which, 

given the burden already placed on the Secretariat, can 
cause further delays to implementation. Fundación Avina, 
for example, found that by the time the readiness funding 
was approved, changes had often taken place within the 
relevant countries where they operate. In one case, some 
deliverables had already been completed by the govern-
ment and other development partners by the time the GCF 
readiness proposal was approved. 

3.2 Project Preparation Facility 
Key Takeaways

 ▪ The GCF offers specific funding or support for the 
development of proposals that meet Fund criteria. 
This funding can cover impact assessments, feasibility 
studies, budget development, and other activities 
based on project needs.

 ▪ To date, funding for the Project Preparation Facility 
has been accessed largely by entities that have already 
successfully gotten at least one project approved (or 
the project was approved shortly after receiving PPF 
funds for a second initiative).

 ▪ A persistent hurdle for entities as they try to develop 
projects is getting a concept note endorsed by the 
GCF. This is a requirement they must meet before 
they can access PPF funds. 

Paying for all the aspects of project development—from 
the human resources, stakeholder convenings, and travel 
(for example, to GCF headquarters), to data collection 
and/or the translation of all documents into English—is 
a significant investment. In total, concept notes alone 
frequently cost over $100,000 to complete while the costs 
for developing a full proposal can be much higher. Obtain-
ing such funding has been a significant barrier for many 
in developing successful proposals. Those Direct Access 
Entities with approved projects have all used some of their 
own financing to pay for the process, and over half have 
accessed assistance from other providers of support, such 
as bilateral donors, to help pay for project development. 

Recognizing that readiness support was not designed to 
cover the full cost of project development, the GCF devel-
oped the Project Preparation Facility in 2016. Like other 
climate funds (see Table 4) the GCF wanted to provide 
a way to fund preparatory activities related to funding 
proposal development. The GCF Board has committed 
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$40 million to the Project Preparation Facility, which 
provides up to $1.5 million per project and can support 
activities related to developing specific projects such as the 
following: 

 ▪ Pre-feasibility and feasibility studies 

 ▪ Gender studies and stakeholder analyses

 ▪ Studies related to environmental and social risks or 
other types of risk assessments

 ▪ Advisory services for budget development 

 ▪ Development of monitoring and evaluation systems 

To apply for funds from the Project Preparation Facil-
ity, the Accredited Entity must submit both the PPF 
application and a no-objection letter from the National 
Designated Authority (this is in addition to the letter of 
no objection required at the full proposal stage). As of 
November 2020, the Project Preparation Facility had 
approved 37 requests totaling $23.4 million, for an aver-
age of $633,000 per proposal. In total, 12 of the 62 Direct 
Access Entities have accessed the facility. The facility 
was designed to primarily support Direct Access Entities 
with projects under $50 million but is open to receiving 
applications for all project amounts as well as from Inter-

national Accredited Entities. To date, almost 32 percent of 
approved PPF projects have been submitted by Interna-
tional Accredited Entities. The Secretariat does place an 
emphasis on accepting Project Preparation Facility grants 
from international entities whose proposed project is 
either in a country without a Direct Access Entity or whose 
Direct Access Entity accreditation status does not align 
with the project. Within two years of approval by the GCF 
Secretariat of a Project Preparation Facility application, 
entities must submit a full proposal (GCF 2020e) unless 
sufficient justification for an extension is provided.

While initially more entities with approved projects 
received grants from the Project Preparation Facility, 
more recently several entities without projects have 
received PPF grants and three Direct Access Entities have 
used the funds to develop their first projects. For example, 
the Rwandan Ministry of Environment used a Project 
Preparation Facility grant to prepare its first successful 
project proposal, “Strengthening Climate Resilience of 
Rural Communities in Northern Rwanda” (FP073), which 
was approved by the board in March 2018. Since then, the 
ministry has received three additional grants to develop 
more proposals. 

FUND  AMOUNT OF FUNDING FOR PROJECT PREPARATION APPROVAL PROCESS

Adaptation Fund   $20,000 for Project Formulation Assistance Grants Requires only submission of simple 
funding request

Global Environment Facility–Least 
Developed Countries Fund, Special 
Climate Change Fund  

$50,000–300,000 

$50,000 for proposals up to $2 million  

$100,000 for proposals up to $3 million 

$150,000 for proposals up to $6 million  

$200,000 for proposals up to $10 million 

$300,000 for proposals above $10 million 

Requires only submission of simple 
funding request

Climate Investment Funds  Originally a maximum of $3 million, though this has shifted and now 
larger amounts are granted on a case-by-case basis

Requires a separate project preparation 
application with a list of activities and 
deliverables

