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HOMELESS. A homeless young boy begins the day selling
rags to jeepney drivers. Due to extreme poverty, children
are forced to live in the streets and earn a living.
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Editorial

This May, the Asian Development Bank will be holding its
41st Annual General Meeting in Madrid, Spain. One of the
highlights of the AGM would be the discussion of the
Bank’s Long-Term Strategic Framework. Civil society
organizations call it anti-poor and a clear manifestatioin of
the Bank’s move to increase the influence of the private
sector in its development activities.

With poverty reduction as its overarching goal, the Bank is
set not to achieve this with its new strategic framework. As
a development bank, whose funding comes from taxpayers’
money, it should not entrust the future of  the poor to the
private sector -- the latter whose only concern is to make
profit without due regard of the rights of the poor and
preservation of  the environment.

With a private sector-led operation, the Bank is commit-
ting a big mistake. It would only lead to the further
marginalization of the poor and the vulnerable. Experi-
ences on the ground show that the poor have always
been neglected when it comes to realizing the benefits of
developmental projects. Development-induced displace-
ments and loss of livelihoods have always been present in
project areas. Increasing the presence of  the private
sector would only make matters worse.

The private sector has a track record of violating the
rights of  the poor and the minority. It has also been
known for exploiting the natural resources without
considering the future generation. All for the sake of
profit.

If it is really serious about alleviating Asia and the Pacific
from poverty, the ADB should not handover its responsi-
bilities to the private sector. Moreover, the regional
development bank should ensure that appropriate
mechanisms and sound policies safeguarding the rights of
the affected people and the environment are set in place
to make its development intervention in its developing
member countries more responsive and inclusive to the
needs of the marginalized. Without such, economic
growth, which it has been promoting since it was estab-
lished, would only further marginalize the poor from
reaping the beneifts of its so-called development projects,
and would eventually worsen the already increasing
income disparity in the region.

The ADB should take a step back and re-evaluate the
direction it wishes to take. It could still turn back the tide
and take on the responsibility in fulfilling its vision of a
poverty-free Asia and the Pacific.
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Asia’s Poor: ADB goes
for private sector
Hemantha Withanage,
NGO Forum on ADB

The Asian Development Bank (ADB) believes that Asia’s poor has no future without them. ADB President Haruhiko
Kuroda wants to redouble its effort to fight poverty. But is the ADB really interested on Asia’s Poor?

Just recently, the United States, the major non-regional
shareholder of  the regional bank, has opposed the ADB’s
Long-Term Strategic Framework (LTSF) which covers the
period 2008-2020. According to the US, the strategy has
no notion of  its operational impacts and costs. The US has
raised a valid point: the plan is flawed. According to the
Financial Times, the US believes that the ADB has failed
to address staffing requirements, insufficient performance
monitoring and excessive focus on middle-income countries
that are reducing their reliance on donors, at the expense
of  the region’s poorest nations.

The new long-term strategy of  ADB will raise the portion
of  ADB’s operations tied with the private sector to 50 per
cent by 2020, which presently stands at around 12 percent.
On the other hand, 30 percent of operation will focus on
the regional cooperation, while only 20 percent of its
operations will be available for basic needs such as health,
education and other infrastructure activities. The ADB is
expecting that most countries in the region will become
middle-income countries by 2020.

However, the ADB, which talks about the emerging Asia,
suddenly worries about the food crisis and inflation in the
region. According to Vice President Ursula Schaefer-Preuss,
“an ADB study estimates that, by 2020, two thirds of Asia
and the Pacific’s poor will suffer from environmentally-
induced poverty. The rising food prices, impacted by, among
others, climate change, continue to hurt in particular the
very poor within the region. As we look to resolve various
challenges, including those associated with the bio-fuels, we
solemnly recognize that the poor in the region continue to
suffer first and foremost.”1 In April 2008, ADB’s attention
was caught by Nepal due to the food crisis and by Bangladesh
after the cyclone devastated the coastal regions in 2007.

Furthermore, according to the Asia Development Outlook
2008 of  the ADB, “Developing Asia’s economic growth in
2008 will taper off from its multiyear high in 2007. Inflation
is expected to climb to its highest level in a decade. Under
the weight of subsidies for food, fuel, and power, fiscal
positions are at risk.”

As one of  its agenda, the LTSF seeks to promote inclusive
growth. Preuss asked “would inclusive growth more
effectively address persistent poverty than pro-poor
growth?” Since the release of the Eminent Persons Group
Report in 2007, the Bank suddenly started talking about
the inclusive growth. Where is the sustainable and pro-poor
growth that the ADB has pushed for over the last two
decades?  Was ADB’s aid really effective?

Asia has more poor people than any other regions. Looking
back as early as 1970s, one would reckon that more than
half  the population of  the region was poor. Today, the
percentage of poor people has decreased to nearly one-
third of its population. Life expectancy has increased from
48 years in the 70s to 65 years. However, in spite of  these
positive developments, of the 3.7 billion Asians, nearly 1.9
billion are still living on less than US$2 a day. Nearly 600
million are still living below US$1 a day (though, I am among
the many people who don’t believe that living on US$2 or
US$1 a day are an exact indication of poverty). Hence, the
ADB’s claim about this progress in the region is
unacceptable. Though it could claim that it has helped stir
development in the region, it is “less successful” in achieving
its poverty agenda.

As part of its efforts in achieving its poverty reduction
agenda, the ADB has set up the Asian Development Fund

Waiting by the bridge. A man anticipates the
people who are about to cross his path.
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(ADF). It is the largest soft loan granting facility of the
Bank. Member countries access this financing modality
mainly for infrastructure and provision of basic human
needs. Since 1973, total contributed ADF resources
amounted to US$26.6 billion which is about 27 percent of
the Bank’s total lending. According to the ADB, 31 of  its
members have provided direct contributions to ADF. The
largest contributors are Japan, the United States, Canada,
Germany, Australia, France, and the United Kingdom.2
There are 28 ADF borrowers that have access to ADF IX
resources, 19 of which had either borrowed and/or received
grants from the ADF from 2005 to end-August 2007. Major
borrowers included Pakistan, Bangladesh, Vietnam,
Afghanistan, Indonesia, and Sri Lanka.

Incidentally, the US has also opposed the replenishment of
the ADF X due to questions on the Bank’s ongoing Safeguard
Policy update.

Perhap, the ADB and its donor countries use the ADF to
help its developing countries meet their basic requirements.
On the other hand, it could be another attempt by the
colonial masters to keep the sovereign countries under their
control through financing and imposition of market
principles to continue looting from them. Poverty is the
main course that IFIs and donor countries use to create
businesses for their corporations and jobs for their
consultants, and to control these countries with
conditionalities tied with their loans and development
assistance. Since 1999, the ADB has been claiming that its
projects have been consistent with its overarching goal of
poverty alleviation. However, though projects have been
completed, poverty remains. Some projects have even
worsened the poverty situation in some communities,
especially in cases where people were displaced both
physically and economically.

During the public hearing on “Combating Corruption in
the Multilateral Development Banks: African, Asian and
European Regional Development Banks,” former US
Executive Director Paul Spelt said that the Philippine was
very poor when the ADB was set up. And until now, it
remains to be one because of  corruption and other problems.
The Philippines has nearly 30 percent people living less
than US$2 a day.

During the first ADF X negotiations meeting held in Sydney
ADB president Kuroda said, “We at ADB are sometimes
asked, is ADB changing course? Is it turning away from its
mission of  poverty alleviation? For an answer, we have
only to look at some realities on the ground. Over half a
billion people still suffer extreme poverty, at less than $1 a
day. Another one billion live on the edge on $2 a day, where

the slightest economic shock or a natural disaster could tip
them back into the abyss of  poverty.”

He also said, “In the ADF countries, some 100 million
people are living in extreme poverty, and additional 300
million live on less than $2 a day. Many of  these economies
are growing at relatively modest rates of  3-4% or less. At
this rate, they will still be relatively poor and eligible for
concessional ADF assistance, even in 2020. Under these
circumstances, this is a time for redoubling our efforts to
fight poverty, rather than weakening it, especially in the
ADF countries.”

The weeping statement of President Kuroda proves that
the ADB has failed its mission. On the other hand, keeping
poverty as its overarching goal would ensure continuous
business for ADB’s development partners.

The ADB’s ADF X replenishment is much more
controversial as compared with the previous times. Either
due to the slowdown of the US economy or due to the
failure of the ADB to achieve number of requirements it
has to fulfill, the United States is not willing to put money
to ADF. The United Kingdom also echoes the same thing.

The ADB is asking donors to contribute a total US$11.5
billion for the ADF X to cover the period 2009-2012. This
is more than a billion dollar increase from the US$10.3
billion contribution for ADF IX. The LTSF clears the
direction of the ADB for the next twelve years i.e.
developing Asia though private sector financing. Asian civil
society rejects private sector-led development from the
beginning. It is clear that the ADB continues to move away
from the civil society’s aspirations.

The ADB is not in Asia for humanitarian reasons. But it
serves as a financial mechanism for countries to obtain
development assistance and concessional loans. What we
need is not a development Bank but an “Asian Corporation
Fund” that supports each other to meet their development
needs. If  the ADF cannot fulfill this task, developing
countries in Asia and the Pacific need a financing mechanism
to help each other. “Banco de sur,” the bank initiated by
Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez, could be a good model
for the Asian nations if  they have the will to do so.

Endnotes
1Two Faces of  Asia and ADB’s Vision for Inclusive Growth Speech
by Ursula Schaefer-Preuss Vice President, Knowledge Management
and Sustainable Development Asian Development Bank At the Asia
Society and Carnegie Endowment for International Peace 19 February
2008 Asia Society, Washington, DC
2http://www.adb.org/adf/faq.asp#1
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Former ADB Official comments on the
Safeguard Policy Draft

As a former Manager of Social Development in ADB
(1995-2002), it is with great regret that I continue to

learn about the continuing efforts, by all development
finance institutions, to limit the scope of their safeguard
policies. A vicious cycle is in the process: it is the same
race to the bottom, which is led by business corporations
and their narrow quartile economy interests.

It is these transnational organisations that now wish to
get access to the land and resources of indigenous people
and then run away with the money, without contributing
to the taxes of the governments. In the end they will
weaken the role of the governments to take care of their
citizens.

Already the public space of all governments is decreasing.
It is completely wrong to assume (par. 5) that the private
sector players will adopt socially responsible investment
practices. In fact, they are now footloose and leave
unemployed workforce and barren and poisoned lands
behind, when they seek for ever lucrative deals with tax
havens, cheap labour, unsafe work practices,
undemocratic governments, lack of legislation and poor
governance, in general.

It is the deeds that matter, not words on their glossy
brochures! It now hampers equality and dignity of the life
of major parts of populations, not just the
vulnerable. Indigenous people and the poor carry the
biggest burden of these neoliberal trickle-up efforts.

The game seems to be that one of the development
financing institutions weakens its safeguard policy, and in
the name of misplaced harmonisation, others follow suite
and so the un-merry goes around! The blame for this
unfortunate state of affairs is not just with the development
financial institutions. They, after all, have to stay in
business. The blame is with the governments that sit in
the Boards of these institutions. The question is: do they
convey to the financing institutions the majority voice in
their countries? At the same time, a truly socially
responsible global governance would be required.

One of the major countries would need to put the runaway
development train back to sustainable and virtuous
tracks. Can we expect this from the new US government
after the elections? Or any of the Asian countries wishing
to become more responsible in deeds, and not just in
words? In any case, what we need is truly inclusive
economy.
 
