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1. Introduc�on

In June 2023, the Independent Evalua�on Office (IEO) of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) released a 
strategic country cluster evalua�on of the Lower Mekong River Basin ecosystem. This noted that GEF 
investments provided added value and were closely aligned with na�onal priori�es to reduce the 
vulnerability of rural communi�es, but it also found that projects “lacked guidelines for applying 
conceptual management tools such as ecosystem-based adapta�on (EbA), ecosystem-based 
management (EbM), and failed to provide appropriate indicators to measure their effec�veness.”1 

The IEO recommended that “The Scien�fic and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP), in consulta�on with the 
GEF, should provide technical advice on interna�onally agreed-upon defini�ons and guidelines for 
implementa�on of ecosystem-based conceptual approaches and management tools (e.g., ecosystem-
based adapta�on, ecosystem-based management, nature-based solu�ons, ridge to river basin) to 
support consistent understanding and implementa�on on the ground.” The GEF Council took note of the 
IEO’s recommenda�ons and endorsed the GEF Secretariat‘s management response to address them.   

STAP has prepared this paper, in consulta�on with the GEF Secretariat, to provide advice on defini�ons, 
guidelines, and available tools on EbA and EbM.  

2. Defini�ons and guidelines on ecosystem-based approaches

The IEO’s recommenda�on requested that the paper cover technical advice on (1) defini�ons of 
ecosystem-based conceptual approaches and (2) guidelines for implemen�ng ecosystem-based 
approaches and management tools for watershed management. Sec�on 2.1 presents defini�ons of 
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various ecosystem-based approaches, and Sec�on 2.2 presents brief descrip�ons of exis�ng guidelines 
and tools for implemen�ng ecosystem-based approaches that could be consulted in designing GEF 
projects. Sec�on 2.3 offers examples of addi�onal STAP guidance that could be used to support the 
design and implementa�on of ecosystem-based approaches. 

 

2.1.  Defini�ons of ecosystem-based approaches 
 

Two elements guided the selec�on of the terms and defini�ons for ecosystem-based approaches. First,  
the defini�ons are aligned with the Conven�on on Biological Diversity (CBD) defini�on of “ecosystem 
approach” (2004): “a strategy for the integrated management of land, water and living resources that 
promotes conserva�on and sustainable use in an equitable way.”2 Second,  the defini�ons recognized 
work by the United Na�ons Environment Programme (UNEP), conducted in 2022, to harmonize the 
CBD’s defini�on of an ecosystem approach with the UNEP’s defini�on of nature-based solu�ons.3 The 
defini�ons below are congruent, with UNEP’s defini�on of nature-based solu�ons “ac�ons to protect, 
conserve, restore, sustainably use and manage natural or modified terrestrial, freshwater, coastal and 
marine ecosystems which address social, economic and environmental challenges effec�vely and 
adap�vely, while simultaneously providing human well-being, ecosystem services, resilience and 
biodiversity benefits.”4  

Ecosystems comprise the economic value or services, e.g. air and water purifica�on, cultural enrichment, 
and carbon sequestra�on, provided by natural capital that benefits human beings. Hence, decisions on 
how ecosystems and their services are managed are intertwined with impacts on natural capital and 
human well-being. Knowledge, tools, and prac�ces exemplifying this rela�onship are important for 
integra�ng natural capital and ecosystem management into decision-making by governments, 
businesses, and communi�es. 

To select the defini�ons, STAP used literature databases and search engines to access scien�fic 
publica�ons and grey literature (e.g. Google Scholar, Science Direct) for terms that refer to ecosystem-
based approaches, including nature-based processes that explicitly aim to enhance climate mi�ga�on, 
strengthen adapta�on to climate change, improve land and water resource management, avoid nega�ve 
trade-offs,5 and improve human well-being. These defini�ons are in Table 1. Several of them (e.g. for 
nature-based solu�ons) have been agreed at interna�onal environment-related forums. Others, such as 
for integrated water resource management, integrated coastal (zone) management, and “Source to Sea”, 
have been defined by technical and scien�fic groups and prac��oners.  
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Table 1: A glossary of ecosystem-based approaches 
Ecosystem-
based approach 

Overview and defini�ons 
(Definitions paraphrased from original source) 

Source 

Drought-smart 
land 
management  

Overview: Drought-smart land management is a system of land 
prac�ces that aim to increase water supply where needed, such as 
in crop root systems, or to reduce water demand, for example, 
through the use of drought-resistant crops. Drought-smart land 
management measures contribute to drought risk mi�ga�on, 
biodiversity conserva�on, soil carbon sequestra�on, and drought 
resilience. 
 
Defini�on: Interven�ons that improve the soil’s capacity to 
accept, retain, release, and transmit water and that increase 
plants’ water-use efficiency. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Reichhuber, 
20196 
 

Ecosystem-
based 
adapta�on  

Overview: Ecosystem-based adapta�on seeks to achieve 
conserva�on and sustainable management of resources to 
decrease vulnerability to climate change.  
 
