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Small Grants Boost Inclusive Green Livelihoods 9%

Community action strengthens resilience and biodiversity in Costa Rica

AT A GLANCE

Project Name: The Seventh
Operational Phase of the GEF Small
Grants Program in Costa Rica

(GEF ID 10124)

Country: Costa Rica
Agency: UNDP
GEF Financing: $2.3 million

Co-financing: $5.4 million

CHALLENGE

Across five central Pacific landscapes spanning
approximately 200,000 hectares, rural communities face
intertwined pressures from land-use change, pollution,
invasive species, and climate variability. Grazing lands
cover nearly 35 percent of the area and combined natural
forests account for 46 percent, with fragmented habitats
undermining ecosystem connectivity in biological
corridors that link national parks and wildlife refuges. In the
JesUs Maria and Barranca watersheds, freshwater scarcity
during the dry season, deforestation, and low agricultural
profitability erode livelihoods and environmental health.

In the lower and middle Grande de Tarcoles, rapid urban
growth without adequate planning has fueled severe

solid and liquid waste pollution, degrading downstream
ecosystems and community well-being.

Local organizations indicated limited governance
capacity, weak adaptive management, and constrained
access to technical and financial resources. Gender
inequalities further limited women's participation and
influence in production and decision making, with
men holding 84 percent of land titles. The intervention
set out to address these structural barriers, improve
multifunctional land use, strengthen agroecological
production, and enhance landscape governance.

In this way, communities could deliver measurable
environmental benefits while improving livelihoods.

RESULTS
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8,100 hectares of land placed under
restoration, including protection for 149
freshwater springs and two community
monitoring programs for the Puma concolor
and Ara macao.

10,200 hectares brought under improved
practices, driven by 248 farmers adopting

best-in-class silvopastoral systems and 64
climate-smart rainfed reservoirs.

3.4 million tonnes of CO.e mitigated through
nine renewable and low-carbon pilots,
efficient wood stoves, and fire prevention
measures.

3,220 direct beneficiaries (53 percent
women) and 12 women’s groups adopting
sustainable production systems, expanding
inclusion in local value chains.

62 community water associations (ASADAs)
strengthened in technical, administrative,
and organizational management, and five
volunteer wildfire brigades trained, equipped,
and active across target landscapes.



APPROACH

Anchoring change in multi-stakeholder landscape
governance created durable pathways for restoration

and climate mitigation. Addressing land degradation
through nature-based solutions—riparian restoration,
forest patch recovery, and silvopastoral improvements—
enabled communities to stabilize soils, protect springs,
and reconnect habitats in two biological corridors.
Implementing integrated agroecological practices raised
productivity while reducing chemical inputs and erosion,
with climate-smart reservoirs safeguarding dry-season
water security. Adaptive community stewardship was
strengthened through training, mentorship, and hands-on
technical assistance, building organizational, administrative,
and advocacy capacities that improved participation in
territorial decision making and access to markets.

Blended finance and co-financing leveraged the GEF grant,
catalyzing nine pilots in renewable energy and efficient
technologies, and unlocking circular economy innovations,
including plastic-to-ecoblock models. Partnerships with
municipalities, universities, and private actors aligned
actions with Costa Rica's National Decarbonization Plan
(2018-2050) and Climate Policy (2018-2030), reinforcing
national commitments. Sequencing demonstrations, value
chain platforms, and governance support linked field-level
improvements to market access and institutional adoption,
improving cost effectiveness and accelerating uptake
across the five landscapes.

)) Embedding wildfire preparedness
and species monitoring within
local stewardship reduces
environmental loss while

strengthening community

cohesion and adaptive capacity
under climate stress.
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LESSONS LEARNED

Institutionalized landscape platforms are pivotal:
governance structures that convene community groups,
utilities (ASADAs), municipalities, and national agencies
proved effective in sustaining coordinated action beyond
grant cycles. Sequencing interventions—prioritizing
restoration and water security before integrating
agroecological production and market access—reduced
implementation risk and accelerated uptake. Dedicated
allocations to women'’s groups, paired with financial
literacy and value chain support, successfully shifted
participation from ancillary roles to leadership, increasing
household resilience and enterprise viability. Finally,
integrating wildfire preparedness and species monitoring
within local stewardship strengthened prevention,
reduced environmental losses, and reinforced community
cohesion and adaptive capacity under climate stress.

LOOKING AHEAD

The SGP's Operational Phase 8 will build on these lessons
by consolidating and scaling resilient production systems,
corridor governance, and low-carbon technologies. Future
investments will focus on deepening ASADAS’ capacity,
municipal market arrangements, and bio-entrepreneurship
networks to provide financial and institutional continuity,
while expanded co-financing mechanisms and private
sector partnerships sustain circular economy models.
Universities and technical agencies will formalize
mentorship and applied research, anchoring replication
across the five landscapes and adjacent watersheds. With
established community ownership and enabling national
policies, the platforms are positioned to systematically
expand environmental benefits and inclusive value chains
across Costa Rica’s central Pacific region.