Green Climate Fund   Maximum of $1.5 million  
Requires a separate project preparation 
application along with an endorsed 
concept note

Sources: Adaptation Fund. n.d. “Readiness Grant Funding.” Accessed February 9, 2021. https://www.adaptation-fund.org/apply-funding/grants/; Global Environment Facility. 2019. “GEF7 Project 
Preparation Grant (PPG) Request.” https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/documents/09GEF7%20PPG%20Request%206-10-2019.doc; Climate Investment Funds. n.d. “Governance: Key 
Documents.” Accessed February 9, 2021. https://www.climateinvestmentfunds.org/documents?field_related_fund_target_id=All&field_cif_document_types_tid=233&field_themes_tid_
selective=All&combine=&page=1; GCF 2020e.

Table 4 |  Project Preparatory Support at Select Multilateral Climate Funds

https://www.adaptation-fund.org/apply-funding/grants/
https://www.thegef.org/sites/default/files/documents/09GEF7%20PPG%20Request%206-10-2019.doc
https://www.climateinvestmentfunds.org/documents?field_related_fund_target_id=All&field_cif_document_types_tid=233&field_themes_tid_selective=All&combine=&page=1
https://www.climateinvestmentfunds.org/documents?field_related_fund_target_id=All&field_cif_document_types_tid=233&field_themes_tid_selective=All&combine=&page=1
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Recently, the Project Preparation Facility has also begun 
to provide limited technical assistance for up to 15 days 
(with possibility of extension) to strengthen concept notes. 
The concept note must already have been developed by 
the entity itself. This technical assistance comes in the 
form of a GCF-designated sectoral expert or independent 
project development firm and has so far been prioritized 
for concept notes that the Secretariat deems as showing 
particular promise but are not yet ready for approval. 
Accredited entities that have received this relatively new 
form of support—including Fundación Avina and Micro-
nesia Conservation Trust, among others—have not had to 
go through the full readiness or Project Preparation Facil-
ity project approval process to receive this assistance and 
have instead received it directly from the Secretariat. 

In addition, in October 2020 the GCF launched two new 
streamlined services for accessing Project Preparation 
Facility funding. The Simplified Project Preparation 
Facility can be used by entities to request up to $300,000, 
which can cover, among other costs, Accredited Entity 
fees and project management costs. The Simplified Project 
Preparation Facility has a simplified implementation 
arrangement and budget compared with the full appli-
cation. The Secretariat has also developed the Project 
Preparation Facility Service in which an AE can choose to 
outsource the administration of the Project Preparation 
Facility grant to a consulting firm chosen from a preap-
proved roster. Both of these new services hold promise for 
making the Project Preparation Facility overall easier to 
access and more able to meet entities’ needs.

Current Challenges with the Facility
It is still not easy to access funds from the Project Prepara-
tion Facility, for two main reasons: 

1. Concept note requirement without accompanying 
financial support inhibits access for entities with 
capacity constraints
Project Preparation Facility funding is approved only after 
the applicant presents a concept note that is endorsed by 
the Secretariat. Concept notes require entities to spell out, 
among other things, the barriers to climate action that 
the project will address, planned activities for the project, 
an indicative budget for these activities, how the project 
aligns with national policies, and risks to project success. 
While the Project Preparation Facility application itself 
is only four pages, concept notes can be quite long. They 
measure 45 pages on average, with the longest reaching 

110 pages. Since facility grants can be used only for turn-
ing approved concept notes into full funding proposals, 
the GCF’s system of support has a sizeable gap for concept 
note completion. This gap creates a significant stumbling 
block for many entities that need basic concept note and 
project preparation support. 

Some Direct Access Entities with access to other sources 
of funding, including the Brazilian Development Bank and 
Micronesia Conservation Trust, have opted to use these 
other funds to develop proposals so that they can avoid 
delays associated with accessing the Project Preparation 
Facility. This also allows their own staff to gain experience 
with GCF procedures. Many others, though, lack access to 
the financial resources necessary to successfully identify 
an appropriate project, develop it into a concept note that 
meets the GCF’s requirements, and then submit a success-
ful Project Preparation Facility application. 

Perhaps due to the capacity needed to access Project Prep-
aration Facility resources, 68 percent of the grants—24 of 
the 35 Project Preparation Facility grants approved as of 
November 2020—have gone to direct and international 
entities that have already had other projects approved. 
The 24 Project Preparation Facility grants for Direct 
Access Entities went to 12 entities. This includes four enti-
ties that had already had projects approved, two entities 
that subsequently had different projects approved without 
a PPF grant, three entities that had used the facility to get 
their first project approved, and three others that still do 
not have a project approved. Half of Direct Access Entities 
that accessed the facility already had an established track 
record when seeking Project Preparation Facility funds, 
and the other half have used the facility to develop their 
first projects. 