Defini�on: A nature-based solu�on that harnesses biodiversity 
and ecosystem services to reduce vulnerability and build 
resilience to climate change. 
 
Defini�on: The use of ecosystem management ac�vi�es to 
increase the resilience, and reduce the vulnerability, of people 
and ecosystems to climate change. 
 

 
 
 
 
IUCN, 20177 
 
 
 
IPCC, 2022;8 
Kumar et al., 
20199 

Ecosystem-
based disaster 
risk reduc�on  

Overview: Ecosystem-based disaster risk reduc�on focuses on the 
conserva�on and restora�on of ecosystems to address disaster 
risk and contribute to resilience. 
 
Defini�on: The sustainable management, conserva�on, and 
restora�on of ecosystems to reduce disaster risk, for sustainable 
and resilient development. 
 

 
 
 
 
Renaud et al., 
201610 

Ecosystem-
based 
management  

Overview: Ecosystem-based management considers a specific 
ecosystem – and its various components and the interac�ons 
between them – when designing and implemen�ng ac�vi�es. This 
approach integrates the ecological, economic, and social 
atributes of a system. Ecosystem-based management focuses on 
long-term sustainability. The goal of ecosystem-based 
management is to maintain or restore the health and resilience of 
ecosystems, while also mee�ng human needs and societal goals.  
 
Defini�on: A strategy for the integrated management of land, 
water, and living resources that promotes their conserva�on and 
sustainable use in an equitable way. 
 

Laurila-Pant et 
al., 2015;11 
Delacámara et 
al., 2020;12 
Christensen et 
al., 1996;13 IPBES, 
201914 
 
 
CBD, 200415 
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Defini�on: A strategy for the integrated management of land, 
water, and living resources that promotes conserva�on and 
sustainable use in an equitable way. It recognizes that human 
beings, with their cultural diversity, are an integral component of 
many ecosystems. 
 

IPBES, 2019;16 
O’Higgins et al., 
202017 

Integrated 
coastal 
management 

Overview: Integrated watershed management, integrated water 
resource management, integrated coastal management, and 
integrated coastal zone management are interdisciplinary 
approaches that emphasize the links between water and land 
resources to strengthen watershed and coastal resilience to 
climate change and to other environmental and social stressors 
and drivers. 
 
Defini�on: An interdisciplinary management approach to 
strengthen coastal resilience to the impacts of climate change and 
other environmental and social stressors. It focuses on 
maintaining or enhancing ecosystems and natural resources. An 
integrated coastal management process is developed and 
supported by broad stakeholder consensus.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Knecht, 199718 

Integrated 
coastal zone 
management 

Overview: See integrated coastal management.  
 
Defini�on: A dynamic, mul�disciplinary, and itera�ve process to 
promote sustainable management of coastal zones. Integrated 
coastal zone management relies on the par�cipa�on and 
coopera�on of all stakeholders to assess and achieve societal 
goals. It seeks, over the long term, to balance environmental, 
economic, social, cultural, and recrea�onal objec�ves. 
 

 
 
Thia-Eng, 199319 

Integrated 
land-use 
planning 

Overview: Integrated land-use planning is a spa�ally explicit 
approach20 to balancing the economic, social, and environmental 
atributes of land management. This approach integrates different 
land uses while minimizing trade-offs between environmental, 
social, and economic objec�ves. In doing so, integrated land-use 
planning iden�fies a combina�on of land uses that can meet 
stakeholders’ needs while safeguarding resources for the future. 
 
Defini�on: An approach to balance the economic, social, and 
cultural opportuni�es provided by land to maintain and enhance 
ecosystem services provided by land-based natural capital. 
 

 
Verburg et al., 
202221 
 
 
 
 
 
Verburg et al., 
202222 

Integrated  
watershed 
management  

Overview: See integrated coastal management. 
 
Defini�on: An adap�ve, integrated, and mul�disciplinary systems 
approach to management to preserve produc�vity and ecosystem 
integrity for water, soils, plants, and animals within a watershed, 

 
 
Wang et al., 
201623 
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thereby protec�ng and restoring ecosystem services for 
environmental, social, and economic benefit. 
 

Integrated 
water resource 
management  

Overview: See integrated watershed management. 
 
Defini�on: A process to promote coordina�on and management 
of water and land to maximize economic and social benefits 
without compromising the sustainability of ecosystems. 

 
 
IPCC, 2022;24 
Kumar et al., 
2019;25 
UNEP, n.d.26   

Land 
degrada�on 
neutrality  

Overview: Land degrada�on neutrality aims to counterbalance 
unavoidable or expected losses of natural capital with 
interven�ons to achieve equivalent gains within the same land 
type. This process seeks to minimize nega�ve trade-offs in rela�on 
to land and between other natural resources.  
 
