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Open Letter to ADB on Safeguard Policy Update 
 

NO to Weakened Standards 
YES to Accountability 

 
Dear Mr. Kuroda, 
 
As you are aware, the Asian Development Bank initiated a review of its Involuntary 
Resettlement Policy, Environment Policy and Indigenous Peoples Policy, collectively known as 
the Safeguard Policies, in July 2005. As civil society organizations concerned with ADB 
operations, we’d like to offer this letter as our comment on the Safeguard Policy Update. 
 
ADB’s Safeguard Policies are essential to its stated mission of poverty reduction and were 
developed to guarantee certain standards of social and environmental protection in ADB funded 
projects. As a public institution with a development mandate, ADB should strengthen its 
environmental and social standards and hold ADB management accountable for policy 
implementation. In particular, ADB should: 
 

• Uphold and ensure compliance with international human rights, labor and 
environmental laws, conventions, and norms. The policies should reference relevant 
international laws and standards and ensure that projects are designed and implemented 
in accordance with member countries’ applicable international commitments.  

 
• Develop clear and comprehensive social and environmental policy frameworks that 

demonstrate a commitment to sustainable development and poverty reduction. In ADB-
supported projects, the ADB and clients should continue to be required to meet ADB 
safeguard policy requirements.  

 
• Establish mechanisms for compliance and ensure accountability for results on the 

ground.  The updated policies should state the intended objective or outcome of the 
policy and ensure that borrower and ADB compliance with that objective will be 
monitored, evaluated, and reported on a project-by-project basis.  The policies should 
also outline the specific procedures to be followed by ADB and its borrowers to achieve 
these objectives. 

 
• Protect the rights of all affected communities and ensure respect for indigenous 

peoples’ internationally guaranteed rights, including their rights of ownership over 
lands and resources traditionally owned or otherwise occupied and used, and only support 
projects that have the free, prior and informed consent of indigenous peoples arrived at 
through their customary decision-making processes.  

 
We welcomed ADB’s leadership in establishing a strong Public Communications Policy and 
Accountability Mechanism. However, based on the ADB’s October 2005 Safeguard Policy 
Update Discussion Note, experience with ADB projects, and past initiatives at other multilateral 
development banks (MDBs), we fear that unless clear statements are made to the contrary at the 
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outset, the Safeguard Update at the ADB will provide an opening to weaken social and 
environmental standards in substance, spirit and scope. By way of context, we also note that this 
“update” is being initiated at a time when we perceive the following perverse trends, which 
threaten to move ADB farther away from its development mandate: 

 
• Flexible Principles and No Accountability. Instead of increasing minimum standards in 

order to better protect the rights of people in ADB member countries, the Discussion 
Note indicates the ADB is planning to move towards a discretionary system of weakened 
social and environmental “principles.” ADB is laying the groundwork for a shift to 
emphasize Country Systems and move away from international standards, to which ADB 
should be held accountable. 

 
�    ADB’s Borrowers: “Money with No Safeguard Strings Attached”. Large OCR 

borrowers have made it known that they see safeguard policies as an obstacle to speedy 
project processing and headache-free project implementation. Some borrowers disagree 
with the protections afforded vulnerable groups and the environment under ADB’s 
current policies.  

 
�    The ADB is not in Demand: The ADB is concerned about its stagnating lending and its 

“relevance” to its clients. This concern confirms the schizophrenia that the ADB suffers 
from: does ADB want to be a bank or a development agency? ADB cannot lower its 
standards to entice borrowers to take its loans. ADB should measure its success by the 
number of developing countries that no longer require its services, or by cultivating 
borrowers that welcome the highest social and environmental safeguards to promote 
poverty reduction and sustainable development.   

 
There is a fundamental lack of accountability for safeguard compliance and achievement of 
safeguard policy objectives at the ADB. Although the ADB’s accountability mechanisms have 
documented safeguard policy violations in many projects in different countries, areas of non-
compliance — and the harm they caused local communities — have still not been satisfactorily 
addressed at either the project or systemic level. We urge the ADB to consider the potential of 
this review process to learn from the challenges of the past, and design systems for addressing 
and remedying problems in the future.  
 
