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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Public Development Banks (PDBs) are one of the 
most powerful actors in the global economy. The 
funds they mobilize and their policy priorities can 
influence — directly or indirectly — all our lives and the 
wellbeing of our planet. PDBs fund projects, provide 
general budgetary support and loans to governments 
and corporations, promote policy reforms, set 
global standards, and serve as geopolitical tools for 
the governments that own them. Their significant 
influence enables them to act as shadow governments 
within the global financial architecture, and within 
countries and regions in the Global South.

Since the creation of the World Bank in 1944, the 
number of these institutions and the role they play have 
grown exponentially. In recent years, especially after 
the Covid-19 pandemic hit, PDBs have been advocating 
for an even bigger role and more funds to respond to 
the climate crisis and to prevent future pandemics.

But does their narrative correspond to reality on the 
ground? Are PDBs really addressing the root causes 
of the current polycrisis, advancing sustainable 
development, and tackling poverty, inequality, and 
climate change?

This collective analysis identifies some of the key 
challenges of the current development approach 
pushed forward by PDBs in their projects, policies and 
practices. Through case studies and an overview of the 
main trends in public development finance, it shows 
how — way too often — PDBs end up exacerbating the 
polycrisis instead of addressing its root causes. Some 
effects of PDBs investments, such as the social and 
environmental impacts of their mega-projects, are 
more visible. Others, such as the privatization of social 
services or the growing debt of Global South countries, 
can remain more hidden. Either way, analyses of these 
impacts show how PDBs undermine the development 
pathways and priorities of peoples, communities 
and countries in the Global South, reinforcing power 
imbalances and a top-down approach to development.

As explained in the methodology section, this 
document was produced in collaboration and in 
consultation with organizations and activists working 
across the world on various themes, from human 
rights to debt and climate change. It is not an in-depth 
analysis; rather, it aims to serve as a general overview 
of PDBs, key trends in their investments and priorities, 
and some of the most critical impacts they cause or 
contribute to. CSO Action Day during the World Bank Spring 

Meetings in Washington, 2023.

Credit: Sustentarse.
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ABOUT THIS REPORT

WHAT ARE PUBLIC DEVELOPMENT BANKS? 

Despite the key role they play and the significance 
of their impacts, few people know what development 
banks are. This collectively-developed analysis is meant 
to create a shared evidence base and understanding 
for communities, movements, human rights defenders, 
civil society organizations (CSOs) and other allies on 
what Public Development Banks (PDBs) are and how 
they impact the world. In the process of building a civil 
society narrative about PDBs’ impacts and actions, the 
document also challenges PDBs’ narrative about what 
they claim to be.

The report starts with a short overview of what PDBs 
are, their history, why they matter, their underlying 
motives and trends in their investments. It then 
discusses their environmental and social safeguards 
and accountability framework, including both strengths 
and limitations. Finally, it delves into the visible and 
hidden impacts of PDB-supported activities.

The landscape of Public Development Banks (PDBs) 

is complex and varied. There is no universally agreed 
definition of what PDBs are, and which institutions 
the term includes, but in general they share a few key 
characteristics:
• PDBs are owned and governed (at least in part) by 

one or more governments;
• they work to channel public resources to the public 

sector, businesses, or sometimes to individuals or 
non-governmental organizations;

• they use different financing vehicles, including 
grants, loans, credit, guarantees, equity, and indirect 
investments through other financial institutions;

• they act in support of a public policy mission. 
Contrary to commercial banks, which operate to 
maximize profits, the stated purpose of PDBs is to 
serve the public good by supporting infrastructure, 
economic sectors, or activities that the private 
sector is unwilling or unable to support on its own.

Most examples in this report are from the larger 
multilateral PDBs, like the World Bank, and regional 
multilateral banks, like the Asian Development Bank 
(ADB). We also pay attention to national PDBs – notably 
from China and Europe – who lend internationally, 
including national export credit agencies. 

However, we provide very little attention to the impacts 
of national PDBs who lend domestically in their own 
countries, as this report’s contributors have more 
expertise on international investments. We also do not 
go into the differentiated impacts of PDBs in different 
regions and countries. 

Any generalizations in the report should be read with 
the caveat that PDBs are incredibly diverse in terms 
of their structures and activities. As this is set to be a 
living document, we welcome our readers’ guidance 
and critiques to develop future analyses on these 
differentiated impacts and trends, including at the 
national and regional levels.

Fisherwomen affected by the Sendou coal plant in Senegal. 

Credit: Lumière Synergie pour Développement (LSD).
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PDBs CAN HAVE DIFFERENT...
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While not PDBs, the public development finance 
universe also includes:
• the International Monetary Fund;
• aid agencies (such as United States Agency for 

International Development - USAID and China 
International Development Cooperation Agency - 
CIDCA);

• intergovernmental development agencies or 
programs (such as the United Nations Development 
Programme).

MANDATES. PDBs’ mandates are anchored around social 
and economic transformation, and they can be narrow 
(for example, to support housing or agricultural 
development) or more general (such as post-war 
reconstruction, poverty alleviation, mobilizing private 
sector resources or regional integration). Today, many 
PDBs have mandates that include the fulfillment of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and, 
increasingly, the Paris Climate Agreement. 

The mandates may also be reflected in their names. The 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB) focuses on 
infrastructure, while the Green Climate Fund focuses 
on climate. Similarly, PDBs focused on supporting 
businesses in their countries to trade and invest 
internationally may be called export credit agencies, 
or export-import banks.

PDBs’ mandate may also be limited by their geographic 
focus, which could be sub-national, national, regional, 
international level, or a combination of different levels. 
For example, the Inter-American Development Bank 
(IDB) invests only in Latin America and the Caribbean.

Some PDBs focus on the public sector, some on the 
private sector, and some on both. Relatedly, some 
people reserve the term “development bank” only for 
lenders to governments, and refer to institutions that 
invest in the private sector as “development finance 

institutions” (DFIs); however, others use the terms 
interchangeably.

GOVERNANCE. PDBs may be governed by a single national 
or sub-national government, or multilaterally by several 
governments. Major decisions, such as the approval 
of strategies and policies, are made by government 
shareholders. Within governments, PDBs usually 
fall within the purview of finance, trade or external 
affairs ministries whose appointees act as directors 
or governors of PDBs. Generally, a PDB owned by two 
or more countries is called a multilateral development 
bank (MDB). PDBs owned by only one country are called 
“national” development banks if they invest solely in 
their own country, or “bilateral” development banks if 
they invest outside the country that owns them.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT. PDBs provide different types 
of financial support through grants, loans, credit, 
guarantees, investment insurance, equity, financial 

intermediaries ,  and other investment tools. 
Increasingly, development finance utilizes a diverse 
mix of sources, called blended finance, involving PDBs, 
private investors and institutional investors, among 
others. Apart from providing financial support, some 
PDBs also offer technical assistance to governments 
and shape policy reforms.

SECTORS. There is limited data on PDBs’ investments, 
as there is a widespread lack of transparency, 
especially when projects are supported through other 
financial institutions (see the section on financial 

intermediaries below). The available official statistics,1 
however, show that the greatest percentage of PDB 
financing currently is directed to financial services, 
public administration, trade, energy, transportation, 
and infrastructure. A significantly lower but important 
percentage goes to investment in social sectors such 
as health, education, housing, water and sanitation, 
and agriculture – all sectors that are critical to rights-
based development.

Peaceful Resistance of the Microregion of Ixquisis, Guatemala.

Credit: Front Line Defenders.

https://ews.rightsindevelopment.org/about/
https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/iaptableau/viz/DRAFT-EWSFullDatabaseforReviewonly/EWS#1
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COUNTRIES WITH PROJECTS
Data about financing by 15 key PDBs for 2018-2022, as of July 2023

NUMBER OF PROJECTS BY SECTOR    16,768

Finance 25% 

Agriculture and Forestry 10% 

Education and Health 15% 

Water and Sanitation 7%

Humanitarian Response 1% 

Technical Cooperation 18% 

Transport 9% 

Industry and Trade 14% 

Climate and Environment 7%

Hydropower 1% 

Energy 13%

Construction 5% 

Mining 1%

Law and Government 16% 

Infrastructure 8%

Communications 3%

WANT TO TRACK DATA ABOUT FINANCING BY 15 KEY PDBS FOR 5 YEARS (2018 TO 2022)? 
Check out this interactive map and graphic interface. 

Users can filter data by country and sector, and see a list of development projects funded by the 15 banks 
tracked. This tool is developed by the International Accountability Project and shares information from 
the Early Warning System (EWS), which is a civil society-led system sharing data about PDB-funded 
projects with communities and their allies.

https://public.tableau.com/app/profile/iaptableau/viz/DRAFT-EWSFullDatabaseforReviewonly/EWS#1
https://ews.rightsindevelopment.org/about/
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WHY DO PDBs MATTER? 
1. AS PUBLIC INSTITUTIONS, THEY SHOULD BE ACCOUNTABLE. 

Since PDBs are primarily owned and governed 
by governments, use public resources, and are 
ostensibly set up to meet a public policy priority, 
they should be accountable to their government 
shareholders and to the public. These lines of 
accountability can provide opportunities to 
influence PDBs that do not exist with commercial 
banks.

2. SIGNIFICANT IMPACT.  PDBs, for good or bad, impact 
the lives of people in every country, especially those 
in the Global South. The most visible impacts of 
PDBs come through the activities they finance and 
in many cases they are adverse (such as social and 
environmental impacts, human rights violations, 
gender-specific impacts, or increased poverty 
and inequality). PDBs also affect people’s lives by 
heavily influencing global and national development 
agendas, setting standards, and promoting economic 
approaches such as privatization.

3. MAJOR PRESENCE.  According to one count, there are 
527 PDBs worldwide. They hold 18.7 trillion USD in 
assets and deliver approximately 10% of all global 
public and private investment annually.2 

4. GROWING PRESENCE. The universe of PDBs is growing 
rapidly. Some have questioned whether the 
traditional MDBs would wane in relevance given 
the proliferation of other financiers. However, 
post-pandemic, these institutions are experiencing 
unprecedented growth.3 PDBs are positioning 
themselves to play a key role in future emergency/
crisis response, as well as in the achievement of 
SDGs and climate goals.4 Some donor countries are 
channeling more of their aid budgets through PDBs 
rather than through bilateral aid agencies.5

5. UBIQUITOUS REACH. As a group, PDBs are involved in 
every sector of the global economy and impact many 

of the most critical social and economic issues – 
from transportation to judicial reform, agricultural 
standards or post-war reconstruction.

6. CRITICAL RESOURCES. PDBs also provide critical 
resources in certain countries and sectors which 
may not have other options for financing, including 
for health, education, or long-term projects that 
are perceived as too risky for the private sector. The 
World Bank, for example, is the largest source of 
external financing for health and education for low-
income countries,6 while the China Development 
Bank (CDB) provides financing to countries that may 
be unable to access financing from other creditors.7

7. SIGNALING APPROVAL. PDBs also serve as gatekeepers, 
signaling to other investors. A stamp of approval 
from a PDB (either in the form of investment, 
guarantees or through rankings and assessments) 
can be a determinant factor in whether a 
government, company or project is able to attract 
necessary financing from other sources. PDBs send 
especially strong signals to investors interested in 
environmental, social, and governance (ESG) issues 
and socially responsible investing (SRI), who often 
rely on PDBs’ choices as a green stamp of higher 
environmental and social rules.

IN SUMMARY, PDBs ARE POWERFUL. As a group, they exert an 
inordinate amount of power and influence in the world. 
In addition to funding projects and programs, they 
influence development policy through the technical 

assistance or ‘knowledge products’ they provide, and 
the conditionalities they attach to their assistance. As 
some of the world’s largest creditors, PDBs also engage 
in capacity building, utilize diplomacy, and exercise 
pressure to advance their agendas. Their influence can 
be positive or negative. However, it undeniably impacts 
the relationship between governments, companies and 
citizens.

Protest over Las Bambas Mine.