Defini�on: Where the amount and quality of land resources 
necessary to support ecosystem func�ons and services and 
enhance food security remain stable or increase within specified 
temporal and spa�al scales and ecosystems. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Orr et al., 201727 

Marine spa�al 
planning 

Overview: Marine spa�al planning is a framework that brings 
together mul�ple users across communi�es, government, and 
industries to sustainably manage marine resources. Marine spa�al 
planning organizes the use of the ocean, i.e. the interac�ons 
between the marine environment and different sectoral uses, 
such as aquaculture, shipping, tourism, marine mining, and 
renewable energy.  
 
Defini�on: A public process to analyze and allocate the spa�al and 
temporal distribu�on of human ac�vi�es in marine areas to 
achieve ecological, economic, and social objec�ves agreed 
through a poli�cal process. 
 
Defini�on: A framework to improve decision-making in the use of 
marine resources and space. It is based on principles of the 
ecosystem approach and ecosystem-based management. 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ehler and 
Douvere, 200928 
 
 
 
CBD and STAP, 
201229 

Nature-based 
solu�ons  

Overview: Nature-based solu�ons are ac�ons that reduce the 
impacts of climate change, restore and improve ecosystem 
services, and/or provide biodiversity benefits in a wide range of 
ecosystems and socioeconomic contexts. These solu�ons are 
rooted in a people–nature, place-based framing, which fosters a 
co-design of ecosystem-based management. 
 
Defini�on: Ac�ons to protect, sustainably manage, and restore 
natural or modified ecosystems and to address societal challenges 
(e.g. climate change, food and water security, natural disasters) 

Opperman et al., 
202130 
 
 
 
 
 
Cohen-Shacham 
et al., 201631 & 
201932 
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effec�vely and adap�vely, while simultaneously providing benefits 
for human well-being and biodiversity. 
 
Defini�on: Ac�ons to protect, conserve, restore, sustainably use, 
and manage natural or modified terrestrial, freshwater, coastal, 
and marine ecosystems and to address social, economic, and 
environmental challenges effec�vely and adap�vely, while 
providing benefits for human well-being, ecosystem services, 
ecosystem resilience, and biodiversity. 
 

 
 
UNEP, 202233 
 

Resilient 
watershed 
management 

Overview: Resilient watershed management is a par�cipatory 
approach to iden�fy a landscape’s risks, hazards, and 
vulnerabili�es and to develop a management plan. The landscape 
can include a watershed, several watersheds, a por�on of a 
watershed, or a basin. The approach involves assessment of 
hazards, iden�fica�on of high-risk loca�ons, prepara�on of risk-
based watershed management plans, and par�cipatory 
implementa�on of the risk-based watershed management plan.  
 
Defini�on: A management approach to strengthen the sustainable 
provision of ecosystem services provided by the watershed, while 
reducing exis�ng disaster and climate risks and preven�ng new 
ones from emerging. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
FAO, 202334 

Source to Sea 
or Ridge to Reef  

Overview: Ridge-to-Reef or Source-to-Sea are coastal and marine 
approaches to target environmental degrada�on in a watershed. 
These approaches emphasize the interconnec�ons between 
terrestrial, freshwater, and marine ecosystems, as well as the 
socioeconomic characteris�cs influencing the watershed system. 
 
Defini�on: An integrated approach that considers the en�re 
social, ecological, and economic system of a watershed, from the 
land area drained by a river system to the coastal area, including 
the open ocean. It emphasizes the interconnectedness of 
terrestrial, freshwater, and marine ecosystems and to address 
environmental and resource management challenges.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
Granit et al., 
201735 
Northwest Pacific 
Ac�on Plan, 
n.d.36  
 
 
 

Sustainable 
land 
management  

Overview: Sustainable land management is based on the premise 
that the interac�ons between land and water resources, climate, 
and human ac�vi�es determine the produc�vity and sustainability 
of a land-use system. Managing soil and water sustainably is 
integral to improving and maintaining ecosystem func�ons and 
services and, therefore, the long-term produc�vity and 
func�onality of the land.  
 
Defini�on: The stewardship and use of land resources, including 
soils, water, animals, and plants, to meet changing human needs, 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
IPCC, 201937  
 

https://www.unep.org/nowpap/what-we-do/integrated-coastal-and-river-basin-management
https://www.unep.org/nowpap/what-we-do/integrated-coastal-and-river-basin-management


7 
 

while ensuring the long-term produc�ve poten�al of these 
resources and the maintenance of their environmental func�ons.  
 
Defini�on: The use of land resources, including soils, water, 
animals, and plants, to produce goods to meet human needs, 
while ensuring the long-term produc�ve poten�al of these 
resources and the maintenance of their environmental func�ons.  
 

 
 
 
FAO, n.d.38 
WOCAT, n.d.39 

Sustainable 
ocean planning 

Overview: Sustainable ocean planning integrates marine spa�al 
planning in a broad framework for ocean governance. Sustainable 
ocean planning targets marine and coastal areas under na�onal 
jurisdic�on. The process considers the links between na�onal 
marine or coastal jurisdic�ons and the adjoining watersheds. 
 
