
 RISK AND RESILIENCE

The Masalli-Astara Highway Project
“During the operational phase, emission of particulates as well

as NOx and SOx from the diesel and gasoline engines on the
highway will increase”

Irshad Abbasov and Elnur Ahmadov of Eco-Renaissance find out that climate
change concerns are not clearly addressed by the EIA of this 57-km highway

project in Azerbaijan, and see a need for policies with a special focus on transport
demand management.

* The full version of the research by Irshad Abbasov and Elnur Ahmadov is available at
http://www.forum-adb.org.
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Mainstreaming Climate Change Into the Environmental Impact Assessment Process

 n  28  September  2007,  the ADB approved a
Multitranche Financing Facility worth $500
million for Azerbaijan’s Road Network

Development Program.1 The program aims to have
an adequate, efficient, safe, and sustainable road
network linking Azerbaijan domestically and
internationally (i.e., transport development and trade
facilitation). Its outputs include an improved national
road network and an effective and efficient
management of the road network.

The first tranche or Project 1, amounting to $200
million, covers the construction of a new expressway
between Masalli and Astara (part of the southern road
transport corridor) and the rehabilitation of local roads
in the project area.2

Project Description

The proposed Masalli–Astara motorway (about 57-59
kilometers) is the southern section of a proposed
project to rehabilitate and upgrade 240 km of the
existing M3 highway from Alyat to Astara. The
Government of Azerbaijan has requested a World Bank
loan for the northern 180 km (75%) from Masalli north
to Alyat, and financial assistance from ADB for the
southern 57 km (25%) from Masalli to Astara on the
Iranian border. The Project comprises four
components:

(i) Construction of a four-lane expressway from
Masalli to Astara (about 57 km) on the Alyat–
Astara southern road corridor;

(ii) Installation of vehicle weighing stations and
procurement of maintenance equipment for
the Masalli–Astara expressway;

(iii) Rehabilitation of local rural roads to enhance
local communities’ access to the Masalli–
Astara expressway; and

(iv) Project management support and capacity
building for the road sector.

Modernizing the highway is “needed since the existing
M3 is incapable of conveying the anticipated increases
in traffic.” Plus, “complete fencing on both sides of
the right-of-way, coupled with improved signage and
controlled access, will provide substantially improved
safety for local residents” (SEIA, January 2007).3

Scope of the EIA

The environmental impact assessment (EIA) system
in Azerbaijan is “characterized as a “dual” system
which currently contains elements of the State
Ecological Review system inherited from the former
Soviet Union, and elements of a “classic” EIA system
incorporating the best EIA practice as understood in
developed countries” (SEIA, January 2007). The State
Ecological Review “allows state authorities to verify
that virtually all proposed economic activities conform
with environmental requirements. The procedure is
supported by the national framework of environmental
legislation and does not require the consideration of
alternatives or mitigation measures, nor does it
explicitly define the content of an EIA report. It largely
focuses on verifying that the proposed activity complies
with environmental standards and rules, and provides
for very limited public participation.” The EIA process
has been dictated by Azerbaijani law.

On the other hand, ADB’s Environmental Assessment
and Review Framework and Procedure for the project
includes “the regulatory framework of the government
and ADB, institutional responsibilities of various
agencies such as RTSD, due diligence, and capacity
building. The Government’s EIA requirements—the
legal and regulatory framework mandating the formal
obligation to predict and mitigate potential
environmental impacts resulting from road
construction—are based on the provisions of the Law
of the Republic of Azerbaijan on Environmental
Protection (February 1999) and the Law on Automobile
Roads (March 2000)” (SEIA, January 2007).

