
Small Grants 
in Brazil: 
What works best?

Since 1993, Global Greengrants Fund has made thousands of 

grants in more than 100 countries. To learn more about the impact 

of its grants, Greengrants commissioned a study in 2005 to analyze 

more than a decade of grantmaking in Brazil. 
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Greengrants makes small grants to grassroots and community groups, often 

at the beginning stages of their work. Though we learn the immediate 

results of these grants from grantee reports, we often know little about 

long term impacts:

How effectively have these grants helped build the environmental 

movement in Brazil? What kinds of grantmaking strategies have 

worked best? 

To answer a range of such questions, Greengrants hired independent 

analyst Flavio Fefermann to report on the successes and shortcomings of its 

Brazil grantmaking. Mr. Fefermann has dual citizenship (Brazil and U.S.), an 

MBA and a Masters in Economics, and has more than 15 years of experience 

in project consultation.

The Greengrants Model: 
Trusting the Wisdom of Local Advisors

The Greengrants model relies on the generous participation of more than a hundred 

volunteer advisors around the world who identify local organizations that can make 

effective use of a small grant (usually $500 to $15,000).

In Brazil, a team of advisors has been working together for most of Greengrants’ 

existence and has a wealth of experience and observations to draw on. This 

team, drawn from a range of organizations, has worked to nurture the growth 

of new organizations that can complement its work and help build a healthier 

environmental movement. 

This study began with a series of interviews with our Brazil advisors, and then 

widened to include conversations with grantees, Greengrants staff and other 

Brazilian and international organizations. 

Greengrants hopes that the report will be useful in helping to hone our 

grantmaking in Brazil and elsewhere, and we also hope it is helpful to other social 

change grantmakers. All grantmakers struggle to make the best possible decisions 

based on local needs and opportunities, and in a way we are all pioneers with very 

little data to help us know what choices will lead to the best long-term results. 

Though our Brazil experience will not always be directly applicable elsewhere, many 

lessons will certainly be relevant.
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Small Grants in Brazil: and Next Steps

Greengrants’ Legacy in Brazil to Date

• Support for creation of a new generation of organizations and leaders in Brazil

• Support for the growth of environmental networks and key organizations 

in networks

• Support for Greengrants advisors’ organizations, now key players in 

the movement

• Clear infl uence on many fronts, including the Paraguay-Paraná waterway, 

São Francisco River, Prodetur, Barra Grande and the IADB Pantanal Program

• Improved public participation in major policies, such as Prodetur community 

councils, the São Francisco basin council, and CONAMA

Next Steps

In 2005, Greengrants Brazil advisors formed an independent Brazil-based 

organization, CASA, that will carry on its grant program as a separate organization 

with its own strategic goals and a cast of new Brazilian and international donors. 

The report will enable CASA to move forward with confi dence in its approach.

To address aspects of this study, CASA is now experimenting with a new monitoring 

system that will track a set of grants in northeastern Brazil. The system is designed 

to improve documentation of grantee progress without creating undue costs or 

other burdens for grantees or CASA. 

CASA also is experimenting with using existing grantee partners to help identify and 

work with new grantees. In fact, more than 20 such groups are founding members 

of CASA. This will help distribute workload, improve reach and create a broader 

base of partners with grantmaking and monitoring expertise.  

To improve coordination among CASA and the Greengrants advisory boards that 

also make grants in Brazil (the Global and International Financial Institutions boards) 

each will now be sharing proposals in advance and increasing dialogue on key issues 

and initiatives.

Building Social Capital

The concept of social capital 

provides a useful framework 

for understanding the long-

term intent of Greengrants’ 

Brazil advisors. Much of 

their grantmaking has been 

designed to help weave a 

fabric of social capital that 

connects a wide range of 

organizations working across 

Brazil. The Brazil team has 

nurtured a vision focused 

on using its grants to build 

movements, networks and 

relationships among groups 

and institutions. The results 

of this study indicate that 

their patient eye to the long 

view has made a difference 

and is still regarded as the 

most effective grantmaking 

approach for Brazil, with 

its highly collaborative and 

engaged civil society.
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Strengths of Brazil Program