Defini�on: An approach that guides public and private sector 
decision makers on how to sustainably manage a na�on’s ocean 
area under na�onal jurisdic�on, to achieve las�ng economic and 
social development while protec�ng the marine environment. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Ocean Panel, 
202140 

 

2.2. Examples of guidelines for implemen�ng ecosystem-based approaches  
 

Table 2 presents a non-exhaus�ve compila�on of guidelines for implemen�ng the ecosystem-based 
concepts and approaches described in Table 1. These guidelines have been prepared by technical 
organiza�ons (e.g. IUCN), scien�fic bodies (e.g. IPCC), mul�lateral environmental agreements (e.g. CBD, 
UNCCD), United Na�ons agencies (e.g. UNEP, UNDP, FAO) or partnerships between these organiza�ons 
or groups of experts.41   

When designing projects involving ecosystems-based approaches, examples of guidelines that project 
developers could start with to gain a broad understanding of how to develop and implement the 
approach include “Ecosystem-based management: Moving from concept to practice”, “Guidance for 
using the IUCN Global Standard for Nature-based solutions, 1st ed.”, and “Implementing the source to sea 
approach: a guide for practitioners”.  

Table 2: Non-exhaus�ve compila�on of guidelines for implemen�ng ecosystem-based approaches 
Guidance Descrip�on 

(Paraphrased from original source) 
Drought-smart land 
management: 
The land–drought nexus 

This report by the UNCCD Science–Policy Interface42 introduces the 
concept of drought-smart land management as an ecosystem-based 
approach for climate change adapta�on and disaster risk reduc�on. 
More precisely, drought-smart land management is described as 
relying on maintaining a diversity of species and intact ecosystem 
func�ons to manage climate and disaster risks and impacts. The report 
provides a synthesis of the effec�veness and co-benefits of drought-
smart land management and summarizes enabling policies and tools 
that could help upscale these prac�ces.  

https://catalogue.unccd.int/1211_03EP_UNCCD_SPI_2019_Report_2.pdf
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Ecosystem-based 
adapta�on: 
Guidelines for integra�ng 
ecosystem-based adapta�on 
into na�onal adapta�on 
plans 

These UNEP guidelines43 outline how to coordinate ac�ons across 
sectors and scales to implement ecosystem-based adapta�on. This 
includes key principles that should underpin the integra�on of 
ecosystem-based adapta�on into na�onal adapta�on plans. These 
principles include the importance of involving local communi�es, 
ensuring the conserva�on of biodiversity, and promo�ng sustainable 
development. The guidelines also suggest how to conduct 
assessments of ecosystems and their vulnerabili�es to climate change, 
as well as how to iden�fy ecosystem-based adapta�on op�ons. 
Methods are provided on how to monitor the effec�veness of 
ecosystem-based adapta�on interven�ons and evaluate their impact 
on climate resilience, biodiversity conserva�on, and socioeconomic 
factors. 

Ecosystem-based 
adapta�on: 
Exploring program theory to 
enhance monitoring and 
evalua�on in ecosystem-
based adapta�on projects 
 

This paper by McKinnon and Hole44 describes the applica�on of a 
theory of change for ecosystem-based adapta�on interven�ons, 
including how to iden�fy indicators on ecosystem-based adapta�on 
along the causal pathways. Indicator selec�on, using the theory of 
change, for monitoring and evalua�ng ecosystem-based adapta�on 
can be valuable in data-poor environments. Two case studies are 
provided to highlight project design elements using a theory of 
change process.  

Ecosystem-based 
management: 
Ecosystem-based 
management: Moving from 
concept to prac�ce 

This book by Delacámara et al.45 introduces concepts on ecosystem-
based management and provides details of related tools and 
techniques which can be applied in a broad range of aqua�c 
ecosystems, including the tropical Mekong Delta. 

Integrated coastal 
management: 
Guidelines for integrated 
management of coastal and 
marine areas 

These UNEP guidelines46 offer support for integrated coastal 
management strategies at the na�onal level. The guidelines are 
based on the experience of countries bordering the Mediterranean 
Basin but are adaptable to local condi�ons. The guidelines are 
intended to be used by na�onal policymakers, project developers, 
and managers working on integrated coastal and marine area 
management.  

Integrated coastal zone 
management and marine 
spa�al planning: 
Marine spa�al planning and 
integrated coastal zone 
management approaches to 
support the achievement of 
Sustainable Development 
Goal targets 14.1 and 14.2 

These UNEP guidelines47 provide approaches for marine spa�al 
planning and integrated coastal zone management to support the 
Sustainable Development Goals and targets on marine and coastal 
ecosystems. Case studies show how the conceptual framework 
proposed in the guidelines can be applied.   
 