Having said all these, I do have some more detailed
comments. They mainly relate to arguments through
which the ADB tries to justify decrease of safeguards:

1) All development finance institutions have had problems
in implementing their safeguard policies. Inefficiencies
result from lack of will to do a good job. The cost of
democratic processes claimed in the paper is a non-
issue. Any financial cost should be judged against social,
political and financial costs of NOT doing them and not
doing them earnestly (par. 17).

Development finance institutions should not shift the
responsibility to the developing countries, particularly in
this situation when WTO and the bilateral development
agreements increasingly weaken countries’ capacity to
look after the social and human rights interests of their
citizens.

Again I would emphasise that the developing financing
institutions should help countries to see that business
and finance, in general, benefits all development
dimensions of developing countries. 

2) Application of safeguard policies is always a bottom-
up exercise, a true nature of which the ADB still fails to
understand and how it provides the required flexibility for
development planning (par. 18).

3) It is completely wrong to say that the concept of
indigenous people is ambiguous and unclear. There is a
global consensus on these now, fixed also in global
jurisdiction. The concept also includes a flexibility, which
the application in various country contexts requires.

It needs to be pointed that the concerns of indigenous
people are now - with the climate change - even more
important. And their time-tested adaptive and mitigating
approaches are more “modern” than those of the rest of
population.

Aspirations are always part of safeguarding, too. You
need to know what you are doing and why. Values are at
the heart of development, and so are people. All in all,
the problem with aspirations and safeguarding has been
self-created when the ADB dismantled the Social
Development Division and established a separate
Safeguard Unit. As a manager I was not in favor of
this move.

4) I hope talking about consolidated environment
safeguard elements does not mean integrating the two
approaches? This would lead only to more confusion (par.
23). And social situational analysis is a key to good
development planning. Otherwise, we end up with a one-
size-fit-all straightjacket! Also triggers from outside (par.
24) are nice but completely futile technocratic
suggestion. Clearly invented by engineers, who do not
understand, how human societies function and how their
situation can be analysed.

5) Categorization process was also another of those
technocratic institutions that we in Social Development

cont. on p. 10
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Isagani R Serrano2

Philippine Rural Reconstruction Movement

Let’s set aside sustainable development for the moment. That’s still too far out in the horizon. It might
be more realistic to talk about the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), a minimalist set of
commitments made by UN member states and governments in the Millennium Summit of 2000.

As in previous UN summits or even some lesser events,
multilateral development banks, like the Asian Development
Bank (ADB), would usually stand by to see how they can
help bankroll the promises made. ADB president Kuroda
himself has embraced the MDG cause since his assumption
of office. It was a key part of his message at the 38th annual
meeting of governors in 2005 in Istanbul. Since then he
has consistently committed ADB funding for the attainment
of  the MDGs.

MDG is basically about reducing poverty and ADB’s vision
is an Asia free of that inhuman condition.

Derived from the Millennium Declaration, the MDGs is
unpacked into 8 goals, 18 targets, 48 indicators. Using 1990
as baseline, the progress of the MDGs is monitored
regularly till the 2015 final accounting.

All eight goals comprising the MDGs can be connected to
climate change. Some are linked more directly (e.g.

proportion of forest cover to total land area or access to
water and sanitation) than others (e.g. child mortality or
prevalence of condom use).

The MDGs speaks not of  achieving a goal in full (e.g. wiping
out global poverty) but only about meeting goals in fractions,
say 1/2 of this for poverty and hunger and ¾ of that for
maternal mortality. It’s obviously a fairly low bar for a
middle-income country like the Philippines. Meeting all the
modest targets, or even realizing all eight goals, simply means
a country has then achieved the basic minimum to start
aspiring for a higher level of  well-being. It means that those
left behind are now included somehow and spared from
extreme poverty and deprivation.

Like other UN member-countries, the Philippines must
monitor the progress of the MDGs as part of its obligation
to its citizens and to the UN agreement. It has done three
MDG progress reports (2003, 2005, 2007) so far. These
reports have been uniformly rosy. But the truth is, the

Climate justice and MDGs1

Stop funding climate change! Greenpeace activists marched in front of the ADB heaquarters in Manila. The regional bank continues
to fund fossil fuel-dependent projects inspite of its pronouncements that it will support renewable energy.

H
E

M
A

N
T

H
A

 W
IT

H
A

N
A

G
E

/N
G

O
 F

O
R

U
M

 O
N

 A
D

B



BANKWATCH  April 2008 7

country is actually among those falling farther behind. It’s
not going to meet all the targets come 2015. Where it’s
failing (e.g. education, health and environment) is what
matters most to the poor. And where it’s supposed to be
doing all right (e.g. reducing extreme poverty and hunger,
expansion in protected areas) the claims continue to be
contested.

Climate change can compromise the realization of the
MDGs. A single cataclysmic climate event can wipe out all
the gains from years of  trying to reduce poverty. Combine
this with bad governance then you have a recipe for disaster.

If indeed climate change is the most serious threat to
sustainable development, as all parties to the UN

Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC)
seem to admit, then the concern is simply not matched by
action. Decisions that truly matter in eradicating poverty
and redressing global disparities, as in making trade more
fair, debt relief, increased ODA, or technology transfer,
are hard to come by. Where decisions have already been
taken money allocated is just not enough and comes with a
string of  heavy conditions. In the end the efforts hardly
make a dent on the problem.

Justice is a central issue in climate change. In climate
negotiations principles that are assumed to be guiding Agenda
21 and the MDGs, like the principle of common but
differentiated responsibility and the polluters-pay principle,
are routinely and stubbornly ignored by the rich and
powerful. This tells us how agonizingly difficult it is to
negotiate fairness in our fragile and troubled world.

Climate change spares no one, rich or poor, so to say. But
the poor suffer more though they have less to do with the
problem. Developing, or so-called Non-Annex I, countries

contributed far less to greenhouse emissions than developed
(or Annex I) countries but they are destined to absorb the
brunt of the impact. The least developed countries (LDCs),
who contributed the least in pollution, will suffer the most.
The small island developing states (SIDS) like Samoa might
one day just disappear on the map.

There’s no quick fix to climate change, obviously. And
probably global warming will continue no matter what we
do now because of  the lag time involved. But there’s
something we can do about justice here and now and perhaps
what we might have done really makes an impact on climate
stabilization.

The ‘global deal’ to avert catastrophe seems simple enough:
the rich would have to give up so much so that the poor
(and all of  us) may live sustainable lives.

In 1990, the baseline year for both the climate convention
and the MDGs, the UN interagency panel on climate change
suggested that if  we’re to succeed in stabilizing the global
climate system, each individual then living would be ‘entitled’
to only 1,500 kilograms of  CO2 emission. That’s the
allowable carbon footprint per person, his/her ‘rightful’ share
of the skies, or right to shit the environment, if you like.
During that time, an American was already doing about
20,000 kilograms of CO2 while a poor Filipino or Afghan
only about 600 or less. Moreover, the 1,500-kg norm
assumed that: (1) existing forests are left alone and (2) not
one more soul added to the then 5.3 billion inhabitants of
this planet.

Annual global CO2 emissions increased from 23 billion
metric tons in 1990 to 29 billion metric tons in 2004. Some
would welcome this as a sign of  prosperity, meaning an
indication that economies are growing. Others see this as
ominous. It brings us closer to the feared threshold of  CO2
concentration in the atmosphere—450 parts per million—
a threshold we are advised to respect, or else. At the rate
it’s going—an increase of  two parts per million per year—
we’re only three and a half  decades away.

The US carbon emissions, a quarter of  the world’s total,
remain at very high levels. Its per capita CO2 emission
level has seen little or no reduction at all since 1990. Europe,
Japan and other industrialized nations may have succeeded
in cutting down but their collective achievement does not
even come up to the Kyoto Protocol’s minimalist
benchmark. From a climate justice perspective, these are
far too short of the required deep cuts, to say nothing
about paybacks to under emitters and the environment.

None of  the two assumptions worked, obviously. They were
‘impossible’, to begin with. Deforestation which accounts

Houses by a collapsed river bank lie in shambles after strong winds and
rain from Typhoon Reming battered Legazpi City, Philippines. Countries
around the world are likely to experience more violent weather events in
the future as a consequence of climate change.
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for a huge part of the emissions has continued, exacerbated
recently by the rising demand for biofuels. Between 2000
and 2005, primary forests were lost at the rate of 6 million
hectares a year. Biodiversity declined steadily along with it.
And by October 1999, world population reached 6 billion.

Some 200 million Asians were lifted out of poverty in one
generation, a remarkable feat by itself. But this phenomenal
achievement hardly mattered in closing the rich-poor divide,
whether in China, in the Asian region or globally. Worse, it
happened at great costs to the regional and local
environments as well as to the global climate system.

Now, you and I can see why we are in this present mess. It’s
amazing how so little has changed in the global inequality
picture.

What went wrong, and continues to go wrong?

We thought we had the answer in 1992 – sustainable
development or its translation into a global plan of action,
the Agenda 21. We consider this catch-all and user-friendly
concept as, fundamentally, about justice and fairness
between and within nations, between women and men,
between generations. In other words, global and social justice
as well as payback to our degraded environment.

Agenda 21 was and is some kind of ‘global deal’. So is the
climate convention or the MDGs. The ‘deal’ concerns
human survival. It’s a global-sharing arrangement based on
the principle of  common but differentiated responsibilities.
There’s no place here for the rich and powerful setting
conditions for sharing, especially ones that are burdensome
and humiliating to the poor and less powerful. What each
side is expected to do is but a just and fair share based on
differing accountability for what happened and continues
to happen.

Nobody’s a beggar here. If  poor peasants shifted to organic
farming or if  municipal fishers manage their coastal
resources right, they’re doing it not only for themselves but
for all of  us. If  a poor country takes care of  its biodiversity,
it’s doing a great service to itself  and all of  humanity. These
efforts deserve to be compensated or reciprocated somehow
through, say, carbon tax on the rich, untied ODA,
unconditional debt relief, fairer trade terms, and other forms
of  resource transfer.

Financing adaptation to climate change alone requires huge
money. Estimates quote billions. Oxfam International said
that adaptation cost for developing countries alone will be
at least $50 billion a year. This is on top of  current ODA
levels and in addition to the much smaller amount already
pledged for the MDGs.

Yet we know, real net transfers from the rich to the poor
imply deep cuts and are  possible only if the rich themselves
begin to dramatically change the way they see the world,
how they produce and consume things. In other words,
their unsustainable lifestyle should be up for negotiation.

Little, or nothing, of  the sort happened in Rio or Kyoto.
And it’s not happening now, or at least not in the way that
would otherwise match the worldwide scare and insecurity
generated by recent devastating weather events.

Adaptation may be a cop-out, so it seems to me anyway,
but poor countries cannot afford to wait for a dramatic
mitigation to happen. They might perish before they could
get justice. With or without assistance, they have to find
ways to adapt to climate change before it’s too late. Anyway,
they are used to coping and surviving all their life.

We now know better that extreme events, like storms, floods
and droughts have devastating impacts on water resources,
food security, agriculture, ecosystems, biodiversity, and
human health. These events have been anticipated in IPCC
assessments but are now so common and happen when
and where least expected.

The Third Assessment Report (2001) of IPCC stressed
the urgent need for adaptation, the other aspect of climate
change that’s already inherent in the agency’s original mandate
from 1988. Note that one working group of the IPCC has
been tasked specifically to look into vulnerability and
adaptation.