Credit: Mining Conflict Observatory.

https://www.financeincommon.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/Mapping%20PDBs%20Worldwide_0.pdf
https://financeincommon.org/sites/default/files/2021-10/Mapping%20DFIs%20Worldwide_0.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2022
https://www.idfc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/cib-etude-green-hub-web-15dec-144dpi-compressed.pdf
https://www.idfc.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/12/cib-etude-green-hub-web-15dec-144dpi-compressed.pdf
https://www.eurodad.org/our_future_is_public_why_the_imf_and_world_bank_must_support_public_services
https://www.eurodad.org/our_future_is_public_why_the_imf_and_world_bank_must_support_public_services
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.j3339
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/education
https://www.ifw-kiel.de/fileadmin/Dateiverwaltung/IfW-Publications/-ifw/Kiel_Working_Paper/2023/KWP_2244_China_as_an_International_Lender_of_Last_Resort/KWP_2244.pdf
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In Mozambique, current World Bank investments 
are equivalent to the country’s annual budget.8 
Since 1987, when the country embarked on its first 
“Structural Adjustment Programme” to access IMF 
loans, Mozambique has been heavily relying on 
funding from international financial institutions. 

This support has come at a high cost, as these loans 
are tied to harsh conditionalities. The government 
has been forced to introduce reforms to liberalize the 
economy, privatize public services, and deregulate 
many sectors. This has led to increased poverty 
and inequality, the collapse of many essential 
public services, and it has undermined the national 

development processes, as the World Bank and the 
IMF are largely setting the socio-economic agenda.

The African Development Bank is another key player 
and it is funding the expansion of the Liquefied 
Natural Gas (LNG) sector in the country, despite 
concerns about the irreparable impacts of this 
industry. Although only 27 % of Mozambicans have 
access to electricity, most of the gas will be sent to 
Asia and Europe. Furthermore, gas projects have led 
to forced evictions, loss of livelihoods, environmental 
devastation, increased militarization and social 
conflicts. For example, there have been increasing 
insurgent attacks, fueled in part by outrage over the 
uneven distribution of gas revenue.9 

Women selling food on the street in Maputo, Mozambique.

Credit: Farah Nabil, Unsplash.

THE INFLUENCE OF INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL 
INSTITUTIONS IN MOZAMBIQUE

CASE STUDY

https://rightsindevelopment.uwazi.io/api/files/1642438947267zlzycd2ooq.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/0020731416637062
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/press-releases/african-development-bank-and-mozambique-lng-area-1-project-win-multilateral-deal-year-award-24-billion-global-syndicated-finance-42120
https://www.banktrack.org/download/the_impacts_of_the_lng_industry_in_cabo_delgado_mozambique/impacts_of_lng_in_mozambique_by_ja.pdf
https://journals.uj.ac.za/index.php/The_Thinker/article/view/1175/754
https://www.banktrack.org/blog/who_dares_to_finance_eni_and_exxon_s_dangerous_rovuma_gas_plans_in_mozambique
https://journals.uj.ac.za/index.php/The_Thinker/article/view/1175/754
https://journals.uj.ac.za/index.php/The_Thinker/article/view/1175/754
https://www.banktrack.org/blog/who_dares_to_finance_eni_and_exxon_s_dangerous_rovuma_gas_plans_in_mozambique
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HISTORY OF PDBs AND THEIR MOTIVES

INCREASED COOPERATION TO PROMOTE 
MARKET-BASED ECONOMIC GROWTH

The history of PDBs is linked to the emergence of 
States and public debt.10 The first known national 
development bank was the French Caisse des Dépôts, 
established in 1816.11 After the Second World War, 
the allied nations formed the World Bank as the first 
global multilateral public development bank to foster 
cooperation in economic development, especially 
through lending to build infrastructure. This was 
followed by a wave of regional MDBs being formed in 
the late-1950s and 1960s, including the Inter-American 
Development Bank (IDB), African Development Bank 
(AfDB), Asian Development Bank (ADB), and European 
Investment Bank (EIB). All these institutions were 
structured as banks dominated by major Western 
shareholders, and to promote market-based economic 
growth rather than universal social protection.12 

The rise of China, in particular, and other large 
emerging economies also led to shifts in development 
finance. Large-scale Chinese development finance gave 
new international options to many States. Additionally, 
in 2014 the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China, and South 
Africa) grouping created the New Development Bank 
(NDB). Two years later, China promoted the launch 
of the Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank (AIIB), 
which since then has grown from 57 to 106 members, 
and invests across the world. While these banks were 
created in response to Western domination of existing 
MDBs, they largely replicate the existing structure of 
global capitalist development, albeit with different 
shareholdings.13 

Annual Meetings of the World Bank group in 2022, Washington. 

Credit: Joshua Roberts, International Monetary Fund.

https://www.nse.pku.edu.cn/dfidatabase/datavisualization/index.htm
https://www.nse.pku.edu.cn/dfidatabase/datavisualization/index.htm
https://thediplomat.com/2016/04/the-aiib-and-the-ndb-the-end-of-multilateralism-or-a-new-beginning/
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PDBs are owned and controlled by governments, who 
often use them as political and geopolitical proxies. As 
a result, PDBs are also political and geopolitical actors. 

Many multilateral PDBs act as norm-setting 
institutions. Given their economic power, they often 
exert significant geopolitical influence pushing their 
standards and shaping law and policy, particularly 
in middle and low-income countries. However, for a 
variety of reasons discussed below, PDBs are not ideal 
spaces for setting global norms and standards.
 
Donor countries use PDBs to push their priorities, and 
create market opportunities for their own industries 
and investors.14 For example, China Development 
Bank (CDB) loans come with requirements to utilize 
Chinese labor, companies, services, and technology.15 
The International Finance Corporation (IFC) – which is 
the private sector side of the World Bank Group – also 
follows a skewed pattern: the more shares a country 
has, the more IFC loans tend to benefit its companies.16 
In addition, PDBs are used to serve foreign policy 
priorities. For example, the EIB has been documented 
to invest in specific countries to reward Europe’s 
strategic allies or to decrease immigration.17

The larger PDBs – where shares and voting powers are 
disproportionately held by rich, powerful countries 
– also tend to further reinforce global and regional 
power dynamics, exacerbating structural inequalities. 
By advancing extractivist and export-oriented models 
of economic development, PDBs are also contributing 
to the Global North / Global South divide and power 
imbalance. Global South countries play the role of 
exporters of raw materials and end up being a zone of 
environmental and social sacrifice, to meet the needs 
and the growing level of consumption in the Global 
North.

PDBs AS GEOPOLITICAL 
ACTORS AND SPACES

This is sometimes exacerbated by governance 
structures in MDBs, where board constituencies are set 
up such that a single representative may have to speak 
to competing interests from different countries. For 
example, in the World Bank, the director for the Asia-
Pacific represents both Australia, a wealthy country 
with major mining companies, and Mongolia, a lower-
income country with significant natural resources that 
are being exploited by Australian companies.

Within PDBs, decision-making processes can be 
complex because of the different interests at stake. 
Generally, it can be helpful to think of three levels of 
decision-making within PDBs: the board or governance 
structure of the PDB that sets the strategy, management 
that is responsible to oversee the implementation of 
the strategy, and staff who are employees that report 
to management and are responsible for day-to-day 
work of the PDB. Some PDBs – especially those owned 
by a single country – are politically responsive to 
the demands of their State shareholders who own 
and govern them. In multilateral PDBs, however, 
management staff can exercise independence from 
board members, who oversee the bank’s direction 
but are not necessarily involved in all the operational 
decisions. For example, management might act in their 
own institutional self-interests, prioritizing what will 
allow their bank to achieve or maintain a high credit 

rating, sell more loans, or generate more business. In 
any case, as outlined in the sections below, many of 
these decision-making processes take place behind 
closed doors, with little space for civil society.

The combination of these different factors means that 
most PDBs exert geopolitical power in a way that is 
not accountable to ordinary people impacted by their 
activities.

Mobilization action of some women from Jacqueville (Côte d’Ivoir) 

against African Development Bank funding towards fossil fuel projects. 

Credit: LSD.

https://www.eurodad.org/unmet_commitments_tied_aid
https://latsustentable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/LAS-BDC-Report-English.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0304387818307740
https://counter-balance.org/publications/going-abroad-critique-of-the-eib-external-lending-mandate
https://www.worldbank.org/en/about/leadership/directors/eds09
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INVESTMENT TRENDS
Investment trends in development f inance are 
constantly evolving. This section provides an overview 
of some key investment trends, including the increased 
interest in infrastructure finance, the growth of climate 

finance, the focus on digitalization, and the aggressive 
push toward privatization and financialization. It also 
discusses the factors that are driving these trends and 
the significant challenges they present.

INFRASTRUCTURE

There has been a proliferation of mega-infrastructure 
project proposals, infrastructure-focused PDBs (such 
as the AIIB and the Global Infrastructure Facility), and 
regional infrastructure connectivity plans (including 
China’s Belt and Road Initiative, the Programme for 
Infrastructure Development in Africa, the Master Plan 
on ASEAN Connectivity 2025, the Asia-Africa Growth 
Corridor, ADB’s Central Asia Regional Economic 
Cooperation and the EU Global Gateway).

Large-scale infrastructure projects (like mega-
dams, transnational highways, new cities and ports) 
are particularly attractive to PDBs and to borrowing 
governments because they allow for high-volume 
financing. Transnational infrastructure is also a key 

battleground for the competition between China and 
the West, as it creates the physical foundation for 
increased trade, extraction of natural resources, and 
political ties.18

While there is a critical global need for infrastructure, 
these plans often focus on the mega-projects 
demanded by industry and elites, rather than the 
infrastructure necessary to eliminate poverty and fulfill 
human rights, like culturally appropriate schools and 
hospitals, or locally-led distributed energy generation.19 
Additionally, large infrastructure projects often lead 
to adverse and irreversible environmental and social 
impacts, especially because of the lack of safeguards 
or their poor implementation.

Construction works in Bangkok, Thailand.

Credit: Etienne Girardet, Unsplash.

https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/yellen-urges-development-banks-mobilize-private-capital-g7-infrastructure-push-2022-04-29/
https://www.reuters.com/business/finance/yellen-urges-development-banks-mobilize-private-capital-g7-infrastructure-push-2022-04-29/
https://us.boell.org/en/2019/08/28/other-infrastructure-gap-sustainability
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In Manipur, in northeastern India, the ADB is 
funding the construction of the Imphal Ring Road. 
According to the bank, the project will improve 
the quality of life by helping to decongest the city. 
However, local Indigenous communities have 
raised several concerns about the project.

During Covid-19, at least 66 families were evicted. 
The project threatens to uproot an entire village 

and displace more than 300 people. The bank failed 
to ensure the free, prior and informed consent 

(FPIC) of the local communities, and to ensure 
meaningful consultations. Despite the threats 
and serious risks of reprisals, the villagers have 
been vocally protesting and speaking out against 
the impacts of the project, which threatens their 
sacred mountains, their historical sites, their water 
sources, their homes, and their livelihoods.20 

ADB’S ROAD IN MANIPUR LEADS TO EVICTIONS AND 
HUMAN RIGHTS VIOLATIONS

CASE STUDY

Rich countries have consistently fallen short of their 
commitments to provide funds for climate change 
adaptation and mitigation, and in fact most of what 
they have delivered as ‘climate finance’ is repackaged 
development finance that was transferred from other 
sectors.21 At the same time, PDBs continue to position 
themselves to play a bigger role in the global climate 
response.22 

Several PDBs have been publicly divesting from fossil 
fuels and prioritizing renewables.23 For example, in 
April 2023, the IFC announced it would no longer 
allow financial intermediary clients to support new 
coal projects.24 Also, several PDBs are now promoting 
energy transition mechanisms.25

ENERGY AND CLIMATE

However, PDBs are mostly promoting “false solutions” 
to tackle the climate crisis,26 focusing on technical and 
market-based projects and policies, which are carbon-
intensive, resource-intensive, or lead to violations 
of peoples’ rights and ecological degradation. They 
typically bolster the position of the private sector, 
contribute to the commodification of ecosystems, and 
prioritize economic growth and profit generation over 
peoples and the planet.27

Moreover, compared to dedicated climate finance 
institutions, traditional PDBs often offer loans with 
relatively high-interest rates. These loans fail to 
account for the fact that these countries did little to 
cause climate change, are more vulnerable to climate 
shocks, and already have significant debt burdens.

Protest against the Eacop pipeline.

