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OTHER MULTILATERAL DEVELOPMENT BANKS AND THEIR USE OF 
COUNTRY SAFEGUARD SYSTEMS 

 
1. In addition to the Asian Development Bank (ADB), other multilateral banks agreed to the Paris 
Declaration (2005) and the Accra Agenda for Action (2008). The World Bank and Inter-American 
Development Bank are also making progress in promoting the use of country safeguard systems (CSS) 
in their member countries. This section discusses their progress. 
 

1. World Bank  
 

2. The World Bank introduced a CSS pilot program in 2005 for eight projects. In 2010, another 16 
projects were added. The World Bank’s CSS initiatives are applied at the project level; one project in a 
country may be granted use of CSS, another may not. For each project, the testing needs to be done 
anew, even for projects in the same sector and implemented by the same agency. Furthermore, one 
project may be granted partial use of CSS for some safeguard policies but not for others. However, the 
World Bank’s focus now appears to be switching away from the project level to higher-level pilot 
programs. In both cases, the participating project or the country does the key work regarding CSS 
strengthening and applying CSS to development projects, with the World Bank playing only a 
supervisory role. 
 
3. In 2010, following a report from the World Bank’s Independent Evaluation Group (Box 1), the 
CSS program was expanded and by June 2011 25 activities had been initiated: 19 investment projects 
and six country or subnational (higher-level) products. Of the 19 investment projects (total value of 
$6.3 billion), 15 were subsequently approved by the Board and are being implemented. Although use 
of CSS for environmental safeguard issues predominated, after 2010 the use of CSS for involuntary 
resettlement was piloted in five projects. In one instance, the triggering of Indigenous Peoples 
safeguards was attempted, but in this case the World Bank determined that the borrower had 
insufficient experience and only involuntary resettlement and environment country systems were used 
for the project. The World Bank’s Indigenous Peoples policy remained in force for this project. 
 

 
4. In October 2010, use of country systems was piloted for projects in Bhutan, Croatia, and 
Mauritius. A Botswana pilot project was at the scoping stage. However, these countries have relatively 
small lending programs with very few safeguard issues so the pilots were not typical of those found in 
most other countries. They therefore provided a limited number of options and lessons for the 
expansion of the use of country systems. A subnational project was also planned for India where 

Box 1: World Bank 
 

The Independent Evaluation Group (IEG) of World Bank commented in its 2010 safeguards evaluation: “Borrowers 
do not perceive significant benefit from use of country systems (UCS), so ownership is low.” The requirements 
spelled out in OP 4.00 for pilots are overly prescriptive and excessively focused at the project level. Moreover, the 
World Bank insists that country safeguard policies be brought up to the World Bank’s standards, rather than—as 
IEG deems more appropriate—starting from the country’s own systems and accepting compromises on 
equivalence and working with action plans to improve acceptability (such as ADB is proposing). Overall, however, 
IEG’s evaluation found that safeguard and sustainability policies had helped to avoid or mitigate large-scale social 
and environmental risks in the projects financed by the World Bank Group during the review period FY1999-
FY2008. Nevertheless, it found that categorization of risks had often been inconsistent and supervision had not 
always been sufficiently thorough. Implementation had meant enforcing compliance with mandatory policies and 
procedures, which in itself did not engender strong client ownership. IEG also indicated that greater emphasis on 
developing client ownership and systems was needed in future. 
 
Source: Independent Evaluation Group. 2010. Safeguards and Sustainability Policies in a Changing World: An Independent 
Evaluation of World Bank Group Experience. Washington, DC: World Bank. 
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several parastatal pilots were also operating. The main benefit of a higher-level pilot appears to be that 
it might trigger more complex and sensitive safeguard risks than a single project. Country and sector 
safeguard diagnostic reviews provide a better opportunity for cross-support with other multilateral 
development banks (MDBs), particularly in country environmental analyses and strategic environmental 
analyses. Moreover, as the reviews become more of a country-level diagnostic tool, there is a 
corresponding need for coordination and harmonization among the donor agencies involved in these 
activities. The provision of limited technical assistance (TA) incentive funding has also made the pilots 
more attractive. 
 
