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7. Lower the target for how many deep dives to commission and add an indicator on percentage of 

deep dive recommendations considered and acted upon. The target was lowered from 12 to 10 
as planned, with a stronger focus placed on the quality of the deep dives and integrating 
emerging lessons back into BCF planning and management. 

8. Refine fund manager performance management framework: Defra and our fund manager have 
revised the KPI framework, ensuring KPIs remain relevant and measurable, supporting more 
effective performance oversight. 

9. Gather, analyse and report data on all Value for Money indicators: actioned (see section E2 
below). The new VfM framework has been developed, applied, and subsequently adjusted (to 
improve on initial proposals for assessing the cost per person trained).   

Major lessons and recommendations for the year ahead 

The deep dive on Headline Life of Fund results looked at BCF achievements and impacts since 
inception in 1992 in certain key areas. Key achievements include: 
• 59.2 million hectares of land and sea under ecological management since 1993 and enhanced 

the livelihoods of potentially over 250,000 people. 
• Within this, Darwin Initiative projects enabled communities and countries to more sustainably 

manage almost 13 million hectares of land and sea since 1993 and enhanced the livelihoods of 
potentially over 182,000 people. 

• Darwin Initiative projects between 1992-2024 mobilised £158 million of funding from other 
sources. 

These results illustrate the scale of contribution to global conservation made by the Darwin Initiative 
and its fellow BCFs, covering an area 2.4 times larger than Great Britain and Northern Ireland. 
   
Recommendations: 
 
1. Refine the future focus of the Darwin Initiative, to maximise impact with reduced resources and 

improve how we communicate its unique value. As part of this, review countries eligible to host 
future Darwin Initiative grants. 

2. Simplify the Stage 1 application process. Focus Stage 1 Main and Extra applications and 
decisions on the outcomes that projects are expected to achieve, how projects would strengthen 
local commitment to conservation, and how projects would facilitate lasting change.  

3. Refocus communications. Given high demand, less needs to be done to raise awareness among 
prospective grantees. Instead, communications efforts will focus on explaining changes to the 
Darwin Initiative; equipping Ministers, nature diplomats and others to tell the story of what the 
Darwin Initiative has achieved; and convening grantees to share learning and good practice. 
Revise Niras’ Communication Key Performance Indicator accordingly. 

4. Gather more data on finance mobilised by grantees after Darwin grants end, and more data on 
outcomes achieved after projects end and whether projects have continued or scaled. Start to 
strengthen grantees’ ability to unlock sustainable finance given growing interest. 

5. Continue to build grantees’ capacity to measure and disaggregate and report results.  
o Finalise all planned indicator methodologies and share with grantees (January 2026).  
o Support 5-10% of new Darwin Initiative grantees in accessing additional impact assessment 

expertise, to embed robust impact assessment into project design (September 2026). Make 
this offer part of the application review process, starting with Round 32, drawing on lessons 
from pilots under the Illegal Wildlife Trade Challenge Fund. 

o Introduce a new process to systematically review how new projects plan to report results, 
including Standard Indicators. Give feedback to enhance the disaggregation and quality of 
indicator reporting, alongside other measures to continue to improve data disaggregation.1 
(May 2026). 

6. Evaluate sustainability in the BCFs. The deep dive on sustainability will be finalised in this 
reporting period (by mid-2026), as will the mid-term report from the external BCF evaluation (due 
March 2026), which has an assessment of sustainability as one of four key evaluation questions. 
Results will be shared through stakeholder workshops (March 2026) and fed back into BCF 
planning and management.  

 
1 For example, by developing a learning note for projects, enhancing project indicator logframe 
templates and standard indicator templates, enhancing checking during logframe reviews for new 
projects, finalising and publishing C&C resources, improving validation processes, and embedding 
better in broader GESI analysis 
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7. Deep dive lesson dissemination and management: Share deep dive learning across the Defra 

portfolio (via webinars and presentations at directorate-level meetings throughout 2026) so they 
are seen and used to ensure shifts in programme design and focus beyond the Darwin Initiative. 
Deep dives vary in the time they take to implement, and the level of effort (cost) required. It 
makes sense therefore to move away from two structured rounds per year, with start and end 
dates tailored to each individual deep dive on a rolling basis. (November 2025) 

8. Introduce a risk rating matrix for applications and formalise additional due diligence for higher-risk 
contexts. 

9. Renew sampling strategy for future audits, using the findings of recent project financial audits. 

10. Ensure 100% of projects meet GESI-sensitive standards, with 55% already going beyond by 
actively empowering women and socially excluded groups. 