2. Long timelines
For the 11 Project Preparation Facility grants where data 
are available, the average length of time from submit-
ting an initial draft PPF proposal to receiving Secretariat 
approval is one year (counting from the date of submis-
sion noted on the PPF application), with the shortest 
duration being 3 months and the longest 15 months. This 
is after obtaining endorsement of a concept note, which 
in and of itself can take many months. Concept notes are 
reviewed by several GCF departments before endorsement 
(see Figure 10). This includes the origination and structur-
ing team, made up of experts from several divisions and 
led by someone from either the Division of Mitigation and 
Adaptation or the Private Sector Facility. 
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Figure 10 |  Review Process for Green Climate Fund Proposals

Note: Abbreviations: CN: concept note; FP: full proposal; GCF: Green Climate Fund; ESS: environmental and social safeguards; iTAP: independent Technical Advisory Panel.

Source: GCF 2020c. 
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3.3 Simplified Approval Process
Key Takeaways

 ▪ The Simplified Approval Process was developed to 
shorten the project approval process for small and 
low-risk projects. 

 ▪ This process has not proved to be significantly simpler 
than that for larger or higher-risk projects. 

In September 2017, the GCF Secretariat, on directions 
from the board, launched a pilot scheme for a Simplified 
Approval Process. This pilot was developed in recognition 
of the barriers that Accredited Entities were facing in get-
ting projects approved through the full proposal process. 
The stated objective of the pilot program was to “apply 
best practice in order to reduce the time and effort needed 
in the preparation, review, approval and disbursement 
procedures of small-scale projects and programmes” (GCF 
2017). 

The Simplified Approval Process can be used for proj-
ects no greater than $50 million with a GCF contribu-
tion of $10 million or less and that carry environmental 
and social risks that are mild, minimal, or nonexistent 
(Category C) (GCF 2017). This means this process can 
be used for all micro and small projects where the GCF’s 
contribution does not exceed $10 million. The Simplified 
Approval Process has sought for 50 percent of funding to 
go to Direct Access Entities. Currently, 6 of the 19 projects 
(31.5 percent) approved under the SAP are from Direct 
Access Entities. Simplified Approval Process projects 
have focused mainly on adaptation (12) or cross-cutting 
(4) themes, with only 3 of the 19 projects focused on 
mitigation. 

The GCF Simplified Approval Process Is Not 
Really Simpler
Despite its name, the Simplified Approval Process has, 
to date, not provided a genuinely simplified process for 
project approval, for three main reasons: 

1. Similar steps in the review process for regular and 
streamlined proposals
In terms of the review process, the Secretariat has imple-
mented certain steps to speed up procedures for Simpli-
fied Approval Process projects, including using a separate 
online submission system. However, the main steps of the 
review process remain the same as for full proposals and 
the approval process is not markedly shorter. In its initial 

assessment of the Simplified Approval Process, published 
in March 2020, the GCF’s Independent Evaluation Unit 
(IEU) found that the simplified processing times were 8 
percent shorter, on average, than a comparable set of full 
proposals (see Figures 11 and 12). The median number of 
days from concept note submission to approval is 34 days 
shorter through the Simplified Approval Process—an aver-
age of 365 days for the SAP compared with 399 for other 
projects. When compared with full proposals for projects 
with low environmental and social risk, the differences 
in processing time disappears, indicating that reduced 
requirements for low-risk projects may be playing a larger 
role than the Simplified Approval Process in slightly 
reducing the review time (Gonzales et al. 2020).

The Secretariat has suggested measures to speed up the 
review process, including approving projects between 
board meetings, but as of writing (January 2021) these 
have not been approved by the board (GCF 2020g).  

Note: Abbreviations: GCF: Green Climate Fund; SAP: Simplified Approval Process.

Source: Authors’ analysis of project documents available at Green Climate Fund. n.d. “Projects 
and Programmes: Project Portfolio.” Accessed February 1, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.
fund/projects.
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2. Similar proposal requirements for regular and 
streamlined proposals
One reason the Simplified Approval Process is not much 
quicker is that these proposals have very similar require-
ments to those for larger or riskier projects. For example, 
both the Simplified Approval Process and full proposal 
templates ask for the paradigm shift potential, impact 
potential, relationship to sustainable development, and 
the needs of the recipients. The biggest difference between 
the two proposal templates is the number of words 
required for each answer. However, during proposal 
review, entities are asked for further documentation, 
which means that information requirements are essen-
tially the same in the end. 

