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The Ramsar Small Grants Fund – report on operation and ideas 
for future funding of Contracting Party activities 

 
Action requested: The Standing Committee is invited to consider and advise on the options for 
future development of the Small Grants Fund. The Secretariat welcomes input from the 
Subgroup on Finance and Standing Committee to formulate for COP11 a practical vision and 
strategy for the Small Grants Fund.  
 
Background 
 
1. In Resolution X.7 of the 10th meeting of the Conference of the Contracting Parties 

(COP10), the Parties reaffirmed their conviction that the Small Grants Fund for Wetland 
Conservation and Wise Use (SGF) is a valuable mechanism for implementing the 
Convention and reiterated the long standing conviction that the level of resources needed 
to make the Fund efficient and effective should be increased to CHF 1 million annually. 

 
2. Resolution X.7 encourages Parties to make contributions and help identify new sources of 

funding. The Conference requested that the Secretariat create the Project Portfolio and 
explore, with the Subgroup on Finance and the Standing Committee, the possibility of a 
Ramsar Signature Initiatives programme as a funding mechanism for the Small Grants 
Fund. Resolution X.7 instructed the Ramsar Secretariat to report on the functioning and 
success of the combined project funding strategy of the Ramsar Small Grants Fund, 
Projects Portfolio and Signature Initiatives. 

 
3. This paper gives a brief assessment of the recent status of the SGF as currently formulated 

and funded and an interim report on recent actions and plans to enhance the project 
funding strategy.  

 
Recent status of the SGF 
 
4. Since its inception in 1990 (then called the Wetland Conservation Fund), the Ramsar Small 

Grants Fund has provided a valuable mechanism for supporting Contracting Parties in 
increasing their capacity for a wide range of different aspect of implementation, and for 
assisting other countries in their preparation for accession to the Convention. 

 
5. Nevertheless, many of the findings of the critical evaluation of the SGF (prepared for 

COP7 in 1999) still stand, notably that it has not proved possible under the SGF’s current 
construct to achieve the target of CHF 1 million annually (except for one year – 1997), and 
the number of donors contributing to the programme continues each year to be low. 

 
6. It is understood that many potential donor Contracting Parties and other organizations 

have regulatory and policy constraints limiting their provision of unrestricted funds for 
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small-sized environmental projects. We observe in many Contracting Parties a preference 
for providing larger scale funding for thematic or regional/country level projects for which 
they have a related policy-driven strategic priority. The Secretariat has introduced the 
project portfolio to facilitate more thematic and project specific funding. 

 
7. Because of the chronic low level of funding for the SGF, many project proposals that have 

been recognized by the Standing Committee as valuable and worthy of support cannot 
receive SGF funds. This is by no means an unusual situation, since for most donor 
funding programmes, whatever their size, there is fierce competition for the available 
funds, and not all high quality project submissions are successful. However, limited 
contributions to the Fund in recent years have been a severe constraint. 

 
8. Despite its recognized limitations, the SGF continues to be a valuable tool for the 

Convention to help provide support to Parties. The table below summarises the funds 
available, their donors, and the range of projects funded for each of the past five years. 
Since 2006, the SGF has received funds of CHF 1.06 million1

 

 from 12 donor governments 
and one private sector donor, which has enabled us to fund 35 projects in 30 countries.  

SGF 
year 
cycle 

Net funds 
received 

for projects 
(CHF) 

Donor countries 
& organizations 

No. of 
projects 

favourably 
evaluated 

No. of 
projects 
funded - 

unrestricted 

No of 
projects 
funded - 
restricted 

2006 361,740 
 

Czech Republic, 
Japan, Norway, 
Sweden – SIDA, 
UK  

33 10 2 

2007 163,598 
 

Czech Republic, 
Japan, Sweden - 
SIDA 

27 4 1 
 

2008 184,783 
 

Austria, Hungary, 
Italy, Japan, 
Korea,  

19 6 2 

2009 235,962 Germany, Japan, 
Korea, Mauritius, 
Sweden; Danone 

28 1 6 

20102 110,232  Bangladesh, 
Japan, Norway 

40 2 1 

TOTAL 1,056,315 12+1 147 23 12 
 
Recent status of other small grants programmes operated by the Convention 
 
9. All OECD DAC Listed countries and territories globally are eligible for SGF funding 

support. Two other small grant programmes implemented through the Secretariat focus on 
particular Ramsar regions: the Wetlands for the Future Fund (WFF) programme for the 
Neotropics, generously funded by the government of the USA since 1996, and the Swiss 
Grant for Africa (SGA), generously funded by the government of Switzerland since 1989. 

                                                 
1  Net of 10% admin fee 
2  2010 funds/projects funded may yet increase as donors often respond late in the funding cycle 

(which is typically open until June of the following year). 
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However, there are currently no such regionally-focused small grant programmes for 
Europe, Asia or Oceania. 

 
10. Over the past five years, the SGA has provided a total of CHF 695,0002 towards the 

implementation of 25 projects across Africa. Likewise, in the five years since 2006, income 
of CHF 650,0003

 
 to the WFF programme has supported 37 projects in the Neotropics. 