11. In the next Capability & Capacity window, encourage applications that upskill grantees on making 
markets work for people and biodiversity. To improve project effectiveness, mainstream learning 
and action recommendations from the 'Evaluation of livelihoods programming in Biodiversity 
Challenge Funds projects’ Deep Dive. 

12. Forecast the likelihood that the outcomes targeted in the Business Case remain achievable by 
2030. Review these targets if there is a significant mismatch. The programme will award fewer 
grants each year than Defra originally planned, which means the overall outcomes may end up 
being lower than what we aimed for in the Business Case. 
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B: THEORY OF CHANGE AND PROGRESS TOWARDS OUTCOMES 
 
Summarise the programme’s theory of change, including any changes to outcome and impact 
indicators from the original business case.  

Annex A: Theory of Change shows the Darwin Initiative Theory of Change. To summarise:  

- The Darwin Initiative enhances stakeholders’ capabilities and capacity to find just and sustainable 
ways to protect nature while growing their economies and reducing poverty; and supports 
stakeholders to advocate for, introduce and implement policies and approaches enhancing 
protect biodiversity while growing economies and reducing poverty. 

- These outputs lead local stakeholders to make sustained improvements in their policy and 
practice.  

- These policy and practice changes address different dimensions of poverty, in different ways2.  
- The practice and policy changes also slow, halt, and reverse rates of biodiversity loss and 

degradation, in different ways.  
- Many policy and practice changes also enable communities to adapt to, or mitigate, climate 

change.3 
 
The Theory of Change largely continues to hold, although the 2024 markets and livelihoods deep dive 
found that only one in six of sampled projects adopted best practice in the economic development 
sector, with particular progress needed on market intelligence, private sector engagement and a shift 
from ‘direct delivery’ of aid to models more conducive to scaling and sustainability. Strengthening the 
incentives and capacity of delivery partners to facilitate larger-scale, lasting changes in markets 
remains a priority. Another assumption in the theory of change being tested (through a deep dive on 
sustainability, and the BCF external evaluation) is that the biodiversity, climate and poverty reduction 
benefits facilitated by projects continue to last, after donor funding ends. 
 
Describe where the programme is on/off track to contribute to the expected outcomes and 
impact. What action is planned in the year ahead? 
The 2021 Business Case identified some outcome and output indicators based on project results from 
previous rounds and estimated indicative changes in these indicators by 2028. As Defra finished 
investing the funding approved via 2021 Business Case in/around October 2025, it is timely to 
compare these estimates with actual outcomes achieved to date. The table below provides a 
comparison of expected and actual outcomes   

Table 2: Comparison of outcome performance this year with 2021 Business Case estimates 

Results estimated in the 2021 Darwin Initiative 
Business Case by 2028 

Progress by April 2025 

Between 4-6 million hectares under improved 
management 

Darwin grants have enabled communities and 
countries to place 1.7 million hectares under 
Ecological Management since reporting began in 2022. 
This is slightly below what was expected at this stage; 
the Darwin Initiative will likely enable partners to 

 
2 For example, when farmers that regenerate their soils benefit from higher agricultural yields, 
increasing their incomes. Or when communities and governments improve forest fire detection, 
reducing the frequency and severity of forest fires, which improves respiratory health in surrounding 
communities 
3 A common example of Darwin Initiative projects enabling climate change adaptation is where 
projects assist farming communities to diversify their sources of income. New sources of income are 
important when rainfall patterns become less predictable, and farmers find it riskier to depend on one 
or two crops. Common examples of climate change mitigation enabled by Darwin Initiative projects 
include: changes in farming land use planning for slow or halt rates of deforestation; and changes in 
cattle grazing that improved pasture, whilst protecting the carbon stored in soils. 
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improve the management of 4 million ha by 2029 or 
2030, 1-2 years later than initially estimated. 