Credit: 350 africa.

https://www.adb.org/projects/55361-001/main
http://e-pao.net/epSubPageExtractor.asp?src=news_section.opinions.Imphal_Ring_Road_and_violations_By_Jiten_Yumnam
https://realityofaid.org/cso-aid-observatorio/the-platform/narratives/cso-campaigns/no-road-through-our-home
https://www.care-international.org/resources/thats-not-new-money-assessing-how-much-public-climate-finance-has-been-new-and-additional
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/statement/2022/07/20/joint-mdbs-statement-on-the-independent-panel-report-on-mdbs-capital-adequacy-frameworks
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/statement/2022/07/20/joint-mdbs-statement-on-the-independent-panel-report-on-mdbs-capital-adequacy-frameworks
https://www.g24.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Chris-Humphrey-Presentation-.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/content/dam/Worldbank/document/Climate/Joint%20MDB%20Statement%20Climate_NOV%2028_final.pdf
https://latsustentable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/LAS-BDC-Report-English.pdf
https://latsustentable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/LAS-BDC-Report-English.pdf
https://www.banktrack.org/article/ifc_announces_it_will_stop_clients_funding_new_coal_projects
https://www.adb.org/what-we-do/energy-transition-mechanism-etm
https://www.worldbank.org/en/results/2020/11/10/coal-mine-closure-and-a-just-transition-for-all
https://priceofoil.org/2022/07/28/explainer-what-the-cop26-and-g7-promises-to-stop-funding-fossils-in-2022-mean-for-climate-and-communities
http://foei.org/publication/cop27-briefing-false-climate-solutions/
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In 2021, the ADB launched an Energy Transition 
Mechanism (ETM) as a market-oriented solution 
to accelerate the process of retiring coal power off 
of national energy grids in various Asian countries 
and replacing it with other sources of power. As 
part of the ETM, the ADB is giving public money 
to historical polluters to shut their coal plants, or 
potentially repurpose them for other carbon or 
resource-intensive fuels like biomass.29

These payments are contrary to international legal 
principles like the “polluter pays”. Moreover, the 
retirement periods are unambitious, with the full 

phase-out  expected to take 10 to 15 years.30 And 
their efficacy is debatable, since the ETM does not 
require participating governments or companies 
to stop construction of new coal.31

The lack of participation of workers and 
communities in decision-making around the ETM 
is also very concerning. While the ADB is protecting 
the economic rights of the polluters, it is unclear 
how past and ongoing harms of the coal plants will 
be addressed, and whether the ETM will provide 
reparations for the affected communities.32 

ADB’s UNJUST ENERGY TRANSITION MECHANISM?

CASE STUDY

Energy is one of the main sectors funded by public development banks. 

Credit: Fre Sonneveld, Unsplash.

The climate crisis is “a new opportunity” for PDBs to manage more money. The larger multilateral 
PDBs are implementers of the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
funds – such as the Global Environment Facility and Green Climate Fund – as well as administrators 
of national climate funds and their own Climate Investment Funds (a multilateral fund established 
at the request of the G8 and G20, with six MDBs as implementing agencies).28 

DID YOU KNOW?

https://www.adb.org/news/features/update-energy-transition-mechanism-april-2023
https://www.adb.org/news/features/update-energy-transition-mechanism-april-2023
https://www.forum-adb.org/post/for-a-swift-closure-of-cirebon-coal-fired-power-project-unit-1
https://fairfinanceasia.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Report_FFA-NGO-Forum-on-ADB_The-Asian-Development-Banks-Energy-Transition-Mechanism-Emerging-Social-Environmental-and-Rights-Based-Considerations_final.pdf
https://fairfinanceasia.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Report_FFA-NGO-Forum-on-ADB_The-Asian-Development-Banks-Energy-Transition-Mechanism-Emerging-Social-Environmental-and-Rights-Based-Considerations_final.pdf
https://walhi.or.id/uploads/buku/202305_Eng_Cirebon%20petition.pdf
https://climatefundsupdate.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/CFF2-Global-CF-Architecture_ENG-2021.pdf
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Protest against lithium mining in Argentina.

Credit: Tomas Saraceno.

Significantly, PDBs are also not taking the decisive 
action needed to rapidly phase out their support for 
fossil fuel-dependent infrastructure.33 For example, 
the AIIB has announced it would fund liquified natural 
gas projects as an alternative to coal, presenting it as 
a step towards the energy transition even if gas is still 
a fossil fuel.
 
Additionally, when funding renewables, PDBs tend to 
focus on large-scale projects (such as big dams,34 and 
wind or solar parks). Many of these projects are being 
built in the territories of Indigenous Peoples and rural/
traditional communities, and they are often linked to 
conflict and reprisals.35

In addition, PDBs are providing technical assistance 

and f inancing to increase the extraction of key 
minerals considered necessary for the transition to 

renewable energy (including lithium, nickel, copper and 
cobalt).36 They use buzzwords such as “climate-smart” 
and “sustainable”, but communities are reporting 
that the extraction of these materials leads to serious 
environmental and social impacts. The projects often 
fail to respect local environmental legislations or 
international environmental standards, and are linked 
to attacks against whistleblowers who raise concerns.37

 
Rather than engage in conversations about the right 
to development, community-led development, and the 
need for de-growth in the Global North, PDBs focus on 
increasing mineral production to support the fallacy of 
eternal economic growth beyond planetary boundaries. 
They advance extractivist and export-oriented models 
of development, with the Global South and Indigenous 
territories reduced to sacrifice zones to serve over-
consumption in the Global North.38 

Sal de Vida (SDV) is a lithium mining project in 
Argentina, in the Salar del Hombre Muerto. The 
IFC supports the project through a direct loan of 
$100 million USD to the mining company Allkem 
and the mobilization from commercial banks of up 
to another $100 million USD.39

The IFC approved the project with an Environmental 
Impact Assessment (EIA) that underestimated its 
area of influence and its environmental impacts. 
There were several methodological mistakes in the 
EIA and no cumulative impact analysis, even though 
there are eight projects in the area.

Moreover, Allkem has a history of human rights 
violations. The project is located in an area of social 
conflict and criminalization of local leaders, and 
the consultation process was weak. The local 
indigenous community, Atacameños del Altiplano, 
is peacefully rejecting this mining project. Yet, 
despite their lack of consent, IFC is supporting 
SDV to develop its production, deepening the 
negative environmental impacts of lithium mining 
in the Salar del Hombre Muerto and affecting local 
indigenous community rights.

THE SAL DE VIDA LITHIUM MINE IN ARGENTINA 

CASE STUDY

By promoting false solutions,40 PDBs end up directing 
limited public financing and support away from 
evidence-based actions that would be needed to avert 

exacerbating the climate crisis and advance equitable, 
rights-based just transitions.

https://realityofaid.org/feedback-adb-hydropower-plants/
https://www.forum-adb.org/post/re-adb-s-draft-guidance-note-on-large-hydropower-collective-civil-society-response
https://realityofaid.org/feedback-adb-hydropower-plants
https://realityofaid.org/feedback-adb-hydropower-plants
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/extractiveindustries/brief/climate-smart-mining-minerals-for-climate-action
https://www.afdb.org/en/news-and-events/introducing-green-minerals-partners-mining-indaba-session-reveals-africas-plan-cash-battery-and-electric-mineral-market-52160
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/extractiveindustries/brief/climate-smart-mining-minerals-for-climate-action
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/extractiveindustries/brief/climate-smart-mining-minerals-for-climate-action
https://ejatlas.org/featured/met_america?translate=es
https://www.business-humanrights.org/en/from-us/transition-minerals-tracker/
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/extractiveindustries/brief/climate-smart-mining-minerals-for-climate-action
https://farn.org.ar/iafonline2023/articulos/3-3-bancos-multilaterales-de-desarrollo-la-promocion-minera-para-un-modelo-de-transicion-energetica/
https://farn.org.ar/iafonline2023/articulos/3-3-bancos-multilaterales-de-desarrollo-la-promocion-minera-para-un-modelo-de-transicion-energetica/
https://farn.org.ar/wp-content/uploads/2023/05/Sal-de-Vida-A-risky-lithium-mining-project-in-Argentina.pdf
https://disclosures.ifc.org/project-detail/ESRS/45668/sal-de-vida
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/corp_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/about+ifc_new/investor+relations/ir-products/grnbond-overvw;
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DIGITALIZATION

In recent years, donor countries, PDBs and the IMF have 
been increasingly advocating for ‘digital development,’ 
which includes digitalization of identification systems 
and government-to-person (G2P) payments. Social 
movements and affected communities are concerned 
the digitalization of aid can facilitate private technology 
companies’ control over public services; exacerbate 
existing inequalities due to the digital divide; hinder 
the provision of public goods and services; and lead to 
threats to peace and security due to data and privacy 
issues.

Digital transformation, in the way it is currently 
promoted, facilitates further corporate control 
over public infrastructure, services and processes, 
as well as the data stored in these systems. In 
pursuing partnerships with big tech corporations, 

there is a danger of vendor or technology lock-in, 
corporate influence on national policies and laws, and 
unrestricted control over the capture, storage, and sale 
of data by private sector entities. 

The IMF and the World Bank also facilitated the 
setting up of digital ID systems. However, current 
identification and biometric systems emerged in 
the context of countering terrorism and protecting 
national security, and can be exploited by recipient 
governments to build a surveillance state without 
adequate privacy and human rights laws in place. As 
digital systems are built on existing systems that have 
been highly unequal and exploitative, the transition 
to the digital sphere can exacerbate existing issues of 
marginalization, inequality and exclusion.41

Since 2017, the World Bank — under its Identification 
for Development (ID4D) initiative — has been 
providing technical assistance to the Philippine 
Statistics Authority to establish the digital 
identification system PhilSys. In 2021, it approved 
an additional 600 million USD loan which included 
additional assistance to PhilSys to cover G2P 
payments and improve the delivery of social 
services. 

Human rights defenders and civil society 
organizat ions  have  ex p re s s ed  s e r i o u s 
concerns about the risk of surveillance. The 
Philippine government has a history of using 
illegal surveillance and violating data privacy. 
According to civil society groups, there is a real 
risk the government can use PhilSys to create a 
‘comprehensive surveillance system’ and increase 
attacks and threats to activists and civil society in 
order to silence dissent.

THE ID4D INITIATIVE IN THE PHILIPPINES42 

CASE STUDY

Protest of Lumad Indigenous Peoples against 

the Kaliwa dam in the Philippines.

Credit: Maria Tan.

https://realityofaid.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Deep-Dives-Digitalization.pdf
https://id4d.worldbank.org/
https://realityofaid.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Deep-Dives-Digitalization.pdf
https://realityofaid.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/04/Deep-Dives-Digitalization.pdf
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PANDEMIC RESPONSE 
AND RECOVERY
PDBs’ response to the pandemic and resultant 
economic crisis can serve as an illustrative example 
of some of the main critiques of development banks.43

Wealthy countries have underfunded the World Health 
Organization (WHO) and other critical UN institutions 
in favor of donor-controlled PDBs.44 For decades, 
IMF and PDBs policy reforms have weakened public 
healthcare systems and social safety nets and eroded 
the capacity of governments to respond to public 
health emergencies.45 

When the pandemic hit, PDBs rapidly mobilized 
funding but bypassed key safeguards.46 Investment 
decisions were made without public input and often 
ended up excluding vulnerable populations, going 
to elite private sector healthcare, or requiring 
payments that excluded those living in poverty.47 

Social protection measures were designed as 
temporary stopgap measures undermining calls for 
universal health programs.48 A lack of transparency 
led to corruption and malfeasance.49 Moreover, this 
funding came primarily in the form of loans and, in 
many instances, accompanied by undemocratic policy 
conditionalities.50

PDBs are now positioning themselves to be the go-
to solution not only for the prevention of future 
pandemics and crises, but also to lead on the economic 
reboot.51 With the pandemic response and recovery 
there has been more support and attention to social 
protection and the health sector, though it remains to 
be seen whether this will become a long-term trend. 
Some governments are working with PDBs to merely 
repackage old extractive industries and other dirty 
development proposals as recovery initiatives.52 

POLICY LENDING

Major PDBs are increasingly utilizing policy lending 
and policy reforms to advance their agenda and 
support their investment priorities. Rather than 
specific projects, policy loans are money that PDBs 
give to governments as general budgetary support. 
Yet, as a precondition to disbursement, the borrowing 
country must complete a specific policy reform or set 

of actions that have been agreed upon with the PDBs 
(from trade and fiscal policy changes to privatizations). 
Sometimes MDB reforms are also coordinated with 
IMF austerity measures.53 Unfortunately, these policy 
conditionalities are often detrimental to countries’ 
economic well-being and have negative impacts on 
human rights, poverty or gender and income inequality.