5. A country safeguard review is conducted for the purpose of strengthening the country’s 
safeguards systems and an equivalency assessment is made with an action plan to eliminate or mitigate 
any weaknesses. Most projects’ handling of safeguards was eventually found to be in harmony with the 
use of CSS and therefore acceptable to World Bank. This procedure is very similar to that used by ADB. 
 
6. The higher-level national, parastatal, and subnational projects piloted proved to be useful in 
advancing use of country systems because they looked at a much wider picture than the individual 
investment projects. This meant they often triggered more complex and sensitive safeguard risks than a 
single project would have done, forcing the borrower to confront some difficult issues. Country and 
sector safeguard diagnostic reviews provide a good opportunity for interaction with other MDBs and 
agencies, particularly in strategic environmental analyses. This has strengthened the need for 
coordination and harmonization among donor agencies. World Bank TA incentive funding also made 
the pilots more attractive to the borrowers, since most were reluctant to borrow money for TA and 
capacity-building support to address the weaknesses identified by the safeguard diagnostic reviews.  
 
7. According to interviews with World Bank staff, various lessons can be learned from the use of 
country systems pilot program. The safeguard diagnostic review (called a country safeguard review or 
CSS assessment in ADB) has become a valuable tool in identifying gap-filling measures and has resulted 
in a robust methodology. There has been a steady increase in borrower institutional capacity, and 
donor harmonization has improved. However, concerns remain among World Bank staff that use of 
country systems increases the cost and time of preparation and supervision. In an increasingly tight 
budget context, there is a reluctance to allocate sufficient resources to support the pilot program. The 
gaps between borrowers’ systems and the World Bank’s stringent safeguard requirements are 
perceived to be too large to permit widespread use of borrowers’ systems. The amount of capacity 
building needed in many cases is very extensive. Greater success has been achieved in some middle-
income countries, however. Funding the cost of the capacity building is still an issue. In the case of the 
World Bank, incentive funding has been used, while ADB provides grant-based TA to build borrower 
capacity, although to date only one request has been received for a country safeguard review 
(Indonesia). The same concerns are surfacing in the ADB program for strengthening and use of CSS. 
 
8. Governments that were part of the CSS pilot who found it difficult to meet the safeguard 
requirements of their own regulatory frameworks as well as those of the international development 
institutions hoped that use of country systems could be extended beyond pilot projects to all sectors 
and projects. However, recent experience at World Bank suggests that the client’s anticipated time and 
cost savings have not materialized because equivalence and acceptability diagnostic reviews done for 
an initial country project had to be repeated for any subsequent project in the same country. There was 
also an inconsistency between client expectations of the objectives of the use of country systems and 
those of the World Bank. At the World Bank, staff enthusiasm waned because of the increase in the 
cost and time of project preparation and supervision, and a perceived increase in reputational risk. The 
innovative and pilot nature of CSS has made task team leaders of pilot projects nervous as their project 
activities began to receive more scrutiny from their managers and clients. 
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9. The World Bank IEG summarized its 2010 safeguards evaluation1 as follows: “Borrowers do not 
perceive significant benefit from use of country systems, so ownership is low.” Moreover, the World 
Bank has insisted that country safeguard policies be brought up to the World Bank’s standards, rather 
than—as IEG deems more appropriate—starting from the country’s own systems and accepting 
compromises on equivalence and working with action plans to improve acceptability, such as it felt 
that ADB was proposing. (This operational review does not consider that this is what ADB was 
proposing, but the SPS does state that use of CSS in an ADB supported project can be granted by the 
Board along with a gap filling action plan focusing on bringing the safeguards implementation capacity 
fully to the level required. But the capacity of the agency needs to be already very good before the 
action plan is to be started.) 
 
10. The World Bank now recognizes that it is a beneficial and sound practice to strengthen CSS 
without the need for their wholesale use in projects, especially in middle-income countries. This has 
also been ADB’s model since the Safeguard Policy Statement (SPS) 2009. However, World Bank member 
countries have been generally reluctant to borrow money for TA and capacity-building support to 
address the weaknesses identified by safeguard diagnostic reviews. For its part, ADB has been able to 
provide grant-based TA to build and strengthen borrower capacity and has initiated many TA projects 
and subprojects to strengthen capacity. However, ADB has so far received only one request for a 
country safeguard review, it has not made much progress either, perhaps as a result of too little 
country dialogue on this subject being undertaken by regional departments. 
 
