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Executive summary

Introduction 

ES1 The project “Groundwater Governance: A Global Framework for Action GCP/GLO/277/
GFF” emanated from a request by the Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP) 
of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) due to the lack of information on groundwater 
governance (GWG) and management. The objective of the project was briefly described 
in the project document as follows: “to influence political decision-making by achieving 
a significantly increased level of awareness of the paramount importance of sustainable 
groundwater resource management in averting the impending water crisis”.

ES2 As originally conceived, the project approach was planned around three main lines of 
action: (i) to build on the existing knowledge base and initiatives, and to consolidate and 
synthesize knowledge and experience related to the GWG framework at country level; 
ultimately, this was planned to culminate in the development of a framework for action 
(FFA) to systematize the steps and priorities for groundwater governance; (ii) to strengthen 
partnerships, first within the international water community and subsequently with 
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) knowledgeable about societal and community 
aspects of groundwater management policy, with water users themselves, and with 
decision makers at national and local levels who ultimately must formulate, implement and 
enforce governance measures; and (iii) to mainstream groundwater in the GEF-supported 
programmes and projects. Although the project was global in scope, it built on a regional 
knowledge base in order to consider specific regional dimensions of groundwater 
governance as the basis to produce a Global Diagnostic (GD), a Vision for Groundwater 
Governance and a Framework for Action.

ES3 The project was implemented by the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO), acting as the lead agency, United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization–International Hydrological Programme (UNESCO-IHP), and the International 
Association of Hydrogeologists (IAH). The World Bank was also a full partner in project 
implementation. The project was financed with a combination of cash (GEF, USD 1 750 000) 
and in-kind contributions: FAO (USD-equivalent 850 000); IAH (USD-equivalent 150 000); 
UNESCO (USD-equivalent 850 000); and World Bank (USD-equivalent 850 000). The total 
value of the project amounted to USD 4.75 million. Additional contributions were provided 
by several partners over and above those amounts recorded in the project document. 
Implementation of the project began in 2011.

ES4 The final evaluation assessed the project’s achievements toward its expected outputs 
and outcomes, and aimed to recommend follow-up actions as required. It also assessed 
the potential for upscaling lessons learned for the formulation and execution of similar 
projects. The evaluation built on the mid-term evaluation carried out in 2013.

ES5 The final evaluation was managed by an Evaluation Officer from FAO’s Office of Evaluation 
(OED). It was conducted by an independent evaluation team (ET) comprised of two 
international experts with experience in institutional governance, hydrology and evaluation 
methodology between August and December 2015.

ES6 The evaluation was both consultative and transparent, with stakeholders involved 
throughout the process. It adhered to the United Nations Evaluation Group (UNEG) Norms 
and Standards, as well as ethical guidelines for evaluations. The initial findings were 
validated through triangulation with different key informants, and the resulting evidence 
supported the conclusions and recommendations. Several methods and tools for data 
collection were used by the evaluation team:

• A desk-review was conducted of existing project documentation and all reports produced 
by the project in order to understand the context (see Annex 2 for a list of project reports 
and documentation);
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• Semi-structured interviews were held with key informants, stakeholders and participants 
(face to face for the parties visited and by phone for those not visited), supported by 
checklists and/or interview protocols (see Annex 3 for a list of those interviewed); and

• Independent of the project, surveys were given to members of the Project Consultation 
Mechanism and Cap-Net, a comprehensive network of persons engaged in a broad 
spectrum of water-related activities (see Annexes 4 and 5 for the survey results).

ES7 To ensure the sufficient collection and triangulation of evidence to answer the main 
evaluation questions, the evaluation team developed a detailed set of key evaluation 
questions and subquestions (see Annex 1. Terms of Reference); conducted semi-structured 
interviews with key informants and stakeholders; and visited the UNESCO-IHP office in 
Paris in December 2015. The overarching questions that guided the evaluation were:  

• Were the stated outcomes or outputs achieved? To what extent has the project reached 
a broad agreement on the scientific and economic issues in relation to groundwater 
management, as well as a consensus on the scope for future action, and enhanced 
cooperation and synergies among major global stakeholders?

• Extent to which the project has established an up-to-date baseline of science, policies, 
practices and experience on groundwater that effectively demonstrates governance 
gaps and triggers the urgent need for action;

• Extent to which the project has created global political awareness on the urgency 
for improved groundwater governance, mobilizing relevant stakeholders, and using 
effective tools, approaches and processes;

• Extent to which the project has demonstrated the need for groundwater governance 
and facilitated effective links among the main actors and themes, including land use 
planning, urban development, mining and food security.

• Extent to which the project’s communication and outreach strategy has been efficient in 
engaging stakeholders, disseminating materials and catalysing action and investments 
in groundwater governance.

ES8 The evaluation also assessed gender and equity dimensions, partnerships and alliances, 
and sustainability.  