O

1 Formerly Southern Road Corridor Improvement Project. Azerbaijan Ministry of Transport developed a Road Network Development
Program for 2006 – 2015, which considers construction, upgrade, and rehabilitation of 3570 km of 64 state roads and 5928 km of 58
secondary roads. See, http://www.adb.org/Projects/project.asp?id= 39176
2 Project 2, under the Road Network Development Program, aims to improve and rehabilitate the two-lane, 39-kilometer
paved Ganja bypass road, which forms part of the East-West highway connecting Baku to the Georgian border. This project
will contribute to sustained economic and social development in Azerbaijan. [http://pid.adb.org/pid/
LoanView.htm?projNo=39176&seqNo=03&typeCd=3]
3 Azerbaijan Road Transport Service Department, Summary Environmental Impact Assessment Project Number: 39176,
Proposed Multitranche Financing Facility Republic of Azerbaijan: Road Network Development Investment Program Tranche I:
Southern Road Corridor Improvement, ADB, January 2007.
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The Masalli-Astara Highway Project

 The EIA concludes that “the overall environmental
impacts of Project 1 will be insignificant and can be
minimized by adequate mitigation measures included
in the environmental management plan.”4  Results of
reviewing the final draft EIS of the highway project
are summarized in the table at the next page.

Climate Assumptions in the Masalli-
Astara Highway Project

Did the EIA consider both the “effects of the road on
the environment/climate” and the “effects of the
climate/environmental conditions on the road”?
Whether wittingly or not, climate change was not
considered in the original assessment. There is no clear
mention of climate-related impacts that the highway
project would more or less bring. The EIA report is
considered inadequate when it comes to the assessment
and mitigation of likely adverse environmental impacts
as well as climate change effects. No government
policy has been developed either to provide direction
towards this end.

On a more general note, ADB’s 2006 Country Strategy
and Program (CSP) for Azerbaijan revealed superficial
considerations with respect to climate change. ADB’s
strategy, in fact, merely aligns itself with the
government’s programs and development goals, which
may or may not put climate change at the forefront of
its relevant policies, considering that there are other
national or local pressing issues to address. While the
CSP considers lending for renewable energy and flood
mitigation project, a comprehensive and sectoral
climate change assessment for Azerbaijan remains
much to be desired.

Incorporating Climate Change
Considerations in the Massali-Astara
Road Project

While roads play a pivotal role in Azerbaijan’s national
economy, road transport, in general, is viewed as one
of the chief and growing GHG-emitting sectors.
Globally, it was estimated in 2004 that the transport
sector generated 23% of world energy-related GHG
emissions.5 Road transport, in particular, is responsible

4 http://pid.adb.org/pid/LoanView.htm?projNo= 39176&seqNo= 02&typeCd=3
5 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), 2007. Climate Change 2007: Mitigation of Climate Change, Fourth

Assessment Report. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, United Kingdom and New York, NY, USA. Available online at:
http://www.ipcc.ch/publications_and_data/ar4/wg3/en/contents.html

Overview of Masalli-Astara Highway Project (highlighted in red)
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for 74% of total transport CO2 emissions. Even though
the carbon footprint of the Massali-Astara highway
project is minimal (around 2.2%) when compared to in-
country road transport CO2 emissions, it is expected
that GHG/CO2 contribution of the highway project will
grow due to its extensive use, as trade links between
Russia and Iran become stronger.

ADB has been mostly involved in Azerbaijan’s transport
sector, followed by the water and energy sectors. A
closer look into transport sector investment reveals
that more than 95% of total transport sector lending
has been directed to road/highway improvement and

development projects – all the more that a climate change
assessment framework and/or guidelines for road
projects need to be established.

Moreover, fluctuations of the Caspian Sea level have
a direct bearing on the project as it lies on the coast of
the Caspian Sea. Predictions show that the sea level
will decrease – reaching 27.5 m (absolute level) by 2016,
which translates into a decrease of 50 cm on average
per year.6 Unfortunately, no specific climate-proofing
strategy has been embedded in the Massali-Astara
Highway Project – ADB’s climate-proofing agenda,
notwithstanding.

6  Russian Federal Services, Hydrometeorology and Environmental Monitoring (RusHydromet). 2005. Strategic prognosis of
climate changes in Russia for the period of 2010-2015, and their impacts on Russian economy. Moscow, Russia. Available
online at:  http://new.climatechange.ru/files/Strategic%20prediction_Rus.pdf

The Masalli-Astara Highway Project

Sections of  EIS

Description of the
environment

Alternative options

Likely environmental impacts
and mitigation measures

Public consultations

Appendix Environmental
Management Plan

                                         Notes

! This section considers the baseline climatic
conditions including amount of precipitation,
atmospheric humidity, and other
characteristics.