• One of the only programs in Brazil that focuses on building the capacity 

of small, grassroots environmental organizations and their networks

• Grants are not strictly tied to projects – unique approach

• One of the only grant programs in Brazil to support environmental 

advocacy, often an effective strategy for promoting change

• Regional advisor model links Greengrants advisors with local organizations

• Decentralized model facilitates local decision making

• Deep understanding of local issues

• Trust and access to local environmental networks

• Greengrants advisors’ reputation in Brazil provides high level of credibility

• Fast turnaround enables support at critical times

• Minimal bureaucracy and virtually no lead time

• Other small grants programs (GEF, GFW) require several months 

to evaluate proposals and disburse grants

• Grants can address emerging and emergency situations

• Flexibility in the use of funds

Weaknesses of Brazil Program

• Advisors have limited time and resources to devote to Greengrants activities 

such as grantee selection, mentoring, monitoring and evaluation

• Restricted selection process is based on personal contacts and may 

not be reaching deserving organizations

• Evaluation and feedback process could be more structured

• Need better coordination with Greengrants Global and IFI boards, 

which also make grants in Brazil

• Unclear guidelines for follow up funding

Characteristics of 
Successful Grantees

Grantee with a track record, 

however brief, and commitment 

to the issues

Clear objectives and the ability 

to formulate a plan and 

manage the project

Good leadership abilities of key 

people in organization

Expertise on environmental 

issues even if only at local 

level

Strong links to the community 

and good local support 

Organizations that combine 

social and environmental 

dimensions

Strengths, Weaknesses What works best?

Assessing Grant Strategies

The main goal of this study was to assess four primary grantmaking strategies: 

capacity building, networking, advocacy and direct service. These are 

discussed in detail on the next page spread. 

Participants emphasized the interrelationships among the four strategic approaches. 

For instance, networking strategies usually require capacity building, and successful 

advocacy often depends on effective networks. 

Participants also emphasized that the best strategy depends on the context and 

issue. For example, capacity-building strategies are seen as more important in places 

with few existing groups. Networking strategies are more effective when several 

groups are already working on an issue, and advocacy is most effective at critical 

moments as opportunities to infl uence policy arise.

The study found general agreement among participants that a well-designed small 

grants program can be an effective way to support social change over time. 

Participants agree that one grant in isolation is not as effective as a cluster of 

mutually supportive grants. 

Participants disagreed on whether it is best to concentrate funding on issues and 

places where a critical mass of environmental activity exists. Some participants felt 

this was more effective, while others felt that Greengrants should focus on areas 

that are underfunded or neglected.

Greengrants plays an 

invaluable role in Brazil: 

According to participants, 

Greengrants is still one of the 

few organizations providing 

small grants for grassroots 

environmental organizations 

in Brazil. Greengrants is unique 

in its use of volunteer advisors 

to identify grantees— and in 

its responsiveness to local 

needs and interests. Its ability 

to make grants quickly, with 

minimal red tape, has provided 

invaluable support to small, 

community-based groups 

throughout Brazil. An average 

grant of about $3,000 in Brazil 

represented more than half of 

the average grantee budget, 

thus giving a significant boost 

to these organizations and 

generally offering a high 

return on investment even at 

modest levels of funding.
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Capacity-Building Grants
Grants to help build capacity of startup groups received high marks from 

both Greengrants advisors and outside observers. These are often general 

support grants that might allow a group to hire or train staff, for instance. 

• Speed organizational development and increase survival rates. 

Greengrants often provides a group’s fi rst grant, coming at a time when 

the group has marshaled volunteer energy and is able to launch itself with 

tremendous momentum. 

• Take organizations to the next level and leverage further funding. Small 

grants help increase the confi dence of organizations, allowing them to chart a 

path toward greater effectiveness, continued growth, and increasing infl uence. 

A grant brings credibility with other donors, as well.

• Ensure continuity of work. Grants that allow groups to hire or maintain 

staff can help reduce reliance on volunteers and increase accountability. 

Many participants in the study noted the value of Greengrants’ willingness to 

allow grantees to use funds for operational needs, unlike other funders.

• Capacity-building grants can help an organization increase its visibility 

within the community and, in turn, increase community engagement. 

Grants can allow groups to gain the skills to conduct more sophisticated and 

effective public information and awareness programs.

Advocacy Grants
Grants to support advocacy gained the highest rating from outside 

observers, but were ranked third by Greengrants advisors. Greengrants is 

one of only a few grant sources for advocacy activities in Brazil.

• Alter the balance of power in key policy debates. Advocacy grants help 

mobilize groups, give them greater credibility, and provide resources to facilitate 

community participation, often keeping public pressure on policy makers.