Adaptation, as defined by IPCC (2001), refers to adjustment
in ecological, social, or economic systems in response to
actual or expected climatic stimuli and their effects or
impacts. It refers to changes in processes, practices, or
structures to moderate or offset potential damages or to

Long-term drought in northern Guangdong Province, China,
a symptom of global warming.
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take advantage of opportunities associated with changes in
climate. Adaptation involves adjustments to decrease the
vulnerability of communities and regions to climate change
and variability.

The UNDP/GEF 2003 Guidebook on the Adaptation
Policy Framework (APF) defines adaptation as “a process
by which strategies to moderate and cope with the
consequences of climate change including climate
variability—are enhanced, developed, and implemented”.
The APF includes seven components: defining project scope;
assessing current vulnerability; characterizing future risks;
developing an adaptation strategy; continuing the adaptation
process; engaging stakeholders; and enhancing adaptive
capacity. The APF is said to be flexible enough to allow
countries to use only one or two components, or even to
follow components only in part since decisions about how
to use this framework will depend on the country’s prior
work, needs, goals, and resources.

The IPCC (2001) describes the requirements that need to
be met for a country to have a high adaptive capacity: a
stable and prosperous economy, a high degree of  access to
technology at all levels, well-delineated roles and
responsibilities for implementation of adaptation strategies,
systems in place for the national, regional and local
dissemination of  climate change and adaptation information,
and an equitable distribution of  access to resources.

Great! You can begin to wonder which non–Annex I
countries would come up to that standard.

Growing concern for adaptation has been boosted by
decisions of the Conference of the Parties (COP). The
Marrakesh Accords that came out of COP-7 delineated
instruments and mechanisms for supporting adaptation. This
agreement included the creation of three new funds: (a)
The Special Climate Change Fund under the UNFCC for
supporting the “implementation of adaptation activities
where sufficient information is available”; (b) the Least
Developing Countries (LDCs) Fund dedicated to the
preparation and implementation of national adaptation
programs of  action (NAPAs), which “will communicate
priority activities addressing the urgent and immediate needs
and concerns of the LDCs relating to adaptation to the
adverse effects of climate change”; and, (c) the Adaptation
Fund set up under the Kyoto Protocol and getting advice
from the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) on its
operations.

Although adaptation to climate change has emerged as a
key policy question in negotiations on climate change we
have yet to see it addressed forcefully in national policy
discussions. This holds true for the MDGs in the sense that

it’s not yet a central consideration in national development
planning generally.

Overall, local development plans are still MDG-illiterate
and climate-insensitive. To many local government units,
climate change comes across as esoteric, although they are
no stranger to natural disasters. It would take a lot of
dedicated efforts to build a desired level of MDG and
climate awareness and get local governments to orient and
align their development plans along adaptation.

That is not to say, though, that development planning at
any level cannot be so sensitized. Don’t be surprised if
aspects of MDGs or climate change adaptation are already
incorporated in development plans even if the LGUs haven’t
got the hang of  these buzzwords. When LGUs assist
farmers to construct water catchments in anticipation of
El Niño or La Niña, they are doing adaptation.

Climate change is only starting to be fashionable even in
NGO circles. In PRRM, people used to joke about it as
‘kinda weird’. But we do programs and projects in areas
like coastal resources management, watershed protection
and protected areas management, new and renewable energy
(NRE), system of rice intensification (SRI) and sustainable
agriculture and rural development (SARD), microfinance
and local economy, primary health care, community
organizing, and good governance. These programs are in
the territory of adaptation.

The greater challenge is how to hew adaptation and MDGs
into the mainstream of development planning at all levels,
in different places.

Building adaptive capacity, or meeting MDG targets, is way
different from growing the economy and doing development
as usual. It’s about delivering social and environmental
justice—a necessary condition for securing our path to
sustainability.

Amidst scorching heat, fishermen search for remaining fish
catch in Lam Takong Dam, where waters have dried up due to
prolonged drought. Activists link the severe drought that struck
Thailand to rising global temperature and climate change.
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Endnotes

1 Revised version of a reaction paper written for the Philippine
Network on Climate Change (PNCC) consultation on The
Road to Bali and Beyond, November 2007 and the Social
Watch Philippines MDG Report 2007.
2 PRRM vice president, Social Watch Philippines co-convenor,
and a founding member of  the NGO Forum on ADB.
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It is also important to note that the client for developing
country products (facilitated by development finance
institutions, for example, through infrastructure
development) is the whole world. The world with civil
society not only monitors corporate and country
responsibility, but the consumers, too, vote with their
purses. In fact, from this point of view, the paper is terribly
outdated. It is there where you would need to think of
innovative solutions, such as new indigenous people
friendly financing instruments (also for the private sector)
and other instruments that work for the poor and the
vulnerable (par. 32). The ADB needs to be part of building
truly sustainable economy.

11) Par. 31 is a legitimisation effort for race to bottom in
social standards.

12) Clear guidance is needed on how projects are
scrutinised and this to be done through participatory
processes (par. 44).
 
Finally, it is important that the minutes of the Board
meeting discussions on the new Policy will be disclosed
in line with the transparency requirements in the ADB’s
own policy on Information. If not yet there, the Information
Policy needs to be revised to reflect increasing
democracy requirements.

Anita Kelles-Viitanen, Helsinki Finland
Expert Member in the Finland National Board on Corporate
Responsibility of Multinational Corporations
Member of Finland National Board on International
Human Rights
Green Party Deputy Delegate, Chair of Evergreens and
Vice Chair of European Network of Green Seniors
Chair of ATTAC Finland
Member of European Network of Public Services,
Network from Seattle to Bryssels and Our World is not
For Sale
Board Member of Asia-Europe People’s Forum

cont. from p. 5
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ADB’s Future Strategy:
Would It Really Matter to the
Poor?
Hemantha Withanage and Ronald Masayda
NGO Forum on ADB

The initial implementation review of and the multi-stakeholder consultations on the Asian Development
Bank’s Long Term Strategy Framework (LTSF) bear close scrutiny and watching  for instructive
insights on the accomplishments or failings of  the Bank’s anti-poverty agenda  in the first five years.

It is also important to carefully monitor and observe how the results of  this review exercise would affect the
Bank’s poverty reduction directions, priorities and activities in the next 10 years.

The ADB says the basic premise for the LTSF review are
attributable to the changing regional and global trends to
wit: unprecedented high rates of growth, global capital flows
into the region, the co-existence of high rates of savings
along with the need for high investment rates, and significant
adverse environmental implications associated with the high
growth rates. The undertaking, therefore, should give pause
to the Bank to assess whether its over-all prognosis of a

poverty-free region by 2015 is indeed reachable and
realistic.

This brings to fore the Report presented by a panel of
Eminent Persons Group (EPG) during the recent Kyoto
Annual Governors Meeting, which was met with vigorous
criticisms from ADB Governors, civil society organizations,
and other stakeholders for its overly-optimistic anti-poverty
findings and forecasts.  Released in April 2007, the EPG
Report provides the basic inputs to the review.

Foremost among the Report’s recommendations is for the
ADB to include as an overarching goal “inclusive growth”
to expand opportunities for the poor in Developing Member
Countries. The EPG Report has suggested that “ADB must
change radically and adopt a new paradigm for development banking.
The new ADB should help tackle issues critical to the further
development of a new “middle-income” Asia, by offering a more
balanced blend of  knowledge and financial assistance. To address the
remaining pockets of  poverty, its primary emphasis would be on
supporting higher and more inclusive growth rather than transferring
external aid resources. Functioning as a financial intermediary, the
Bank would connect together lenders and borrowers from within the
region.”1

How this strategy would actually matter to the poor citizens
of Developing Members Countries (DMC) is the very
question that needs to be concretely addressed by the Bank.

ADB’s Long Term Strategy Framework (2001-2015)

Poverty reduction became the ADB’s overarching goal in
early 1999. The Board of Directors subsequently approved
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Life has not been quite easy for the two men waiting for
tourists who could give some hope for the day.
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the poverty reduction strategy later that year. In 2000, the
private sector development was approved to primarily
support this effort through the promotion of growth. The
LTSF, entitled “Moving the Poverty Reduction Agenda
Forward in Asia and the Pacific” builds on these two
strategies, takes into consideration ADB’s other policies, such
as that on governance, and is integrated with the
International Development Goals, the series of aims and
benchmarks agreed to by world conferences for tackling
poverty worldwide by 2015.

Reducing poverty, in all its forms, is the greatest challenge
for the international community according to ADB. “Of  the
world’s 6.0 billion people, 1.2 billion live on less than $1 a day and
another 2.8 billion live on less than $2 a day. Eight of  every 100
infants do not live to see their fifth birthday; nine of  every 100 boys
and 14 of  every 100 girls reach school age without enrolling in
school. Poverty is also most visible among people who have no political
representation or voice; those who have limited or no access to basic
social services; and those who are vulnerable to ill health, economic
dislocation, social injustice, and natural disasters.”

“Following the agreements and resolutions of  various world conferences
organized by the United Nations in the first half  of  the 1990s,
seven broad international development goals (IDGs) have been
identified. Each IDG addresses one aspect of  poverty, but they should
all be seen as a whole in tackling the world’s poverty problems by
2015. The IDGs, which serve as benchmarks to the global effort to
address the core causes of poverty are as follows:

Reduction in the incidence of extreme poverty by half between
1990 and 2015;
100 percent primary school enrollment by 2015;
Elimination of  gender disparities in primary and secondary
education by 2005;
Reduction in infant and child mortality by two thirds between
1990 and 2015;
Reduction in maternal mortality ratios by three quarters between
1990 and 2015;
Access for all to reproductive health services by 2015;

Implementation by all countries of a national sustainable
development strategy by 2005; and
Reversal of the loss of environmental resources by 2015.”

“The Asia and Pacific region has made a lot of  progress in achieving
the IDGs. The progress has, however, been uneven. South Asia lags
behind with respect to several key indicators, as shown in the
accompanying table, and considerable concerted efforts will be required
if  the IDGs are to be achieved. For East Asia in aggregate, many
of the goals—including reduction in the incidence of poverty—had
almost been achieved by 1998. However, much still needs to be done
to reach the targets for reductions in child mortality and increased
access to reproductive health care. Also, environmental deterioration
and degradation remain a major concern across the region.”2

LTSF has identified (i) sustainable growth; (ii) inclusive social
development; and (iii) good governance for effective
policies and institutions as the three core strategic thrusts
for the Bank’s interventions. The crosscutting themes are
the role of the private sector; and regional cooperation and
integration for development, and environmental
sustainability.

The Bank has also two mid-term strategic frameworks,
MTS I and MTS II, covering the periods 2001-05 and
2006-08, respectively. MTS II emphasizes six strategic
priorities: (i) improving the investment climate; (ii) catalyzing
private sector investment; (iii) ensuring the inclusiveness
of growth, particularly through gainful employment; (iv)
managing the environment; (v) promoting regional
cooperation and integration; and (vi) assisting weak
performing countries. Meantime, the sectoral priorities for
core operational areas and expertise are education, transport
and other connectivity infrastructure, energy, water, urban
and rural infrastructure, and financial sector reform.