Integrated water resource 
management: 
Water interac�ons for 
considera�on in NDC 

This document by UNDP and the Stockholm Interna�onal Water 
Ins�tute48 offers checklists on how to enhance water–climate 
interac�ons in a country’s climate ac�on plan or its na�onally 
determined contribu�on under the Paris Agreement. The checklists 
can help project developers iden�fy interven�ons where improved 

https://www.unep.org/resources/toolkits-manuals-and-guides/guidelines-integrating-ecosystem-based-adaptation-eba
https://www.unep.org/resources/toolkits-manuals-and-guides/guidelines-integrating-ecosystem-based-adaptation-eba
https://www.unep.org/resources/toolkits-manuals-and-guides/guidelines-integrating-ecosystem-based-adaptation-eba
https://www.unep.org/resources/toolkits-manuals-and-guides/guidelines-integrating-ecosystem-based-adaptation-eba
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ev.20130
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ev.20130
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ev.20130
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/ev.20130
https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/11793
https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/11793
https://wedocs.unep.org/handle/20.500.11822/11793
https://resources.unep-wcmc.org/products/WCMC_RT408
https://resources.unep-wcmc.org/products/WCMC_RT408
https://resources.unep-wcmc.org/products/WCMC_RT408
https://resources.unep-wcmc.org/products/WCMC_RT408
https://resources.unep-wcmc.org/products/WCMC_RT408
https://resources.unep-wcmc.org/products/WCMC_RT408
https://climatepromise.undp.org/sites/default/files/research_report_document/water-interaction-checklist-ndc-enhancement_design_v4.pdf
https://climatepromise.undp.org/sites/default/files/research_report_document/water-interaction-checklist-ndc-enhancement_design_v4.pdf
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enhancement and 
implementa�on 

water and land management may be needed to make climate 
mi�ga�on and adapta�on more successful. The checklists are 
organized by sector, such as energy and industry, agriculture and 
livestock, forestry and land use, and ecosystems and biodiversity. 

Land degrada�on neutrality: 
LDN implementa�on tools 

This UNCCD website49 offers a suite of Earth observa�on tools, 
methodologies, and good prac�ce guidance on designing and 
implemen�ng land degrada�on neutrality. 

Land degrada�on neutrality: 
The contribu�on of 
integrated land use planning 
and integrated landscape 
management to 
implemen�ng land 
degrada�on neutrality 

This report by the UNCCD’s Science–Policy Interface50 provides an 
analy�cal overview of common tools and approaches to support 
integrated land-use planning. The report iden�fies entry points for 
embedding land degrada�on neutrality ac�ons into planning systems 
at different scales (i.e. na�onal, watershed, or local).  

Land degrada�on neutrality: 
Scien�fic conceptual 
framework for land 
degrada�on neutrality 

This framework, prepared by the UNCCD’s Science–Policy Interface,51 
provides a scien�fic founda�on for understanding, implemen�ng, 
and monitoring land degrada�on neutrality. It was designed to 
create a bridge between the vision and the prac�cal implementa�on 
of land degrada�on neutrality, by defining it in opera�onal terms. 
The framework includes links to ecosystem-based management, 
which can contribute to achieving land degrada�on neutrality by 
helping to restore and enhance ecosystems and improve land 
produc�vity.  

Marine spa�al planning: 
Interna�onal guide on 
marine/mari�me spa�al 
planning 

This guide by UNESCO and the European Commission52 provides 
support to project teams in developing and implemen�ng marine 
spa�al planning in different regions. Guidance is offered on how to 
capture knowledge and learning about the ecosystem-based 
management of marine resources. 

Marine spa�al planning: 
Marine spa�al planning in 
the context of the 
Conven�on on Biological 
Diversity 

The report by the CBD Secretariat and STAP53 provides an overview 
of the theory and prac�ce for implemen�ng marine spa�al planning, 
while addressing the well-being of communi�es who live in coastal, 
estuary, and other nearshore environments or who depend on the 
blue economy. The report synthesizes lessons learned about marine 
spa�al planning and summarizes relevant marine spa�al planning 
tools and criteria for success at various scales.  

Nature-based solu�ons: 
Guidance for using the IUCN 
Global Standard for Nature-
based Solu�ons, 1st ed. 
 

The IUCN Global Standard for Nature-based Solu�ons provides a 
framework for the planning, implementa�on, and verifica�on of 
nature-based solu�ons to address environmental and societal 
challenges. The report cited here54 is aimed at governments, 
organiza�ons, and communi�es to help them develop and 
implement nature-based solu�ons to combat global issues like 
climate change, habitat degrada�on, and natural resource 
management. 