11. Therefore, over the past five years these three small grants programmes taken together 
have supported Ramsar implementation to a total of over CHF 2.4 million. All three of 
our grants programmes are under significant funding pressure, although the decline in 
SGF funding is most dramatic and is impacting the viability of the Fund. 

 
SGF – the issues as seen from the Secretariat 
 
12. Over the years, the Secretariat has developed a rigorous, yet efficient, application and 

evaluation and scoring process for the many project proposals it receives annually. In 2010 
we received 81 applications.  

 
13. Among the proposed project, an increasing number are of good to very good quality. 

Applicants sometimes need a bit of support from the Secretariat to convert applications 
and projects into great ones, but it is satisfying to see completed projects and some 
valuable results for wetlands. 
 

14. It is frustrating to see the volume of applications increase, and the continued apparent 
interest in receiving funding, against an (increasing) lack of resources to support good 
projects. In only one year, 1997, has the benchmark CHF 1,000,000 income per year been 
achieved. The project and funding profile over the last five years is shown in the table 
above, and the graph below illustrates this: 

 

                                                 
3  Net of 10% admin fee 
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15. The administrative cost of the SGF and other small grant processes are significant. We 

continue to work with the project proponents to bring their projects to a timely and 
satisfactory conclusion, with appropriate reporting. However, the processes for receiving, 
reviewing, evaluating, harmonizing and ranking projects have been streamlined for some 
years, and the costs of this and reporting are largely fixed and unrelated to the number of 
projects ultimately funded. These staff costs are borne by the core staff and budget (to the 
extent not offset by the 10% administration fee taken). 

 
Recent efforts to enhance funding 
 
16. In an effort to make SGF project funding more attractive to donors, we have launched the 

project portfolio concept, the most recent example of which can be seen at 
www.ramsar.org/pdf/sgf/SGFPortfolio2010.pdf. The latest portfolio is always available 
on the Ramsar website, and it is easy and attractive to attach to e-mails when in contact 
with prospective donors. 

 
17. After assessing, scoring, and ranking the project proposals received, the Standing 

Committee ratifies the regionally equitable annual priority projects. Unrestricted 
contributions are applied accordingly. In October each year the Secretariat releases and 
markets the portfolio to provoke a second round of interest in unrestricted contributions 
but also in project-specific contributions from interested parties. By this means, donors are 
able to identify and match projects in the portfolio against their priority 
issues/countries/regions. 

 
18. The portfolio approach does not impede those countries and organizations that have and 

can contribute unrestricted funds to the SGF. However, increasing use of the project 
portfolio approach for funding brings with it a risk that proportionally more funding goes 

http://www.ramsar.org/pdf/sgf/SGFPortfolio2010.pdf�
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to Asia and Africa, because of the funding priorities of many portfolio donors. In addition 
the projects selected by portfolio donors are not always those that the Secretariat has 
ranked highest in its rigorous evaluation process – on the other hand, however, all 
portfolio projects have been favourably evaluated and deemed good projects worthy of 
funding, and donors do often ask for the Secretariat’s scores and advice, mitigating the 
effect of this. At current operating levels the potential drawbacks of the portfolio are not a 
reality, and the Secretariat enthusiastically supports its continuation.  

 
19. Other Secretariat efforts to attract contributions include: 

• sending, by mail and e-mail, annual requests to all Contracting Parties for voluntary 
contributions to the unrestricted fund;  

• sending by e-mail an additional request to all Parties for voluntary contributions – 
restricted or portfolio project specific; 

• reporting on the SGF at each Standing Committee meeting; 
• including the SGF in our general requests for voluntary funds;  
• reminding Contracting Parties of the SGF when we meet, talk, etc.; and  
• publishing SGF success stories on the Ramsar website. 

 
20. During the current triennium there has, so far, been limited success in terms of broadening 

the base of donor support beyond Contracting Parties. Danone did fund one SGF project 
in 2009. In addition, there is limited current understanding of and progress on Signature 
Initiatives as it directly relates to SGF. 

 
Additional opportunities 
 
21. Harmonize the 3 Ramsar small grants programmes, in order to further streamline 

the three processes and reduce costs. We have already done some streamling in relation 
to the SGA programme.  

 
22. Project prioritization – themes, to increase income. Recognising and announcing 

thematic programme priorities, either for SGF or more widely (such as wetland topic areas 
and/or the implementation of specific thematic COP Resolutions), could assist Parties in 
aligning Ramsar funding opportunities with their national priorities. Ramsar priority 
themes might be annually or periodically agreed and changed by Standing Committee 
decision, so as to give a spread of thematic priorities over time to meet the needs of 
different Parties and regions. The thematic programme approach could also be aligned 
with the known interest areas of foundations and other external donors. This is our 
current interpretation of Signature Initiatives and will be explored further prior to SC43, 
but in a wider context relating to all voluntary funding (see DOC. SC42-07). 

 
23. Identify synergies with other similar grant programmes (small grant funds from other 

conventions and MEAs with overlapping funding priorities) and consider amalgamating a 
number of programmes. Possibilities exist to reach a greater number of donors and to 
reduce the time spent to reach them (e.g., by “sharing” portfolios or other fundraising 
tools). It is possible that donors would be more convinced if such a move would eliminate 
administration and redundancy and make more impact on the ground.  

 


