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General comments 
 
An effective safeguard system contains a number of key elements.  Even a cursory review of existing 
safeguard systems already in effect in other agencies and institutions will reveal these as crucial 
elements to developing a safeguard system that will have practical and positive impacts on the 
development impact of the agency in question.  These minimum institutional requirements include:  

- Safeguard requirements  
- Monitoring of practice to ensure compliance  
- Grievance Mechanism in cases of violation of non-compliance 
- Access to information or disclosure requirements  

We will review here below our recommendations for each of these elements, and the extent to which 
they are accounted for in the proposals before the GEF.  We will also address substantive concerns 
with the Safeguard requirements themselves.  
 
Monitoring  
 
The proposed GEF Policy has no mention of any system for monitoring or following up the actual 
practice of the executing agencies that it assesses meet these minimum criteria for project 
implementation. This is particularly surprising given the recommendations provided to the GEF 
Council in November 2010 that “recommended that the GEF adopt a principles-based approach to 
assess whether GEF Project Agency applicants have adopted and are applying adequate 
environmental and social safeguard policies to their projects”1. Without a system for regularly 
monitoring the application of agency standards, it is difficult to see how the GEF will be able to 
assure itself and member countries that executing agencies are indeed ‘applying adequate 
environmental and social safeguard policies to their projects’.  
 
A monitoring system under which the GEF would assume responsibility for random spot-checking of 
agency application of policies and requirements to meet the GEF principles should be developed to 
ensure that the GEF principles are indeed being adhered to in practice.   
 
Grievance Mechanisms 
 
In cases where projects implemented with GEF financing fail to meet the objectives outlined in the 
GEF safeguard principles, there must be an avenue for affected peoples or persons to raise these 
concerns with the GEF directly, in a manner and form appropriate to them. Such a ‘grievance 
mechanism’ would need to be designed carefully to ensure that it is expanding access to appropriate 
redress for peoples and persons affected by either negative social or environmental impacts of GEF-
financed projects and would provide the GEF with an invaluable source of project-level feedback and 
learning to improve project design and financing choices.  
 
Social aspects of risk and harm 
 
The GEF has historically recognized the social dimension of its projects and investments, not least 
through its adoption of the Public Involvement in GEF-financed Projects Policy approved by the GEF 
                                                   
1  GEF Policies on Environmental and Social Safeguards and Gender Mainstreaming, GEF/C.40/10, April 

26, 2011, paragraph 1 (emphasis added) citing recommendations from GEF/C.39/7/Rev.2, Broadening of 
the GEF Partnership under Paragraph 28 of the GEF Instrument: Key Policy Issues and GEF/35/8/Rev.2, 
Accreditation Procedure for GEF Project Agencies. 



Current as of May 22 

   
 

Council in April 1996. However the draft environmental and social safeguards fail to incorporate 
social risks or impact assessments into the management framework proposed. It is worth noting that 
this is at odds with the policies of many of the GEF Executing Agencies.  
 
The policy is defined as having the key objective to “prevent and mitigate any unintended negative 
impacts to people and the environment”.2 It is impossible to see how this objective could be met if the 
GEF does not require that executing agencies assess what negative social impacts are possible, 
probable or expected. In line with other agencies, and with the objective of the proposed policy, the 
first mandatory safeguard should be expanded and re-defined to fulfill the internationally agreed 
minimum standard for impact assessments for development agencies, an environmental and social 
impact assessment system.  
 
‘Do no harm’ is not enough  
 
The policy paper provided as Annex I to a discussion document for the GEF Council is put forward as 
a framework for ‘do no harm’ in GEF financed investments and projects. Conversely, the Policy on 
Gender Mainstreaming (Annex II) is described as a positive ‘do good’ framework for the GEF 
investment assessments. While the utility of a safeguard system in ‘safeguarding’ potentially impacted 
areas and people(s) is clear, and certainly forms an absolute minimum for protection of the rights of 
indigenous peoples, such a system must not preclude positive action to proactively address the cause 
of social disadvantage, environmental damage or loss of biodiversity.  
 
This is particularly relevant in the case of Safeguard 4 (Indigenous Peoples). Safeguard standards for 
indigenous peoples have undergone significant changes over the past ten years, largely as a result of 
advocacy by indigenous peoples themselves.  They have consistently argued for a development 
paradigm that views them as active partners in development investments and conservation activities 
impacting on them, and as part of this have emphasized their right to free, prior and informed consent 
over such projects and investments. In line with UN standards, including the UN Declaration on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and operational documents such as the UNDP Policy of Partnership 
with Indigenous Peoples, the GEF should instead engage proactively in promoting the interests and 
rights of indigenous peoples.  
 
Specific text recommendations are included in this note that address the minimum standards required 
to ‘do no harm’ in the context of development investments impacting the lands, resources and 
livelihoods of indigenous peoples. However the broader recommendation is that a Policy on 
Indigenous Peoples be formulated and framed in close and continued consultation with indigenous 
peoples.  
 
Improved performance and upwards harmonization  
 
When introducing a set of principles according to which GEF Agencies will be assessed, it is 
important not to lessen or weaken the existing agreed standards of those executing agencies. It would 
be welcomed if this policy document made explicit a commitment to meet at least the existing 
standards of the executing agencies.  
 

