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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

1. The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is undertaking a comprehensive review and 
update of its Safeguard Policy Statement, 2009 (SPS).1 The update process has 
been initiated by ADB Management following a Corporate Evaluation of the SPS 
by ADB’s Independent Evaluation Department (IED), completed in May 2020 
(IED Report).2 The update will build off the findings and recommendations of the 
IED report, which ADB Management endorsed. The update will seek to 
modernize the policy, considering the changing development context and 
evolving needs and capacities of developing member countries (DMCs) and 
private sector clients; as well as opportunities for greater harmonization with the 
policy principles and standards of other multilateral financial institutions (MFI). 
The update will consider the diversity of ADB lending modalities and operations, 
including the private sector, as well as requirements for different contexts such 
as fragile and conflict affected situations (FCAS), small island developing states 
(SIDS) and emergency assistance. Overall, the policy update will seek to 
strengthen safeguard implementation effectiveness and efficiency, in ways that 
will enhance beneficial safeguards outcomes for the environment and affected 
people.  
 

2. The revised safeguard policy is expected to be ready for ADB Board 
consideration in March 2023, following a process of further reviews, policy 
development and meaningful stakeholder engagement. As a part of this process, 
ADB is undertaking a series of brief analytical studies.3 These studies will 
benchmark ADB’s current SPS against the policies of selected MFI and briefly 
consider implementation experience.4 The studies will inform the development 
of the new safeguard policy and will be provided for stakeholder review and 
consultations. Initial summaries will be disclosed first to gather initial stakeholder 
views. The analytical studies themselves will then be updated and disclosed in 
full. Stakeholder engagement and consultation will have three main phases: (i) 
preliminary information and outreach on the overall approach for the policy 
update and stakeholder engagement plan; (ii) consultation on the analytical 
studies; and (iii) consultation on the draft policy paper. There will be multiple 
opportunities for stakeholder engagement, including regional consultations; 
“deep dive” sessions with ADB DMCs and civil society organizations (CSOs); 
focus groups on specific topics; and consultations with people affected by ADB 

                                                      
1  ADB. 2009. Safeguards Policy Statement. Manila. https://www.adb.org/documents/safeguard-policy-statement  
2 Independent Evaluation Department. 2020. Evaluation Document: Effectiveness of the 2009 Safeguard Policy 
Statement. Manila. https://www.adb.org/documents/effectiveness-2009-safeguard-policy-statement 
3 The planned analytical studies are: 1. Overall Policy Architecture; 2. Indigenous Peoples; 3. Resource 
Efficiency and Pollution Prevention; 4. Labor and Working Conditions; 5. Community and Occupational Health & 
safety; 6. Land Acquisition, Restriction of Access and Involuntary Resettlement; 7. Stakeholder Engagement, 
Information Disclosure and grievance redress Mechanisms; 8. Biodiversity and Natural Resource Management; 
9. Country Safeguards Systems; 10. Cultural Heritage; 11. Safeguards in Different Financing Modalities; 12. 
Environmental and Social Impacts and Risk Assessment; 13. Climate Change; 14. Safeguards in Fragile and 
Conflict Affected Situations and Small Island Developing States (FCAS/SIDS). Additional studies may also be 
added where needed.     
4 The studies are intended to complement the evaluation completed by IED in May 2020 and will not duplicate 
IEDs work on the overall effectiveness of the SPS.  

https://www.adb.org/documents/safeguard-policy-statement
https://www.adb.org/documents/effectiveness-2009-safeguard-policy-statement
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projects.5 This document provides a summary of the analytical study on labor 
and working conditions (LWC).  
 

II. METHODOLOGY 
 

3. Purpose and scope of the LWC study. A benchmarking study has been 
prepared with the objective of comparing ADB’s current policy, strategy and 
practices against the safeguards frameworks and policies of selected peer MFIs. 
The MFIs covered by the study included: IFC, European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (EBRD), the Inter-American Development Bank Group (IDB 
Group), International Finance Corporation (IFC) and the World Bank. Other 
aspects covered included the scope and application of the respective safeguard 
systems regarding LWC; thematic coverage of LWC issues; and relevant 
operational requirements applicable to borrowers and clients. This involved 
identifying gaps, areas of convergence, strengths and weaknesses, significant 
differences, emerging issues, and operational implications. Consideration was 
given to relevant sectoral/industry LWC standards, with a view to assisting ADB 
in identifying potential issues or improvements that could be considered as part 
of the SPS updating process.   
 

4. The benchmarking study was undertaken as a desktop exercise and involved the 
review of key ADB, MFI and third-party documentation, as well as related articles, 
reports, and studies. The review was supplemented by virtual interviews with 
ADB staff, representatives of the peer MFIs, selected ADB shareholders and 
CSO representatives. The study will be further supplemented through planned 
additional consultations with DMCs and CSOs.     