ES9 The evaluation team began its work in Rome in early October 2015 by holding initial 
discussions with the Project Coordinator (PC) and other members of the Project Coordination 
Unit (PCU). It also travelled to Paris for discussions with the UNESCO-IHP partners, and held 
telephone interviews with the World Bank and IAH. On the basis of these discussions, the 
team compiled an evaluation matrix in order to organize its work and respond to the main 
questions raised above.

Evaluation findings

ES10 The main findings of the evaluation are presented below, grouped by evaluation question.

1. Were the stated outcomes or outputs achieved? To what extent has the project reached a broad 
agreement on the scientific and economic issues in relation to groundwater management, as 
well as a consensus on the scope for future action, and enhanced cooperation and synergies 
among major global stakeholders?

ES11 Almost all of the output level results have been achieved, including production of the 
Global Diagnostic, the Vision and the Global Framework for Action. In terms of outcome-
level results, the project has considerably increased the scientific and economic knowledge 
and understanding about issues related to GWG, particularly among the technical 
groundwater community.  The FFA lays out a very broad scope for future action. The 
prepared documents are not, however, sufficiently oriented to national decision makers 
(the project’s target group). In their present form, the documents’ dissemination is unlikely 
to significantly raise national awareness or understanding of the key issues, or to build 
political will for further national investment.
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ES12 The Project Steering Committee (PSC) partners are the main international organizations 
concerned with groundwater. Interviewed stakeholders expressed strong satisfaction 
with the work in groundwater management and governance. This work was perceived to 
have increased over the life of the project, due in part to the documents produced and 
synergies among participating agencies. The mainstreaming of results within the partner 
organizations exceeded those originally foreseen, which is an important outcome. It was 
also noted that general awareness of groundwater is increasing in all sectors, and that 
international organizations and professionals are becoming more aware of the need for 
better governance.

2. Extent to which the project has established an up-to-date baseline of science, policies, 
practices and experience on groundwater that effectively demonstrates governance gaps 
and triggers the urgent need for action.

ES13 During the first few years of the project, a number of technical documents were produced 
which considerably expanded the existing knowledge base on groundwater management 
and governance at both regional and global levels. Through this work, the project has 
produced a credible, scientific basis for GWG. Stakeholders interviewed expressed 
satisfaction with the quality of the documents produced during the first years of the 
project. 

3. Extent to which the project has created global political awareness on the urgency for 
improved groundwater governance, mobilizing relevant stakeholders, and using effective 
tools, approaches and processes.

ES14 The project was well respected by other development partners in the region. In order 
to raise awareness about the project’s objectives and preliminary results, a number of 
presentations were made at global and regional water meetings. However, a significant 
increase was not observed in political awareness for improved groundwater governance 
at the global and national levels. After a number of unsuccessful attempts to include 
representatives of water user groups and national decision makers in the PSC, the project 
focused more on the groundwater community itself. 

ES15 The limited success at the political level did not deter partners from using key messages 
in the reports to support their own work in GWG. Expanding the reports’ messages to 
a larger audience in this way could eventually increase political support for GWG at the 
national and international levels. 

4. Extent to which the project has demonstrated the need for groundwater governance and 
facilitated effective links among the main actors and themes, including land use planning, 
urban development, mining and food security.

ES16 The project’s original intention was to involve a wider representation of the development 
community so that its products would reflect the perspectives of the non-agricultural water 
community. This aim was not met for the following reasons: (i) the experts who developed 
the Vision and FFA were primarily groundwater experts, rather than representatives of 
water user communities; (ii) the documents produced primarily reflect the views of the 
technical groundwater community, and both the length and the content render them of 
limited use outside of this group; and (iii) various respondents noted the need for guidelines 
through which to apply FFA principles in specific countries and regions.

5. Extent to which the project’s communication and outreach strategy has been efficient in 
engaging stakeholders, disseminating materials and catalyzing action and investments in 
groundwater governance.

ES17 Although outreach and communications were considered essential to reaching target 
audiences, and to achieving the desired impact on national decision makers, the draft 
communication strategy was not effectively implemented. Neither of the mechanisms 
designed to broaden the dialogue on GWG – the Permanent Consultation Mechanism and 
the Advisory Panel – have functioned as intended. Furthermore, they have not integrated 
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the views of the broader group of water users, or national decision makers, into the project 
during the implementation phase. A misunderstanding regarding the available funding 
for this component seems to have limited further work in communication and outreach.

6. Gender and equity  

ES18 Gender and equity issues among water user populations were not adequately addressed 
in the project documentation. This represents a missed opportunity and could result in the 
continued neglect of water access issues in the application of GWG principles.   

7. Partnerships and alliances

ES19 The partnerships established within the PSC and the core drafting team (CDT) were 
exemplary, and bode well for continued collaboration to take the learning and application 
of the project forward on an inter-agency basis.  Much remains to be done, however, with 
regard to alliance building beyond the technical water community, as noted above. 