Between 200,000-350,00 individual beneficiaries of 
income improving or generating activities. 

The Darwin Initiative will exceed this target by 2028. 
Since 2022, projects report enabling over 160,000 
people to improve their resilience to climate change or 
natural disasters; 31,816 people with enhanced 
livelihoods (reporting began this year); and 4,500 
women and men with improved incomes (reporting 
also began this year.) 

Finance leveraged by new activities building on 
evidence, best practices and projects. £110m-
£125m of additional post-project finance for 
biodiversity-related activities 

£33 million of finance mobilised by current Darwin 
Initiative projects for new activities, building on 
evidence, best practices and past projects. This 
broadly meets our expectations but needs to be 
supplemented with data on finance mobilised after 
projects end, to scale or sustain changes. 

In comparing actual results to those estimated in the 2021 Business Case, we must consider the 
following:  

- The Darwin Initiative has achieved more in the past three years than is reported in the table 
above, as only newer projects have reported outcomes (88% of live projects at the time of the 
annual review.) Older ongoing projects were not required to report against these indicators. 

- The 2021 Business Case estimates were highly uncertain. The results estimated from future 
projects were extrapolated from a sample of past projects.  

- Measuring the number of hectares managed more sustainably captures only a fraction of 
projects’ contribution to conservation. Other metrics that matter to biodiversity are harder to 
quantify, however.4 

- The 2021 Business Case estimated that 40,000-65,000 people would improve food security. 
The Darwin Initiative only introduced a food security indicator in 2024, so comparison is 
impossible. 

- Despite progress, many of the projects that report benefits to poor women and men do not yet 
disaggregate these benefits by gender. The Fund Manager will strengthen and reinforce 
guidance on gender disaggregation and help grantees apply the guidance, particularly in the 
early stages of project implementation. 

The programme has also achieved important outcomes beyond those specified in the 2021 Business 
Case: 

• 43,956 ha of ecosystem loss and degradation avoided, including 23,273 ha this year. 

• 812,653 ha under sustainable management practices, including 278,396 ha this year. 

• 214,725 ha improved through restoration, including 157,507 ha this year. 

• 489,065 ha newly designated as protected areas or other effective conservation measures, 
including 347,527 ha this year. 

• 52 policies with biodiversity provisions enacted or amended, including 49 this year. 

Many of these results contribute to Defra-wide reporting on International Climate Finance (ICF) and 
Defra International indicators. 

Whilst many projects have contributed to the outcomes listed above, two have made outsized 
contributions:  

• DAREX004 Partnering for a biodiverse, prosperous and resilient Tarangire Ecosystem landscape. 
This project aims to save one of the largest wildlife migrations by keeping habitat and movement 

 
4 These include how well an intervention: a) addresses the root causes of environmental degradation; 
b) improves local commitment to conservation; c) restores biodiversity in area, compared with a 
counterfactual. 
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corridors open and improving the lives of pastoralist and hunter-gatherer communities that rely on 
these lands. Improvements in rotational grazing, reseeding of native grasses and other changes 
contributed to 99% of the 157,507 hectares restored this year, much of the “Area of land or sea 
under ecological management” and “Area under sustainable management practices”. The project 
also reported 75% of the people supported to better adapt to the effects of climate change.   

• Ridge to Reef Conservation in West Papua, Indonesia. This project strengthens protected area 
management, expands conservation measures, and reduce emissions by safeguarding key 
forests with community participation. It will also curb biodiversity threats through improved 
resource tenure and alternative livelihoods. 89% of reported “Ecosystem loss and degradation 
avoided” is due to its success. 