In June 2004, ADB Management adopted an internal
Reform Agenda for Development Effectiveness.  This
reform was developed partly in response to the Asian
Development Fund (ADF) IX negotiations. Under ADF
IX, donors significantly increased their contributions based
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A boy joins her mother in a consultation about the impacts
of a development project.
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A fruit vendor prepares for his customers. Business was
unusual these days due to poor sales.
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on the Bank’s commitment to improve its institutional
performance and results-focus through a series of  reform
measures, which are largely included in the Reform Agenda.
The Banks is obligated to report the progress of  the Reform
in the ADF IX Mid-Term Review, in 2006.3 The reform
covers five areas:

Mainstreaming management for development results;
Reinforcing knowledge management;
Improving operational policies and strategies;

Refining organizational processes and structure; and
Improving human resource management and staff
incentives.

Under the auspices of  the reform, a new organizational
structure was put in place in 2002 with the intention to
better equip the Bank to meet its LTSF. Major structural
changes consisted of the integration of programs and
projects functions in regional departments (RDs), the
mainstreaming of operational support for thematic issues
in RDs, and the creation of the Regional Sustainable
Development Department (RSDD). An independent
assessment of the 2002 reorganization was conducted in
2004 to provide an analysis of the extent to which objectives
have been met.

Eminent Persons Group Report

In 2006, the ADB commissioned a panel of eminent
persons chaired by Dr. Supachai Panitchpakdi, United
Nations Conference on Trade and Development
(UNCTAD) head, to produce a report that will forecast
ADB’s future role in the Asia and the Pacific region. The
EPG Report was  based on five background papers namely:
(i) The Challenge of Employment Creation in Developing Asia; (ii)
Financial Systems in Asia; (iii) Public-Private Partnerships: The
Next Generation of Infrastructure Finance; (iv) Accelerating Rural

Transformation in Asia; and (v) Prospects for Enhancing Regional
Economic Cooperation and Integration in Asia.

By 2020, the EPG envisages the Asia and the Pacific region
as:

Accounting for more than 25 percent of global GDP
in nominal dollar terms and as much as 45 percent of
global GDP in PPP terms
Closer to Latin America in GDP per capita, in stark
contrast to 1980 when Asia’s per capita income was
less than a fourth of  Latin America’s.
Having an overwhelming majority of people living in
middle-income countries, with perhaps only about 10
percent of Asians still in absolute poverty ($1 a day).
More urbanized, with the majority of people living in
mega or medium size cities, raising new social and
environmental issues.
A “capital-surplus” region, with some countries having
surplus savings while others require external (including
regional) capital to achieve higher investment rates to
fuel economic growth. Asia can be expected to continue
to have large accumulated reserves.
Increasing its intraregional trade and investment, even
as integration advances with the global markets for
goods, services, and capital. By 2020 the Asia and
Pacific region could account for about one-third of
world trade, compared with the U.S. share of  about
one-seventh.
An even larger user of natural resources including
energy, other minerals, and forest products. Human
activities and economic policies in Asia will become
more important for the global commons, including the
environment.

Key barriers identified are: rising disparities, unfinished
poverty agenda, environmental degradation, infrastructure
bottlenecks, underdeveloped financial sector, regional and
global integration, innovation and technological development,
and transformation of  institutions.

The Report cites that the most critical among the challenges
and risks facing the region seem to be: (i) poverty and low
levels of income and human development; (ii) the adverse
impact of rapid economic progress on environment and
natural resources; and (iii) the need for continued efficiency
and regional integration into the global economy.  Therefore,
these approaches will be promoted through inclusive growth,
environmentally sustainable growth, and regional
cooperation and integration.4

The Bank conducted sub-regional, multi-stakeholder
consultations recently to obtain diverse and wide-ranging
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Ice cream on a sunny day. An ice cream vendor rests in a bus
terminal while waiting for his clients.
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views on this new vision and operational focuses for the
ADB.

Rapid Economic Growth and Poverty-Free Asia

In the global context, the trends in the international
development community show a more pronounced move
towards common goals under the flagship of poverty
reduction during the last decade.  These increasingly
integrated the dichotomy between the “macro economic
and growth” and “distribution, equity, and social &
environmental consideration” oriented approach to
development.  The adoption of  Poverty Reduction Strategy
(PRS) and Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) across
all major international, regional and bilateral development
agencies, and recipient countries, coupled with a sharper
country focus and more effective and harmonized
assistance centered on each country’s national poverty
reduction strategy as expressed in the Paris Declaration on
Aid Effectiveness. These movements gradually directed the
aid coordination away from “division of labor” based
approach to more integrated approach across all donors,
manifested in the adoption of common operational
framework, joint programming and project financing, and
harmonization5.

On the other hand, the EPG Report is quite confident and
bullish about its projection of a fast growing Asia-Pacific
region where most DMCs would eventually graduate to a
middle income level. “By 2020 we envision a dramatically
transformed Asia. It will have conquered widespread absolute poverty
in most countries, with more than 90 percent of its people living in
“middle-income” countries. Tempering this overall positive picture is
that some of  the fastest growing countries will still have large numbers
of poor people. Asia will continue to have many low-income or fragile
economies with large development challenges.”  Current economic
indicators in most DMCs, however, show that the economic
cleavage between the rich and the poor in the region
continues to widen. The rampant poverty situation in the
region was also underscored by members of the Board of
Governors during the Kyoto AGM. They called on the ADB

to continue with its original mission of poverty alleviation
as well as its primary focus of narrowing disparities between
the rich and the poor until the overarching mission is fully
accomplished. Some delegates even questioned the Bank’s
optimism on more than fulfilling the targets set in the
Millennium Development Goal, arguing that the region
remains home to about two thirds of the world’s poor.
Their concerns were even echoed by Governors from
developed member economies, who contended that a
number of countries still have high levels of poverty and
inequality.6

Meanwhile, EPG’s finding seems to be quite contrary to
the findings contained in the Millennium Development
Goals: Progress in Asia and the Pacific Report in 2006.
According to the MDG Report, the region is making slower
progress in terms of  addressing grave problems related to
basic health and sanitation, infant mortality, HIV incidence,
and access to safe water. The Report actually cites that “in
many social indicators, including some of the MDGs, the Asia and
Pacific region (mainly South Asia) lags behind its very impressive
progress in meeting the income-poverty targets”. Unfortunately,
we were unable to find any reliable projections of the
region’s likely performance, specifically of  low-income
countries, in meeting MDG targets by 2020.”7

Rapid economic growth has been the buzzword for most
International Financial Institutions (IFIs) over the past two
decades. This was seen as the only solution for the increasing
poverty incidence and magnitude in DMCs. While a handful
of countries have become middle income countries, the
rest of the low income countries were caught in a debt
trap. Unsustainable economic growth, which was flimsy based
on the assumption that there are adequate natural and
manpower resources that can be converted into wealth,
increased socio-economic inequalities in DMCs. Seeing that
large-scale infrastructure was viewed as the major catalyst
for growth and development, most IFIs lent their money
to fund such infrastructure projects. However, resources
depletion, environmental degradation on top of natural
calamities and the climate change problem were not factored
in the equation.

In most DMCs, poverty is due to the inequitable distribution
of wealth that was the unwitting by-product of rapid growth.
IFIs facilitated the entry of multinational companies and
big corporations, through their so-called development
paradigms espousing liberalization, deregulation and
privatization. Resources in rural areas were taken away by
big businesses without providing just and adequate
compensation to affected communities. Moreover, these
multinational companies have been known to exploit local
workers (i.e. cheap labor, underemployment, poor working
conditions). The poor were pushed into landlessness and

Food for the day. Due to poverty, some families resort to
having corn for lunch and dinner.
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were stripped of their traditional access to their natural
environmental and resources.

The ‘$1 per day’ and ‘$2 per day’ pegs are two frequently
used economic yardsticks to determine or even define
poverty. On the basis of  the World Bank’s data, 45 percent
of  the world’s population or around 2.8 billion people live
below the ‘$2 per day’ poverty line; and more than 1.1
billion – more than the total population of the developed
world – below half of this income level.

Inclusive growth

Multilateral banks like the ADB have long peddled the fallacy
that rapid economic growth is the very means by which to
reduce poverty in the region. The EPG Report’s 2020
projection of most DMCs graduating to middle-income
status supports the Bank’s assertion. It suggests three major
approaches for the ADB to wit: (i) promote inclusive growth;
(ii) facilitating environmentally sustainable growth; and (iii)
promoting regional (and global) integration. Ironically, at
least 700 million people in Asia will be still below the ‘$1-a
day’ poverty line by 2020.

The Policy Brief  Series No. 48 prepared by the Economic
and Research Department8 defines the Bank’s view of
“inclusive growth”. It states that while the poverty incidence
is falling, there is a growing inequality in most countries.
“The multidimensionality of equity requires the reduction in inequality
in the access to opportunities, access to public goods and services and
access to social safety nets (World Bank 2006a). Equity encompasses
pro-poor growth with its one-dimensional focus on income inequality.
On the other hand, pro-poor growth encompasses poverty reduction,
which focuses solely on the impact of growth on poverty reduction
regardless of income inequality”.

“Expansion of opportunities can occur only through sustainable
growth that is efficient and environmentally sustainable. In order to
avoid the danger of equating equity with redistributive policies that
in the past have neither generated growth nor equity, equity as defined
in this section is termed inclusive growth”.9  This means equity
provides greater access to opportunities, especially for the
poor and the less well-off. However, this could only be
attained through sustainable growth and the correction of
market, political and institutional failures. The Briefer has
termed equity as inclusive growth to differentiate it from
the previous redistributive policies of the ADB that has
failed to generate economic growth and promote equity.

A report published by the New Economic Foundation
(NEF)10 states that “new analysis indicates that global economic
growth is an extremely inefficient way of achieving poverty reduction
– particularly MDG1 – and is becoming even less effective. Between
1990 and 2001, for every $100 worth of  growth in the world’s

income per person, just $0.60 found its target and contributed to
reducing poverty below the $1-a-day line. To achieve every single $1
of poverty reduction therefore requires $166 of additional global
production and consumption, with all its associated environmental
impacts. This approach is both economically and ecologically inefficient.
It will be highly improbable to reconcile the objectives of poverty
reduction and environmental sustainability if global growth remains
the principal economic strategy. The scale of  growth this model
demands would generate unsupportable environmental costs; and the
costs would fall disproportionately, and counter-productively, on the
poorest – the very people the growth is meant to benefit.”

True to form, when IFIs found out that the poor are still
mired in poverty despite the rising Gross Domestic Product
(GDP) in DMCs, they responded by shifting the language
to ‘pro-poor growth’ to address the distributional problems.
However, poverty incidence level has worsened due the
same approach/strategy that was implemented and adopted
by these IFIs. The kind of  pro-poor growth approach that
is supposed to promote the reduction of inequality as well
as the increase of income level has never materialized.

The Risks and Challenges in the Region

Clearly, the widening rich-poor disparity compounded by
environmental degradation and disasters pose the main risks
to developing economies in Asia and the Pacific. Both
problems can be likened to time bombs that could explode
anytime unless sound macro-economic policies that
genuinely support sustainable and pro-poor growth are put
in place by IFIs like the ADB.
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Lina Tagusi, 55, from the Bílaan tribe, slices a poisonous

species of wild yam which would serve as meal for her family.
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The EPG Report cites other discrepancies: “Rising disparities
are not unusual during periods of rapid growth and major structural
changes, and most people are benefiting from growth. But unless the
rising disparities between and within countries are addressed urgently,
they could ultimately threaten the political stability and social cohesion
of  the fast-growing countries. This in turn could result in a political
backlash, bringing to power political leaders opposed to economic
liberalization. Were this to happen, economic growth rates and flows
of  private capital to the Asia and Pacific region would suffer major
setbacks”.