• Increase public awareness of important issues. Advocacy grants, especially 

when tied to networking efforts, can play a critical role in bringing environmental 

issues to regional or national prominence.

• Help change or stop harmful projects or practices. Perhaps the most visible 

direct impact of advocacy grants has been to alter the course of proposed 

development projects with serious environmental consequences. Advocacy grants 

help groups conduct highly focused work on important local projects.

Networking Grants
Grants to strengthen networks of organizations were ranked second by 

Greengrants advisors and third by outside observers. Greengrants’ Brazil 

advisors have made a long-standing effort to make grants that support 

networks directly, allowing them to better coordinate activities and become 

more effective hubs for regional collaboration. 

• Ensure the survival of networks where funds are limited. Greengrants has 

been able to step in at critical moments and make grants to ensure the survival 

of existing activist networks struggling for fi nancial support.

• Support the formation of networks at critical moments. Network grants 

have been effective helping organizations join together in collaborative initiatives 

to take advantage of unique or urgent opportunities.

• Help networks gain representation in important policy councils. Small 

grants to networks have helped them get seats at the table and better 

representation for constituent groups when governments solicit input on 

policy decisions.

• Enable small organizations to plug into existing networks. Funds granted 

to groups wishing to participate in networks can benefi t both the group, 

which gains access to network resources, and the network, which broadens its 

constituency and reach.

Direct Service Grants
Grants for providing direct services received the lowest marks from 

Greengrants advisors and from outside observers. Study participants agreed 

that direct service grants were a costly way to support the environmental 

movement, especially given the limited funds available in Brazil.

• Support activities that are relevant to local interests. Projects such as 

recycling programs, sustainable forestry and environmental education can 

often be started with small amounts of funding and are often highly valued by 

community members. These projects are often people’s fi rst exposure to concepts 

of sustainability.

• Support innovative projects that can be replicated. Direct service grants 

can fund new and creative approaches to solving local challenges, and these 

solutions may have potential for replication.

• Help build the environmental movement at the grassroots level. Direct 

service projects enable local groups to gain organizational skills, build local 

constituencies and gain better access to funding from other sources.

According to Brazil Board 

member Alcides Faria, more 

than half of Brazil’s most 

important environmental 

organizations today were once 

Greengrants recipients.

Brazil advisors will often 

recommend grants to several 

organizations working on 

the same issue to encourage 

collaboration, networking 

and a broad range of 

participating voices.

Brazil’s environmental 

movement has tended to be 

highly collaborative, with 

smaller groups joining forces 

perhaps more readily than in 

other countries. Networking 

activities have better results 

when there is a clear focus 

and objective. Grants with 

vague objectives such as 

network strengthening are 

less effective than grants with 

specific goals and a clear plan.

Direct service grants are 

seen as most valuable when 

designed to build a group’s 

capacity or when made in 

tandem with support from 

other sources.

How Grant Strategies Measured Up
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Strengths of Brazil Program

• One of the only programs in Brazil that focuses on building the capacity 

of small, grassroots environmental organizations and their networks

• Grants are not strictly tied to projects – unique approach

• One of the only grant programs in Brazil to support environmental 

advocacy, often an effective strategy for promoting change

• Regional advisor model links Greengrants advisors with local organizations

• Decentralized model facilitates local decision making

• Deep understanding of local issues

• Trust and access to local environmental networks

• Greengrants advisors’ reputation in Brazil provides high level of credibility

• Fast turnaround enables support at critical times

• Minimal bureaucracy and virtually no lead time

• Other small grants programs (GEF, GFW) require several months 

to evaluate proposals and disburse grants

• Grants can address emerging and emergency situations

• Flexibility in the use of funds

Weaknesses of Brazil Program

• Advisors have limited time and resources to devote to Greengrants activities 

such as grantee selection, mentoring, monitoring and evaluation

• Restricted selection process is based on personal contacts and may 

not be reaching deserving organizations

• Evaluation and feedback process could be more structured

• Need better coordination with Greengrants Global and IFI boards, 

which also make grants in Brazil

• Unclear guidelines for follow up funding

Characteristics of 
Successful Grantees

Grantee with a track record, 

however brief, and commitment 

to the issues

Clear objectives and the ability 

to formulate a plan and 

manage the project

Good leadership abilities of key 

people in organization

Expertise on environmental 

issues even if only at local 

level

Strong links to the community 

and good local support 

Organizations that combine 

social and environmental 

dimensions

Strengths, Weaknesses What works best?
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