 

III. IED FINDINGS ON LABOR AND WORKING CONDITIONS 
 

5. With respect to LWC, the IED Report concluded that there is a lack of clarity in 
the SPS on the scope of application and implementation requirements for labor 
and working conditions. Specifically, the study notes the need to expand the 
coverage of the SPS to clarify and integrate the safeguard aspects of 
crosscutting social dimensions like labor and working conditions, community 
health and safety, gender, supply chain risks, influx/migrant workers, stakeholder 
engagement, some of which are currently addressed by other ADB strategies 
and policies.  
 

6. The IED Report also noted that the treatment of labor and working conditions or 
community health and safety, which have overlaps with social impacts, were less 
well addressed.  The most common occupational health and safety (OHS) issues 
were found in worker camps and workplace safety in all the countries visited as 
part of the review. It noted that adherence to SPS requirements on OHS issues 
depended heavily on the contractor or borrowers, and on the extent to which 
labor regulations are enforced by national authorities.  The report concluded that 

                                                      
5 Please refer to the ADB website and Stakeholder Engagement Plan for further details. 
https://www.adb.org/who-we-are/safeguards/safeguard-policy-review   

https://www.adb.org/who-we-are/safeguards/safeguard-policy-review
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the SPS contains insufficient guidance on labor and working conditions, 
occupational health and safety, community health and safety, stakeholder 
engagement, climate change, gender, and private sector financing. 

 

IV. OVERVIEW OF POLICY PRINCIPLES AND REQUIREMENTS 
FOR LWC 

 
7. Currently ADB implements requirements relating to LWC are through both the 

SPS and the ADB Social Protection Strategy, 2001.  In accordance with the 
Social Protection Strategy, ADB is required to ensure that labor risk and 
opportunities are assessed as part of the Project Poverty and Social Analysis 
during project design and that mitigation measures are adopted as part of the 
project’s overall approach to social protection.  Additional labor issue risks, such 
as occupational health and safety, are addressed as part of the environmental 
safeguards policy principles and requirements of the SPS, whereas child and 
forced labor are addressed through the Prohibited Investment Activities List 
(PAIL) in the SPS.  Operational requirements for ensuring labor risks (such as 
child labor, forced labor, and other core labor standards requirements) are set 
out in standard ADB loan agreements with borrowers and clients, as well as 
project documents and in contract documents.  The SPS requires that projects’ 
Environmental Management Plans (EMPs) set out potential impacts and the 
mitigation measures to address community and occupational health and safety 
issues. The borrower is required to ensure implementation of the EMPs including 
implementation by contractors.     

 

V. SUMMARY OF THE KEY FINDINGS OF LWC BENCHMARKING 
STUDY 

 
8. Overall, the study found that whereas ADB was a pioneer in the MFI community in the 

early to mid-2000s in terms of integrating labor issues into its lending operations, it has 
since fallen behind. LWC issues, for example, are not specifically identified in the SPS 
as a consideration in project screening and categorization. Key differences between 
ADB and selected MFIs are summarized below:  

  
• Scattered Provisions: ADBs coverage of LWC are spread out over multiple 

documents with a focus on the Core Labor Standards (CLS), which cover 4 areas 
(child labor; forced labor; non-discrimination; freedom of association and collective 
bargaining). As a result, ADBs LWC provisions lack clarity and accessibility. In 
contrast EBRD, IDB Group, IDB Invest, IFC, and the World Bank all have specific 
consolidated standards on LWC, which covers the full range of LWC issues, 
including not only the four CLS but also issues such as retrenchment, workers 
grievance mechanism, contractor workers, labor influx, and supply chain.  The 
finding is that a coherent and stand-alone focus on LWC would give more attention 
to the issue and help to address implementation fragmentation. Experience from 
peer MFIs also shows that having a stand-alone LWC standard and associated 
guidance is advantageous in terms of clarity for both MFI staff and borrowers. 
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• Scope of Application: The scope of application of LWC is unclear.  Whereas ADB 
refers to different types of workers in the ADB 2006 CLS Handbook6, the 
provisions on LWC are scattered throughout different documents. ADB also refers 
to different types of workers but never specifically mentions vulnerable workers, 
who they may be and why they may be vulnerable. In contrast, other MFIs have 
clearer scope of application for their LWC provisions, including a clear 
definition of the different types of workers. They also include vulnerable 
workers within the scope of application and provide examples of who those 
vulnerable workers may be. 
 

• Aspirational vs Practical: ADBs provisions on the CLS are worded such 
that they aspire more to an overall development objective whereas the 
approach of other MFI is more applied. In addition, ADB has not defined 
any specific objectives on how to implement the CLS.  Other MFIs, in 
contrast, have defined clear, practical, actionable, and achievable 
objectives and requirements for their clients, supported by operations-
focused guidance notes. ADB, in contrast, lacks such tools.  
 

• Policy vs.  Performance Standards:  ADB’s current approach provides 
flexibility to respond to project issues based on the project context and the 
extent of the LWC issues triggered. By contrast, the Performance 
Standards approach used by other MFIs has more specific requirements 
for borrowers and clients. The difference between these is that that latter 
tends to be clearer with binding requirements on LWC that should more 
systematically address projects risks, while also supporting enhanced 
developmental outcomes. 
 