! There is a discussion of historic fluctuations of
the Caspian sea level, as well as concern for its
future rise.

! The section also describes tree species, shrubs
and grass plants which will be affected. It is
estimated that around 328 trees (age
distribution 7 – 65 years) will be lost.

! Only loss of trees and distance to protected
areas are considered under the environmental
criterion.

! There is no clear statement about the
contribution of the road project to GHG and,
consequently, to climate change in the region.

! An assessment of impacts on ambient air is very
superficial (brief qualitative statement).

! Main concerns identified were compensation
and resettlement, and passage across the road.
No environmental concerns were raised.

! Considers an offset program – an intensive
tree-planting program

Results of Reviewing the Final Draft Project EIS
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7 ADB, Climate Proofing: A Risk-based Approach to Adaptation, Summary for Policy and Decision Makers, 2005.
8 See, http://www.adb.org/climate-change/cc-adaptation-climate-proofing.asp. As reported on its website: “Climate proofing

projects at ADB date back to 2003, when ADB provided regional technical assistance to several Pacific countries to climate
proof small-scale infrastructure.” Also, “ADB is working with other multilateral finance institutions to develop screening
tools to assess project-level risks associated with climate change impacts.”

9 The Consultant’s Reports include a separate volume for Climate Change Assessment, see  http://www.adb.org/Documents/
Reports/Consultant/38618-TIM/default.asp. See also the Climate Change Adaptation component of the Cambodia Rural
Roads Improvement (RRP CAM 42334), available at http://www.adb.org/Documents/RRPs/CAM/42334/42334-01-cam-oth-
03.pdf
See also, “Climate Proofing Timor-Leste’s Roads”, May 2010, available at:
http://www.adb.org/documents/information/knowledge-showcase/climate-proofing-timor-lestes-roads.asp?p=kmlshow and
“Ahead of the Curve: Chen Chen – Giving Climate Change its Due Attention”, May 2010, available at: http://www.adb.org/
documents/periodicals/intersections/2010/climate-change-due-attention.asp

10 Available at: http://www.adb.org/Projects/project.asp?id=43322

ADB’s Climate Proofing Agenda

Climate proofing infrastructure projects primarily aim
to reflect climate risks in infrastructure design and
incorporate adaptation measures best-suited for the
project. In ADB’s words, climate proofing is a
“shorthand term for identifying risks to a development
project, or any other specified natural or human asset,
as a consequence of climate variability and change,
and ensuring that those risks are reduced to acceptable
levels through long-lasting and environmentally sound,
economically viable, and socially acceptable changes
implemented at one or more of the following stages in
the project cycle: planning, design, construction,
operation, and decommissioning.”7

In 2005, ADB published Climate Proofing: A Risk-based
Approach to Adaptation, wherein it admonished that:
“For infrastructure projects, it is possible to avoid most
of the damage costs attributable to climate change, and
to do this in a cost-effective manner, if climate proofing
is undertaken at the design stage of the project. Cost-
effectiveness can be further enhanced if environmental

impact assessment (EIA) and related procedures require
that all development be climate proofed. Climate
proofing communities can also be cost-effective if
planning and regulatory measures take into account
both current and future climate-related risks.”
According to ADB, “governments should ensure that
all proposed, new, and upgraded development projects
are climate proofed at the design stage” not only as
“part of good professional practice” but also “as part
of enhanced (climate proofed) environmental impact
assessment (EIA) procedures.”

The ADB reiterated its commitment “to ensure that
projects and programs take account of predicted
changes in rainfall patterns, the severity and frequency
of storms, accelerated glacial melting, sea level rise,
and other impacts.”8 It is somewhat suprising, therefore,
that the ADB has failed to include climate proofing
measures in the Massali-Astara Road Project.

Counting Cars. The road survey conducted on
Ganja-Yevlakh highway.
Photo taken by Elnur Ahmadov.