Indeed, the inequitable wealth distribution and income
disparity are major issues bedeviling low income and even
middle income countries. It goes to show how unsuitable
the market principles and fundamentals that all these
economies are following at present. While the ADB should
not push for the opening up of market economies across
the region, it should also develop alternative development
models that would be congruent to the socio-economic needs
and priorities of  DMCs.

On the other hand, the deterioration of the environment
due to rapid industrialization is evident in fast-growing
economies such as China and India. Citizens of these two
countries along with those of neighboring countries are
exposed to environmental risks and hazards. Other densely
populated countries like Pakistan, Bangladesh, the
Philippines, and Indonesia have to resolve the growing
problems on exploitation of resources, pollution of
waterways, landlessness, air pollution, desertification, and
diminishing forest cover among others. Furthermore, poor
communities are now seen most likely to be most vulnerable
to climate and natural disasters.

Privatization efforts for both public utilities and management
of natural resources are likewise serious risks that face the
poor all over Asia and the Pacific today. Under the guise of
private sector participation or public-private partnership,
privatization has denied the poor rightful access to public
services and natural resources.

The issue of growing debt for many small economies is
another huge burden to the poor since the latter suffer the
brunt of the debt repayment. With debt appropriation high
on most DMC’s economic agenda, the national budget for
basic social services usually gets cut. Unless the ADB devise
a mechanism that would release these countries from the
debt trap, the poor will never benefit from any Bank-aided
social development project. Conducting a comprehensive
debt audit or a restructuring of  loan terms that would be
favorable to low income and middle income countries would
pave way for the prioritization of delivery of basic goods
and services to their respective citizenries over debt
repayment.

Role of the ADB and Balancing Acts

As a multilaterally-tasked and governed institution, the Bank
has to refocus its banking role since it is one of the root
causes of the socio-economic disparities and resources
depletion problems that are occurring in most DMCs. A
delicate balancing act between “banking” and “development,”
calls for a major change in attitude and mindset in the ADB.
Perhaps the Bank can start by adopting a more emphatic
term like “improving the quality of  life of  the poor” instead
of  using the hackneyed term “poverty alleviation.”

But more than semantics, the Bank should realize that
ensuring “sustainable livelihood for the poor” is the best
way to attack the poverty problem. In particular, rural
development should be planned according to existing local
situations/conditions and with the meaningful participation/
involvement of  communities. Based from documented case
studies and previous experiences, the ADB has been found
as not serious enough in ensuring the meaningful
participation of stakeholders, especially the poor,
marginalized, and vulnerable groups, both in the formulation
of national development strategies and in the implementation
of  its programs and projects. It is warranted, therefore, for
the Bank to improve its current consultation processes by
crafting a guiding policy or stringent implementing guidelines
that would ensure the participation of affected communities,
civil society organizations and other relevant stakeholders
to an honest, no-nonsense, no-holds-barred, robust, and
structured project-based or policy-related consultations.

Going back to the findings of the 2006 MDG Report,
most Asia and the Pacific countries are behind meeting the
MDGs. Therefore, the Bank needs to realign its soft loans
in consonance with the MDGs. Furthermore, it also needs
to align its soft funds vis-à-vis global commitments that
were made in international summits/conferences like the
Kyoto Protocol, the Education for All 2015 and the 2002
World Summit for Sustainable Development
Johannesburg Plan of  Implementation.
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Manong collects metal scraps, plastic bottles and other
junk materials to earn a living.
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Moreover, the Bank should end conditionalities, particularly
in the areas of political and macroeconomic policies; and
put a stop to the practice of tying development aid to the
hiring of foreign consultants, purchase of goods, and the
like. Further, the soft loans should be progressively increased
to support the improvement of  social services delivery and
pro-poor infrastructure development programs for health,
agriculture, education sectors among others. The poorest
regions of DMCs should be given priority when it comes
to aid.

The infrastructure programs of the Bank are driven not
for the very purpose of poverty alleviation but for
industrialization. Thus, the ADB should assist governments
to adopt a rights-based approach to providing aid. This can
be done by respecting social development principles to guide
Bank operations in all sectors; at the same time upholding
the human rights of the poor, especially those whose voices
are at risk of being silenced or marginalized vis-à-vis aid:
women, children, youth, Indigenous Peoples, ethnic
minorities, and even non-citizens like migrant workers.

In matters concerning the health sector, the Bank should
honor affordable health care and services as an
uncompromised right of every citizen of developing nations.
The ADB should not promote any policy that would
lead to the privatization of the health care systems in
DMCs, but instead support projects that would
genuinely enhance health services for the poor.

Concerning free education, it is the only way out for
the rural poor of the poverty quagmire. Again, the
Bank should not advocate privatization of  this sector.
It should support provisions for modern educational
facilities in formal and informal education sectors in
both urban and rural areas.

In terms of  core labor standards, the ADB has not
sufficiently addressed this issue. The continuous
enhancement and upgrading of skills as well as the protection
of and respect for the rights of workers in ADB-funded
operations in DMCs should be paramount in the Bank’s
priorities.

Regarding the problem of corruption, the ADB should not
just stop at denouncing all its forms and types, but should
consistently see to it that the guilty or erring parties are
given out stiff  penalties and punitive actions. This would
demonstrate the earnestness on the Bank’s part to weed
out corrupt practices in all its activities and operations.

For gender justice and empowerment concerns, the ADB
needs to assist countries to formulate an alternative
framework that would give utmost protection to the rights

of women in all aspects of development, as well as identify
a set of indicators that would comprehensively measure
the impacts of its operations on the welfare and well-being
of women.

ADB Services and Competencies

The EPG Report has high hopes that the ADB would
reinvent itself as a knowledge bank in the next decade.
Whether the Bank would be able to develop the necessary
expertise, competencies and skills set in time to achieve this
vision is not the more urgent issue. Before the ADB fully
entertains the lofty thought, it must assess first whether
some of its staffmembers actually possess the right abilities,
proper values, and depth of experience to handle highly
sensitive and contentious undertakings. For example, the
on-going Energy Policy/Strategy review has drawn flak from
the civil society for the flawed review and consultation
process. The Draft Paper, which was the basis of  the sub-
regional consultations, itself, has received major criticisms
from different stakeholders for being poorly written and
lacking in substance. On the other hand, the Safeguards
Policy Update Team that is tasked to prepare the preliminary
omnibus Safeguards Policy Statement, has been by rocked
by the recent resignations of core members who protested
the alterations done by the Management to their work. This
matter has also revealed the issue of lack of due process
and transparency in the on-going Safeguards review.11

As regards the rosy prognosis for the ADB by 2020, the
jury is still out whether the Bank would be able to complete
its mission of eradicating poverty in Asia and the Pacific.
But if current trends and indicators in DMCs are to be
factored in, it would be safe to assume that the institution
would not be done with its mission yet. Therefore, it would

One of the many households living in shanities built
along the stretch of the Pasig River in the Philippines.
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not be prudent and realistic for the Bank to change the
present overarching goal in the next few decades.

Over the past 40 years, the ADB has gained acceptance as
a broker among financial agencies operating in the region.
Most of the prescribed financial mechanisms and
approaches of these agencies do not carry enough or are
devoid of  any social and environmental safeguards. As a
publicly-funded entity, the Bank should set the benchmark
among financial institutions in the effective implementation
of policies that protect the environment, affected peoples
and Indigenous Peoples.

Conclusion

Absolute freedom from the oppressive shackles of poverty
is a dream of  every poor person. It’s a paramount right of
every individual that should be recognized and ensured by
governments of developing economies and most especially
by the Asian Development Bank. As a multilateral bank
that depends on public funds, the Bank should not gamble
away the future of the poor citizens of Asia and the Pacific
region to profit-oriented financial entities with little regard
for the preservation of  the environment, conservation of
natural resources, and the protection of the rights of
affected communities, minorities, and vulnerable groups.

Rather than promoting economic growth, the ADB should
adopt “sustainable livelihood” as a main principle to its
poverty reduction efforts in the region.  It is imperative
that it focus more on locally-acceptable but successful
development models in DMCs. It should stop imposing on
DMCs to open up their economies in order to produce
goods and services for the benefit of  both the national
elites and developed nations.

Tasking ADB with non regional services is not a wise option.
Instead of abandoning its role as a development bank, ADB
should continue to strive in providing services assistance to

the poor to alleviate them from poverty. As studies have
shown, poverty incidence has not changed; hence, assuming
that poverty will be resolved by 2020 is not only realistic
but dangerous as well. Such presumptions would only lead
to further neglect of  the poor, who, in the first place, should
be the beneficiaries of  development aid. More so, the Bank
should continue to promote the rights and welfare of the
poor and marginalized groups against globalization. Without
appropriate mechanism and sound policies in place,
economic growth could become a catalyst to further impede
the rights of the poor, which in the long run would only
worsen the growing income disparity.

As such, the Bank should include the poor and the
marginalized in its economic development models in order
to fully realize its socialized poverty-free Asia. However,
defending and promoting the environmental and social rights
of  the poor remain a big challenge to the ADB.

The ADB should not abandon its overarching goal, which
is poverty reduction. Instead of  transforming itself  into a
knowledge-based institution which runs counter to its
development mandate, the ADB should continue to provide
assistance to DMCs to bridge the continuously rising income
disparity between the rich and the poor in the Asia and the
Pacific region.

Endnotes
1 Toward a New Asian Development Bank in a New Asia,
Report of the Eminent Persons Group to The President
of the Asian Development Bank, March 2007
2 Moving the Poverty Reduction Agenda Forward in Asia
and the Pacific, The Long-Term Strategic Framework of
the Asian Development Bank (2001-2015), March 2001
3 ADB Institutional Analysis, NGO Forum on ADB,
April 2006
4 A note to support the stakeholder consultation on the
Review of  ADB’s Long Term Strategic Framework, 30
July 2007
5 ADB Institutional Analysis, NGO Forum on ADB,
April 2006
6 Roundup: ADB Concludes Annual Meeting Amid Calls
for Continued Help for Poor, People’s Daily Online, May
8, 2007
7 Keeping Poverty Alive beyond 2020, Hemantha
Withanage,
Bankwatch Special Edition, April 2007
8 May 2007
9 Policy Brief  Series No 48 prepared by the Economic
and Research Department of  the ADB, May 2007
10 Growth Isn’t Working, David Woodward and Andrew
Simms, January 2007
11 ADB ‘Safeguards’ Review Sparks Resignation, Allan
Beattie, Financial Times, September 13, 2007
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Living by the murky river. Shanties have been built along the Pasig River in
the Philippines. Poverty has forced rural folks to migrate in the city to have
a better life, only to find themselves worse off.
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Averting Food Crisis
in Asia and the Pacific:
ADB’s Mission Impossible!
Avilash Roul
NGO Forum on ADB

In the last four decades, the Asian Development Bank (ADB) has been engaged in eradicating poverty in Asia and the
Pacific region through ways and means prescribed, advocated and implemented by the ADB. The development
model which the ADB advocates poverty alleviation has invested approximately US$123 billion in more than two-

thousand loan projects in its 48 developing member countries (DMCs). Ironically, most of  the DMCs are facing the

crisis in 2008 to feed their people! The worst hit among the
DMCs is Bangladesh. Even the International Rice Research
Institute (IRRI) and the ADB, having their headquarters in
the Philippines, could not arrest the rising high price of rice
in the Republic itself. Worse, the cost of  food grains alienates
the poor people from institutions. Has the development
method preached by the Bank gone wrong?