Staff at the MDBs consistently tell us that once the Bank approves a loan or guarantee, its 
leverage over borrowers is limited. ADB has rarely, if ever, sanctioned clients for failure to 
comply with safeguard policies during project implementation, even if the project’s objectives 
are undermined by policy violations. Additionally, there are no sanctions for ADB management 
or staff who violate safeguard policy requirements and/or fail to ensure borrowers’ compliance. 
It is also a problem that the ADB provides little or no incentives for management or staff to 
ensure safeguard policy compliance. Faced with this accountability deficit, there is no 
justification for ADB’s proposed move to a more “flexible” or discretionary safeguard 
framework. 
 
We hope that you will provide leadership to ensure the rights of the weakest and most 
marginalized citizens of ADB DMCs are not violated by ADB operations. We urge you to 
communicate the importance of strong social and environmental standards to ADB’s 
management, staff and its borrowers and ensure accountability for policy implementation.  
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Endorsed by 
 
Lee Tan  
Australian Conservation 
Foundation 
Australia 

Michael Simon 
Oxfam Australia 
Australia 
 

Ahmed Swapan Mahmud 
VOICE 
Bangladesh 
 

Ashraf-ul-Alam Tutu 
Coastal Development 
Partnership 
Bangladesh 

S. B.M. Shafiqul Islam 
Paani Committee 
Bangladesh 
 

Shahidul Islam 
Uttaran 
Bangladesh 
 

Zakir Kibria 
BanglaPraxis 
Bangladesh 

Johan Cottenie 
11.11.11 
Belgium 
 

Jan Cappelle,  
Proyecto Gato  
Belgium 

Chhith Sam Ath 
The NGO Forum on 
Cambodia 
Cambodia 

Ulrike Bey 
German NGO working group 
on ADB 
Germany 

Knud Vocking 
Urgewald 
Germany 
 

Mohammad Riza 
YAYASAN DUTA AWAM, 
Indonesia 

Dian Kartika Sari 
INFID 
Indonesia 

Narender 
PAIRVI,  
India 

Jitn Yumnam 
Forum for Indigenous 
Perspectives and Action  
India 

Ravindranath. 
River Basin Friends   
India 

Arup Kumar Saikia 
Rural Volunteers Centre  
India 

Ranjan Panda 
Water Initiatives Orissa 
India 

Citizen's Concern for Dams 
and Development, 
India 

Charmaine Rodrigues 
Commonwealth Human 
Rights Initiative, 
India 

Vidya Dinker 
NGO Task Force on ADB 
Mangalore,  
India. 

Gururaja Budhya 
Urban Research Center 
India 

Yuki Tanabe 
JACSES 
Japan 

Katsuhiko Sato 
Public Services International 
Malaysia 

Dina Mani Pokharel 
ActionAid 
Nepal 

Gopal Siwakoti “Chintan” 
South Asian Solidarity for 
Rivers and People 
Nepal 

Prabin Man Singh 
Water and Energy Users' 
Federation 
Nepal 

Longenna Ginting 
Friends of the Earth-
International 
Netherlands 

Marnix Becking 
Bothends,  
Netherlands 

Andrew Preston 
Association for International 
Water Studies (FIVAS) 
Norway 

Zafar Iqbal Lund 
Hirrak Development Center 
Pakistan 
 
 
 

Khadim Hussain 
Actionaid-Pakistan  
Pakistan 
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Sikander Brohi 
Participatory Development 
Initiatives  
Pakistan. 

Almah Tararia 
The PNG Eco-forestry Forum 
Inc. 
Papua New Guinea 

Hemantha Withanage 
NGO Forum on ADB 
Philippines. 

Joan Carling 
Cordillera Peoples Alliance, 
Philippines 

Violeta P. Corral,  
Public Services International 
Research Unit,  
Philippines 

Manny C. Calonzo 
Global Alliance for 
Incinerator Alternatives  
Philippines 

Dilena Pathragoda, 
Sri Lankan Working Group on 
Trade and IFIs 
Sri Lanka 

Attorney Ravindranath 
Dabare,  
Centre For Environmental 
Justice 
Sri Lanka 

Lalanath de Silva  
International Public Interest 
Defenders, 
Switzerland 

Alisa Loveman 
Earthrights International, 
Thailand 

Shiney Varghese 
Institute for Agriculture and 
Trade Policy 
USA 

Shannon Lawrence 
Environmental Defense 
USA 
 

Aviva Imhof 
International Rivers Network 
USA 

Manish Bapna 
Bank Information Center 
USA 

Dilbar Zainutdinova 
Armon 
Uzbekistan 

 
 
Copied for Information to:- 
 
ADB Board of Directors 
Director General, RSDD, ADB 
 
 