Justify whether the programme should continue, based on its own merits and in the context 
of the wider portfolio  
 

The programme should continue. The Darwin Initiative is achieving significant outcomes for nature, 
climate and people. It is one of the few programmes in HMG’s ODA portfolio focussed on local level 
conservation, providing support to local organisations and indigenous people and local communities, 
and improving access to finance at the local level. We expect to learn more about the quality and 
sustainability of outcomes and impacts through the upcoming evaluation. Through its impacts and 
outcomes, the programme also makes important contributions to the following Defra International and 
UK International Climate Finance results, locking away carbon and helping to secure food supplies 
that we all depend on: 

- Ecosystem Loss and Degradation Avoided (ha) (DEFRA KPI / ICF KPI 8) 
- The extent to which the fund is likely to have a transformational (scalable) impact (ICF KPI 

15) 
- Area under Ecological Management (ha) (DEFRA / ICF KPI 17) 
- Number of people with improved or protected i) livelihoods (Defra KPI DI7 & DI9), ii) disaster 

resilience /climate adaption KPI (ICF KPI1), and iii) wellbeing (Defra KPI DI10) 
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resources sustainably and restore degraded areas, the project enhances water security, 
builds climate resilience, and supports peaceful coexistence between people and wildlife. 

 

Beyond the numbers of people, this review has heard important examples of the legacy of past 
Darwin Initiative investments to build capability and capacity. For example: 
• The Darwin Initiative played a pivotal role in enabling the protection of Panama’s 127,000 ha 

Pearl Islands marine ecosystem. Darwin Initiative funding enabled the initial three-year marine 
biodiversity assessment (2003-2006), mapping key habitats, training Panamanian researchers, 
and later funding supplied scientific guidance that directly supported Panamanian authorities in 
legally designating the archipelago as a protected area. Darwin-funded researchers have since 
been central to establishing on-the-ground management: they helped draft and operationalise 
zoning plans, worked alongside local stakeholders, and provided sustained expertise to 
Panamanian environmental agencies to implement fishing regulations and zoning. These actions 
have safeguarded coral reefs, humpback whales, sea turtles, and threatened sharks, while 
supporting communities to benefit from sustainable fisheries and eco-tourism. 

Changes to this output during the past year 
The indicator “Number of people in eligible countries who have completed secondments or 
placements” has been removed from Output 2 of the logframe. This is because few projects reported 
on this indicator (5 this year), and so the indicator contributed little to gauging overall progress. 
 
Progress on recommendations from the previous AR, lessons learned this year and 
recommendations for the year ahead 
 
See Section A for progress on past recommendations, and recommendations for the year ahead. One 
recommendation relevant to this output is the encouragement of applications that upskill grantees on 
making markets work for people and biodiversity in the next Capability & Capacity window. This will 
help mainstream learning and recommendations from the markets and livelihoods deep dive into 
Fund management alongside seminars planned on this topic. 
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E: PROGRAMME MANAGEMENT: DELIVERY, COMMERCIAL & 
FINANCIAL PERFORMANCE 
 
Summary of partner and Defra performance, on commercial and financial matters 
 
The Darwin Initiative is delivered by grantees in 70+ countries, a Fund Manager, an Expert Committee 
and a small Defra team. Following a competitive process, Defra awarded NIRAS a multiyear Fund 
Manager contract in March 2022; the contract is available at www.contractsfinder.service.gov.uk. This 
Annual Review covers the third year of the new contract. 
 
Commercial: NIRAS’ role as fund manager is to lead the administration of the BCFs under guidance 
from Defra, including correspondence with project partners, reporting, financial, monitoring and 
evaluation, communications and some capacity building. Defra and the fund manager maintain a 
strong and close working relationship, while streamlining processes, aligning strategic direction and 
maximising learning.   
 
Defra uses a framework to monitor, measure, and oversee the fund manager’s performance of its 
contract responsibilities. The data, summarised in Annex B, shows that NIRAS continues to meet 
expectations across its Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). Notable achievements include:  

- 99% of projects are now GESI-Sensitive. To achieve this, the Fund Manager has assisted and 
encouraged grantees to embed GESI Analysis into more projects’ design and implementation; 
updated reporting templates, developed new resources and an online webinar. Projects scoring 
“Not Yet Sensitive” in their Annual Reports have received tailored support to meet minimum 
standards by the Half Year Report deadline.  