In its review, the IEU noted: “Although it is meant to be 
a simplified approval process, proposals accessing the 
simplified approval process modality have similar require-
ments in terms of initial due diligence. This belies the aim 
of the process” (IEU 2020). This report also notes that 
the cost of drafting an SAP proposal averaged between 
$100,000 and $150,000, and was as high as $400,000. 
Changes to the Simplified Approval Process information 
requirements have not been proposed as of writing.

3. Simplified Approval Process proposals are long and 
getting longer
The most recent template for the Simplified Approval 
Process states that full proposals should “not exceed 20 
pages.” Nevertheless, the 19 approved SAP proposals 
averaged 62 pages, excluding annexes (see Figure 11). To 
respond to comments from the independent Technical 
Advisory Panel (iTAP)—the GCF’s independent review 
body—or the Secretariat, Accredited Entities regularly end 
up submitting 10 times the number of words indicated in 
the template. This results in the GCF’s page number guid-
ance being unhelpful and unreliable. 

The Simplified Approval Process template includes several 
questions that are arguably duplicative. For example, enti-
ties are asked to answer separate questions for “scalability 
and the potential for transformation,” “paradigm shift 
objectives,” and “paradigm shift potential.” This is in addi-
tion to other questions about the outline of the project, 
project details, and a detailed logical framework. While 
the questions mirror various requirements, including the 
investment framework, put forward by the board, they 
do not lend themselves to a simple and efficient proposal 
template.

Figure 12 |  Days Spent in Each Stage of the Approval Processes

Notes: Abbreviations: SAP: Simplified Approval Process; CN: concept note; FP: full proposal; FAA: Funded Activity Agreement. At least five of the projects approved through the SAP modality were 
submitted by entities whose Accreditation Master Agreement had not been executed at the time of approval, which also added to the FAA execution timeline.

Source: Gonzales et al. 2020. Graph has been updated and modified by authors using data available in project documents found at Green Climate Fund. n.d. “Projects and Programmes: Simplified 
Approval Process.” Accessed February 10, 2021. https://www.greenclimate.fund/projects/sap. 
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In addition, the Simplified Approval Process template has 
gotten only more complex over time, in parallel with the 
full proposal template. In 2018, for the first Simplified 
Approval Process project put forward by the Environ-
mental Investment Fund (EIF) in Namibia, there were 10 
annexes required only if applicable. EIF submitted 4 out of 
the 10. For an SAP project approved in April 2020 by the 
Nordic Environment Finance Corporation (NEFCO), there 
were 9 mandatory annexes along with an additional 11 
annexes that were required only if applicable or requested. 
Of these 21 potential annexes, NEFCO submitted 20. 

3.4 Enhancing Direct Access Pilot
Key Takeaways

 ▪ The Enhancing Direct Access pilot had a target of 
approving 10 proposals over a five-year period but 
only two projects ended up achieving approval. 

 ▪ The limited funding pool for Enhancing Direct Access 
pilot projects, coupled with additional proposal 
requirements and an unclear distinction between pilot 
projects and regular GCF proposals, may be limiting 
the success of the Enhancing Direct Access pilot. 

Early in the GCF’s creation, board members from develop-
ing countries (and some developed countries) advocated 
for a form of direct access that delegated even greater 
responsibility to institutions in the recipient country. As 
a result, the Governing Instrument of the GCF states that 
the board “will consider additional modalities that further 
enhance direct access” (GCF 2011). One way in which 
board members sought to follow through on this commit-

ment was through the creation of an Enhancing Direct 
Access pilot program. Approved in 2015, the program is 
a way for the Fund to partner with National Designated 
Authorities and Direct Access Entities to develop projects, 
such as small grants programs and microfinance initia-
tives, where decisions over what exactly is to be funded are 
taken nationally, with “increased national oversight and 
multi-stakeholder engagement at the country level” (GCF 
2016). 

The Enhancing Direct Access pilot was meant to run for 
five years and provide up to $200 million for at least 10 
pilots, including at least 4 pilots to be implemented in 
Small Island Developing States (SIDS), least developed 
countries (LDCs), and African states. Projects under the 
Enhancing Direct Access pilot could focus on adaptation 
or mitigation and could be put forward by both public and 
private Direct Access Entities. 

The Enhancing Direct Access pilot has not met its goals 
according to the original timeline. In the five years since 
the pilot was approved, only two pilot projects have been 
approved, using $30 million of the original $200 million. 
These projects are from the Ministry of Health and Envi-
ronment in Antigua and Barbuda and the Environmental 
Investment Fund in Namibia. While there are still 14 proj-
ects in the Enhancing Direct Access pilot pipeline, the GCF 
did not receive nearly the same number of submissions 
for this opportunity as other GCF requests for proposals, 
which generated requests five or six times the size of their 
original allocation and have had more projects approved 
in shorter time frames (see Table 5). 