11. According to the 2010 evaluation by the IEG, the single biggest shift in the World Bank is the 
changing nature of the investment lending portfolio. The physical nature of the World Bank’s projects 
has evolved into many investment projects that are soft or programmatic (such as community-driven 
development, health systems development, financial sector assistance, financial intermediary loans) or 
sectorwide. In such projects, it is not feasible to carry out an environmental or social impact assessment 
up front. So the World Bank has relied on policy frameworks but the evaluation indicates these do not 
function well.  
 
12. In terms of volume, this shift in the nature and number of investment lending projects is more 
significant than the emergence of development policy lending (although by volume this is large). The 
introduction of “program-for-results” is very recent and the numbers are too small to be a significant 
factor yet. But in terms of the application of a CSS approach, program-for-results has the most 
potential of the World Bank lending programs. 
 
13. The July 2014 initiative to update the World Bank’s safeguard policies is also due to other 
factors, including changing borrower profiles; increased awareness of the value and vulnerability of the 
global commons; the growing role of the private sector; and the 2010 IEG evaluation of safeguard 
policies. Initial progress between 2010 and 2012 was slow and hampered by internal senior level 
organizational changes and the appointment of a new president. During this period an extensive 
consultation process was launched, with over 2,000 participants, including focus groups. Thousands of 
pages of comments were received and a website was established to ensure transparency. The result 
was an approach paper approved by the Board on 10 October 2012 that spelled out the way ahead. 
This entailed three phases: a global review (completed), a draft integrated framework, and a final 
integrated framework and recommendations.  
 
14. There is a gradual coalescence of views in industrialized countries that safeguards should evolve 
toward a more inclusive approach. A momentum for change has been generated. Eight topics are 
under discussion in this regard: human rights, labor rights, gender, occupational health and safety, 
disabilities, Indigenous Peoples, land and natural resources rights, and climate change. There is a 
possibility that human rights will come to be regarded as a developmental issue as opposed to a 
                                                   
1 Independent Evaluation Group. 2010. Safeguards and Sustainability Policies in a Changing World: An Independent Evaluation 

of World Bank Group Experience. Washington, D.C.: World Bank. 
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safeguard, but this is under debate. Health and safety could also be split. The next stage will be to 
propose how this emerging framework can be operationalized, which is a process of building 
consensus. 
 
15. Initial discussions suggest that the principle that affected people should be better off as a result 
of a project is generally accepted, but some nongovernment organizations (NGOs) remain skeptical of 
the 2014 proposal for the update as they are concerned that existing safeguards will be diluted. The 
World Bank’s best work on safeguards is on the most difficult projects because they receive the most 
resources and attention. There is now an agreed definition of category A projects across the World 
Bank Group, which makes incorrect categorization of A projects as B projects very unlikely.  
 
16. Any changes to safeguards and sustainability frameworks in the World Bank Group have to be 
handled in the context of major structural reforms to its operations. A major reorganization is in 
progress—the first for nearly 20 years—which proposes organizing the institution around 14 so-called 
global practices instead of the present matrix set-up that is largely organized by fund, country, and 
region. It has been proposed that the International Bank for Reconstruction and Development (IBRD) 
and International Development Association (IDA) be combined with the International Finance 
Corporation (IFC) and the Multilateral Investment Guarantee Agency (MIGA). The intention is to move 
from a regional to a global orientation. This strategy is aimed at making the World Bank more efficient 
and responsive to client needs, as well as to changing a risk-averse culture to one of smart risk-taking. 
Although at this stage it is unclear to what extent such changes will affect the further review of 
safeguards, the principles on which they are based are very unlikely to be affected. The future of CSS 
will also be part of these deliberations. 
 