The present crisis has no single-straight forward case and
effect. The lopsided demand-supply chain, restrictions on
exports by producers, global environmental change and
profitable-marketization of agriculture probably have
aggravated the world food scenario. However, the increasing
emphasis on the market to decide on the world food demand

is perhaps the sole important reason of the prevailing civil
strife on food. Can ADB be able to rescue the current
situation?

Market can’t decide who must eat what! No body should
deny that right to food is an integral part of  human rights.
However, more than 850 million people go to bed every
night without a proper meal. Moreover, the market-driven
solution to feed the world has collapsed in nearly 36 countries
and more countries are sitting over latent food crisis. The
international financial institutions (IFIs) have failed to follow
their mission of  eradicating poverty. World Bank President
Robert B. Zoellick admitted during a press conference at
the World Bank headquarters that “the effect of  this food

A nepalese farmer plows his ricefield. According to recent reports, the conversion of ricefields and other crop lands into agrofuel and
biofuel plantations has been one of the major causes of the ongoing food crisis in the world.
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crisis on poverty reduction worldwide is in the order of
seven lost years.”1 In fact, the role of  the World Bank and
the ADB in poverty reduction is at large questionable.

The world population is 6.67 billion and still adding one per
second. Almost half of this number of people depends on
rice. But the world population has 85.5 million hectares of
productive arable land. It is estimated that one hectare of
productive land is lost every 7.67 seconds. Sometimes, the
Malthusian concept came surprisingly in a frequent time
interval to the poor countries. Since 1960s, the international
development institutions have been supporting countries
on agriculture, irrigation, water resource management and
so on to eradicate poverty in the regions. The argument put
forward by IFIs is that the irrigated land made up about a
fifth of the arable area in developing countries has doubled
to about 200 million hectares. During last decade, the World
Bank invested $13.2 billion in agricultural and water
management, out of which US$5.6 billion was specifically
for agricultural water management that went to South and
East Asia, and China, India, Indonesia, and Pakistan.2

Similarly, the ADB has invested a large chunk in Asia and
the Pacific region. But have they reduced poverty? The
question does not have a fair answer from the development
mandarins.

Is ADB feeding Asia and the Pacific

Rice production has more than doubled—from 254 million
tons in 1965 to 576 million tons at present. Moreover,
ADB’s developing member countries account for eight of
the world’s top ten rice producers. Over the last three
decades, the ADB has been cooperating with IRRI to
improve the rice-related research projects by supporting
US$17.3 million in various projects. In 2004, the ADB
President said on the eve of  International Year of  Rice
that enhancing the productivity of rice-based systems
through greater investments in physical infrastructure,
science and technology, and strengthening institutional and
human resource capacities will bring further boosts in food
security, reduce hunger and poverty, enhance nutritional
values, and improve quality of life.3 The latest venture of
the ADB with IRRI is to produce drought-resistance rice in
South Asia. On the contrary in 2004, the ADB lent only
US$198 million for agricultural activities. Similarly, the ADB
allocated loans in agriculture and natural resource amounting
to US$314 million and US$807 million in 2005 and 2006,
respectively. In 2006, the largest amount went to energy,
finance and transport and communication. In 2007, the
total amount has gone to agricultural activities which is
merely US$146 million. While 620 million people are still
under poverty line in Asia and the Pacific, the ADB’s priority
is to strengthen the private sector involvement.

Bangladesh is about to face a severe crisis of food shortage
to feed its large poor people. About 30 million of the
country’s 150 million people could go hungry very soon.
The cascading effect will be on the boarding India – one of
the largest rice producing/exporting countries – that stopped
exporting rice in the face of  the crisis. A large migration
from Bangladesh is on the sleeve. The IFIs, especially the
ADB, has so far invested US$1.6 billion in 51 agriculture
and natural resource projects till 2006. However, out of
the 176 loans amounting to US$8.2 billion for Bangladesh,
majority have gone to energy sector (29 loans), finance
(10), transport and communication (27), and industry and
trade (17). Even with other development partners, the ADB
has been guiding the formulation of  the development plan
of  Bangladesh. But the country is facing severe food crisis.
The only excuse of  the development agencies are last year’s
devastating cyclone in the country that has created this grave
situation. Is it the only reason?

The shortsighted visions, truncate projects and programs
designs have actually created the present situation. ADB
projects are not directly linked to address poverty eradication
but to facilitate private involvement in the development
process. The evaluation of  the effectiveness of  ADB
projects has many shortcomings. Development assistances
from beyond countries, coupled with national design on
more agriculture production through the development of
irrigation management, could not arrest or reduce the
number of  hungry stomachs.

The impacts of climate change have already reduced the
production of  grains. Again, to mitigate the emissions, the
drive for agro-fuel or biofuel has transformed the traditional
crop lands into cash crop. In the end, the production of
staple grain has been decreasing but the cash crop is
increasing with profitable employment/wages. The vicious
cycle is not yet completed for the food cycle. To feed the
hungry, the science-biotechnology frontier will be placed
hurriedly with genetic modified seeds and the owner of
that technology will call the deal. The crisis is not as simple
as it looks like. As population is increasing, the
responsibilities to feed the hungry without politics must be
the norm for countries as well as development institutions.
Self  sufficiency should be the norm rather than market
intervention for the eradication of  hunger.

End notes
1 World Bank (2008), “Food Price Surge Could Mean ‘7 Lost
Years’ in Poverty Fight, Zoellick Says”, Press Release, 11
April 2008, Washington: World Bank.
2 World Bank (2006), Water Management in Agriculture: Ten
Years of World Bank Assistance, 1994-2004, Washington
DC: The World Bank.
3 http://www.adb.org/Documents/Speeches/2004/
ms2004067.asp
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ADB Gender Policy in KUDCEM Project1
Gururaja Budhya
 Urban Research Centre, Bangalore, India

The Asian Development Bank’s assistance to India began in 1986. The first loan to the urban sector,
Karnataka Urban Infrastructure Development Project (KUIDP), was approved only in 1995. Since
then, the Karnataka State has been receiving financial assistance for urban infrastructure development

projects through technical assistance (TA) and project loans from the ADB.

The ADB in Karnataka

The preparation of  the Urban Sector Policy Analysis in
1994 by the Ministry of Urban Development, in association
with the ADB, has begun the facilitation of  commercializing
the urban infrastructure and alternate forms of  service
provision, including privatization and public-private
partnerships. The agreement for the KUIDP2 is considered
as a milestone for urban development, as claimed by the
ADB, because of  the inclusion of  policy reforms intended
to support the central and state governments’ efforts to
decentralize urban management responsibilities. This
includes resource and revenue generation and improving
operation and management (O&M) of assets (RRP: IND
27132).

The Karnataka Urban Development and Coastal
Environment Management Project (KUDCEMP),3 the
second project, states that in line with discussions with the
ADB, the Karnataka State has established (a block tariff
system for water supply that includes a sewerage surcharges
for towns with waste water treatment facilities to promote
greater) cost recovery for urban services (RRP: IND
30303).4

The North Karnataka Urban Sector Investment Programme
(NKUSIP) is the third project which involves the upgrading
of  municipal services through private sector participation
in 25 North Karnataka towns (RRP: IND 38254)

The gender case study

The brief case study has been carried out on gender issues
concerning the KUDCEM Project. The field area of the
case study was carried out in Mangalore looking at the
women’s Self  Help Groups (SHGs) which were formed
under the project. Interviews were carried out with the
members of SHGs and also a discussion on gender
concerns. The other key ADB policies such as the Safeguards
Policies (Environment Policy, Indigenous Peoples Policy and
Involuntary Resettlement Policy), the Policy on Governance,

Social Protection Policy and other related policies were also
looked into.

The secondary source of  information were gathered from
project reports of KUIDFC, the ADB and other published
reports including news paper clippings, etc. The case study
was jointly carried out with Deeds (women rights group)
and NGO Task Force, Mangalore.

Findings

Although the project is claimed to have not targeted women,
but says most environmental improvement components will
specifically improve their living conditions.5

Organizing women SHGs

The KUDCEM Project attempted addressing poverty
reduction by facilitating the formation of  self-help groups
(SHGs) particularly among women of poor and nearly poor
households, for savings and credit activities, and through

Drainage work not completed. Incomplete underground drainage

in Urwa (Bapuji Nagar)
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the provision of training for income-earning activities
(30,000 poor are estimated to be benefited from the sub-
projects). The case study looked at the SHGs formed in
KUDCEM Project.

Concerns of  women

The interactions with the members of SHGs were carried
out in eight locations (in four Wards of  City Corporation)
out of  19 locations in Mangalore where SHGs were formed.
The women belonging to the poorer sections of the society
are involved in economic activities like beedi rolling, house
work, kindergarten (anganwadi) and teaching, among others.

Key findings from interaction

Problems
The main problems of the local communities have narrow
paths, improper drains, drains covered improperly, waste
being dumped in drains, absence of toilets in community
halls, lack of  water supply, improper work coordination of
agencies causing blockade of  drains with debris, and digging
of  roads after being laid for drainage, to name a few.

About KUDCEMP
Many SHG members have not heard about the project.

The SHGs
Most SHGs have been formed for the past five years. Some
have recently started savings and credit activities as their
major project. Construction of toilets has also been the
major activity for some NGOs and city corporations.
Members who are interested to have toilets installed in their
homes were requested to shoulder 25 percent of the total
cost as their counterpart.

Committees involved in the ward works
Women have expressed that a few civil works have been
carried out, parallel to the formation of  SHGs in their
locality or wards. This included laying of  water pipelines,
and construction of roads, drainages, and community hall.
But neither the leaders of SHGs nor their members were
consulted and involved in identifying which activities will
be prioritized, implemented and monitored. Majority did
not know the activities carried out in their localities under
the KUDCEMP. A committee was established by the
implementing NGO only for the selection of beneficiaries
for toilets.

Benefits or impacts
Most expressed that public toilets have been closed down.
Some of those who already have toilets did not see any
benefit. Those without toilets said that whoever wanted and
could afford paying 25 percent of the project cost got the

toilets. In some cases, SHG members were asked to demolish
their existing toilets and rebuild new ones as they would get
75 percent of their contribution.

The new water lines have been laid out, but are not
connected. The roads have been built, dug by the drainage
people without any coordination. The drainage works are
half done and incomplete. This has impacted the
downstream people who get affected by gushing rain waters
during rainy season. There are no toilets. Meetings are usually
disrupted since people need to go back to their homes to
use their toilets.

Suggestions
The following suggestions have strongly been expressed by
the SHG members, such as:

People have to be aware of projects and participate as
early as the design stage; otherwise, it’s a waste of  public
money.
Incomplete works create more problems, such as non-
connection of water pipes, non-connection to drainage,
and roads dug being constructed. Projects should be
completed on time.
People must be informed about the details of  project
implementation, such as the implementer.
Coordination is important among government agencies.
Women SHG members could have been involved, if
they were formed under those projects.

The group discussion on Gender Concerns revealed the
following:

The involvement of women in SHGs has become an
additional burden. It was expressed that 70 percent of
the loans are taken due to pressures from their husbands
(according to a recent study done by Mangalore
University).
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Ashraya Colony Edya Kudcemp Project toilet.This toiled was
constructed under the KUDCEMP for the SHG members.
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There are different projects that are forming women
SHGs. However, the improper understanding of
agencies implementing the projects has resulted in
conflicts among SHGs.
The primary purpose of  the formation of  the SHG in
a project is for savings and credit activities. Women are
only involved for economic activities, incoming-
generating activities and marketing. The so-called SHG
empowerment has not made any intervention in
improving gender relations.
The role of the SHG is restricted and limited.
There are no avenues for mutual interaction among
different SHGs.
There have been issues on coordination among various
implementing NGOs or government agencies handling
the SHGs.
Women are exploited in providing cheap labor for the
SHGs that serves growing consumerist market.
The SHGs have not been involved in the decision-
making involving their ward development, ward works,
and what is important for their localities.