- Strengthened safeguarding. Through improved guidance, policy templates, and targeted 
support for projects, including collaboration with Defra’s OCEAN programme and engagement 
with key organisations such as WWF-UK and Fauna & Flora.  

Next year’s priority is to maintain high performance while strengthening the tracking of measurable 
indicators under the newly introduced Performance Management Framework. With significant 
changes anticipated for the Darwin Initiative, and a recognised need to tell a stronger public story 
about what the Darwin Initiative achieves, we recommend an overhaul of the communications 
strategy. This should include ways of measuring the contribution of communications activities to 
communications objectives. 
 
Defra also led a review of the funds’ risk framework, aligning it with ODA guidance and embedding 
monthly risk management meetings with NIRAS. In addition to fund manager mid-term review visits, 
Defra field visits to Nepal and Kenya have taken place during the review period, enabling Defra staff 
to engage directly with project stakeholders and communities, informing updates to BCF guidance, 
improvements to future project review, and strengthened collaboration with UK diplomatic missions.  
 
Financial: 
Defra and NIRAS work closely to monitor programme spend and ensure alignment with the original 
forecasted budgets. Fixed costs for grant administration have progressed as planned, with oversight 
mechanisms in place to maintain transparency and accountability. Variable costs have been regularly 
reviewed, and trials have been introduced to manage workloads effectively in response to the high 
volume of applications received. As a result, overall spend remains in line with forecasts, reflecting 
efficient financial management and operational delivery. 
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The competitive bidding process, overseen by the Expert Committee, plays a key role in controlling 
the costs incurred by grantees in delivering Darwin Initiative projects. Cost is a key element in 
assessing proposals, with a cut-off applied to overheads. The Expert Committee rejects applications 
or seeks clarifications where costs appear high relative to the expected outcomes. 
 
Grantee and Expert Committee management continues to perform strongly (rating Green), with 
significant enhancements across workstreams. Stakeholder feedback was overwhelmingly positive 
(93-100% agreement), reflecting high-quality service delivery. Our fund manager’s scope of work was 
formally updated to better align with actual effort, including revised costing for application 
management to improve value for Defra. The performance management system for our Expert 
Committee members was formalised this year as part of our commitment to continually improving our 
already high standards, with targeted refresher sessions further strengthening input quality and 
compliance. Assessment processes were adapted during the reporting period, reducing reviewers per 
application due to the high rate of applications. Regular consideration of recommendations supports 
adaptive, efficient fund management. 
 
Efficiency 
Defra delayed the award of new projects from February 2025 until September 2025, to confirm 
affordability following reductions in the UK’s ODA budget. Managing these delays involved extra staff 
time, including to communicate with key stakeholders, model for different potential financial 
settlements, prepare key documentation and manage approvals. Due to this, the rating is Amber for 
the efficiency indicator.  
 
That said, several measures were also taken to improve overall efficiency. Overseas Security and 
Justice Assessments and project reporting were streamlined, and SEAH reviews were aligned to 
reduce duplication. Financial forecasting improved with universal adoption of the Excel claims 
template, and a comprehensive mandated Financial Irregularity Assessment found just one 
irregularity. Safeguarding and fraud reporting mechanisms were strengthened, increasing case 
management needs. AI piloting enhanced desk-based review efficiency, and quarterly 
recommendations continue to support adaptive fund management. 
 
Defra remains satisfied with the outputs delivered by the fund manager and acknowledges their 
ongoing efforts to improve efficiency. The decision to appoint a single fund manager for all three 
Biodiversity Challenge Funds continues to deliver substantial efficiencies and remains a successful 
model. 
 
Previously, Defra planned to assess efficiency in part by comparing the cost of Darwin Initiative 
Capability and Capacity grants with the number of people trained. However, it proved impossible to 
isolate spending on training from other spend, so we have removed this indicator from reporting. 
 