Table 5 | GCF Request for Proposal Status 

PILOT APPROVED ALLOCATION TOTAL FUNDING 
REQUESTS COMMITTED FUNDING

Enhancing Direct Access July 2015 $200 million for 10 
projects $284 million $30 million, two projects

Micro, small, and medium-sized 
enterprises July 2015 $100 million $739 million $60 million, three 

projects

Mobilizing Funds at Scale July 2015 $500 million $18 billion $95 million, three 
projects

REDD+ October 2017 $500 million N/A $361 million, six projects

Sources: GCF 2019a, 2019b. 
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The Current Limits on the Enhancing Direct 
Access Pilot May Be Undermining Its Success 
There are likely multiple factors that have so far limited 
the success of the Enhancing Direct Access pilot: 

1. Additional operations and governance requirements 
to access funds
One factor is the difficulty associated with accessing the 
funds. While Direct Access Entities continue to emphasize 
their support for Enhancing Direct Access, they also note 
that accessing the program can be difficult in its current 
form. In addition to the regular project approval require-
ments, Enhancing Direct Access pilot programs should 
create either an operations manual indicating how the 
entity will make funding decisions or otherwise indicate 
how governance arrangements will work. Proposals are 
meant to include information on risk mitigation systems, 
monitoring and evaluation processes, and a pipeline of 

sub-projects that have been identified, including detailed 
descriptions of a few examples of such sub-projects (e.g., 
objectives, financial structure, alignment with GCF invest-
ment criteria and results areas, implementation arrange-
ment). Entities are also strongly encouraged to find long-
term financing for the proposed financing facilities.

To show how the project will be governed, entities are also 
required to set up a decision-making body that includes 
members of civil society and the private sector, and other 
relevant stakeholders, along with an oversight body (see 
Figure 13 for an example provided by the GCF). While 
such inclusive decision-making can beneficially support 
widespread ownership over the funding mechanism, set-
ting up and running complex multi-stakeholder bodies can 
be a challenge for entities that do not normally operate 
through such governance structures, including private sec-
tor institutions. In January 2021, the GCF released further 
guidelines on how these projects should be developed. 

Figure 13 | Sample Governance Structure for an Enhancing Direct Access Pilot Provided by the GCF

Notes: Abbreviations: GCF: Green Climate Fund; CBO: community-based organization; EDA: Enhancing Direct Access; NDA: National Designated Authority; NGO: nongovernmental organization; SME: 
small or medium-sized enterprise; PMU: project management unit; AE: Accredited Entity; EE: Executing Entity. 

Source: GCF 2020b. 
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2. Lack of clarity around activities that qualify for 
funding
Prior to the release of these guidelines, entities also 
experienced a lack of clarity as to what pilot funding may 
cover. In its original Enhancing Direct Access proposal, 
“Empower to Adapt” project (FP024), EIF proposed an 
extensive program to build awareness and capacity around 
integrating climate considerations into planning and 
establishing local climate change monitoring systems at 
the community level. This element of the project was to be 
implemented through local Executing Entities. However, 
the GCF board removed most of the activities in this com-
ponent and cut the budget from $893,500 to $272,000 
based on a recommendation from iTAP, which thought 
the component was not sufficiently connected to climate 
change and not properly designed. Now that the project 
is under implementation, the lack of a strong capacity-
building component and the more limited engagement of 
local entities is complicating project implementation. In a 
subsequent project proposal, EIF again included support 
for capacity building. This time it was accepted by iTAP 
and the board. 

3. Funding size and type may be limiting interest
The funding cap of $200 million for 10 projects may be 
limiting the number of entities for which this request for 
proposals presents a compelling opportunity. While there 
is no hard funding cap for each individual Enhancing 
Direct Access pilot project, the availability of $200 million 
for 10 projects implies that each project should not be 
much larger than $20 million. Over 70 percent of Direct 
Access Entities are accredited to receive larger amounts of 
funding than this from the GCF. Of the 13 private Direct 
Access Entities, only 4 are accredited for micro (1) or small 
(3) projects. 

Entities must be accredited for grant award and/or on-
lending to be approved for an Enhancing Direct Access 
pilot project due to the nature of devolved decision-
making required in these projects. While 52 Direct Access 
Entities (84 percent) have at least one of these accredi-
tation types, 10 entities do not. Of these 10, all but 1 is 
accredited for small and micro projects. It is possible that 
the accreditation requirement, combined with the funding 
level, is limiting the number of entities for which the pilot 
program presents a viable and attractive funding option. 