Women walking in Sierra Leone.

Credit: Annie Sprat, Unsplash.

https://rightsindevelopment.org/missing-receipts
https://medium.com/iel-collective/international-public-finance-and-covid-19-a-new-architecture-is-urgently-needed-6a364c43141e
https://medium.com/iel-collective/international-public-finance-and-covid-19-a-new-architecture-is-urgently-needed-6a364c43141e
https://medium.com/iel-collective/international-public-finance-and-covid-19-a-new-architecture-is-urgently-needed-6a364c43141e
https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/first-do-no-harm-examining-impact-ifcs-support-private-healthcare-india
https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/first-do-no-harm-examining-impact-ifcs-support-private-healthcare-india
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023-06/Full%20English%20report%20.pdf
https://oi-files-d8-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/2023-06/Full%20English%20report%20.pdf
https://www.worldbank.org/en/who-we-are/news/coronavirus-covid19/world-bank-support-for-country-access-to-Covid-19-vaccines
https://www.worldbank.org/en/who-we-are/news/coronavirus-covid19/world-bank-support-for-country-access-to-Covid-19-vaccines
https://www.oxfam.org/en/research/catastrophe-catalyst
https://rightsindevelopment.org/missing-receipts/
https://rightsindevelopment.org/missing-receipts/
https://rightsindevelopment.org/missing-receipts/
https://www.oxfam.org/en/press-releases/imf-paves-way-new-era-austerity-post-covid-19
https://www.eurodad.org/the_policy_lending_doctrine
https://www.eurodad.org/the_policy_lending_doctrine
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/report/reimagining-the-role-of-multilateral-development-banks
https://www.devex.com/news/opinion-we-need-to-audit-development-banks-role-in-pandemic-response-103420
https://www.devex.com/news/opinion-we-need-to-audit-development-banks-role-in-pandemic-response-103420
https://rightsindevelopment.org/missing-receipts/
https://www.eurodad.org/flawed-conditions
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During the Covid-19 pandemic, multilateral PDBs 
used policy loans to advance the role of the private 
sector in development. 
• In Benin, World Bank support enabled the 

government to compensate a privately-managed 
public utility company for its loss, following 
the suspension of a planned 5% increase in the 
energy tariff due to the pandemic.54

• ADB’s policy reform conditions include “reforms 
to improve revenue collection and management 
of public resources, reforms to create a more 
business-friendly investment climate, or those 
that improve governance and performance of 
state-owned enterprises.”55

In some cases, PDB policy conditionality can also 
work to correct past mistakes.
• In Colombia, the World Bank prescribed an 

update to legislation related to the public-

private partnerships in the transportation 
infrastructure, that it had previously helped 
draft, because it was too detrimental to public 
finances. The old legislation was excessively 
biased in favor of the private sector. When 
the Covid-19 pandemic negatively impacted 
the expected revenues of the private sector 
partner, it unfairly drove up the costs for the 
government.56 

POLICY LENDING AND THE PRIVATE SECTOR

CASE STUDIES

INCREASING PRIVATIZATION 
AND FINANCIALIZATION

PRIVATE SECTOR FIRST
In recent years, the role of the private sector in 
international development finance has increased 
substantially. Many of the most powerful Western-led 
PDBs have adopted policy frameworks that explicitly 
privilege the private sector and work to decrease the 
role of the state in development. In lower-income 

countries, PDBs are often the first mover in a new 
sector, paving the way for other investors, especially 
private-sector investors. Moreover, those PDBs that 
exclusively finance the private sector now play a bigger 
role.57 

Construction works for the Hidroituango dam in Colombia.

Credit: Movimiento Rios Vivos.

https://www.eurodad.org/our_future_is_public_why_the_imf_and_world_bank_must_support_public_services
https://www.adb.org/news/videos/what-are-policy-based-lending-and-sector-development-program
https://www.worldbank.org/en/news/feature/2020/12/01/managing-fiscal-risk-in-colombia
https://www.eurodad.org/private_finance_for_development_unravelled
https://www.eurodad.org/time_for_action
https://www.eurodad.org/time_for_action
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BILLIONS TO TRILLIONS: THE MAXIMIZING FINANCING FOR 

DEVELOPMENT APPROACH

In recent years, MDBs, the IMF and the G20 have all 
aligned to the idea that “private capital is vital for 
the attainment of the SDGs.”58 In 2015, the World 
Bank coined the expression “Billions to Trillions”, 
which evolved into the Maximizing Financing 
for Development approach. According to this 
paradigm, the public sector lacks the resources 
required to fulfill development goals; therefore, 
the private sector needs to be “crowded in” to 
drive development.59 

The role of the State is reduced from driver of 
development and guarantor of human rights, to 
that of a facilitator or service provider for business. 
The role of the PDBs, correspondingly, is to create 
markets, generate projects that bring in the private 
sector, and act as guarantors of profit for private 
sector investments.

The main development banks have long focused on 
eliminating obstacles to private investment. The 
Billions to Trillions approach, however, takes this 
goal even further. The bank developed ‘cascade 
principles’ which seek to mobilize commercial 
finance.60

To push this approach forward, the World Bank and 
other major PDBs have promoted policy reforms 
that focus on creating conducive environments for 
private actors to do business. For example, they 
publish studies that identify reform priorities (such 
as the World Bank’s Private Sector Diagnostic), 
or they include in their loans mandatory pre-
conditions that create an enabling environment 
for business (as described in the section on policy 
lending).61 

Magar community leader showing the land affected by sand mining activities in Nepal. 

Credit: International Accountability Project.

https://us.boell.org/en/2017/10/24/imf-and-world-bank-marching-g20-tune
https://blogs.worldbank.org/voices/billions-to-trillions-financing-the-global-goals
https://thedocs.worldbank.org/en/doc/622841485963735448-0270022017/original/DC20150002EFinancingforDevelopment.pdf
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2017/07/development-rescue-finance-banks-cascade-approach
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2017/07/development-rescue-finance-banks-cascade-approach
https://farn.org.ar/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/DOC_DEUDA_FINAL-1.pdf
https://farn.org.ar/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/DOC_DEUDA_FINAL-1.pdf
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Many PDBs are also aggressively promoting Public-

Private Partnerships (PPPs).63 PPPs are essentially 
collaborations between government agencies and 
private-sector companies to f inance, build and 
operate projects. PPPs often involve tax benefits for 
participating companies, protection from loss or 
liability, and give for-profit entities ownership rights 
over essential public services.

Development banks argue that PPPs will increase 
investment and lower costs for the State. However, 
these partnerships — especially in key public sectors 

PUBLIC-PRIVATE 
PARTNERSHIPS (PPPS)62 

FINANCIALIZATION

such as health and education — have been shown to be 
a failure in practice: PPPs often come at a high cost for 
the public purse and citizens, bring an excessive level 
of financial risk, and increase the level of public debt. 

PPPs also have a negative impact on democratic 
governance by bringing in private actors into the 
delivery of public services. They make access to 
services like health, education and water “dependent 
on citizens’ capacity to pay”. This transforms and 
reduces “rights-holders into consumers.”64 

CASE STUDY

DID YOU KNOW?

In Kenya, PDBs have pushed the government to 
increasingly privatize the health sector. The 
growing presence of private players has led to a 
race for profit that has impacted human rights, 
particularly access to healthcare. It has also slowed 
down the Kenyan government’s efforts to achieve 
universal health coverage.

Privatization of the healthcare sector has led to a 
divide between those who can afford expensive 
healthcare and those who cannot. Out-of-pocket 
healthcare spending in Kenya has risen by 53 % 
per capita between 2013 and 2018. It has thus 
exacerbated existing inequalities and impacted 
groups such as women, people on low incomes or 
living in rural areas, and people with disabilities.

PRIVATIZATION OF THE HEALTH SECTOR IN KENYA65 

PDBs working with the private sector often structure investments through offshore financial 
centers. When PDBs fail to address tax avoidance or illicit financial flows, they deprive host States 
of important tax revenues.66 

Most PDBs – be it Western-led, Global South-led or 
Chinese-led – see financialization as a key driver of 
economic growth. Many of them have encouraged 
and often forced countries in the Global South to 
open their economies to international investment.67 
They have restructured sectors and entire economies 
to privilege profit extraction by the private sector 
and foreign investors – including through public 
guarantees of profits to the private sector firms68 – 

followed by the financialization of these investments 
through securitization.69

The opening up of economies and financialization 

has exposed vulnerable populations to the damaging 
effects of speculation in international markets, driven 
by opportunistic financial interests. At the same time, 
privatization has shrunk the States’ fiscal capacity 
to mitigate the effects of commodity speculation on 
their populations.

https://us.boell.org/en/ppps-energy-infrastructure
https://us.boell.org/en/ppps-energy-infrastructure
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/african-activists-resist-corporate-water-privatisation-as-world-bank-meets?id=12239&lang=en
https://www.wemos.nl/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Wemos_Summary-brief-Dutch-Aid-and-Trade-in-Health_Jan-2021.pdf
https://publicservices.international/resources/news/letter-to-the-asia-development-bank-regarding-the-energy-policy-review?id=11921&lang=en
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/eurodad/pages/3071/attachments/original/1671445992/01_history-rePPPeated-2022-EN_19dec.pdf?1671445992
https://assets.nationbuilder.com/eurodad/pages/3071/attachments/original/1671445992/01_history-rePPPeated-2022-EN_19dec.pdf?1671445992
https://www.eurodad.org/historyrepppeated2
https://www.eurodad.org/historyrepppeated2
https://www.wemos.nl/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Wemos_Summary-brief-Dutch-Aid-and-Trade-in-Health_Jan-2021.pdf
https://www.eurodad.org/historyrepppeated2
https://chrgj.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/11/Report_Wrong-Prescription_Eng_.pdf
https://politicsofpoverty.oxfamamerica.org/the-world-bank-has-a-tax-havens-problem/
https://politicsofpoverty.oxfamamerica.org/the-world-bank-has-a-tax-havens-problem/
https://www.eurodad.org/private_finance_for_development_unravelled
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2018/12/imf-and-world-banks-support-for-privatisation-condemned-by-un-expert/
https://www.eurodad.org/historyrepppeated
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2020/04/ghanas-sankofa-gas-project-backed-by-world-bank-brings-fiscal-pai
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2020/04/ghanas-sankofa-gas-project-backed-by-world-bank-brings-fiscal-pai
https://journals.openedition.org/ei/7418
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CASE STUDY

FINANCIAL INTERMEDIARIES (FI)

WHAT IS FINANCIALIZATION?

Financialization involves greatly expanding the 
financial sector — including stock markets, banks, 
investment companies, insurance companies, etc. 
— by deepening its reach and power (for example 
developing new income streams, reaching new 
customers, and creating new forms of assets). Over 
the last 50 years, the size of the global financial 

sector has expanded and increased its power and 
influence over the economy.70 As a result, large 
parts of the world economy have been transformed 
to suit financial interests, creating a myriad of 
new opportunities for investment and maximizing 
profits,71 rather than focussing on the needs and 
vulnerabilities of people and communities.

WHAT IS SECURITIZATION?

Securitization is the conversion of the promise of 
money in the future – such as expected interest 
payments and repayment of a loan – into a “financial 
product” (also called a “marketable security”) that 
can be sold to other investors.

Most large PDBs have all participated in 
financialization by supporting PPPs in key sectors, 

and then repackaging the income streams from those 
PPPs into “marketable securities” that can be bought, 
sold and traded by institutional investors such as 
sovereign wealth funds, pension and insurance 
funds.72 The use of securitization represents a shift 
from public development financing to financing by 
private capital markets, and it has the potential to 
greatly increase volatility and vulnerability.73 

The huge inflation of food prices in the last couple 
of years was driven at least in part by speculation 
in financial markets.74 The World Bank and the IMF 
contributed to this crisis as they have worked to 
financialize the global agricultural sector through 

their support for privatization, market-led land 
reforms and financial deregulation, opening domestic 
agricultural sectors to international agribusiness to 
the detriment of local farmers, food sovereignty and 
the environment.75 

HOW THE FINANCIALIZATION OF AGRICULTURE 
CONTRIBUTED TO THE FOOD PRICE SPIKE IN 2022

PDBs are channeling increasing amounts of 
investment – in the form of loans, ownership shares, 
and guarantees of payments – through “f inancial 

intermediaries” (FIs). These FIs then go on to invest 
the money in other entities or “sub-projects.” PDBs 
argue that FI lending allows them to direct funds at 
lower borrowing costs to support small and medium-
sized enterprises. 

