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Executive Summary
Across Latin America and the world, governments and investors are pushing for a dramatic
increase in investments in infrastructure, mining, and energy projects to address global
development needs and fulfill the Sustainable Development Goals.
Finance is critical for the realization of human rights and sustainable development. But when
development interventions fail to engage with local communities and safeguard their human
rights, development becomes a dangerous enterprise.
Too often these investments are designed and executed without the participation or respect for
the human rights of poor or marginalized communities – arguably the very people who should be
development’s priority beneficiaries.
Social movements and civil society groups who try to influence development decisions or voice
concerns increasingly find themselves subjected to threats and attacks as governments move to
criminalize protest and crackdown on human rights and environmental groups.
For this reason, civil society groups around the world have joined together to call on
development financiers and their shareholders to ensure that their activities do not contribute to
human rights violations, to safeguard human rights and environmental defenders, and to support
an enabling environment for public participation in development.
Introduction
Across Latin America and the world, governments and investors are pushing for a dramatic
increase in investments in infrastructure, mining, and energy projects to address global
development needs and fulfill the Sustainable Development Goals.1 While the need for
development finance is indeed great, too often these investments are designed and executed
without the participation or respect for the human rights of poor or marginalized communities –
arguably the very people who should be development’s priority beneficiaries. While
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development finance has reached new heights, so has inequality.2 At the same time as
governments are pushing for increased investments, many are rolling back critical social and
environmental protections such as environmental licensing requirements or labor laws that can
help strengthen development initiatives and mitigate adverse impacts.3 Social movements and
civil society groups who try to influence development decisions or voice concerns increasingly
find themselves subjected to threats and attacks as governments move to criminalize protest and
crackdown on human rights and environmental groups.4
Finance is critical for the realization of human rights and sustainable development. But when
development interventions fail to engage with local communities and safeguard their human
rights, development becomes a dangerous enterprise.
In 2009, the World Bank’s International Finance Corporation (IFC) made a $30 million loan to
the Dinant Corporation, a Honduran agribusiness company.5 The project was designed to expand
Dinant’s palm oil plantations and support development of a biogas facility. The project was
assessed as a sustainable development initiative with only moderate social and environmental
risk.6 Instead, between 2009 and 2013, peasant farmers on and around Dinant’s palm oil
plantations were subjected to violent forced evictions, with over 40 deaths linked to Dinant’s
security forces.7
In another example in 2011, the Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) approved $72 million
in financing for a large-scale windfarm and transmission project in the Tehuantepec isthmus of
Oaxaca, Mexico, called the Mareña Renovables Wind Project.8 The project was heralded as the
biggest windfarm in Latin America, and a boon to renewable energy.9 But project implementers
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violated local indigenous peoples’ rights.10 When communities protested the expropriation of
their lands, negative impacts on biodiversity, and disruption of their local fishing economy, they
were threatened, physically attacked, and thrown in jail.11
In the Crosshairs
In a 2016 report, Michel Forst, the UN Special Rapporteur on the situation of human rights
defenders warned of what he called a “disturbing trend of increasing violence, intimidation,
harassment and demonization of the brave individuals and groups who strive to defend and
promote environmental and land rights.”12 Forst highlighted the connection between these
attacks and development activities, noting evidence that “most of those facing threats are those
opposing land grabbing, extractive industries, industrial timber trade and large-scale
development projects.”13 According to the watchdog group Global Witness, more than three
environmental and human rights defenders are killed each week.14 Latin America tops the list as
the most dangerous region for environmental human rights defenders.15
These defenders, often indigenous or women, many of whom do not consider themselves
activists, are on the frontlines of sustainable development. They work to safeguard and develop
their communities and to protect their environment. They are essential for a sustainable
development future, yet they are the ones caught, as Peter Bosshard of International Rivers has
said, in the crosshairs of development.16
Attacks against defenders in the context of development activities can take many forms.17 In
some cases, individuals or groups who speak up are labeled as anti-development or subjected to
public smear campaigns. They may be brought up on false charges, receive threats or be
subjected to illegal surveillance or blackmail. Non-governmental organizations may be
threatened with loss of funding or deregistration, or have their members banned from travel.
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Protests may be violently repressed. Leaders may be targets of unlawful detention, sexual
violence and other violent attacks, enforced disappearance, and killings. The attacks may come
from government officials, companies, private security forces, or third parties.
Reconfiguring the Development Equation
While development banks have in many cases contributed to human rights abuses, in other cases,
these institutions have helped to prevent them. Over decades, civil society has fought to secure
social and environmental protections within development banks. These protections include
policies on access to information, standards for environmental management, and requirements
that governments or companies consult with local communities. They also include independent
grievance mechanisms which can help to provide remedy where policies are violated or
communities are harmed. These reforms have been critically important in improving
development processes and outcomes, especially where governments or corporate actors are not
transparent or accountable, or where civil society space is restricted.