Resilient watershed 
management: 
Building resilience into 
watersheds 

This sourcebook by FAO55 provides advice on how to incorporate 
disaster risk reduc�on and resilience building into the watershed 
management process. It includes steps for developing, 
implemen�ng, monitoring, and evalua�ng a resilient watershed 

https://climatepromise.undp.org/sites/default/files/research_report_document/water-interaction-checklist-ndc-enhancement_design_v4.pdf
https://climatepromise.undp.org/sites/default/files/research_report_document/water-interaction-checklist-ndc-enhancement_design_v4.pdf
https://www.unccd.int/land-and-life/land-degradation-neutrality/tools-and-resources-ldn-implementation
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/contribution-integrated-land-use-planning-and-integrated-landscape-management
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/contribution-integrated-land-use-planning-and-integrated-landscape-management
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/contribution-integrated-land-use-planning-and-integrated-landscape-management
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/contribution-integrated-land-use-planning-and-integrated-landscape-management
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/contribution-integrated-land-use-planning-and-integrated-landscape-management
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/contribution-integrated-land-use-planning-and-integrated-landscape-management
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/scientific-conceptual-framework-land-degradation-neutrality-report-science-policy
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/scientific-conceptual-framework-land-degradation-neutrality-report-science-policy
https://www.unccd.int/resources/reports/scientific-conceptual-framework-land-degradation-neutrality-report-science-policy
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379196
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379196
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000379196
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-68-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-68-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-68-en.pdf
https://www.cbd.int/doc/publications/cbd-ts-68-en.pdf
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/49071
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/49071
https://portals.iucn.org/library/node/49071
https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cc3258en
https://www.fao.org/documents/card/en/c/cc3258en


10 
 

management plan. Generic recommenda�ons are offered to remind 
users that the elements presented in the sourcebook will need to be 
tailored and adapted to local circumstances. Recommended reading 
and materials are suggested at the end of each chapter for users 
interested in further informa�on. 

Ridge to Reef: 
Regional guidelines for the 
applica�on of Ridge to Reef 
spa�al priori�za�on and 
planning procedures 

These guidelines by the Pacific Community56 are designed to address 
environmental and land-use issues in diverse landscapes, from 
mountainous or upland areas (the “ridge”) down to coastal and 
marine ecosystems (the “reef”). The guidelines focus on spa�al 
priori�za�on, which involves iden�fying and designa�ng priority 
areas within the landscape for targeted conserva�on, restora�on, 
and sustainable development, and considering ecological, social, and 
economic factors. 

Source to Sea: 
Implemen�ng the Source-to-
Sea approach 
 
 
 
 

Building on the conceptual framework first developed by the Ac�on 
Pla�orm for Source-to-Sea Management and STAP, this guide by the 
Stockholm Interna�onal Water Ins�tute57 presents prac�cal steps for 
the design and implementa�on of projects that can improve the 
management of land, freshwater, delta, estuary, coast, nearshore, 
and ocean environments. 

Sustainable ocean planning: 
100% sustainable ocean 
management 

Sustainable ocean planning is a framework for ocean-related 
governance to guide decision makers and stakeholders on how to 
manage mari�me areas sustainably under na�onal jurisdic�on. This 
document, writen by the High-Level Panel for a Sustainable Ocean 
Economy,58 describes the components of a sustainable ocean plan 
and offers a checklist for the plan’s implementa�on. Op�ons for 
financing are described, with case studies highligh�ng sustainable 
plans.  

Watershed management: 
Watershed management in 
ac�on 

This report by FAO59 reviews the lessons learned from 12 FAO 
watershed management projects. The review iden�fies a sequence 
of steps for watershed management projects to respond to global 
challenges of water supply, land restora�on, climate change 
adapta�on, disaster risk management, and hunger. 

 

2.3. STAP guidance to support implementa�on of ecosystem-based approaches  
 

Table 3 sets out guidance that STAP has provided on how to design projects which apply ecosystem-
based approaches described in Table 1. Project developers can use STAP’s Theory of Change Primer 
(Table 3 and Figure 1 in Appendix A), as an entry point to think about what ecosystem-based approaches 
(e.g. source to sea, ecosystem-based adapta�on, land degrada�on neutrality, integrated watershed 
management, or a combina�on of concepts from Table 1), guidelines and tools (Table 2) would be 
appropriate to achieve the desired project goals. Some of the guidelines and tools in Table 2 include 
indicators that could help track progress towards achieving key outcomes and outputs. 