However, in practice, FIs tend to be commercial banks 
(working with large corporations) or private equity 
funds (whose financial model is to buy companies, 

charge a fee to manage them, cut costs – including 
at the expense of labor rights – and then sell the 
companies at a profit). PDBs’ FIs are usually lower-
rated financial institutions with weaker environmental 
and social risk management standards and practices, 
and PDBs themselves often fail to take additional steps 
to respond to these increased risks related to their FI 
clients.76 As a result, the protections that PDBs have 
in place for their direct investments do not flow down 
to the sub-projects.

https://lirias.kuleuven.be/retrieve/532610
https://www.cffacape.org/publications-blog/understanding-the-conservation-finance-industry
https://www.cffacape.org/publications-blog/understanding-the-conservation-finance-industry
https://us.boell.org/en/2019/10/11/washington-consensus-wall-street-consensus
https://us.boell.org/en/2019/10/11/washington-consensus-wall-street-consensus
https://www.lighthousereports.com/investigation/the-hunger-profiteers
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2020/04/recipe-for-disaster-the-imf-and-world-banks-role-in-the-financialisation-of-food-and-agriculture/
https://news.mongabay.com/2022/07/did-wall-street-play-a-role-in-this-years-wheat-price-crisis/
https://www.zef.de/fileadmin/user_upload/ZEF_Policy_Brief_42_.pdf
http://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2022/07/world-bank-and-imfs-response-to-global-food-crisis-misses-mark-as-financial-speculation-drives-food-prices-to-historic-highs/
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620100/bn-ifc-owning-outcomes-031016-en.pdf?sequence=1
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620100/bn-ifc-owning-outcomes-031016-en.pdf?sequence=1
https://oxfamilibrary.openrepository.com/bitstream/handle/10546/620559/bp-financial-institutions-disclosure-161018-en.pdf
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DID YOU KNOW?

Sixty percent of the IFC’s portfolio is financial intermediaries, while one-third of EBRD and EIB 
commitments are channeled through FIs.77 

FI lending is risky for people and the planet due to 
a lack of disclosure on what sub-projects and sub-
clients FIs have invested in. Disclosure and monitoring 
get worse as the investment chain gets longer. The 
lack of transparency makes it harder to hold PDBs 
and FI clients accountable, ensure they are following 
PDBs socio-environmental standards, and are not 
putting public funds towards problematic projects or 
activities.78

Another critique of FIs is that they contribute to the 
increasing complexity of the financial system, and 
generally invest in a bigger financial sector globally. 
Applying them in the development context increases 
the f inancialization of development, with each 
intermediary entity extracting profits before reaching 
the end beneficiaries, and exposing development 
activities to short and medium-term financial risks.79 

CASE STUDY

On paper, the World Bank Group says it has not 
financed new coal-fired power plants since 2010.80 
But its financial intermediary client, Hana Bank, 
funded the development of the Java 9 and 10 mega 
coal plants in Banten Province, Indonesia. The local 
population had already suffered from air and water 
pollution for decades and fishing had been badly 
affected by the existing coal complex. But in 2020 

– after a decade of investments from the World 
Bank’s private sector arm – Hana Bank invested in 
PT Indo Raya Tenag, the developer of the new coal 
plants. Over 30 years, Java 9 and 10’s pollutants 
are estimated to cause 2,400 to 7,300 additional 
premature deaths,81 and match the annual carbon 
dioxide emissions of Spain.82 

WORLD BANK GROUP INVESTMENT IN 
HANA BANK (INDONESIA)

A local resident walks near a landfill in Uzbekistan.
Credit: CEE Bankwatch Network.

https://www.wri.org/research/aligning-financial-intermediary-investments-paris-agreement
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/policy-advocacy/outsourcing-development-campaigning-for-transparency-and-accountability-in-financial-intermediary-lending/
https://re-course.org/old/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/Coming-clean-Can-the-IFC-help-end-coal-finance_FINAL-compressed.pdf
https://www.re-course.org/news/responsible-exit-why-the-ifc-cannot-just-walk-away-from-harms-its-investment-caused-in-guatemala/
https://www.eurodad.org/private_finance_for_development_unravelled
https://www.worldbank.org/en/home
https://www.marketforces.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2019/12/Korean-Jawa-9-10-Health-Impacts-compressed.pdf.
https://www.apmdd.org/members/seasia/anti-coal-groups-hit-south-koreas-kepco-for-continued-support-for-overseas-coal
https://www.apmdd.org/members/seasia/anti-coal-groups-hit-south-koreas-kepco-for-continued-support-for-overseas-coal
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PDB SAFEGUARDS AND ACCOUNTABILITY 
POLICIES: STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS
As a result of civil society pressure, the major PDBs 
have developed environmental and social rules that 
apply to their project investments. On paper, these 
rules or principles provide important protections 
for communities and the natural areas impacted by 
project finance. Additionally, many PDBs have policies 
around transparency, accountability and participation. 
These safeguards, their mandatory application in 

When applied rigorously, PDBs safeguards and 
oversight from PDBs social and environmental 
specialists can make the difference on whether a critical 
habitat is destroyed, whether a dam is safe or unstable, 
whether a road is rerouted around local communities or 
they are displaced, whether patients’ rights are upheld, 
whether trade unions are respected or child labor is 

PDBs’ activities, the supervision and oversight of 
PDBs to ensure their application, and the availability 
of accountability and grievance mechanisms for 
communities when the safeguards are not followed are 
seen as something that distinguishes PDBs from private 
businesses.83 This section will describe the strengths 
and weaknesses of PDB safeguards.

STRENGTHS

ENVIRONMENTAL AND 
SOCIAL PROTECTIONS

utilized, or whether a public benefits program includes 
or excludes women-headed households. In this way, 
safeguards can have the effect of raising environmental 
and social standards of projects PDBs fund, and can 
help prevent or mitigate some of the worst social and 
environmental impacts.84

Indigenous People’s action during the COP 23 in Egypt. 

Credit: Kiara Worth / UN Climate Change (via Flickr).

https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/documents/issues/development/dfi/OHCHR_Benchmarking_Study_HRDD.pdf
https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/evaluation-document/177678/files/safeguards-evaluation_6.pdf


DEMYSTIFYING DEVELOPMENT FINANCE

HOW PUBLIC DEVELOPMENT BANKS IMPACT PEOPLES AND THE PLANET 27

In principle, safeguards support greater transparency 
and participation. When followed, safeguards can open 
opportunities for communities and groups to access 
information, raise concerns, and otherwise engage 
or pressure development actors in order to defend 
their rights. All the major multilaterals, for instance, 
require some degree of disclosure and consultation 
around environmental and social impacts (for direct 
project investments). Safeguards can also serve as a 
powerful hook to demand access to information on 

Many PDBs have accountability and grievance 
mechanisms to address complaints when safeguard 
policies are not met. These are particularly important, 
since most PDBs that are working internationally 
cannot be sued in court for the impacts of their 
projects. Accountability mechanisms can provide a 
useful process for mediation between communities 
and companies or governments. They can be utilized 

TRANSPARENCY AND 
PARTICIPATION

ACCOUNTABILITY

government or corporate development activities. In 
some contexts where civil society space is restricted, 
PDBs have been useful in supporting civil society 
engagement and creating some space for civic 
participation. For example, the World Bank’s Country 
Partnership Framework process has been used by civil 
society groups in the MENA region to open space for 
citizens, to at least raise concerns about government 
development plans.

to draw national/international attention to grievances, 
harmful proposals, or unjust practices of a government, 
company or industry sector. They can also help put 
pressure on companies and governments to respond. 
In some cases, they can lead to concrete improvements 
in people’s lives, such as displaced communities being 
compensated, or a harmful project being canceled.85 

LIMITATIONS

Unfortunately, as described below, there continue to remain significant limitations in the scope and 
implementation of PDBs’ environmental and social safeguards, as well as gaps in other policies and practices 
related to transparency, accountability and participation. 

A community roadblock near Las Bambas Copper Mine in Peru. 

Credit: CooperAcción.

https://www.accountabilitycounsel.org/client-case/mexico-oaxaca-hydroelectric
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/cases/cambodia-adb-and-australia-financed-railway-project/
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Implementation and enforcement of PDB safeguards 
are weak and often sorely lacking.87 Despite strong 
policies in support of participation on paper, 
communities are often unable to inf luence the 
decision-making of PDBs. Consultations and 
participation become checkbox exercises, without the 
space to actually change projects. The right to FPIC 
of Indigenous Peoples is also frequently not followed.

On paper, the larger PDBs have policies stating zero 
tolerance for reprisals.88 But in many countries and 

When projects don’t follow the safeguards, 
communities rarely receive remedy for the harm the 
project caused. Sometimes, PDBs leave projects where 
their safeguards are not being followed, but this can 
also be harmful.90 PDBs can walk away from projects 

contexts, people who speak out about development 
projects face attacks for doing so. PDBs fail to 
implement due diligence processes to assess and 
prevent reprisal risks when they support projects in 
such contexts, or address reprisals when they happen.
 
Poor implementation is particularly true for PDBs’ 
investments through financial intermediaries. In such 
cases, safeguards and other environmental and social 
policies do apply but are rarely implemented.

WEAK IMPLEMENTATION 
OF SAFEGUARDS 

REMEDY REMAINS RARE

CASE STUDY

After a five-year engagement with the World 
Bank Group’s financing in the hotel industry, the 
International Union of Food, Agricultural, Hotel, 
Restaurant, Catering, Tobacco and Allied Workers’ 
Associations (IUF), the global union federation for 
the hotel sector, and allied groups have documented 
due diligence failures and safeguard violations 
relating to 50 hotels in 12 countries receiving bank 

funding. Despite protections for workers’ rights in 
the performance standards of the IFC, there have 
been retaliatory termination of several union 
leaders, efforts to intimidate organizing workers, 
abrupt mass terminations of workers, and unsafe 
workplaces, among other violations of the safeguards 
and national law.89 

WORLD BANK GROUP’S PERFORMANCE STANDARDS FAIL TO 
PROTECT HOTEL WORKERS’ RIGHTS ACROSS PORTFOLIO

without any public process, effectively removing 
whatever protection safeguards they provided behind 
the scenes. They also do not account for how their 
investment moved forward a harmful project that may 
not have proceeded without their support.91 

Similarly, PDBs accountability processes are limited 
in that they cannot compel action or require sufficient 
remedy and justice, and may come with restrictive 
admissibility requirements or be slow to deliver 
recommendations.92 It is worth noting that civil society 
is making some inroads in their push for remedy, 

GAPS IN ACCOUNTABILITY
including for grievance mechanisms to have a role to 
recommend remedies for harms caused as a result of 
the violation of their host banks’ policies,93 and for PDBs 
themselves to formalize their approach to remedy.94 
However, progress by PDBs on this remains slow.

PDBs’ safeguards primarily cover only direct equity investments or lending of the banks. Safeguards are not 
applicable to a large portion of PDBs’ portfolio of work, including policy lending or technical assistance.86 

LARGE PARTS OF PDBs’ WORK EXCLUDED FROM SAFEGUARDS

https://www.iuf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Hotel-Workers-Rights-in-Development-Finance-REPORT.pdf
https://www.iuf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Hotel-Workers-Rights-in-Development-Finance-REPORT.pdf
https://www.iuf.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/Hotel-Workers-Rights-in-Development-Finance-REPORT.pdf.
https://rightsindevelopment.org/misplaced-trust/
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Publications/Remedy-in-Development.pdf
https://www.ciel.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/Glass-half-full.pdf
https://www.ecgnet.org/sites/default/files/Evaluation-of-the-Independent-Consultation-and-Investigation-Mechanism-MICI-2021.pdf
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/5a975e12-f30c-4d78-90cd-6e52b992d77b/IFC-MIGA-Approach-to-Remedial-Action.pdf?MOD=AJPERES&CVID=opQ-ara
https://bankinformationcenter.cdn.prismic.io/bankinformationcenter/a19d92b7-7cca-42c0-95c1-7c56ba46e3b0_Mountfield_+DFP+Reform+CSO+Letter%2C+013122.pdf


DEMYSTIFYING DEVELOPMENT FINANCE

HOW PUBLIC DEVELOPMENT BANKS IMPACT PEOPLES AND THE PLANET 29

Despite transparency and disclosure policies, most 
PDBs fall considerably short of fulfilling communities’ 
right to information. Many Chinese PDBs contractually 
prevent borrowers from disclosing information.95 While 
most multilateral MDBs have access to information 
and disclosure policies, the exceptions are pervasive 

Many PDB clients and other institutions are pushing for 
an even greater flexibilization of existing standards. As 
a result, in recent years, many safeguards policies have 
been further diluted, by focusing on principles (rather 
than precise requirements and consequences for non-
compliance), allowing projects to be approved through 

Since PDBs are owned by States, they should act as 
duty bearers within the international human rights 
system. Yet, many larger multilateral PDBs do not 
accept that the international human rights legal system 
applies to them.98 They justify this in part by saying they 
have their own environmental and social safeguards. 
In practice, however, these safeguards fall short of a 
human rights-based approach to development. They 
are an inadequate business or economic response, 
which is then legitimized because of the incredible 
standard-setting power the PDBs have.