8. Sustainability, ownership of results of follow-on activities 

ES20 The project activities are unlikely to be sustainable, as the project was not designed to 
focus on developing knowledge products and awareness-raising among national decision 
makers.  While outreach to national decision makers was not entirely successful, important 
indications of the project’s impact include the speed with which FFA principles were 
integrated into PSC agencies’ work, and the increase of the agencies’ activities in GWG.

Conclusions and recommendations

Conclusion 1: Particularly in its early years, the project produced valuable documentation on 
the issue of GWG. The later documents – the Vision and the Framework for Action – were not 
oriented toward the original target audience, and are therefore unlikely to have the desired effect 
unless remedial action is taken.

Conclusion 2:  The project’s original intention was to raise the awareness of a broad spectrum 
of water users and decision makers about the need for GWG. The focus shifted, however, to 
concentrating on the more technical aspects of GWG. 

Conclusion 3: The partnership among participating agencies was an important achievement, 
which should serve as the basis for further collaborative work on GWG while addressing the 
shortcomings of the present project phase. 

Recommendations

ES21 The project has produced sound technical documentation on GWG. In order for this 
information to form the basis of more effective governance, additional steps are needed 
to strengthen outreach to decision makers, raise awareness and increase understanding 
of the process and components of GWG (Recommendation 1). There is also a need to 
take stock of present and potential GWG activities within each of the partner agencies, 
to promote GWG from within, and to determine whether there is scope for a coordinated 
programme of pilot projects to test the FFA (Recommendation 2); if so, a subsequent phase 
of the GWG project should be undertaken (Recommendation 3).    

Recommendation 1: To FAO: The ET recommends that in order to reorient the materials to reach 
the intended target audience, the project should be extended for six months beyond 31 December 
2015, using existing funds to prepare materials for outreach to national decision makers. If resources 
within FAO or UNESCO are committed elsewhere, the project steering committee should consider 
contracting a communications specialist for this task for three to four months.
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Suggestions

• The revised version of the Vision should be two to four pages in length, containing the 
components described in Section 3.2.3.

• A brief, decision maker oriented version of the FFA should be limited to a four to eight 
page summary explaining why improved management and governance is needed; 
the principles of GWG; the importance of local context; and outlining practical steps 
to strengthen GWG. The document could include explicit reference to water user 
participation in all phases of GWG formulation and implementation, including both 
men and women and other identifiable user groups presently drawing upon the aquifer.  
Reference could also be made to the full FFA, GD and relevant regional diagnostics, with 
additional details included in the complete documents.

• These brief documents should be available in UN working languages. A limited print run 
of 1 000 to 1 500 copies would be sufficient.  

• Identify specific target audiences and begin discussions for GWG promotion, including 
G77 groups at partner agencies and decision makers in selected countries where partners 
are already implementing (or planning to implement) GW-related projects.  

Recommendation 2: To FAO.  Organize mainstreaming meetings within partner agencies and 
among partner focal points and operational units to (i) identify opportunities for the inclusion 
of GWG components in ongoing and pipeline projects, as well as other promotional activities, 
in order to promote GWG widely; and (ii) identify specific programmes that could form the basis 
for continued interagency collaboration and learning on the application of the FFA in a variety of 
socio-ecological contexts.

Recommendation 3: to FAO.  If the project is extended as recommended by the ET, a second 
phase is recommended in order to implement aquifer-based pilot projects, with a specific focus 
on the management and governance issues linked to higher level national initiatives.

ES22 This second phase would build a reference base of successes and failures in groundwater 
governance and management, and effectively “test” the FFA with a view to refining it. Pilot 
projects included in the programme should have the possibility of replication within the 
same aquifer, and also generate experiences applicable to other socio-ecological contexts. 
Some elements to consider in designing this phase include:

• Identify and possibly incorporate trans-sector interest and activity. This could include 
urban development and/or building a strong environmental dimension into country/
aquifer diagnostics.

• Gender and equity should be fully incorporated into groundwater governance pilot 
projects, as well as the associated design and development of community-based, 
stakeholder managed aquifers. 

• Pilot projects should have both local and national/provincial level actions, which 
facilitate connections between aquifer level activities and broader GWG elements. 
Complementary studies of the political economy of groundwater management and 
governance should also be undertaken. 

• Elaborate the costs of improving management and governance, and develop strategies 
to increase financing for groundwater governance initiatives beyond pilot projects.

• Pilot projects should include guidelines for applying the FFA in specific country and 
aquifer contexts, including transboundary aquifers.

• Expand partner representation on the PSC to include (i) expertise in advocacy and 
facilitating high-level policy dialogue; (ii) representatives of the target groups; and (iii) 
socio-ecological expertise on GWG.

• Establish a community of practice for groundwater governance to promote experience 
sharing.
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