4. Advantages over regular project approval process 
are unclear
The benefit of taking the Enhancing Direct Access route as 
it is structured today is not always clear. There have been 
several projects approved within the GCF portfolio that 
reflect a similar devolved funding structure as Enhancing 
Direct Access pilots are meant to support. For example, 
in Guatemala, the International Union for Conservation 
of Nature’s project (FP087) has set aside $15 million for a 
grant facility for community-led climate action in Guate-
mala’s Highlands. Meanwhile, Acumen’s KawiSafi Ven-
tures project in Kenya and Rwanda made $2–10 million 
investments in 10–15 small and medium-sized enterprises.

4. RECOMMENDATIONS
This section provides recommendations for how to bet-
ter support Direct Access Entities in obtaining project 
approval.

4.1 Reform Readiness Support and the Project 
Preparation Facility
The GCF should implement the following steps to improve 
access to financial support for project identification and 
development.

Simplify and Automate Access to Preparatory Funding
If direct access is to succeed, Direct Access Entities 
need financial and technical support to be able to meet 
the GCF’s unique requirements. There are several steps 
the GCF could take to ensure that it can effectively and 
efficiently provide financial support that enables entities to 
submit successful project proposals. 

One big step would be to move away from mak-
ing a distinction between readiness funding and 
project preparatory support. Instead of its current, 
somewhat unclear approach, the GCF should focus its 
financial and technical support on key steps in the project 
development process: accreditation, project identification, 
concept note development, and the development of full 
proposals (see Figure 14). 
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Full Proposal/SAPPPF Funding 
(upon application)

Concept 
Development 
Funding 
(upon application)

Kick-Off Funding
(automatic for Direct 
Acccess Entities) 

Under this proposal, as Direct Access Entities 
move from accreditation to project selection, they 
would automatically receive “kick-off” funding. 
This funding would enable entities to conduct an initial 
assessment of project ideas, initiate outreach, collect 
relevant project data, and conduct other activities to move 
forward with project development. The funding would be 
a preset amount based on the size of project accreditation 
and be provided automatically upon achieving accredita-
tion to eliminate the long wait between accreditation and 
the receipt of any GCF funds. Based on our interviews 
and the GCF’s Independent Evaluation Unit’s own find-
ings, funding in the range of $100,000–250,000 would 
be a meaningful amount to help entities get started and 
avoid early hurdles to accessing funding. All Direct Access 
Entities could receive the same amount, or the rate could 
change based on the size of the Direct Access Entity and/
or the level of development of the headquarter country 
(for example, entities from SIDS, LDCs, and African states 
could receive a higher amount).  

Another big step would be to combine the appli-
cations for concept note and PPF funds, so that 
one application would cover both phases of proj-
ect development. Funding would then be released in 
tranches—the funding to develop a concept note would be 
released first, while funding for full proposal development 
would be released only after the concept note had been 
completed and approved by the Secretariat. Entities could 
be granted funding to create concept notes for more than 
one project idea, thus empowering them to explore differ-
ent options and choose the most promising one to develop 
into a full proposal. Funding exclusively for National 
Designated Authorities to support planning and capacity 
building, including funding for National Adaptation Plan-
ning, could still be available separately. 

Finally, to further streamline the process of 
accessing funds, the GCF could simplify the infor-
mation required. For example, most readiness requests 
today that cover support for entities include assistance 
with environmental and social safeguard policies, gender 
policies, financial accounting systems, or entity work pro-
grams. The GCF could follow the Adaptation Fund’s readi-
ness model, where proposals are shorter for requests that 
fall into common categories, with standardized templates 
for each These categories include: South-South Coop-
eration Grants of up to $50,000; Project Formulation 
Assistance Grants of up to $30,000; Technical Assistance 
Grants of up to $25,000; and Project-Scale-Up Grants of 
up to $100,000 (Adaptation Fund n.d.).

Allow Preparatory Funding to Be Used Where It 
Is Most Needed, Including Staff Time
The GCF should ensure that the readiness funding 
Direct Access Entities receive allows them to meet 
their most pressing financial needs. This means allow-
ing entities to cover some of their own costs associated with 
the time staff spend on project identification and develop-
ment. Allowing entities to use preparatory project funds to 
cover some of these costs in-house could help speed up proj-
ect development and would facilitate greater staff ownership 
over the project development process and keep more funding 
in developing countries’ local economies. 