MANY PDBs CONTINUE TO 
BE QUITE OPAQUE

DILUTION OF SAFEGUARDS

and implementation of disclosure policies can be very 
spotty. Citizens often can’t even see the contracts 
through which their governments become indebted 
to PDBs. Project disclosures are also rarely updated, 
often lack critical details, are overly technical, and are 
unavailable in local languages.96 

environmental and social management plans without 
doing rigorous environmental and social assessments, 
and entrusting borrowing countries and businesses 
(and their own systems) with greater responsibility for 
determining and implementing safeguards.97 

SAFEGUARDS ARE NOT A REPLACEMENT 
FOR INTERNATIONAL HUMAN RIGHTS LAW

Moreover, when PDBs standards are used as a 
benchmark, other stronger standards may be 
undermined. For example, the OECD relied on IFC 
Performance Standards as its benchmark, rather than 
the more robust UN Guiding Principles on Business 
and Human Rights, which also include a responsibility 
to provide remedy, and are a better ref lection of 
international human rights law.99 

Protest against the Yanacocha mine in Peru.

Credit: Earthrights International.

https://accountabilityproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/08/FINAL-In-Practice_-Information-Disclosure-at-the-African-Development-Bank-last-updated-5-Feb.pdf
https://accountability.medium.com/in-practice-information-disclosure-at-idb-invest-a5a5406b2a5e
https://rightsindevelopment.org/misplaced-trust/.
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2015/09/world-bank-human-rights-free-zone-un-expert-extreme-poverty-expresses-deep
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2015/09/world-bank-human-rights-free-zone-un-expert-extreme-poverty-expresses-deep
https://www.ohchr.org/en/press-releases/2022/02/development-finance-institutions-need-proactive-approach-remedy-avoid-human


DEMYSTIFYING DEVELOPMENT FINANCE

HOW PUBLIC DEVELOPMENT BANKS IMPACT PEOPLES AND THE PLANET 30

STANDARD SETTING: PDBs SYSTEMIC 
IMPACT ON POLICIES AND PRACTICES
PDBs have a significant effect on the global economy, 
particularly on developing countries’ economies. In 
addition to the more obvious impacts of their direct 
investments, PDBs also have important hidden impacts. 
As described below, these include playing a leading 

It is important to note that historically marginalized 
countries have a much smaller say in the IMF and 
PDBs. Intergovernmental spaces – like the UN General 
Assembly, African Union, or Organisation of American 
States – are more representative: each country has 
an equal vote, there are more participatory spaces 
for civil society, and there is an applicable human 

Convening role

OECD Export Credit Agencies

Equator Principle Banks

Green Climate Fund 

IFC Performance Standards

Debt workout mechanism

People and government culture

Advisory services

Technical assistance

Policy reform

Standards

Sending signals

Demonstration effect

role in setting global standards for development 
finance, and in shaping national policy and practices 
in developing countries. PDBs also affect the private 
sector as they signal expectations, set standards and 
build capacities.

GLOBAL STANDARDS NATIONAL POLICIES

HIDDEN IMPACT OF PDBs

PRIVATE SECTOR POLICIES

rights framework. So, when the IMF and the larger 
multilateral PDBs use their economic might to act as 
standard-setting bodies, they are in effect acting like 
shadow governments, bypassing more deliberative 
intergovernmental bodies who have a more legitimate 
norm-setting role. 

GLOBAL STANDARD-SETTING

PDBs play a powerful role in shaping global standards 
on myriad issues. In addition to the wide adoption of 
their safeguards, PDBs frequently shape international 
f inancial discussions to advance a neoliberal 

DID YOU KNOW?

IFC estimates that its environmental and social Performance Standards affect around USD 4.5 
trillion in investments.100 They are the blueprint for 32 OECD export credit agencies, for many other 
PDBs, and for the Equator Principles followed by over 130 financial institutions, including most of 
the world’s largest commercial banks.101 

The Equator Principles are a set of voluntary guidelines adopted by financial institutions, to ensure 
that large infrastructure projects appropriately consider their potential impacts on the environment 
and affected communities.

economic model and liberal democratic ideas, such as 
environmental and social sustainability, transparency, 
and gender equity.

For example, in G20 discussions, the World Bank and 
IMF have focussed on market-based debt approaches 
that largely benefit private lenders, rather than a global 

debt restructuring mechanism under the UN which 
protects people from severe cuts to essential services.102 
The IMF and the major multilateral PDBs have 

https://www.re-course.org/news/ensuring-green-equity-means-equity-for-people-and-planet/
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/IEDebt/Int-debt-architecture-reform/Civil-Society-FfD-group-input-IDAreform-EN.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/sites/default/files/Documents/Issues/IEDebt/Int-debt-architecture-reform/Civil-Society-FfD-group-input-IDAreform-EN.pdf
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/topics_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/sustainability-at-ifc/company-resources/sustainable-finance/equator+principles+financial+institutions
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significant norm-setting power over debt issues. They 
are preferred creditors, meaning they get paid first 
over other creditors. This gives them a huge amount 
of power over whether a country goes into default, and 
a corresponding responsibility to lead on debt relief. 
Additionally, as the IMF and World Bank’s assessments 
of creditworthiness and debt sustainability are utilized 
by many financial institutions, they can make or break 
a country’s economic future. 

The traditional MDBs also play a convening role, 
bringing together different global elites to share 
strategies, “knowledge products”, and shape theory, 
practice and policy. For example, since 2020, the 
Finance in Common Summit has been one of the major 
fora where PDBs meet to discuss shared priorities 
and advance debates on key development issues with 
governments and the private sector, but without 
meaningful representation from communities who 
are affected by the decisions they take.

While there is greater evidence of large Western-led 
MDBs shaping national policies and practice in the 
Global South, even China’s PDBs and Global South-
led multilaterals – that focus more on project lending 
– have a strong impact on practice in the areas they 
operate in, especially around infrastructure and 

SHAPING NATIONAL 
POLICIES AND PRACTICES

trade. Whether the influence of these institutions is 
positive or negative varies. However, either way, it can 
short-circuit  public debate and regular democratic 
processes, distorting normal lines of government 
accountability.

In the past, PDBs and the IMF were criticized for forcing 
a neoliberal model on the Global South. However, today 
the private sector first approach is so hegemonic that 
governments and PDBs are often mutually reinforcing 
it, even trading blame for socially unpopular actions. 
National-level technocrats are trained at the same 
schools and with the same political and economic 
approaches as PDB economists. In many countries, it 
is a given that a bureaucrat seeking to hold the position 
of finance minister will have served in a senior position 

INFLUENCING PEOPLE AND 
SHAPING GOVERNMENT CULTURE

within the World Bank. Institutions like the World Bank 
finance training and capacity building for public sector 
bureaucrats and workers, including parliamentarians, 
teachers, judges and police officers. Many PDBs have 
rules and processes to promote good governance 
and prevent corruption. At the same time, there are 
countless examples of PDBs investments being utilized 
to prop up autocratic regimes and projects fueling 
bureaucratic corruption.103 

Protest in front of the World Bank in 2014.

Credit: International Accountability Project.

https://financeincommon.org/
https://www.cadtm.org/BRICS-New-Development-Bank-Corruption-in-South-Africa
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2019/04/world-banks-toxic-medupi-loan-leaves-south-africans-in-the-dark/
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For many of the large and Western-led PDBs, a 
substantial part of their influence comes through the 
advice and technical assistance they provide to clients. 
Some conduct technical assistance to strengthen the 
ability of national and local governments to do climate 
planning or to strengthen transparency. However, 

In addition to using policy loans, as mentioned in the 
section “Investment Trends”, the larger PDBs have used 
their assessment tools (such as the World Bank’s Doing 
Business report or Country Private Sector Diagnostics) 
to make recommendations for pro-business reforms, 

ADVISORY SERVICES AND 
TECHNICAL ASSISTANCE

POLICY REFORM

a large part of PDBs’ technical assistance is geared 
toward shaping national policy environments to favor 
the private sector. The World Bank, for instance, used 
technical assistance to redraft Haiti’s national mining 
code, including provisions that dramatically restricted 
access to information.104 

promoting deregulation, increasing private sector 
involvement in essential services such as health and 
education, and weakening State capacity for oversight 
and enforcement of its own laws.105 

DID YOU KNOW?

The World Bank’s Doing Business Report 106 resulted in more than 3,800 policy changes, including 
lowering corporate taxes, reducing workers’ pensions, and relaxing environmental protections.107 

CASE STUDY

In response to the World Bank’s efforts to weaken 
labor inspectorates in several Eastern European 
countries, Moldova decentralized its labor 
inspections. It farmed out occupational health and 
safety inspections to entities without expertise 
in workers’ protection, and limited unannounced 
inspections on the basis that a high number 
of inspections create excessive costs.108 This 

compromised oversight for occupational health 
and safety contravened International Labour 
Organization standards. National trade unions 
mobilized and succeeded in getting the State to 
“reform the reforms”, and put the national labor 
inspectorate back in charge of occupational safety 
and health.109 

WEAKENING LABOR LAWS AND ENFORCEMENT IN MOLDOVA

DID YOU KNOW?

PDBs affect national governments’ taxes and incomes. 
• Policy reforms pushed by PDBs – promoting corporate tax breaks, creating special economic 

zones, PPPs, and outsourcing of public goods and services – erode the national tax base. 
• PDBs also push governments to increase or introduce new taxes for ordinary citizens, while 

reducing taxes for the rich and corporations.110

https://www.accountabilitycounsel.org/client-case/haiti-mining-laws/
https://www.accountabilitycounsel.org/client-case/haiti-mining-laws/
https://www.eurodad.org/repeatprescription
https://www.worldbank.org/en/businessready/doing-business-legacy
https://www.worldbank.org/en/businessready/doing-business-legacy
https://www.worldbank.org/en/programs/business-enabling-environment
https://www.twn.my/title2/finance/2021/fi210906.htm
https://www.ilo.org/budapest/whats-new/WCMS_766135/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ilo.org/budapest/whats-new/WCMS_766135/lang--en/index.htm
https://www.ituc-csi.org/IMG/pdf/global_unions_statement_imf-wbg_10-2020_en.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/353547525_Labour_Inspections_in_Post-Soviet_Countries_Reform_or_Collapse
https://www.ilo.org/budapest/whats-new/WCMS_766135/lang--en/index.htm.
https://www.brettonwoodsproject.org/2023/04/against-regressive-taxes-and-austerity-imf-and-world-bank-must-pivot-tax-policies-to-support-a-just-and-green-transition
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The application of PDBs’ policies can also have a wider 
demonstration effect on government and domestic 
policy. If a government agency changes systems or 
structures to comply with higher standards, that 
change can carry over to future activities beyond the 
project. 

Many governments, for instance, have incorporated 
World Bank resettlement standards into national law. 

DEMONSTRATION EFFECT
The Country Partnership Framework (CPF) process 
of the World Bank and some regional MDBs has been 
shown to influence national development policy. Every 
CPF theoretically has to have a country climate plan, 
creating an additional avenue to influence national 
climate planning. However, CSOs have documented 
that many CPF processes are highly problematic, 
and they have often failed to consult civil society 
adequately.111 

PDBs have a huge impact on how private companies 
behave, as they can inf luence them through their 
policies, standard setting, capacity building, and 
sending signals.