The case of Timor-Leste’s Road Network Development
Sector Project is instructive.9 As pointed out in the
Report and Recommendation of the President to the
Board of Directors for the Timor-Leste Road Network
Development Sector Project (October 2009):10

“Understanding how climate change may affect the road

The Masalli-Astara Highway Project

Photo taken by Elnur Ahmadov
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sector will allow appropriate measures to be taken to
avoid losses due to climate change and to take
advantage of opportunities that arise. Taking into
consideration the impact of climate change and
formulating adaptation measures to be incorporated
into the project design will minimize the adverse impact;
hence, ensure that the Project achieves its poverty
reduction goals. Peak rainfall, the most important climate
parameter in road engineering, will be the focus of the
climate analysis. A “no-regret” approach to climate
proofing will be taken to minimize the country’s
vulnerability to the adverse effects of climate change
and minimize risks of road sector investment. Moreover,
the “Project will build climate proofing measures into
road rehabilitation and maintenance by considering
future climate data when reviewing engineering designs
and plans and by making adaptation measures part of
the environmental management plan (EMP).” As
specified in the Design and Monitoring Framework of
the said project, climate change adaptation assessment
tools will be developed for the road project design;
climate proofing measures will be incorporated into the
engineering design; and climate proofing measures will
also be incorporated into civil works contracts.

Recommendations

Although climate change and its impacts are recognized
by almost all multilateral development banks including
ADB, these concerns/considerations are neither clearly
articulated in the ADB-prepared Azerbaijan Country
Strategy and Program of 2006, nor in the final draft EIA
of the highway project. In fact, the final draft EIA does
not fully assess environmental impacts of the highway
project, and most importantly climate change concerns
are not clearly addressed.

Moreover, despite the fact that road transport is
increasingly contributing to GHG emissions, ADB has
kept investing in the Azerbaijan transport sector, with
more than 95% of the total transport sector-directed
investment going to road/highway improvement and
construction projects. To achieve a drastic reduction
in GHG, which are mostly CO2 emissions from the
transport sector, alternative policies need to be adopted
with a special focus on transport demand management.
Results of the round table meeting point out to the
need for wider disclosure of project information such
as EIS, final route designs, and other related
information. The following recommendations are
hereby forwarded:

" For such projects funded by ADB or other
multilateral development banks, project
information including EIA should be made
available to the general public and it should
be available in Azerbaijani language (or in
the local language for that matter).

" Organizing roundtable meetings before the
start of a project is very important and crucial
for ensuring that views and opinions of
affected people and other relevant
stakeholders are incorporated into the
decision-making process.

" ADB should step up accountability of national
executing agencies and organize frequent
visits to project affected sites.

" The important role played by international
organizations in adopting a democratic EIA
process in Azerbaijan is underscored, which
means that similar changes can be brought
about in the context of mainstreaming climate
change (CC) impacts in the country.

The Ganja-Yevlakh highway.
Photos taken by Elnur Ahmadov.

The Masalli-Astara Highway Project
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" It is strongly recommended that the ADB
review its 2006 CSP for Azerbaijan. See to it
that climate change concerns are incorporated
into priority development sectors. Reconsider
the priority sectors for ADB lending. This will
help address CC impacts and build priority
CC adaptation capacity in Azerbaijan.
Alternatively, ADB could develop sector-
specific strategies to address particular
concerns and needs of individual sectors of
the economy in Azerbaijan.

" ADB should mainstream not only CC
adaptation measures into its policies but also
require the assessment of CC impacts of
proposed development projects by national
executing agencies.

The Masalli-Astara Highway Project

" Further lending efforts in the transport sector
should be directed towards transport modes
with lower or zero GHG emissions, as well as
cover such aspects as transport demand
management, fuel diversification, and
infrastructure for non-motorized transport
means. It is hoped that future developments
in the transport polity of Azerbaijan will also
consider energy efficiency and associated
cuts in GHG emissions from road transport.

" Reflect climate-related risks in project design.
Ensure that the risks to infrastructure are not
increased due to climate variability and
change. Revise EIA regulations and codes to
reflect new information and contingencies.
Make climate proofing a standard practice.
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As part of the field work, around table meeting with various stakeholders  such as a representative of the
Regional Office of Azerbaijan Ministry of Ecology and Natural Resources (AMENR), NGO leaders and municipality
representatives was held in Lenkoran city.
Photos taken by Elnur Ahmadov.