• Absence of Guidance and Operationalization: Unlike its peers, ADB 
lacks project-specific guidance on LWC. ADBs LWC requirements are also 
not implementation-focused and may not be systematically operationalized. 
 

• Descriptive vs Prescriptive: In the Handbook on Core Labor Standards, 
ADB focuses on a “what is” approach, explaining what the CLS are and 
how ADB can help address it. Other MFIs have chosen a more prescriptive 
approach, providing a “how to” guide for clients and projects. Other MFIs 
have adopted more binding language, supported by guidance notes. The 
absence of more prescriptive language on LWC in the Handbook on Core 
Labor Standards gives the impression that compliance with the CLS is 
optional, with national LWC provisions prevailing. 
 

• Avoidance of Allocating Responsibility: EBRD, IDB Group, IDB Invest, 
IFC, and the World Bank clearly put the onus of managing and monitoring 
LWC on the borrower and clients. In contrast, ADB’s Core Labor Standards 
Handbook does not identify whose responsibility it is to address the labor 
issues.  Linked project documents such as Project Administration Manuals 
may sometime not include specific reference to the core labor standards. 
 

                                                      
6 2006. ADB’s Core Labor Standards Handbook. https://www.adb.org/sites/default/files/institutional-
document/33480/files/cls-handbook.pdf 
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• Scope and Gaps: There are gaps in ADBs coverage of LWC issues 
compared with its MFI peers, notably regarding cross-cutting and emerging 
issues such as vulnerability of workers, workers’ grievance mechanisms, 
labor influx, migrant workers, gender, and risks of gender-based violence. 
ADBs current treatment of LWC does not include supply chain risks while 
other comparable institutions have adopted provisions on primary 
suppliers7 in their LWC standards. These recognize the client’s ability to 
fully address supply chain risks depends on its level of management control 
or influence over its primary suppliers. When remedy is not possible, they 
call on borrowers to switch to other primary suppliers.  
 

• Harmonization with MFI Peers: The absence of a consolidated and up to 
date requirements for addressing LWC can create challenges for co-
financing with other MFIs and may result in greater transaction costs in co-
finance situations. Experience from other MFIs demonstrates that 
increased harmonization between MFIs in terms of environmental and 
social safeguards (including in regard to LWC) lowers transaction costs by 
making it easier for clients to prepare projects and comply with consistent 
requirements and standards. In addition, consistency makes it easier for 
MFIs to collaborate on projects, increasing efficiency.   

 
9. Overall, the study finds that a clear risk assessment framework with 

corresponding measures to address assessed risks would be beneficial from a 
LWC perspective.  For example, while treatment of the health and safety 
component of the LWC is squarely in the SPS, there is a need for clearer 
requirements and guidance on risk assessment. More training of staff and 
borrowers to conduct those assessment is also needed.  
 

VI. KEY ISSUES FOR FURTHER CONSIDERATION 
 
10. Based on the findings of this review, the Benchmarking Study makes the 

following initial recommendations for further consideration and consultation:  
 

• Adopt a Stand-Alone LWC Standard: A stand-alone LWC standard would 
consolidate and clarify LWC objectives and requirements, and provide 
greater clarity for staff and borrowers/clients in terms of requirements and 
processes. This necessitates a more detailed discussion of the specific 
provisions and requirements to be included in a new LWC Standard. 
Further review is however needed on the possible scope of a LWC 
standard, based on the comparative analysis and the implementation 
experience and lessons learned of other comparator MFIs and borrowers 
and clients.   

 
• Safeguards Oversight and Quality Assurance: A review of the 

arrangements and steps needed to implement and oversee the roll out of a 
                                                      
7 The EBRD Performance Requirement 1 defines primary suppliers as “those suppliers who, on an ongoing 
basis, directly provide goods or materials essential for the core operational functions of the project. Core 
operational functions of the project are those production and/or service processes which are essential for a 
specific project activity and without which the project cannot continue.” 
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LWC standard is needed. Relatedly, consideration should be given to the 
kind of indicators needed, including outcome indicators, to meaningfully 
monitor the implementation of projects.  

 
• Guidelines and Tools: In line with MFIs, it is recommended that ADB 

develop, in parallel to the preparation of a stand-alone LWC standard, 
operationally focused LWC guidelines, guidance notes and tools for 
borrowers and clients. 

 
• Strengthen Bank Expertise in LWC: A review of the technical expertise 

needed to implement a new LWC standard is needed, covering the needs 
of ADB staff, DMCs, private sector clients and consultants. This can support 
the development of a capacity building and training program.   

 

VII. NEXT STEPS 
 
11. ADB will undertake consultation with all relevant stakeholders on the initial 

findings of the benchmarking study and identify other relevant LWC issues which 
require consideration in the update of the SPS. Further study and analyses shall 
be undertaken on specific issues arising from the benchmarking study and 
consultation with relevant stakeholders to assess the scope of their application 
and practicality of their implementation as new standards and/or guidelines of 
the future policy updates.  Stakeholder inputs and recommendations on the 
analysis will be solicited to enhance the analysis. Other analyses on topics 
interconnected to LWC study include the community and occupational health and 
safety and together they will contribute to informing the policy update process. 
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