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Overview: Rationale for Upstream assessment and planning 

 

Project-level environmental and social impact assessments (ESIAs) are essential to improve 

project design while preventing and mitigating risk. However, by the time a project has reached 

the preparation stage (when these ESIAs are done), plausible alternatives to address the same 

development priorities are not considered and rather risk analysis and mitigation measures are 

limited to the project already in preparation.  

There is currently no mandate for the Bank to upstream assessment instruments to a level prior to 

individual project conception which would allow the Bank to assess the risks associated with 

sectors writ large and make programmatic decisions accordingly. 

The Bank has a precedent of doing sector-level assessments, and has also piloted Country 

Environmental Analyses (CEA) in at least 24 countries. We recommend that these types of 

“upstream” level assessments be made mandatory and systematized in the new Safeguards 

framework to allow for the integration of environmental and social criteria at the broader 

strategy/sector level and to help inform project selection and design.  

Specific Recommendations 

 

1. Upstream planning, during or before the time of Systematic Country Diagnostic and 

Country Partnership Framework preparation, is a critically important opportunity to 

protect the planet’s ecological boundaries and find the least environmentally and social 

damaging ways to achieve the Bank’s poverty reduction objectives.  The importance of 

upstream planning is recognized in the Bank’s own documents including Energy 

Directions, by the IDA 17 Deputies, in US NEPA law and other national laws around the 

world, and by the US Congress. 

 

2. Voluntary guidance will not be enough, the Bank needs binding policy requirements to 

ensure upstream planning takes place.  There are several safeguard policies where 

binding requirements for upstream planning could be added.  These include the 

safeguards on environmental assessment, climate change, forests, natural habitats, 

Indigenous Peoples and possibly others. 

 

3. Upstream planning will be more effective if it takes an integrated and ecosystem-based 

approach.  Assessment of large dams, for example, should not be done dam by dam, but 

by watershed/r basin/river ecosystem, at a scale that will make it possible to judge overall 

impacts of proposed development options and choose the best combination for poverty 

reduction and sustainability.     

  

4. Depending on country situations and the nature of the Bank’s proposed strategy, there are 

a variety of tools that could be used to address upstream planning requirements, including  

 integrated resource planning/ landscape approaches,  

 low carbon development strategies, 

 strategic environmental and social assessment (SESA),  

 country environmental analysis,  



 REDD+ readiness plans, and others. 

 

5. Whatever tool or tools are used in a particular country, it is essential for there to be a 

binding requirement for public availability of documents with significant environmental 

and social analysis, and meaningful public participation, well in advance of decision 

making (e.g., 120 days) on the CAS/Country Partnership Framework. The Bank’s Access 

to Information Policy must provide for full disclosure of upstream planning analyses and 

associated documents. 

 

6. Policy & process coherence:  One aspect that seems to be missing from the World 

Bank’s safeguards and related policies is overall coherence.  For example, support for 

coal-burning power plants and palm oil plantations that destroy natural habitats is 

inconsistent with Bank goals of mitigating climate change, conserving biodiversity, and 

promoting sustainability.  While the Bank has developed specific policies (e.g. the WB 

Group Framework and IFC Strategy to guide future engagement in the global palm oil 

sector, adopted in April 2011), the Bank lacks an overarching policy to avoid missteps 

such as happened with its support for palm oil, or (in our view) the US$ 3.75 billion 

Eskom power project financed by the Bank in South Africa.  As a model in this area, the 

Bank might consider the European Union’s commitment in this area.  The EU Council 

states that the EU  

o  is increasingly aware that better development cooperation will not suffice to 

enable the developing countries to reach the Millennium Development Goals 

(MDGs). There is also a need for an effective improvement in the coherence of 

developed countries' policies. In recognition of that fact, the EU has made policy 

coherence for development (PCD) a central pillar in its concerted effort to realise 

the MDGs, aiming at building synergies between policies and development 

objectives, increasing the effectiveness of development aid. [See 

http://www.consilium.europa.eu/policies/eu-development-policy-(ec-

wbesite)/main-themes/policy-coherence-for-development?lang=en.] 

 

7. One way to improve coherence is to reduce the Bank’s engagement in projects with high 

likelihood of negative social and environmental impacts.  These could be addressed in the 

safeguards through an “exclusion” list, consisting of types of projects not eligible for 

finance (say, industrial scale logging or coal mining).  This already applies to other 

activities that are inconsistent with the Bank’s goals, and is consistent with the “do no 

harm” mission of safeguards. 

 

8.  Another way to improve coherence is to carry out robust upstream planning, including by 

adopting an ecosystem-based approach (EBA) in any projects that affect the 

environment and land use.  EBA has been most frequently referred to in the context of 

climate adaptation; in this context EBA refers to the use of natural systems as a way to 

buffer the worst impacts of climate change, maintain the resilience of natural ecosystems, 

their ecosystem services and the species that support them, and help people adapt to 

changing conditions. EBA for adaptation is an important and often-overlooked 
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complement to other modes of adaptation, which include infrastructure development and 

technological solutions—from levees to desalination systems. Ecosystem-based 

adaptation also refers to conservation actions—such as watershed protection—that 

protect people from the impacts of climate change.  See: 

http://www.conservation.org/Documents/CI_Climate_Solutions_Adaptation.pdf.
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9. The idea of coherence is applicable in the context of Bank safeguards not only to 

environmental policies, but also to governance and social policies & processes.  In these 

areas, we recommend a rights-based approach (RBA).  This means a commitment to 

mainstream basic human rights as a fundamental element of social sustainability, 

recognizing that activities that abrogate such rights are neither sustainable nor 

contributing to human development.  Effective RBA commitments would include to:  

1. Respect human rights: respect internationally proclaimed human rights and take no 

action that contributes to the infringement of human rights;  

2. Promote human rights and human well-being within conservation programs: support 

and promote the protection and realization of human rights within [our] programs, while 

also respecting the cultural values of local populations and the sovereignty of States 

within which we work;  

3. Protect the vulnerable: protect the peoples who are most vulnerable to infringements 

of their rights and the ecosystems that sustain them;  

4. Encourage good governance: support the improvement of governance systems, 

including elements such as legal, policy and institutional frameworks, and procedures for 

equitable participation, conflict resolution and accountability;  

5. Work in partnership: seek to incorporate the knowledge and contributions of partners 

to ensure that our Rights-based Approach results in lasting and fundamental 

improvements for nature and human well-being.  

A rights-based approach makes “business sense” as part of an overall safeguards framework 

because it will reduce social risk for the Bank.  RBA improves coherence, sustainability, and the 

likelihood that projects will indeed contribute to the Bank’s twin goals.  

 

### 

 

For further information/discussion, please contact: 

Mr. Ladd Connell, Director, Multilateral Relations 

Conservation International 

lconnell@conservation.org 

+1 (703) 341-2557. 

 

                                                           
1 It is worth noting that the Bank itself has studied and reported the benefits of such approaches; see 

http://siteresources.worldbank.org/ENVIRONMENT/Resources/ESW_EcosystemBasedApp.pdf 
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