Project designers are encouraged to start with a tool from Table 2, and then proceed to STAP’s guidance 
in Table 3 to complete the development of ecosystem-based ac�vi�es.  For example, a project designer 

https://www.pacific-r2r.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/GEF-R2R-RSTC-TC2%20Inf.07%20Regional%20Guidelines%20for%20the%20Application%20of%20Ridge%20to%20Reef%20%28R2R%29%20Spatial%20Prioritization%20and%20Planning%20Procedures_0.pdf
https://www.pacific-r2r.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/GEF-R2R-RSTC-TC2%20Inf.07%20Regional%20Guidelines%20for%20the%20Application%20of%20Ridge%20to%20Reef%20%28R2R%29%20Spatial%20Prioritization%20and%20Planning%20Procedures_0.pdf
https://www.pacific-r2r.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/GEF-R2R-RSTC-TC2%20Inf.07%20Regional%20Guidelines%20for%20the%20Application%20of%20Ridge%20to%20Reef%20%28R2R%29%20Spatial%20Prioritization%20and%20Planning%20Procedures_0.pdf
https://www.pacific-r2r.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/GEF-R2R-RSTC-TC2%20Inf.07%20Regional%20Guidelines%20for%20the%20Application%20of%20Ridge%20to%20Reef%20%28R2R%29%20Spatial%20Prioritization%20and%20Planning%20Procedures_0.pdf
https://www.siwi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Source-to-sea-guide_webb.pdf
https://www.siwi.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/07/Source-to-sea-guide_webb.pdf
https://oceanpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/21_REP_Ocean-SOP_v10.pdf
https://oceanpanel.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/06/21_REP_Ocean-SOP_v10.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/i8087e/i8087e.pdf
https://www.fao.org/3/i8087e/i8087e.pdf
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in need of developing ac�vi�es that connect land and coastal ecosystems, might start with a Source to 
Sea approach (Table 2). The project designer could then follow up with STAP’s Theory of Change Primer 
(Table 3) and the Enabling element of good project design (Table 3) to complement a Source to Sea 
analysis.  

Table 3: STAP guidance suppor�ng ecosystem-based approaches 
Guidance Descrip�on 
Enabling elements: 
Enabling elements of good 
project design 

This STAP advisory paper60 highlights eight enabling elements of 
good project and program design and illustrates how adop�ng them 
will increase the likelihood of delivering durable outcomes and 
contribute to transforma�onal change. The elements are applicable 
to all projects and programs, including those applying an 
ecosystem-based approach. The eight elements are (1) apply 
systems thinking and theory of change, (2) engage the right 
stakeholders, (3) pursue integrated outcomes, (4) foster inten�onal 
behavioral change, (5) invest in purposeful innova�on, (6) scale for 
systems transforma�on, (7) ensure robustness to future change, 
and (8) support learning with knowledge management. 

Future narra�ves: 
Exploratory future narra�ves 
primer 

STAP’s primer61 provides a synthesis of how to use simple narra�ves 
of the future in designing projects and programs to achieve resilient 
and durable outcomes. It highlights the importance of considering 
all drivers of change, such as popula�on, conflict, climate change, 
and migra�on, and how they could unfold in the future, when 
designing projects. Doing this for ecosystem-based projects and 
programs can provide insights into how drivers affec�ng an 
ecosystem and its services could unfold in future and inform the 
choice of interven�ons that will be robust to plausible futures.  

Nature-based solu�ons: 
Nature-based solu�ons and 
the GEF 

This STAP advisory paper62 reviews recent literature and project 
experience on nature-based solu�ons and iden�fies challenges in 
designing and implemen�ng nature-based solu�on projects. It also 
offers guidance on how to address these challenges, emphasizing 
the importance of applying STAP’s enabling elements for good 
project design, to ensure that nature-based solu�ons generate 
environmental and socioeconomic benefits, while managing 
nega�ve trade-offs.  

Natural capital: 
Report on natural capital 
approaches 

This study, commissioned by STAP, by the Stanford Natural Capital 
Project,63 reviews recent experience in implemen�ng natural capital 
approaches. Natural capital encompasses ecosystems, and the 
services they provide, such as fer�le soils and clean water. The 
report suggests various techniques and methodologies on natural 
capital assessments and accoun�ng, with key principles for their 
successful applica�on.  

Source to Sea: 
A conceptual framework for 
governing and managing key 
flows in a Source-to-Sea 
con�nuum 

This STAP64conceptual framework highlights the provision of 
ecosystem services along the Source-to-Sea con�nuum, 
emphasizing the benefits that ecosystems offer to both human 
socie�es and the environment. The document also offers elements 
to guide a systems-based analysis theory of change for Source-to-
Sea projects.  

https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/Enabling%20Elements_web%20version.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/Enabling%20Elements_web%20version.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2023-06/Exploratory%20Future%20Narratives%20Primer_June%202023.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2023-06/Exploratory%20Future%20Narratives%20Primer_June%202023.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/Nature-based%20solutions%20and%20the%20GEF%2C%20web.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/Nature-based%20solutions%20and%20the%20GEF%2C%20web.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/Final%20Report%20-%20Natural%20Capital%20Approaches%20-%20June%202022%20FINAL.pdf
https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/Final%20Report%20-%20Natural%20Capital%20Approaches%20-%20June%202022%20FINAL.pdf
https://www.stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/S2S%20conceptual%20framework_web%20version.pdf
https://www.stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/S2S%20conceptual%20framework_web%20version.pdf
https://www.stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/S2S%20conceptual%20framework_web%20version.pdf
https://www.stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2021-02/S2S%20conceptual%20framework_web%20version.pdf
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Theory of change: 
Theory of change primer 

This STAP primer65 explains the importance of developing a theory 
of change, describes when to develop one, and provides a concise 
guide on how to build a good theory of change in GEF project 
design. The primer encourages analysis of the social–ecological 
system of concern to understand the problem and goals and to 
inform the logic of the causal pathways. The systems analysis can 
help in understanding interac�ons between the social, economic, 
and environmental dimensions of a project, applying an ecosystem-
based approach.  

