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Good morning and welcome. On behalf of our CEO Monique Barbut, I want to thank you all for coming to this important event: we have 13 countries represented here today from the GEF family along with observers from our sister agencies at  UNDP, UNEP, the World Bank, FAO and UNIDO, as well as from the NGO community. We look forward to an active and productive session over the next few days.
The GEF also extends its thanks to the Government of Egypt for hosting this important meeting. I want to take one moment to recognize some of our hosts, especially to P.M. Mr. Moataz Khalil, Head of Environment & Sustainable Development Department, and Dr. Mawaheb Aboul Azm, Chief Executive Officer - Egyptian Environmental Affairs Agency (EEAA) - Ministry of State for Environmental Affairs, who are the GEF national counterparts, as well as to H. E. Mr. Maged George Minister of State for Environmental Affairs. We also want to thank the organizers of the meeting (Tehmina Akhtar, Frances Lim and the team of the CSP in New York). 
I would like to start by mentioning something that is relevant to highlight in a meeting like this: global environmental problems are worsening rather than improving. From climate change to species extinction; from pollution to rapidly degrading ecosystem services that provide water, food and air to the most vulnerable populations, there is reason to worry. Even past successes may be reversed, in the case of new threats to the ozone layer with consequent effects on glaciers and human health, just to mentions a few. Since these problems concern public goods, public funding must play a key role in addressing these issues; nature knows no political lines. Your presence here today shows the commitment of your countries and this region to address global environmental challenges. 
We are finalizing the fourth GEF replenishment, and in few months, the fifth replenishment will start. This coincides with a period in which the planet is facing unprecedented challenges on many fronts. The essential services supplied by the Earth’s healthy ecosystems –including the provision of food, fuel, and fiber; the regulation of climate and water; and the support of primary production, soil formation and nutrient cycling— are no longer assured. Given the extension, complexity and dimension of these problems, the GEF mission as an international organization that provides funds to address problems such as the ones already described is more relevant than ever. 
As you know over the last two years we have been working very hard at the secretariat to improve our effectiveness with faster response times and a shorter project cycle.  Clearly though more needs to be done and your presence here today will help move us forward. Looking forward the fifth replenishment, the GEF Secretariat has several proposals that will be presented for the Council’s consideration during the coming meetings. Some of these proposals coincide with recommendations presented by the Evaluation Office, which are consistent with the findings from the Fourth Overall Performance Evaluation (which will be presented here) and from the RAF Mid-Term Evaluation. One of the main purposes for this meeting is to share with you the most critical proposals in order to obtain your valuable feedback. We know that there is still some room for improving. For this reason, we would like to hear your opinions and concerns about the future of the GEF.

When we consider that resources remain limited even as the costs for solving global environmental issues are increasing dramatically, supporting the GEF makes a lot of sense given it acts in a coordinated manner. However we need your input at this meeting to ensure that the current alliance between the GEF, the agencies and countries (which includes governments, civil society, private sector and local communities) will continue being effective. We have no doubt that as a result of this meeting, we will be able to forge mutually rewarding partnerships to build a sustainable future for your countries and the resources we jointly share.
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