Effectiveness 
The programme is broadly on track to achieve the biodiversity and poverty outcomes forecast in the 
2021 and 2024 Business Cases. As modelling for the 2024 Business Case estimated an 83:1 cost-
benefit ratio, progress continues to suggest that the programme is a cost-effective way for the UK to 
advance its international nature, climate and poverty reduction objectives. 
 
Equity 
Poverty reduction, gender equality and social inclusion (GESI) are important objectives of the Darwin 
Initiative. 99% of projects are now GESI-sensitive, based on an independent review of projects’ self-
assessments, and in the year ahead the Darwin Initiative targets 100% of live projects becoming 
GESI-Sensitive. The fund manager will continue to monitor progress and provide additional resources 
as needed to maintain and improve GESI integration in future reporting cycles. 
 
Darwin Initiative applicants must credibly explain how their activities will contribute to poverty 
reduction, and how they will measure this contribution. Poverty considerations also influence 
geographic eligibility: projects in Upper Middle-Income Countries (UMICs) must meet stringent 
additional criteria. While the proportion of grant funding directed toward projects in low and lower-
middle income countries continues to exceed the Darwin Initiative’s 70% minimum target, it has 
declined compared to the previous year. This decrease was expected, following Indonesia’s 
reclassification from a Lower Middle-Income Country to a UMIC - Indonesia hosts a significant 
number of Darwin Initiative projects. Given current financial constraints, it is recommended that the 
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Annex A: Theory of Change 
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Annex B: Performance Management Framework 
 
Table 4: Fund Manager Performance Management Framework 

Workstream Key Performance Indicator Description Status Key Updates / Notes 

Application Process 
Clear guidance and feedback enable 
stakeholders to submit strong 
applications. 

Meeting 
Expectations 

- Project awards delayed from Apr to Oct 2025 whilst Defra confirmed 
affordability; almost all awards made promptly once affordability confirmed. 
 - Invoicing adjusted to manage uncertainty in application numbers. 

Expert Groups 
Independent expertise is efficiently 
targeted to identify the most 
transformational proposals 

Meeting 
Expectations 

- New Expert Committee Chair and 3 members recruited. 
 - Training provided on assessment process changes and deep dive lessons. 

Management of 
Projects 

Projects strengthened in response to 
recommendations arising from project 
reviews and feedback. 

Meeting 
Expectations 

- Updates aligned with Gender Equality and Social Inclusion (GESI) Action Plan. 
 - Safeguarding question refined in grantee Annual Report template. 
 - All grantee Annual Reports reviewed by safeguarding manager. 
 - Final Report Reviews updated to include post-project safeguarding reporting 
guidance. 

Financial Management Delivered to a high standard. 
Meeting 
Expectations 

- Shift from spot audits to Financial Irregularities Assessment on 85 projects 
(~⅓ of active projects). 

Building and Applying 
Evidence 

Evidence and best practices are utilised.  
Meeting 
Expectations 

- Deep dive recommendations integrated into templates, guidance, and 
strategies. 
 - 5 deep dives completed, 6 underway, 4 in development. 

Capability and 
Capacity Building 

Capability and capacity of national and 
local stakeholders enhanced 

Meeting 
Expectations 

- 17 events, 1,363 registrants. Most watched webinar: Capability & Capacity 
applications (924 views). 
 - New training videos released to guide grantees and applicants (e.g., Change 
Request guidance with 144 views). 
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 - Next phase of this workstream to focus on upskilling grantees, and convening 
grantees to share learning 

Communications 
International awareness and 
understanding of the Funds strengthened. 

Meeting 
Expectations 

- 2 newsletters. 48 articles published. 
 - Social media growth, except slight drop in X followers. 
 - Darwin Initiative engagement deprioritised due to high application volume. 
 - Workstream will focus in future on communicating change, equipping 
Ministers and nature diplomats with content to engage their audiences, and 
grantee learning. 

Contract Management 
Agile response to risks and opportunities, 
to strengthen performance 

Meeting 
Expectations 

- Stakeholder recommendations tracked and reviewed quarterly. 
 - Updates and revisions to contract, value for money framework, and 
programme management framework agreed. 

 