The fears expressed were:
Women are being used for larger economic gains;
Women are made busy within SHGs;
Women are made to compete with machines; and
The SHGs are nowhere discussing gender inequalities.

Analysis

SHGs as a model of organizing women
The present form of  the SHGs which aims to organize
women has been criticized by women’s groups across the
country. Though, there have been women’s sanghas (groups)
fighting against social injustices like alcoholism in Andha
Pradesh (neighboring state), the formation of  women SHGs

funded by the International Financial Institutions (IFIs) have
been focusing only on activities involving savings and credit.

In a way, the involvement of  women in savings and credit
provides a sense of confidence, but at the same time
restricting. Women are neither able to get involved in social
activities nor in policy dialogues. The experiences under
KUDCEMP show that neither the project understood the
concept of gender in organizing the SHG activities, nor it
tried to converge the SHG process into the project’s
decision-making structures. The project has failed to address
the issues of gender inequalities within the SHGs to empower
women. The SHGs’ intervention attempted to bring about
a change in the members’ families has also been unsuccesful.

Lessons learned: factors that should be kept in mind
when designing similar interventions

The involvement of women in SHGs has burdened
them more than before. It was expressed that 70%
of loans have been taken under the pressure from
their husbands (a recent study done by Mangalore
University).
Sustenance of the SHGs beyond project period is
questionable.
Not integrating the SHGs in ward planning, elected
representatives and municipal governance for
identifying women issues in ward development would
be a failure.
Participatory approach in the project could have
provided valuable opportunities for women to empower
themselves from the inception stage.
Formation of  women SHGs has been used as a tool to
achieve poverty alleviation and women empowerment,
but with limited and narrow approach.
Poverty alleviation does not happen with women SHGs
focusing only on savings and credit.
Credit facilities of SHGs seem to have become a source
of borrowing for men.
Although microfinance often targets women and
women use it, there has been nothing specific that is
designed which addresses gender-specific aspects in the
use of  financial services (Sitaram, Shashikala, ADB,
May 2007).
At the same time, there was evidence that the record
on the repayment of loans by women was often better
than that of men, and that women were also more
likely to use the income earned on their families, leading
to improved health and nutrition of the poor population
for improving the quality of life (Sitaram, Shashikala,
ADB, May 2007).
Involvement in maintenance would be harmful without
involvement in the conceptualization for solid waste
management.  It’s only good for private investment
and private contractors.
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Drainage progress in Urwa (Bapuji Nagar). Underground

drainage is being done.
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The ADB and the KUIDFC do not have the capacity
to understand women SHGs beyond financial aspects.

Conclusions/Recommendations

Revise the gender policy and the implementation
guidelines.
The process of  empowerment of  women and
understanding gender concerns need an approach to
incorporate project intervention in a matured way.
The role of women should be made an integral part
of the project and ensure the conceptual stages of
project planning to implementation.
Improving gender inequalities should be the main
concern rather than the economic aspects of women
empowerment.
Project implementation must be included in the regular
evaluations of  women empowerment.
Be a facilitator and build help convergences to link.
Project-oriented approach needs integration strategy
after the project end.
Gender sensitization of the ADB and KUIDFC.
People must be informed about who is who in such
project implementation.
Coordination among government agencies should be
ensured.
The conception of project should be done with the
consultation of  women SHG members.

Endnotes

1 With inputs from Mrs.Merlyn Martis, Deeds, Mangalore
and Mr.Raghavan, NGO Task Force, Mangalore and with
Ms.Sudha and Mrs.Harini, Mangalore.
2 Project Name:  Karnataka Urban Infrastructure
Development; Date Approved: 14 December 1995;
Estimated completion date: ?; Loan No: 1415; Loan
Amount: US$ 85,000 million; Borrower: India; Term
(Years) including Grace Period: 25 (5); Interest:
Variable; (Loan from Ordinary Capital Resources)*;
Classification: Primary – Human Development; Secondary
– Reduction of  Poverty (ADB, 2004). This project covered
Tumkur, Ramnagaram, Channaptna and Mysore towns. This
project covered the components of Environmental
sanitation, Road improvement and truck and bus terminals,
Poverty reduction, Development of  industrial sites and
services, Implementation assistance and Institutional
strengthening, Low-income housing finance.
3 Project Name:. Karnataka Urban Development and
Coastal Environmental Management; Date Approved: 26
October 1999;
Estimated completion date: 31December 2004; Loan
No: 1704; Loan Amount: US$ 175,000 million; Borrower:
Housing Development Finance Corporation; Term

(Years) including Grace Period: 25 (5); Interest:
Variable; (Loan from Ordinary Capital Resources)*;
Classification:  Primary – Human Development;
Secondary – Environment (ADB, 2004).  This project is
presently covering 10 coastal towns in Karnataka.  The
goals of this project include (i) achieving sustainability in
the operation and maintenance of infrastructure, as well as
the delivery of  urban services, by strengthening the urban
management capacities of local governments, particularly
in the areas of resource generation and cost recovery; and
(ii) establishing appropriate environmental planning,
management, and monitoring mechanisms to address the
potential environmental impacts associated with urban and
industrial growth in the region.
4 RRP : IND 30303, Report and Recommendations of the
President to the Board of Directors, Karnataka Urban
Development and Coastal Management Project, Asian
Development Bank, September 1999.
Date Approved: 26 October 1999; Estimated
completion date: 31December 2004; Loan No: 1704;
Loan Amount: US$ 175,000 million; Borrower: Housing
Development Finance Corporation;
Term (Years) including Grace Period: 25 (5); Interest:
Variable; (Loan from Ordinary Capital Resources)*;
Classification:
Primary – Human Development; Secondary – Environment
(ADB, 2004).
5 Appendix 11, page1, Summary Initial Social Analysis,
F.Gender impacts, point.18, RRP:IND 30303.
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Anara Dautalieva,
Leader of the NGO “Taza-Tabigat”

K.A., a resident of Uch-Emchek village, said that before the implementation of the ADB project, people
drank water from irrigation ditch (aryk). But according to them, the quality of  water has deteriorated. Water
is not chlorinated. During winter and rainy season, loam and dung are present in the water. According to her,
during the first two years of  operation of  the project, 20 children contracted jaundice hepatitis (Botkin’s
desease), including her child. All this happened due to the bad water quality. There are all necessary documents
that prove the cases of  Botkin’s disease in their village.

On 19 June 2007, the people of Uch-Echmek village
decided to act on the bad quality of  water. The chairman
of  the Association of  Water Users, which is responsible for
water supply, organized a cleanup of  the pipelines. They
were surprised to find parasites, called hair-worms, in the
water. They kept some samples.

Previously, a lot of  villages in the Kyrgyz Republic were
not provided with clean water. That’s why the Kyrgyz

government asked the ADB for a loan amounting to US$36
million in 2001. The project was supposed to finish in 2007
but until now, a lot remains to be done.

The “Community based infrastructure services sector” is
the first approved ADB project amounting to US$45 million.
The Bank provided a loan amounting to US$36 million.
The remaining US$9 million was provided by the
government of  the Kyrgyz Republic through co-financing.

How much a liter of water cost
in Kyrgyzstan?
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A boy drinks on a communal water system in Taza Suu. 20
children became ill with jaundice hepatitis due to the bad
water quality from the ADB-funded Taza Suu Project.
Hairworms were also found present in the water during  a
village cleanup.
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The Rural Water Supply and Sanitation is the second project
amounting to US$24.5 million. This includes a US$15-million
loan from the World Bank, a grant from the Department
of International Development  at the amount of $US6.25
million and co-financing of  the government of  the Kyrgyz
Republic in the amount of US$3.25 million.

Upon the implementation of the project, other villages
experienced the same problems as what K.A. has
experienced. It turned out the whole country experienced
the same predicament. This has prompted NGO “Taza-
Tabigat” (Ivanovka village, Chui Blast) to conduct
consultations with local villagers and other relevant
stakeholders. It started monitoring the Taza-Suu Project.

At the beginning of the project, villagers did not understand
what co-financing was about. They had to pay five percent
of  the cost of  water services. The collection of  money has
violated the civil code that says that all rendered services
should be confirmed in writing and receipts should be
provided upon payment of  such services. The money was
collected from the villagers without any explanation on how
it would be spent. The use of their money by local authorities
has caused outrage. Worse, some of  the villagers who
contributed paid the cost of  services did not become the
beneficiaries of the project.

People were not happy with the implementation of the
project. Not only because of the unaccounted collection
of  fees but also due to the poor water quality.

After the 2005 revolution, the new government decided to
file criminal cases against the contractors of the project.
According to the General Prosecutor’s office, there were
18 counts of criminal cases for the period 2004-2006
amounting to 47 million soms. The compensation for the
damage during the investigation was only 4 million soms.
Still none of the high government officials have been

punished. The local offices of  the World Bank and the
ADB were not satisfied with the findings of  the prosecutor’s
office.

The prosecutor’s office submitted its consolidated report
to the parliament on 28 June 2007. The Parliament created
a special group for the implementation of this project in
November 2006. However, the public was not satisfied
with the implementation of the project.

The report of  the prosecutor’s office was made publicly
available due to political bias of  the Parliament. We have
evidence that such actions were made to receive the second
portion of the ADB loan despite failure of the project.

The bidding process is another problem. Projects are often
won by contractors who don’t have the professional
experience and workers who should possess the necessary
skills for project implementation. Moreover, the
implementation of the project was not done in accordance
with the Kyrgyz laws and regulations, but according to the
policies of  the ADB.

Due to the continuous efforts by Taza Tabigat and support
from NGO Forum, the ADB recently agreed to investigate
the Taza Suu Project. The bank committed to look into the
project for possible cases of fraud and corruption.
Specifically, it has agreed to look into parts of  the project
that are deemed inappropriate, old and defective; and
complete the remaining components of the project. It has
also committed restructuring the project’s financing plan
without asking local communities from paying any
contribution. Moreover, it will ensure that previous
contributions will be returned with interest.

This seems to be an initial victory for Taza Tabigat. However,
it would remain vigilant and continue what it has started.

Clean water! Hairworms were found present in the water pipelines of the
ADB-funded Taza Suu Water Project.
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Members of NGO Taza Tabigat conducts an interview with local villagers
about the water quality of the ADB-funded water project.
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Direction: Ronald Halder and Philip Gain
Assistant to directors: Partha Shankar Saha
Photography and editing: Ronald Halder
Screenplay: Philip Gain
Narration: Mita Mahmud
Research: Philip Gain, Partha Shankar Saha
and Aneeka Malik

26 August 2006. The people of Phulbari town and nearby
areas wake up in feverish anxiety. Everybody is worried
that something terrible will happen today. The people
of coal-rich Phulbari, Parbatipur, Birampur and
Nawabganj Upazilas in Dinajpur District do not want open-
cut mining. They want to tell this to the nation through
a grand rally. A good number of people from Dhaka have
also traveled to Phulbari to show their solidarity with
the local communities. They are on the streets of
Phulbari town from early morning. Anti-mining slogans
and popular songs are warming up the streets.

On the other hand, the government has deployed a large
number of Bangladesh Rifles (BDR), police, and other
security personnel to keep the rally under control. The
BDR jawans are patrolling the streets of Phulbari from
morning.