PDBs have played a major role in increasing the use and 
quality of environmental and social impact assessment 
globally. Many PDBs utilize standard contracts, bidding 
documents, and codes of conduct that can change 
corporate practice (for example on topics such as 
gender-based violence or ensuring accessibility). 
Their investments send strong signals also to the so-
called socially responsible investors, who may rely on 

SHAPING PRIVATE SECTOR 
POLICIES AND PRACTICES

PDBs safeguards and their due diligence or monitoring 
processes.

The experience of successfully applying higher 
standards or practices can also have a demonstration 
effect. In countries where respect for labor rights 
is normally low, a project that complies with PDBs 
labor standards can encourage other companies to 
engage with unions and respect rights. PDBs do not 
easily divest from companies for failing to comply with 
policies or safeguards, but the risk can have a powerful 
deterrent effect.

CASE STUDY

CASE STUDY

After civil society groups raised complaints about 
gender-based violence associated with a World 
Bank-financed road project in Uganda, the bank 
took several measures to address this issue. These 
steps are having a ripple effect on other PDBs as well 

After civil society groups brought complaints to the 
IFC and World Bank over palm oil investments that 
were causing land grabs and rights abuses, the World 
Bank Group eventually adopted a policy to only invest 
in projects involving companies certified to meet the 

as private industries globally.112 In 2020, the World 
Bank introduced a mechanism that can disqualify 
contractors for failing to comply with obligations 
related to the prevention of gender-based violence.113 

Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil’s Principles 
and Criteria.114 The efficacy of the standards can be 
debated, but the World Bank Group’s adherence to 
them greatly impacted their uptake across the palm 
sector. 

TACKLING GENDER-BASED VIOLENCE

TACKLING VIOLATIONS IN THE PALM OIL SECTOR

https://www.worldbank.org/en/projects-operations/country-strategies
https://re-course.org/old/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Myanmar-CPF-analysis-English.pdf
https://www.re-course.org/old/news/civil-society-organizations-from-kazakhstan-demand-inclusion-in-world-bank-country-strategy-processes/
https://re-course.org/old/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/tajikistan_eng_interactive.pdf
https://bankinformationcenter.org/en-us/project/uganda-transport-sector-development-project-tsdp
https://bankinformationcenter.org/en-us/project/uganda-transport-sector-development-project-tsdp
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/regprojects_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/bacp/projects/projsummary_rspo
https://www.ifc.org/wps/wcm/connect/regprojects_ext_content/ifc_external_corporate_site/bacp/projects/projsummary_rspo
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HARMING COMMUNITIES, 
COUNTRIES AND THE PLANET
As a result of PDBs’ investments and standard-setting, 
and limitations of their safeguards, development banks 
end up harming people and the planet, and get in the 

way of communities, countries and Indigenous Peoples 
from pursuing their own development pathways and 
priorities.

Cotton field.
Credit: Karl Wiggers, Unsplash.

PDBs are part of a top-down development model, which 
fails to account for the diversity of cosmovisions of 
many traditional communities, who have their own 
development pathways and priorities. Instead of 
democratizing and decentralizing development 
decision-making to those who bear the brunt of 
development impacts – and those who should be 
development finance’s beneficiaries – PDBs often make 
decisions in closed rooms with governing and business 
elites.115 Many refuse to accept that the human rights 

FUELING REPRISALS 
AND RIGHTS ABUSES

system applies to them, or that people should be able 
to hold them accountable in national courts. 

The lack of a participatory and community-led 
approach — coupled with failures to conduct 
meaningful due diligence – exacerbates existing power 
imbalances and fuels rights abuses, including land and 
resource grabs.116 Groups in vulnerable situations — 
such as womxn, LGBTIQ+ people, Indigenous peoples, 
people with disabilities, and children among others — 
tend to be disproportionately affected.

PDBs AND GENDER

There is a gulf between development banks’ 
rhetoric and their action. PDB’s documents 
increasingly adopt a gender-sensitive approach and 
language that civil society recommends. However, 
too often PDB operations promote privatization and 
austerity paradigms that disproportionately harm the 

rights of womxn and LGBTQI+ people, for example by 
reducing their access to public services or promoting 
projects that put them at risk.117 Many development 
projects are also linked to high levels of militarization, 
which in turn leads to increased gender risks.

https://accountabilityproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/IAP-Back-to-Development-Report.pdf
https://accountabilityproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/IAP-Back-to-Development-Report.pdf
https://www.forum-adb.org/_files/ugd/898604_4b869b0a0cc14d55b82ba413c1b897ec.pdf?index=true
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO_STU(2016)578007
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document/EXPO_STU(2016)578007
https://www.genderaction.org/pdf/IFIs-Rhetorical-Gender-Climate-Promises.pdf
https://www.genderaction.org/pdf/IFIs-Rhetorical-Gender-Climate-Promises.pdf
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Many PDBs have a “climate debt”. They have been 
actively supporting projects with negative impacts 
on the climate for generations, financing some of 
the dirtiest industries and most climate-destructive 
activities.124 Although many PDBs are taking action to 
decrease direct investments in coal and other fossil 
fuels, they continue to lend untold support to climate-
negative activities indirectly.125 

PDBs investments may also lend power and legitimacy 
to crony capitalists, corrupt and abusive regimes, or 
fuel conflict or the activity of armed groups.118 An influx 

of financing, or overt pressure from PDBs, can also 
cause a government to ignore public opposition or 
crack down on public protest.119 

CASE STUDY

In Honduras, following the coup in 2009, PDBs 
jumped in with new investment despite the absence 
of democracy, as well as rampant rights abuses and 
corruption. An adequate due diligence process 
would have shown that the largest banks in Honduras 
were controlled by elite family networks linked to 
corruption and rights abuses. It would also have 
shown that many holding companies — such as 
those for proposed renewable energy projects — 
were linked to criminal groups. Yet, PDBs bypassed 
safeguard policies and used these banks as financial 
intermediaries, ending up funding violence and 
criminal cartels.120

In the case of Agua Zarca,121 a hydroelectric project 
financed by many PDBs – including FMO, CABEI, 
and the IFC – the dam executives conspired with 
the Honduran state, assassinating the indigenous 
leader and environmental defender Berta Caceres. 
For years, FMO and other financiers ignored the 
collective protest led by Berta and her organization 
COPINH. Only after Berta’s killing, after powerful and 
collective mobilization, PDBs eventually withdrew 
from the project.122 

CRIMINAL DEVELOPMENT

Berta Caceres and the indigenous community resisting the 

Agua Zarca dam in Honduras.

Credit: Goldman Environmental Prize.

POLLUTION AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
DEGRADATION
The extractivist and export-oriented development 
model advanced by PDBs adversely impacts the 
environment and natural resources. For example, PDBs 
contribute to deforestation and loss of biodiversity 
by supporting large-infrastructure projects with 
signif icant footprints, mega-mines that destroy 
forest cover, industries that pollute water systems, and 
conservation efforts that displace traditional stewards 
of the forests.123

https://rightsindevelopment.org/uncalculatedrisks/
https://rightsindevelopment.org/unhealthy-silence
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-worldbank-honduras-ficohsa/world-bank-again-criticized-for-investments-in-honduras-idUSKBN0GC04D20140812
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-worldbank-honduras-ficohsa/world-bank-again-criticized-for-investments-in-honduras-idUSKBN0GC04D20140812
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/GAIPE-Report-English.pdf
https://www.law.berkeley.edu/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/GAIPE-Report-English.pdf
https://archive.internationalrivers.org/sites/default/files/attached-files/intlriversfactsheetworldbanklending_2016_3.pdf
https://www.forum-adb.org/_files/ugd/898604_4b869b0a0cc14d55b82ba413c1b897ec.pdf?index=true
https://www.edf.org/sites/default/files/9593_coal-plants-report.pdf
https://archive.internationalrivers.org/sites/default/files/attached-files/intlriversfactsheetworldbanklending_2016_3.pdf
https://archive.internationalrivers.org/sites/default/files/attached-files/intlriversfactsheetworldbanklending_2016_3.pdf
https://www.wri.org/research/aligning-financial-intermediary-investments-paris-agreement
https://www.urgewald.org/en/medien/world-bank-annual-meeting-bank-invested-over-105-billion-fossil-fuels-paris-agreement
https://www.re-course.org/news/ensuring-green-equity-means-equity-for-people-and-planet/
https://www.re-course.org/news/ensuring-green-equity-means-equity-for-people-and-planet/
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INCREASING DEBT BURDENS

Many larger PDBs, especially multilateral ones, hold a 
massive amount of countries’ debt. While some PDBs 
offer limited grant-based assistance, most of their 
financing is through loans. Chinese PDBs provide 
almost exclusively non-concessional financing, with 
shorter repayment periods.126 Some institutions, 
like the World Bank’s International Development 
Association (IDA) and many regional PDBs, offer 
concessional loans to the lowest-income countries, 
providing a source of financing that is relatively cheap 
and with longer payback terms.127 For countries not 

Even though they are rarely at the center of public 
debates, development banks strongly impact our lives, 
our countries and our planet. Despite a mainstream 
narrative of development finance as the go-to solution 
to fix the world’s problems, PDBs often have negative 
impacts. Indeed, as this analysis shows, the economic 
and development model promoted by most PDBs  — 
and the projects, policies, companies and authorities 
they support  — are often a major contributor to the 
vulnerability and underdevelopment of the Global 
South.

While most Western-led PDBs say their mission is 
to end poverty and promote economic inclusion, in 
practice they replicate a colonial model built on the 
extraction of resources and labor in the Global South. 
In order to feed elite and corporate demand, Western 
PDBs promote approaches such as privatization 
and financialization, that keep fueling inequality, 
vulnerability and social conflicts.128 

within the lowest income tier, most PDB financing 
comes with higher interest rates. 

Moreover, most loans from PDBs are made in US 
dollars or other hard currencies, meaning that if a 
country’s currency devalues during the lifespan of 
a loan, it becomes much more expensive to pay it 
back. This is further complicated by the reality that 
significant amounts of public debt taken from PDBs 
can be considered dubious debt, as it was contracted by 
corrupt governments and with a lack of due diligence 
to human rights impacts on the part of the PDBs.

CONCLUSION
The missions of Chinese and Global South-led PDBs – 
like AIIB and NDB – are more focused on sustainable 
infrastructure. However, the underlying approach 
is similarly geared towards connecting with global 
markets and supply chains, rather than prioritizing 
locally-led development pathways.129

What all these development banks have in common is 
that they are failing to address the root causes of the 
exact problems they claim to solve, and instead they 
are even exacerbating them. This analysis, based on 
the perspectives of dozens of Global South civil society 
experts, tries to demystify a narrative that is based on 
aspirational commitments spelled out in the banks’ 
policies but that does not match with reality on the 
ground. In doing so, we hope to open up a much-needed 
debate on the role that development banks are playing 
in the global financial architecture, and the importance 
of collectively holding these institutions accountable 
for their impacts on peoples and the planet.

Resistance movement against the copper mine Las Bambas, Peru.

https://latsustentable.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/LAS-BDC-Report-English.pdf
https://www.devex.com/news/opinion-the-real-problem-in-the-world-bank-s-doing-business-indicator-101848
https://d3n8a8pro7vhmx.cloudfront.net/eurodad/pages/2551/attachments/original/1632903437/dpf-report-final.pdf?1632903437
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/a75d281_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/a75d281_en.pdf
https://medium.com/iel-collective/international-public-finance-and-covid-19-a-new-architecture-is-urgently-needed-6a364c43141e
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NOTE ON METHODOLOGY
This report is not meant to ref lect any person, 
organization, or network’s analysis or opinion. Rather, 
it is an attempt to capture the collective analysis and 
diverse perspectives of several members and allies of 
the Coalition.