2. Inter-American Development Bank (IDB) 
 
17. IDB’s Environmental Safeguards Compliance Policy was approved in January 2006. This 
superseded its policy of 1979 and was the first policy on safeguards among the multilateral 
development banks. The policy includes a directive for use of in-country systems (B.16) which states 
that, for individual operations, IDB will consider use of borrowing member countries’ existing systems 
of safeguards when IDB has determined that a member country’s system is “equivalent or superior to 
the Bank’s.” Each relevant safeguard would be analyzed for the specific operations, and the verification 
of equivalence would be part of the project report for Board approval. If the verification process 
indicated gaps in relevant safeguards, an action plan could be developed to address the gaps and this 
would also submitted for Board approval. IDB would develop the country’s capacity to maintain and 
achieve equivalence of the particular safeguards, as required in the action plan. For those safeguards 
found to be weaker than IDB’s, IDB would use its own systems.2 
 
18. The implementation guidelines, released in May 2007, specify that an equivalence and 
acceptability analysis would need to be conducted and that this would apply to the following aspects 
of safeguards: environmental assessment requirements, consultation and disclosure requirements, 
supervision and compliance, transboundary impacts, natural habitats and cultural sites, hazardous 
materials, and pollution prevention and abatement. Initial efforts toward the use of country systems 
would include only category B and C operations. Category A operations or those that are likely to cause 
significant negative environmental impacts would be considered for use of CSS only after more 
experience with category B and C projects had been gathered. The member country can request IDB to 
use the country system. 
 
19. Strategy for strengthening and use of country systems. The strategy released in 2009 presents 
some observations on environmental assessments and the expected results of its initial experiences in 
strengthening and using country systems. It indicates that, because of budget constraints, 

                                                   
2 http://www.iadb.org/en/topics/sustainability/environmental-safeguards,1517.html 
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environmental institutions have not been regularly strengthened. The Institutional Capacity 
Strengthening Thematic Fund was provided to strengthen environmental systems using a structured 
approach. Use of country systems for environmental safeguards was to be piloted for 2 years, focusing 
on operations with multiple subprojects, or on countries with sound environmental legislation, 
regulations and governance, and with an established dialogue with IDB on environmental safeguards.  
 
20. In 2011, IDB produced technical notes for the acceptability analysis and equivalence analysis. 
These were designed as guides to define both types of analysis and to describe the methodologies for 
undertaking each. In 2012, a paper published by IDB looked into the experience of the World Bank and 
ADB. It noted that the former implemented its CSS policy at the project level whereas the latter worked 
at the sector and provincial or national level. The paper concluded that the World Bank’s CSS program 
had remained at the pilot stage and no sustained commitment to use CSS beyond individual lending 
projects had been observed. In its assessment of the policy, IEG had said that the World Bank should 
focus on strengthening CSS with the longer-term objective of using them in place of the World Bank’s 
safeguards. The paper also noted that ADB had already taken this approach and used dedicated TA to 
strengthen country safeguards before using them in place of ADB’s safeguard policy requirements.   
 
21. Initial lessons from IDB experience. For a number of reasons, the pilots in the environmental 
safeguards portion of the strategy never materialized. Among them were the limited staff and financial 
resources, the disconnect between the equivalence and acceptability timeframe and the project 
approval cycle, and the lack of demand on the borrowers’ side. However, strengthening efforts have 
continued through safeguard workshops in relation to ongoing project needs, mainly in small and 
vulnerable countries. This has generated demand for a more thorough and systematic approach on the 
part of Guyana and Haiti (i.e., equivalence and acceptability analysis and support with gap filling). 
Although Guyana was the first country chosen for equivalence analysis, and progress was made, 
eventually the government pulled out because the process was so onerous. In the meantime, the first 
request to try and use country systems materialized and IDB is in the process of conducting equivalence 
analysis for a financial intermediary project in Mexico, focusing on a narrow oil and gas pipeline sector 
project across several states. 
 
22. Analysis of the progress of the two comparator institutions points out the difficulties of 
applying the approach to the use of country systems, which is perceived as onerous. Countries have not 
jumped to utilize this new option offered, and those that did try the pilots have not gone on to the 
next phase.  
 