Ensure Access to High-Quality Expertise, 
Including through Peer Exchange
In addition to financial support, the GCF should continue 
to ensure that Direct Access Entities have access to high-
quality expertise, namely to experts who understand the 
unique requirements of the GCF. 

Figure 14 | Proposed Structure for Preparatory Funding 

Note: Abbreviations: PPF: Project Preparation Facility; SAP: Simplified Approval Process.

Source: Authors.

Accreditation Support
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The GCF should continue to enable access to 
experts with deep knowledge of the GCF’s rules 
and processes, including Secretariat staff. The 
Fund can do so by building on the approach it has taken 
under the PPF to provide internal GCF consultants to 
entities on a short-term basis to support concept note 
development. Providing GCF experts to entities on a 
longer-term basis (at least three months) could be particu-
larly helpful in building on-the-ground expertise. It would 
not only give smaller, newly accredited entities access 
to necessary GCF-specific expertise, but also help these 
experts become more familiar with the organization and 
its operational context. 

The GCF should increase its support for peer-
to-peer exchange with an emphasis on pairing 
newly accredited entities with staff at similarly 
sized organizations that have achieved project 
approval, ideally from the same region. One source 
of GCF expertise lies with Accredited Entities that have 
already succeeded in accessing GCF project funding, 
including both direct and international entities. Their 
uniquely relevant experience makes staff at these organi-
zations a key resource for other organizations. Funding 
should be provided for this peer support—the Adaptation 
Fund’s South-South Cooperation Grants provide one 
model for how to do this effectively These grants provide 
$50,000 to support learning and cooperation between 
Direct Access Entities and organizations seeking accredi-
tation (Adaptation Fund n.d.). 

4.2 Put the Simple in the Simplified Approval 
Process
In terms of the approval process for full projects, the GCF 
should ensure that the Simplified Approval Process is 
reformed to reduce the burden on Accredited Entities and 
the Secretariat. The Fund should do so not just by streamlin-
ing the process for approving SAP projects but also by mak-
ing the proposal requirements for projects less burdensome. 

On the process side, the GCF should streamline 
the Secretariat and iTAP review processes for SAP 
projects. Recent reviews of both the iTAP and Simpli-
fied Approval Process commissioned by the GCF suggest, 
for example, that SAP proposals should go through a less 
formal independent review than that currently provided 
by iTAP (GCF 2020b, 2020c).

In terms of SAP proposal information require-
ments, where word number or page limits are in 

place, the Fund should adhere to these require-
ments and reduce the number of questions in the 
proposal template. It should do so without risking 
that the Fund will have insufficient information to make a 
decision. For example, the Fund could leave out Section E 
(Expected Performance against Investment Criteria) and 
instead use the prior questions to understand whether 
the activities fit within the GCF’s requirements, includ-
ing those in Section D (Logic Framework, Monitoring, 
Reporting, and Evaluation). The GCF could also waive the 
pre-feasibility study requirement for Simplified Approval 
Process proposals. 

In addition, once requirements have been further 
simplified, the GCF should consider increasing 
the GCF co-financing threshold to include projects 
with GCF co-financing of up to $25 million from 
the current $10 million cap. This increase would most 
benefit Direct Access Entities given that around one-third 
of Direct Access Entities are accredited for small projects. 

4.3 Make the Enhancing Direct Access Modality 
Easier to Access and More Rewarding 
The GCF should investigate further the current 
benefits that accrue to Direct Access Entities 
that implement an Enhancing Direct Access pilot 
project versus the challenges of doing so. The GCF 
should not see the lack of projects in the Enhancing Direct 
Access pilot as an indication of a lack of interest in fund-
ing modalities that further devolve decision-making to 
the national or subnational level. Nor should it be taken 
as an indication that national institutions are fundamen-
tally unable to implement such devolved decision-making 
systems. 

We suggest that the GCF do the following: elimi-
nate the cap on Enhancing Direct Access pilot 
funding so that larger projects can be imple-
mented under the modality; and clarify further 
how Enhancing Direct Access pilot projects 
differ from normal on-lending or grant-award 
programs. If the same types of projects with the same 
degree of decision-making autonomy can be imple-
mented through regular projects as through Enhancing 
Direct Access, the value of having a separate modality 
becomes questionable. To ensure that this is not the case, 
the Enhancing Direct Access modality should provide a 
noticeable difference in the degree of flexibility provided 
to funding recipients.
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APPENDIX A. LIST OF STAKEHOLDERS INTERVIEWED
Interviews were conducted with representatives from the following Direct Access Entities:

COUNTRY ENTITY

Antigua and Barbuda Department of Environment, Ministry of Health and Environment 

Argentina Unidad para el Cambio Rural

Armenia Environmental Project Implementation Unit, State Agency of the Ministry of Nature Protection, Armenia

Bangladesh Infrastructure Development Company Ltd. 