This first draft was produced by Gretchen Gordon 
(advisor to the Coalition for Human Rights in 
Development secretariat and former coordinator) 
through a series of interviews with the following 
people: 

Motoko Aizawa (independent) | Nancy Alexander 
(independent) | Leo Baunauch (formerly ITUC) | 
Elana Berger (Bank Information Center) | Annie 
Bird (independent) | Patrick Bond (University of 
Johannesburg) | Nadia Daar (formerly Oxfam) | Kate 
DeAngelis (Friends of the Earth) | Amy Ekdawi (Arab 
Watch Coalition) | Paulina Garzón (Latinoamérica 
Sustentable) | Kate Geary (Recourse) | Kris Genovese 
(SAGE Fund) | Rayyan Hassan (NGO Forum on ADB) 
| Josh Klemm (International Rivers) | Chiara Mariotti 
(formerly Eurodad) | Jocelyn Medallo (International 
Accountability Project) | Stefano Prato (Society for 
International Development) | Rebecca Ray (Boston 
University) | Rebecca Riddell (former NYU Human 
Rights and Privatization Project) | María José Romero 
(Eurodad) | Liane Schalatek (Heinrich Boll Foundation) 
| Jolie Schwarz (formerly Oxfam) | Lena Semit (Human 
Rights Watch) | Shereen Talaat (Arab Watch Coalition) 
| Luiz Vieira (Bretton Woods Project) | Jim Wormington 
(Human Rights Watch).

To solicit feedback, the first draft was translated 
in Spanish and French, and shared widely with the 
people who were interviewed, and with the Coalition’s 
members and partners. Further feedback was gathered 
during four consultation workshops (one global 
consultation in English, one in Spanish for groups in 
Latin America, one in English and French for groups 
in Africa, and one in English for groups in Asia). 
During these consultations, the Coalition secretariat 
documented feedback on gaps and disagreements, as 
well as on how to shape the document to better meet 
the needs and goals of participating organizations. 
Several people also provided written comments, took 
on the drafting of sections and case studies, and helped 
edit the document.

The list of people who participated and/or contributed 
to the various workshops, and/or contributed through 
writing, includes: 

Wisdom Adjawlo (Jeunes Volontaires pour 
l’Environnement, JVE, Ghana) | Fiana Arbab (Oxfam) | 
Harry Bignel (Oxfam) | Joseph Byomuhangyi (Uganda 
Consortium on Corporate Accountability, UCCA, 
Uganda) | Saeed Baloch (Pakistan Fisherfolk Forum) 
| Sarah Brooks (International Service for Human 
Rights) | Tala Batangan (Reality of Aid Asia Pacific, 
Philippines) | Tarita Baldan (Global Health Advocates) 
| Gustavo Castro (Otros Mundos) | Ladd Connell (Bank 
Information Center) | David Cruz (Asociación Ambiente 
y Sociedad, Colombia) | Babacar Diouf (Lumière 
Synergie pour le Développement, LSD, Senegal) | 
Christian Donaldson (Oxfam) | Sukhgerel Dugersuren 
(OT Watch Mongolia) | Gaelle Dusepulchre (FIDH, 
France)  | Susan Engel (University of Wollongong) | Cesar 
Gamboa (Derecho, Ambiente y Recursos Naturales, 
DAR, Peru) | Kate Geary (Recourse) | Kris Genovese 
(SAGE Fund) | Leandro Gomez (Fundación Ambiente 
y Recursos Naturales, Argentina) | Rayyan Hassan 
(NGO Forum on ADB, Philippines) | Emilia Hermosa 
(Latinoamerica Sustentable) | Nazer Hossain (ISDE 
Bangladesh) | Carolina Juaneda (Bank Information 
Center) | Asim Nawaz Khan (Pakistan) | Malang Kondjira 
| Arnold Kwesiga (Centre for human rights, University 
of Pretoria, South Africa) | Collins Liko (ESCR-Net) | 
Katharine Lu (Friends of the Earth, United States) | 
Fatoumata Mbodj (LSD, Senegal) | Veronique Mbole 
(Green Development Advocates, Cameroon) | Hasan 
Mehedi (CLEAN Bangladesh) | Robi Chacha Mosenda 
(Accountability Counsel) | Anuradha Munshi (CFA) | John 
Mwebe (IAP, Uganda) | Spencer Nelson (Global Labor 
Justice) | Rovik Obanil (Freedom from Debt Coalition 
Philippines) | Linda Oduor-Noah (Oxfam) | Marjorie 
Pamintuan (Recourse) | Andri Prasetiyo (Trend Asia) 
| Fiza Qureshi (Indus Consortium, Pakistan) | Tanya 
Lee Roberts-Davis (NGO Forum on ADB) | María José 
Romero (Eurodad) | Gonzalo Roza (Fundeps) | Feliciano 
Santos (MODETEAB) | Alejandra Scampini (ESCR-
net) | Maia Seeger (Sustentarse, Chile) | Annabella 
Sibrian (Protection International Mesoamerica) | 
Lena Simet (Human Rights Watch) | Angela Tritto | Ritu 
Thapa (Indigenous Women Legal Awareness Group, 
INWOLAG, Nepal).
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TOOLKITS AND 
RESOURCES ON PDBs
THE EARLY WARNING SYSTEM (EWS)

The EWS – which is anchored by the International 
Accountability Project (IAP) – ensures local 
communities, and the organizations that support 
them, have verified information about projects being 
proposed at major development finance institutions, 
and clear strategies for advocacy – ideally before 
funding is decided. It includes the first civil society-
led database that summarizes projects proposed and 
approved at the largest development banks, which 
has been updated daily since January 2016. Further 
information: 
https://ews.rightsindevelopment.org/about

TOOLS FOR ACTIVISTS: AN INFORMATION AND ADVOCACY GUIDE 

TO THE WORLD BANK GROUP (2020)

Bank Information Center (BIC), available online at: 
https://bankinformationcenter.org/en-us/update/
toolkit-for-activists/

UNDERSTANDING THE AFRICAN DEVELOPMENT BANK (2023)

Accountability Counsel, Arab Watch Coalition, Bank 
Information Center (BIC), Both ENDS, Center for 
International Environmental Law (CIEL), Coalition 
for Human Rights in Development, International 
Accountability Project (IAP), and Lumière Synergie 
pour le Développement (LSD), available online at: 
https://rightsindevelopment.org/afdb-guide-eng/

COMMUNITY GUIDE TO THE ASIAN INFRASTRUCTURE INVESTMENT 

BANK (2020)

Inclusive Development International (IDI), available 
online at:
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/tools/
community-guide-to-the-asian-infrastructure-
investment-bank/

CITIZENS’ GUIDES TO INTERNATIONAL FINANCIAL INSTITUTIONS

CEE Bankwatch Network, available online at: 
https://bankwatch.org/get-involved/guides

COMMUNITY ACTION GUIDES ON THE ASIAN DEVELOPMENT BANK 

(2020)

International Accountability Project, available online 
at: 
https://accountabilityproject.org/work/community-
organizing/community-action-guides/

SAFEGUARDING PEOPLES AND THE ENVIRONMENT IN CHINESE 

INVESTMENTS (2020)

Inclusive Development International (IDI), available 
online at: 
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/wp-content/
uploads/2020/01/2019_idi_china-safeguards-guide-
final.pdf

RESOURCES AND GUIDES ON PDBs’ ACCOUNTABILITY MECHANISMS:

Accountability Counsel, available online at: 
h t t p s : // w w w. a c c o u n t a b i l i t y c o u n s e l . o r g /
accountability-resources/guides

https://ews.rightsindevelopment.org/about
https://bankinformationcenter.org/en-us/update/toolkit-for-activists/
https://bankinformationcenter.org/en-us/update/toolkit-for-activists/
https://rightsindevelopment.org/afdb-guide-eng/
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/tools/community-guide-to-the-asian-infrastructure-investment-bank/
https://bankwatch.org/get-involved/guides
https://accountabilityproject.org/work/community-organizing/community-action-guides/
https://accountabilityproject.org/work/community-organizing/community-action-guides/
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/2019_idi_china-safeguards-guide-final.pdf
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/2019_idi_china-safeguards-guide-final.pdf
https://www.inclusivedevelopment.net/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/2019_idi_china-safeguards-guide-final.pdf
https://www.accountabilitycounsel.org/accountability-resources/guides
https://www.accountabilitycounsel.org/accountability-resources/guides
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GLOSSARY
Accountability is the obligation of individuals and organizations to answer for their actions. It is essential 
for good governance and ensuring that development resources are used effectively. Accountability can be 
promoted through a variety of mechanisms, such as transparency, participation, and independent oversight.

Bilateral aid agencies are run by a single donor country and provide financial assistance to developing 
countries. Donor countries fund their own aid agencies to promote economic development, poverty 
reduction, and social welfare in developing countries. They provide grants and technical assistance.

Blended finance is a type of financing combining public and private capital to invest in projects. The purpose 
of blended finance is to add private capital to projects that the private sector would not invest in on its own.

Climate debt is a debt owed by heavy polluters to those who bear the brunt of climate change, for the damage 
caused by their disproportionately large contributions to global warming and climate change through 
economic and other activities. It is often used in the context of the climate debt owed by industrialized 
countries to lower-income countries.

Climate finance generally refers to finance for activities aiming to mitigate or adapt to the impacts of climate 
change. Climate finance is related to the overlapping concepts of green finance, sustainable finance, and 
low-carbon finance.

Conditionality is when development banks attach conditions to their investments to influence the recipient 
countries’ policies and behavior. Conditionality is controversial because it undemocratically shapes national 
laws, policies and practices, and violates countries’ right to self-determination.

Credit rating is a measure of how likely a State or other economic actor is to pay back a loan. Credit rating 
agencies assign ratings based on several factors, including the entity’s financial strength, profitability, and 
track record of paying back loans historically. A higher credit rating indicates a lower risk of default, and a 
lower credit rating indicates a higher risk of default.

Demonstration effect is the idea that when a new technology or practice is successfully implemented in 
one place, it can inspire others to adopt it in other places.

Development finance institutions (DFIs) are national and international institutions that provide loans, 
grants, and other investments for projects and activities worldwide. The definition of DFIs largely overlaps 
with that of PDBs (see below).

Equity is a type of investment that gives investors a share of the ownership of a company. PDBs provide 
equity to companies in developing countries that commercial banks consider too risky to lend to. PDBs 
also invest in companies that aim to address social or environmental challenges.

Financial intermediaries (FI) are financial institutions (usually, commercial banks or private equity funds) 
that receive money from PDBs, and then pass that money onwards to other clients or projects, such that:  
the FIs’ clients become “sub-clients” of PDBs, and FI funded projects become “sub-projects” of PDBs.

Financialization is the process by which financial markets and institutions come to dominate the economy. 
It is characterized by the increasing use of debt, the growth of financial speculation, and the concentration 
of wealth in the hands of a few.

Financing vehicles are ways to raise and distribute money. Governments, businesses, and individuals can 
use them to finance various activities, such as investment, lending, and trade. Some common financing 
vehicles are banks, bonds, stocks, and venture capital.
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Free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) is a requirement under international law to obtain the permission 
of Indigenous Peoples before undertaking any activity that may affect their lands or resources. FPIC is 
essential for ensuring Indigenous peoples can self-determine decisions affecting their lives.

Knowledge products are materials that are created to share information and knowledge. They can take 
many forms, such as reports, articles, videos, and websites. These products can help to raise awareness of 
important issues, share best practices, and build capacity.

Liability generally refers to the state of being responsible for something, and this term can refer to any 
money or service owed to another party.

Paris Climate Agreement: a legally binding international treaty within the United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), entered into force in 2016. Its long-term goal is to reduce climate 
change’s effects and it provides a framework to support countries in their climate action efforts, including 
the mobilization of climate finance.

Public development banks (PDBs) are financial institutions owned and governed entirely or in part by one 
or more governments. They work in support of a public policy mission to channel public resources to the 
public and private sectors, through different financing vehicles.

Public-private partnerships (PPPs) involve collaboration between government agencies and private-sector 
companies to finance, build and operate projects. 

Safeguards are measures that are taken to protect people and the environment from the negative impacts 
of development projects. Safeguards can include requirements for environmental impact assessments, 
social impact assessments and resettlement plans.

Securitization is the conversion of the promise of money in the future – such as expected interest payments 
and repayment of a loan – into a ‘financial product’ (also called a ‘marketable security’) that can be sold 
to other investors. It often involves pooling several different receivables together and selling them as 
securities. While securitization is seen as a valuable tool for mobilizing capital for development, it is also 
a risky financial practice.

Sustainable development goals (SDGs) are 17 goals adopted by the UN in 2015. They offer a global framework 
for development that can help to guide governments, businesses, and individuals in their efforts to create 
a more sustainable future to end poverty, protect the planet, and ensure prosperity for all. 

Technical assistance (in the development context) is a form of aid to provide countries with the expertise 
to promote development. It might involve sending experts and consultants to advise on specific issues, 
drafting reports and other knowledge products, or organizing capacity-building and training.