                                                   
2  GEF Policies on Environmental and Social Safeguards and Gender Mainstreaming, GEF/C.40/10, April 

26, 2011, paragraph 2 
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Use of the World Bank standards  
 
The proposed GEF Policy on Environmental and Social Safeguards is based on existing World Bank 
standards (based primarily on Operational Policy 4.00 on the use of country systems). It is worth 
noting in this context that not only is the World Bank lagging behind other executing agencies in 
some safeguard areas key to the GEF mandate (particularly on protections offered to indigenous 
peoples) but additionally that the World Bank has recent announced comprehensive review of its 
safeguard policies, standards and procedures in recognition that its current approach is outdated and in 
need of real reform.  
 
Given this background information, and the on-going deep review of the World Bank standards, it 
would be more appropriate for the GEF to strive to meet and improve existing international standards, 
including the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples and incorporating GEF Agency 
standards on a principle that existing standards should be strengthened and harmonized.  
 
Exclusion List 
 
We note the welcome inclusion of no-financing criteria in Safeguard 2 on Natural Habitats. In line 
with other international financial institutions, a specific set of activities that will not be financed by 
the GEF in any instance would be welcomed.  Such lists are already present in a number of GEF 
agencies.  
 
In specific relation to indigenous peoples, a lack of a clear prohibition for financing the involuntary 
relocation of indigenous peoples from their traditional lands, resources and territories is particularly 
difficult as it directly contravenes international law in this respect.  
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Specific recommendations to the GEF Policy and Safeguard Standards 
 

OVERVIEW OF GEF POLICY ON ENVIRONMENTAL AND SOCIAL SAFEGUARDS 
 
As described in ‘general comments’ above, the GEF Policy on Environmental and Social Safeguards 
requires some basic alterations if it is to function appropriately and meet its own objectives.  At a 
minimum, we recommend the text changes provided here. All text is taken from GEF Policies on 
Environmental and Social Safeguards and Gender Mainstreaming, Draft of April 12, 2011. 
 

11. 

 

17. 

 
 

APPLICATION TO THE TEN GEF AGENCIES  
 

24. 
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1. Environmental [and Social Impact] Assessment 

 
The first safeguard is intended to provide the minimum standards for the initial assessment phase of 
any investment or project cycle, and is thus accordingly named ‘Environmental Assessment’ 
safeguard. All ten GEF agencies and the GEF itself (through its Policy on Public Participation) have 
recognized the importance of the social aspects of risk assessments and impact assessments, and the 
need to involve the public in such assessments and in the management of projects. By restricting 
Safeguard 1 to environmental assessment, the safeguards fail to meet exiting standards set by GEF 
agencies and fail to provide the protections this safeguard policy was intended to provide.  
 

 

 

 

 

7. 

 
 

2. Natural habitats 
 
The second safeguard is rightly recognized as relating directly to the central mandate of the GEF and 
the inclusion of non-financing options under points 6 and 7 under minimum requirements is useful. 
However the safeguard appears to allow financing to proceed for projects that would result in 
significant conversion or degradation of critical natural habitats.  This is in direct violation of the 
mandate of the GEF.  
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3. Involuntary Resettlement  
 
The consequences of carrying out involuntary resettlement of indigenous peoples are nothing short of 
disastrous. The World Bank itself recognized this in a study on resettlement that noted “[t]he potential 
for violating individual and group rights under domestic and international law makes compulsory 
resettlement unlike any other project activity. … Carrying out resettlement in a manner that respects 
the rights of affected persons is not just an issue of compliance with the law, but also constitutes 
sound development practice.”3   
 
While the Bank refers above to all individuals relocated, for indigenous peoples, forcible relocation 
has the additional threat of severing entirely their various and collective relationships with their 
ancestral lands.4 As observed by the former UN Sub-Commission, “where population transfer is the 
primary cause for an indigenous people's land loss, it constitutes a principal factor in the process of 
ethnocide;”5 and, “[f]or indigenous peoples, the loss of ancestral land is tantamount to the loss of 
cultural life, with all its implications.”6 
 
This issue could be most directly addressed by instituting a ban on financing of such projects in an 
exclusion list. If such a list is not developed by the GEF, then this issue needs to be addressed either 
with a prohibition against involuntary resettlement of indigenous peoples in Safeguard 3, or by 
institution of a requirement for free, prior and informed consent prior to any land acquisition, use or 
transfer involving indigenous peoples, in Safeguard 4.  
 

4. Indigenous Peoples 
 
As stated previously, a Policy on Indigenous Peoples must provide for pro-active and positive 
partnerships with indigenous peoples, particularly for the GEF where such strong agreements and 
protections for the knowledge, role and rights of indigenous peoples already exist under the Rio 
conventions. In particular, there must be reference to guidance documents developed under the 
Conventions such as the Akwe: kon Guidelines and the Nagoya Protocol, and to the overarching 
framework of the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).  
 
As part of this, the right to free, prior and informed consent (already recognized by GEF agencies) 
must be included as a principle in the newly proposed safeguards or they will risk weakening and 
reneging on existing agreements.  
 

1. 

                                                   
3  Resettlement and Development: The Bankwide Review of Projects Involving Involuntary Resettlement 

1986-1993. The World Bank, Environment Department: Washington D.C. 1994, at ¼. 
4  For an extensive overview of the impact on indigenous peoples of relocation caused by dams, see, Dams, 

Indigenous Peoples and Ethnic Minorities. Indigenous Affairs, Vol. 3-4, International Work Group on 
Indigenous Affairs and Forest Peoples Programme (1999), especially, M. Colchester, Introduction, 4-55. 

5  The human rights dimensions of population transfer, including the implantation of settlers. Preliminary 
report prepared by Mr. A.S. Al-Khasawneh and Mr. R. Hatano. UN Doc. E/CN.4/Sub.2/1993/17*, at para. 
101. 

6  Id. at para. 336. 
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