Bangladesh Palli Karma-Sahayak Foundation 

Barbados Caribbean Development Bank 

Belize Caribbean Community Climate Change Centre

Belize Protected Areas Conservation Trust 

Benin Fonds National pour L’Environnement

Bolivia/Venezuela Corporación Andina de Fomento

Brazil Banco Nacional de Desenvolvimento Economico e Social 

Chile Finanzas y Negocios Servicios Financieros Limitada

Colombia Financiera de Desarrollo (FINDETER)

Colombia Fondo para la Acción Ambiental y la Niñez 

Cook Islands Ministry of Finance and Economic Management

Ethiopia Ministry of Finance and Economic Cooperation

Fiji Fiji Development Bank

Ghana Ecobank Ghana Limited 

Honduras Central American Bank for Economic Integration 

India National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development

Indonesia PT Sarana Multi Infrastruktur

Kenya National Environment Management Authority

Mexico Fondo Mexicano para la Conservación de la Naturaleza

Micronesia Micronesia Conservation Trust

Mongolia XacBank

Morocco Agency for Agricultural Development 

Morocco Attijariwafa Bank

Namibia Environmental Investment Fund

Nepal Alternative Energy Promotion Centre

New Caledonia Pacific Community 

Pakistan JS Bank Limited



24  |  

COUNTRY ENTITY

Panama Fundación Avina

Peru Peruvian Trust Fund for National Parks and Protected Areas

Philippines Land Bank of the Philippines

Rwanda Ministry of Environment

Samoa Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme

Senegal Centre de Suivi Ecologique

South Africa Development Bank of Southern Africa

South Africa South African National Biodiversity Institute

Tanzania CRDB Bank PLC

Tunisia Sahara and Sahel Observatory

Uganda Ministry of Water and Environment

United States Acumen

Interviews were conducted with representatives from the following National Designated Authorities: 

COUNTRY DEPARTMENT 

Benin Ministry of Living Environment and Sustainable Development

Brazil Secretariat for International Affairs, Ministry of Economy 

Cook Islands Climate Change Division of the Office of the Prime Minister

Fiji Ministry of Economy

Kenya National Treasury

Micronesia Department of Finance and Administration

Mongolia Ministry of Environment and Tourism

Namibia Ministry of Environment and Tourism

Philippines Climate Change Commission

Samoa Ministry of Finance

Uganda Ministry of Finance, Planning, and Economic Development
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Interviews were conducted with representatives from the following 
International Accredited Entities: 

 ▪ Agence Française de Développement 

 ▪ Nederlandse Financierings-Maatschappij voor Ontwikkelingslanden N.V. 

 ▪ European Investment Bank 

 ▪ United Nations Development Programme

 ▪ World Bank 

Interviews were conducted with representatives from the following Green 
Climate Fund Secretariat Departments:

 ▪ Division of Private Sector Facility 

 ▪ Office of the General Counsel 

 ▪ Office of Risk Management and Compliance 

 ▪ Division of Country Programming 

 ▪ Division of Mitigation and Adaptation 

 ▪ Office of Portfolio Management

GLOSSARY
Accredited 
Entities

Institutions that have gained accreditation to the 
Green Climate Fund (GCF). Accreditation means 
they have met GCF standards, which allows them 
to submit projects and receive funding. 

Direct Access 
Entity

Institutions that are accredited to the GCF that are 
either subnational, national, or regional and are 
based in developing countries.  

International 
Accredited Entity

Institutions that are accredited to the Green 
Climate Fund and operate across multiple regions 
and countries. 

National 
Designated 
Authority 

Government institutions that are the interface 
between countries and the GCF. They are 
responsible for signing a non-objection letter for 
all projects that take place in their country and 
nominating institutions for accreditation to the 
GCF.

Delivery Partner An institution that may or may not be accredited 
to the GCF that provides technical assistance to 
both National Designated Authorities and entities 
that are either seeking accreditation or are 
accredited.

Executing Entity Entities that are responsible for implementing 
approved projects. They receive financing from 
Accredited Entities or can be an Accredited Entity 
themselves.
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ENDNOTES
1.  Concept notes include information such as the barriers to climate 

action that the project will address, planned activities for the 
project, a budget, how the project aligns with national policies, 
and risks to project success, among others.

2.  This does not include proposals from NDAs for assistance with 
project development where the project is not linked to a Direct 
Access Entity (e.g., Barbados in January 2020).
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