  

Closing remarks 
There are many defini�ons and guidelines associated with ecosystem-based approaches. The terms and 
guidelines highlighted throughout this document offer a star�ng point. This short compila�on presents a 
snapshot of ecosystem-based approaches in support of nature-based solu�ons to assist the GEF in 
tackling global challenges and delivering mul�ple environmental and social benefits in watersheds. 
Appendix A offers a way to think about ecosystem-based approaches in designing projects. 

 

  

https://stapgef.org/sites/default/files/2022-06/Theory%20of%20Change%20Primer_web_updated%206.6.2022.pdf
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Appendix A  
Table 4 illustrates the links between ecosystem-based concepts and guidelines (Tables 1 and 2) and a 
theory of change process (Figure 1), and it suggests some ques�ons that can be asked during the key 
steps of developing a theory of change.  

 

Figure 1: Key phases and steps of a theory of change for the GEF. Source: Stafford Smith, 2020.66 
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Table 4: Links between ecosystem-based concepts and guidelines and a theory of change process 
Theory of change step Example ques�ons to ask Examples of concepts and guidelines that could be applied (from Tables 1 & 2)  
Step 1: Confirm goal • What is the project goal in rela�on to global 

environmental benefits?  
• Which stakeholders need to be engaged? 
• What is the social context relevant to the 

project, or interven�on? (Consider 
stakeholders’ values, power dynamics, 
gender, and different types of knowledge.)  

Concepts and guidelines focused on the interac�ons and trade-offs between 
sectors (e.g. biodiversity, climate change, land, water, chemicals and waste 
management); scales (e.g. watershed, community, land unit);  stakeholder 
engagement and governance (e.g. diverse perspec�ves and decision-making 
roles); and social and economic aspects relevant to the project context(e.g. 
cultural norms, gender)).  
 

Step 2: Work 
backward to 
outcomes and 
outputs  

• While engaging stakeholders, revisit the 
project goal and ask, what are the necessary 
and sufficient outcomes, outputs, and 
ac�vi�es to deliver the goal?  

• How and why will the desired change occur?  
 

Concepts and guidelines focused on integra�on and social aspects, with an 
emphasis on stakeholder perspec�ves and local knowledge. 
  

Step 3: Define causal 
pathways and 
assump�ons 

• Drawing from stakeholders’ values, visions, 
and narra�ves, describe what changes are 
needed to achieve system resilience. 
(Consider what inten�onal op�ons for 
change may be necessary for resilience and 
transforma�on.) 

• What long-term drivers of change risk 
undermining the durability of global 
environmental benefits? (Consider how 
changes in popula�on growth, climate 
change, and market fluctua�ons will affect 
the project.) 

• What is the causal logic between goal, 
outcomes, output, and ac�vi�es? What are 
the assump�ons underpinning key outcomes 
and outputs? 

Concepts and guidelines with an emphasis on integra�on across sectors and scales 
(e.g. upper catchment, wetland, coastal), theory of change, mul�-stakeholder 
engagement, polycentric governance, and future planning. 
 
 

Steps 4&5: Iden�fy 
barriers and enablers 
(as well as risks and 
opportuni�es); 

• What are the barriers and enablers for 
achieving outcomes and outputs? What do 
stakeholders value (in the targeted system), 
and what are the barriers in delivering these 
outcomes and outputs? 

Concepts and guidelines that help create impact or logic pathways between goals, 
outcomes, outputs, and ac�vi�es; help assess plausible futures to define the risks 
and opportuni�es in achieving the pathways and goal; and help iden�fy 
knowledge gaps (assump�ons). 
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challenge 
assump�ons 

• What evidence exists, or is needed, to 
validate assump�ons? 

Step 6: Define 
ac�vi�es 

• What ac�vi�es are necessary to achieve the 
project goal? 

• Who are the key stakeholders necessary to 
achieve the goal? 

Concepts and guidelines that help create impact or logic pathways.  

Step 7: Set up 
monitoring and 
learning 

• What needs to be monitored, and what are 
the indicators? 

• Who will do the monitoring? 
• How will monitoring be done? 
 
 

Approaches, guidelines, and tools that define baselines and ac�vi�es; monitor and 
assess change; and embed learning and key feedback across sectors and scales. 
Examples include tools on land and spa�al planning, systems analysis, and 
stakeholder decision-making.  
 

Source: Based on Stafford Smith, 2020.67 
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