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	Focal Regions in the Ecosystem Grants Programme (EGP) of IUCN NL
	

	Introducing the focal region approach

IUCN NL has adopted a so-called Focal Region approach in its Ecosystem Grants Programme (EGP). The EGP is a follow-up of three ecosystem-based small grants programmes, the first of which started in 1994. The focal region approach has first been tested in West Africa since 2005.

The approach was based on the insight that the significance and impacts of many earlier projects remained isolated and that opportunities to create synergies between organizations and projects were being missed. An additional purpose of the focal region approach is to enhance local ownership of the grants programme and thus reduce the distance between programme management and the field realities of grants projects. 

The focal region approach implies focusing at a regional level and around specific themes, which will give more sense to the exchange of field experiences between grantees and is expected to strengthen their capacity to influence policies. The challenge will be to find a balance between focus and the open, demand-driven nature of the grants programme. The EGP will allocate 70% of the total grants volume to projects inside those focal regions and keep 30% reserved for low-risk and high-potential projects outside these regions. EGP focal regions in the period 2007-2010 will be West Africa, Central Africa, Southeast Asia, the Parana-Paraguay River Basin, the Guiana Shield and the Mekong Region.

IUCN NL’s experience in West Africa has demonstrated that synergy among small grant partners can be stimulated but not forced. Given the right opportunities, regional network members will find each other and pick up collaboration when they are convinced of mutual benefit.

The regional approach does not follow a blueprint model or a predefined structure. Each region will develop its own structures for communication, exchange, collaboration and the delegation of certain tasks. IUCN NL will facilitate and provide basic guidance in this development process. 

Regional support structures

One of the aims of the focal region approach is to create local ownership by setting up regional support structures for the small grants and policy work of IUCN NL. A variety of partner organizations in the focal regions will play one or more of the following roles and together represent a regional structure to support the EGP:

1. brokering and coordination in knowledge management and learning initiatives.

2. participation in certain aspects of programme co-management (such as advice on project proposals, assist in proposal development, monitoring EGP projects, regional communication and outreach on the EGP, identification of new programme partners and  strengthening of links between existing ones, coordination with other donors and developing regional EGP strategies).

3. stimulating synergy between grant partners and with relevant local, regional and international stakeholders. The basic idea is to create impact beyond local levels, for instance by means of advocacy work, the replication of successful approaches and techniques or joint activities on a theme of common interest. Collaboration and exchange could refer to issues of a local nature, but also to North-South trade issues that impact on ecosystems and livelihoods in the South.

4. capacity building, by organizing trainings, attachments and various forms of mentoring other organizations. This should result in improved institutional and technical capacity of grantees, since the focal region approach allows to invest more in knowledge management, training, peer assistance and other forms of capacity building.  

5. management of micro-grants that are rewarded to small projects and grassroots initiatives with minimum interference by IUCN NL.

These different roles call for different qualifications and skills, and also operate at different scales; a knowledge center can cover a large regional scale, whereas micro-granting or synergy development may require operations on a much more local scale. 

Besides the support structures, each focal region will be guided by a regional EGP strategy that will be developed by IUCN NL and key partners in the regions. These strategies should have added value to strategies applied by other donors.

Focal points

In three focal regions IUCN NL has an agreement with focal point organizations; as trusted partners, they represent the core of the regional support structure. Focal Points (FP) assume a role in programme co-management, and FPs can therefore not apply for EGP grants for their own projects. The extent to which a FP assumes any of the other four roles depends on the size and complexity of the region, on the background and strengths of the organization, on the nature of the regional NGO community and on the needs of IUCN NL as the overall manager of the EGP.

Grantees in the focal regions can consult FPs on EGP procedures, local and regional experts and knowledge centres, training opportunities, project management, funding sources, potential collaboration partners and more issues that are in line with the above-mentioned roles of regional support structures. FPs will not know or have the time to answer every question, and may refer grantees to other partner organizations in the region or to IUCN NL. They are there to provide support as far as feasible, i.e. within their time and budget limits.

Focal Points for the three focal regions that started operating in the first half of 2007 are:

· Environmental Foundation for Africa (EFA), based in Sierra Leone, for West Africa

(www.efasl.org.uk)

· the Samdhana Institute, based in Indonesia, for Southeast Asia (www.samdhana.org).

· Ecoa - Ecology and Action based in Brazil, for the Parana-Paraguay River Basin 

      (www.ecoa.org.br)
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