But while many development banks have adopted stronger social and environmental protections,
they still often fail to ensure meaningful consultation or to effectively identify and mitigate
human rights risks. In the Dinant palm oil investment, an internal investigation in 2013 revealed
that the IFC failed to identify blatant extreme human rights risks, including the presence of
serious land conflicts and allegations linking Dinant to violence and drug activity, and failed to
address these risks even when brought to their attention.18 In the Mareña Renovables windfarm
investment, the IDB failed to ensure meaningful consultations with local indigenous
communities or to anticipate the potential for conflict.19
When Honduran indigenous leader Berta Cáceres was killed in 2015 for her opposition to a dam
project, the issue of defenders in development was thrust into the spotlight like never before.20
Cáceres was part of a movement of indigenous communities fighting against the Agua Zarca
dam and myriad other development projects being implemented on their territory without their
consent. Cáceres had received numerous death threats for her activism, and among those arrested
for her death was the head of security for the dam company.21 The Civic Council of Popular and
Indigenous Organizations of Honduras (COPINH), the organization Cáceres led, and its allies
targeted their campaigns at the Honduran government, which is notorious for its abuses against
indigenous and land rights activists, and at the dam company, Desarrollos Energéticos SA. But
they also targeted the international development banks who provided the financing for the Agua
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Zarca project – the Dutch Development Bank - FMO, the Finnish development financier - Finn
Fund, and the Central American Bank for Economic Integration - CABEI – calling on these
banks to pull their funding from Agua Zarca, to suspend their financing in Honduras of any other
projects that infringe on human rights, and to use their leverage to press for justice for Cáceres’s
murder.22 Organizing an international mobilization and media campaign, staging loud protests
outside of bank headquarters, and conducting targeted advocacy with government shareholders,
campaigners were able to shine an intense spotlight on the dire human rights situation in
Honduras. They succeeded in getting the banks to suspend their financing.23 Groups are pressing
FMO to withdraw from Agua Zarca and to develop mechanisms to safeguard human rights
defenders. The institution has recently adopted a policy statement “recognizing the need to
protect dissenting voices,” but has yet to operationalize this commitment.24
There is still much work to be done to actually bring justice for the killings of Cáceres and other
human rights and environmental defenders and to remedy the devastation that these flawed
investments enabled. But like Cáceres’s, communities around the world who find their human
rights undermined to make way for new energy or infrastructure investments, are following the
money to identify important avenues for advocacy and accountability.
A Platform for Change
Civil society groups around the world have joined together to call on development financiers and
their shareholders to “do everything within their powers to support an enabling environment for
public participation” and to “ensure that their activities do not cause or contribute to human
rights violations.”25 This advocacy involves several key demands.
First, financiers should commit to ensuring that the activities they finance respect human rights.
The commitment should include, as UN Special Rapporteur Forst has urged, a “zero-tolerance”
approach to attacks on environmental human rights defenders and others who seek to participate
in or criticize development initiatives.26 It should also go beyond mere project lending to include
policy reforms supported by the banks. While development banks actively promote the creation
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of an enabling environment for private business, they are largely silent on the need for an
enabling environment for human rights and participation. In fact, many of the macroeconomic
reforms that development financiers promote on behalf of private sector development, such as
labor flexibilization, privatization of public services, or land market reforms, can actually
undermine the environment for human rights and fundamental freedoms. In recent years, several
governments and development finance institutions have adopted policy requirements on human
rights, but there are many more who have yet to make such a commitment.27 Civil society will
need to come together to press financiers to respect human rights in all of their activities and to
in their research, diplomacy, and technical assistance, promote and highlight the benefits of an
enabling environment for human rights and fundamental freedoms. Several development banks’
independent accountability mechanisms have adopted or initiated processes for the creation of
guidelines and protocols to reduce the risk of retaliation against individuals or communities who
file complaints with these grievance mechanisms, and to respond effectively if retaliation does
occur.28
Second, development actors must ensure that communities are involved early on in development
decisions. This will require that governments reform their national and local planning processes
to be open and accountable, and that civil society be supported to meaningfully engage in those
processes. Governments also need to ensure that indigenous peoples’ rights to self-determination
and community decisionmaking processes are respected. At the project level, development
financiers should establish and strengthen requirements for free, prior and informed consent and
consultation, and mechanisms for participatory design, implementation, monitoring, and
evaluation. This includes devising and implementing creative measures to ensure participation of
groups who may be marginalized or particularly vulnerable to adverse impacts, or where civic
space might be limited. Communities also need targeted support to be able to identify financiers
and relevant policies and decisionmakers amid increasingly complex financing arrangements.
Third, financiers should require and undertake human rights due diligence to assess and address
human rights risks. While several development institutions have adopted commitments on human
rights, there is still a great lack of understanding of how to operationalize these commitments.
Institutions like the U.S. Overseas Private Investment Corporation (OPIC), the World Bank’s
International Finance Corporation, and FMO are now wrestling with how to undertake effective
human rights due diligence. Advocates are working to develop and promote tools and
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methodologies for participatory human rights-informed risk analysis.29 Where risks are
identified, development actors must take effective measures to mitigate and prevent adverse
impacts. For the banks, this can include establishing loan covenants that provide additional
training for security personnel or prohibit unlawful use of force, capacity building for project
implementers, additional third party monitoring measures or feedback mechanisms, or closer
technical cooperation with human rights defender groups and UN and regional human rights
bodies.
Fourth, when violations do occur, financiers should be ready to respond quickly and effectively
to limit harm and to provide remedy. Some examples of past engagement by development banks
include the re-design of harmful projects or withdrawal of financing, engagement of international
monitors, use of diplomatic pressure to secure the release of individuals unlawfully detained for
their criticism of a development project, or facilitation of reparations processes. But these actions
are too few and far between. In many cases development banks deny their responsibility for
human rights violations or their obligation to provide remedy. When they do respond, they may
prefer a quiet exit that does not actually provide relief to local communities. Advocacy is needed
to press the banks to proactively identify a toolbox of available response measures and when
needed, to employ whatever measures are necessary, including utilizing their leverage with
governments, other financiers, companies, and third parties.
As Latin America and other regions look toward increasing financing for development, we will
also need more solidarity and resources to support frontline communities and civil society groups
struggling to defend their rights. We will need sustained campaigns bringing in new allies across
different sectors to make development processes more accountable and to translate policy
changes into real outcomes. It is not a small task. But by reconfiguring development finance, we
can help to ensure that development is not a dangerous enterprise.
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