Thousands of people from villages in the mine area are
heading for Phulbari town since about 2:00 PM to
participate in the grand assembly. Anti-mine slogans fill
the air of the town. Protesters, with sticks in hands,
are converging at a place of Phulbari town, called Dhaka
morh or circle. Getting organized, the protesters will
head for the Asia Energy Office to demonstrate their
disapproval about open-cut mining. The British company
is on contract with Bangladesh Government to develop
open-cut coalmine.

Around 50,000 farmers, laborers, ethnic people,
teachers, students and politicians start their march
towards Asia Energy offices at around 3:30 P.M. Now the
Phulbari town is shaking. People are angry with the
foreign company as well as the Government of
Bangladesh. Passed Phulbari town, the rally is halted at
the bank of the river Chhoto Jamuna. The security forces
have set up barricades here.  The main office of Asia
Energy in Phulbari and its warehouse are located about
a km north of the bridge over the Choto Jamuna.

The officials of the local administration give their word
to the leaders of the movement that the office of Asia
Energy will be withdrawn from Phulbari. This eases the
tense situation.

The leaders of the movement declare their future course
of action and begin to move back.  It is at this point
that the police and BDR fire teargas shells and bullets
on a section of the rally. At least three persons are
killed on the spot and more than two hundreds are
injured. Phulbari gets into deep grief with the cries of
the families of the killed and wounded.

The killings of 26 August (2006) heighten the sentiment
of the anti-mine people. The following day, men and
women in thousands take to the streets of Phulbari town.
They ignore threats from the security agencies. Now,
they demand expulsion of the Asia Energy not only from
Phulbari but also from the country. The protesters set a
deadline at 11:00 am on 28 August for expulsion of Asia
Energy from Phulbari.

Given that the employees of Asia Energy did not leave
Phulbari by the deadline, the angry protesters burn down
the company’s information center and demolish its
warehouse. Samples of coal extracted from 150 drilling
sites had been stored here. The anti-mine protesters
also attack and burn houses of a number of people
identified to be accomplices of Asia Energy. At this point
of the agitation of mass people, the staff of Asia Energy
seals their office and leave Phulbari in a roundabout
way under police escort.

What we see on 26 August and the following few days is
a grassroots revolt against open-cut mining in Phulbari.
On 30 August, the fourth day of the grassroots revolt,
the government dramatically accepts all the six demands
of the anti-mine protesters by signing a memorandum of
understanding with the leaders of the movement. The
key demands the government submits to, oblige it to

Phulbari:
A 40-minute documentary film

Revisiting Phulbari
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Villagers stage a big protest against Asia Energy, the
proponent of the proposed Phulbari Coal Power Project.



28 BANKWATCH  April 2008

expel Asia Energy from the country and not to introduce
open-cut mining in Phulbari or any other part of
Bangladesh. The Memorandum of Understanding brings
a solution to the Phulbari crisis for the time being.

Why is there such a grassroots revolt against open-cut
mining in Phulbari? Why killings? What lies ahead for the
Phulbari coalmine? We need to get deep into the coalmine
issues to find answers to these questions. We need to
investigate the factors that led to the grassroots revolt.
The documentary film, Phulbari, is an effort to investigate
and to seek answers to these questions.

Mineral resources are very limited in Bangladesh. The
reserve of natural gas generates a hope, but it is not
enough to fulfill our demand for long. Coal has generated
a hope in the recent years. The Phulbari coalmine is
one of five important coalmines discovered in the north
of Bangladesh. An estimated reserve of coal in this mine
is 572 million tons. The type of the coal fossilized over
270 million years is bituminous—thermal and metallurgical.

The mining area covers more than a hundred villages
and thousands of acres of cropland of seven unions in
four Upazilas of Dinajpur Distritct—Phulbari, Birampur,
Nawabganj and Parbatipur—and part of Phulbari Sadar
Upazila. The size of the coalmine is 5,900 hectares or 59
square kilometers.

An Australian company, BHP started coal exploration in
Phulbari area in 1994. The contract was transferred to a
British Company, Asia Energy in 1998.

Coal is carbon; causing no harm if it remains buried under
the earth. Once extracted, it is harmful to the
environment. Yet, coal is an important mineral for the
world. It ranks the highest in producing electricity. In
2005, 40% of electricity worldwide was produced from
coal.

No matter how valuable is coal around the globe, the
people of Phulbari are not convinced that coal extracted
from open-pit would benefit them if all losses and
benefits are calculated correctly.

The local people complain that Asia Energy consultants
did not tell them clearly about open-cut mining that
requires eviction of all people from their homes and
land in the mine area. More than a hundred villages,
thousands of houses, markets, schools, colleges,
mosques, temples, graveyards, forestland, and roads—
all will be lost. In addition, their cropland will be lost in
the huge mine void. This is a nightmare for them.

Troubled with this nightmare, the villagers start raising
their voices that they do not want the coalmine that
will take away everything. On the other hand, Asia Energy
claims that Bangladesh will get benefits worth US$7
billion or Tk.49 thousand crores over 30 years of the
mine’s life time. This includes a coal-fired power plant
that will contribute one percent per annum to the total

GDP of the country. The company’s calculations fail to
convince the people of the mine area.

The local people disagree with the company’s claim about
the loss and number of people to be evicted. According
to the company’s estimate, some 40,000 people will be
evicted if the mine is developed. The local people’s
calculation is different. They think that the number of
the people to be evicted will be much higher and a big
population will be affected in different ways.

Another important factor for opposition to handing over
valuable coal to a foreign company is its ownership and
export plan. According to the company sources, a large
portion of the coal will be exported. However, some
officials of the company say Bangladesh can purchase
as much coal as it wants at a market price. The local
people easily understand who is to benefit most from
coal. Not that coal shall never be extracted. Many,
including the local people, support coal mining at the
country’s own initiative and according to its needs.
However, they do not want to see the ownership of the
coal going to a foreign company.

The most sensitive aspect of open-cut mining is its
environmental impact. Huge area need to be cut to reach
the coal that lies 150 meters to 250 meters below the
surface. Large numbers of huge water pumps need to
be set up in the mine area to keep the mine pit dry. If
the lifetime of the mine is 30 years, water needs to be
constantly pumped out round the clock throughout all
these years.

Regarding pumping out of water Asia Energy says there
is nothing to worry about. The company claims that a
portion of water to be pumped out will be injected into
the ground.

In order to reach the layer of coal, extensive digging
activities will take place. Dynamite will be exploded to
break the rocks and the coal. The burning of coal to
produce electricity will pollute the air. Air polluting
agents such as sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxide, volatile
organic compounds (VOC), mercury, lead, cadmium,
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Military forces prepare to meet the protestors.
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chromium, and arsenic will contaminate the soil, water,
plants and wildlife.

Transportation of the coal is another concern. In order
to export, the coal will be carried from Dinajpur to a
deep seaport through the Sundarbans. This will require
construction of new seaport and railroad. This will
generate some new jobs and revenue, but will cause
concern about the environment. Noise and air pollution
due to the Mongla Port is already disturbing for the
Sundarbans. Additional ships that will carry coal through
the mangrove will increase the volume of pollution in
the Sundarbans.

The Department of Environment (DoE) has already
approved the environmental and social impact
assessment (EIA and SIA) of the Phulbari Coal Project.
Hired by Asia Energy, 300 hundred consultants from several
international and national companies, some Bangladeshi
environmental organizations, and university academics
prepared EIA and SIA.

The government engaged an expert committee to
examine the “Feasibility Study Report and Scheme of
Development” that the company submitted. The expert
committee report reflects the concerns and fears of
the local communities. The report has also challenged
the legality of the proposal of the company. The expert
committee put together tough views and
recommendations regarding technicality, environment,
acceptability, underground water management, socio-
economic impact, and project implementation risk.

Despite all these, Asia Energy remains desperate about
getting into deals for open-cut mining. The company
officials say there is no legal basis for the memorandum
of understanding signed between the anti-mine people
and the government. The Royal Bank of Scotland is the
main banker of Asia Energy and Barclays Capital is the
main financer of the Phulbari Project. Asia Energy is also
trying to draw finances from the Asian Development Bank
(ADB). ADB is considering the project of the company
amounting to US$300 million of which US$100 million is

loan and U$200 million is political risk guarantee. ADB is
supposed to approve the project in March 2008.

The coal reserves detected in Bangladesh are not
unlimited. Yet, it can provide us electricity for the next
fifty years or more. It can substantially contribute to
our economy. However, sadly enough, this mineral has
put Bangladesh to the test. Patriotic people have no
question about the use of coal in the best community
and national interest. Bangladesh cannot hand down
coal for export. What we certainly need is a right energy
and coal policy on the one hand and on the other, unity
and strong ethical positioning of mindful and patriotic
people.

“We are panicked indeed.  Yet, we—wives, sons,
daughters—all have become united. We have decided
not to leave our village, homes and soil. If needed, we
will die and be buried here. This is our final decision.
We have remained and will remain faithful to our
decision.” – Lawrence Tudu, Buski, Birampur

“Asia Energy says that 60-70 thousand people will be
affected. I think more than one hundred thousand
people will be directly affected. Indirectly affected will
be more than two hundred thousand people. It is so,
because people living 5, 7 or 10 km outside the mine
area will also be affected. They will not get enough
water for irrigation, their homes will become
uninhabitable, and there will be environmental pollution
of many kinds.” – Khurshid Alam Moti, Principal, Phulbari
Women’s Degree College

“I think, we should consider only one thing, viz.,
wellbeing of the common people. We do not need any
theoretical framework or foreign example. The wellbeing
of the common people and sustainable development shall
be the only consideration. In relation to the Phulbari
coalmine, we need to overcome many preconditions.
There is no scope to be in hurry. One among the
preconditions is that no concrete step shall be taken
unless we have an acceptable coal policy. The
government formulated a coal policy under pressure. It
needs thorough examination. As an economist, I can say
in clear terms that Bangladesh has reached a very
promising stage. Therefore, the investors will surely come
here. The key thing is shall we secure them a place for
super profit for the interest of a few people? Or do we
want to build a sound partnership with them?” – Dr.
Hossain Zillur Rahman, economist

“We will live or die here. We will never allow Asia Energy
or any other company to develop mine here like this. If
needed, we will sacrifice our lives.” – Abdul Mannan,
Chamundei, Nawabganj

Contact
Society for Environment and Human Development (SEHD)
4/4/1 (B) (3rd floor), Block-A, Lalmatia, Dhaka-1207
Tel: 9121385; Fax: 9125764 E-mail:sehd@citechco.net
www.sehd.org
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Prof. Anu Muhammad, together with local folks, march in the
streets of Phulbari
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The company behind the US$1.4 billion scheme,2 Asia
Energy Corporation (Bangladesh), is a wholly owned
subsidiary of a UK company, Global Coal Management
Resources. The largest shareholder in GCM Resources
is RAB Capital, a London-based hedge fund manager.
Other shareholders include UBS, Credit Suisse and
Barclays.3 In June 2008, the ADB’s board is scheduled to
decide whether or not to provide a US$100 million loan
and US$200 million political risk guarantee for the
project.4

During an ADB mission to Bangladesh in October 2007,
mission leader Kunio Senga told journalists that “coal
mining is going to give huge potential benefit for power
generation.” Senga added, “Coal mining is very effective.”5

The mine would displace 40,000 people according to
Asia Energy. Activists state that the number of people
affected could be more than ten times this figure.6 “No
matter wherever we are put, if we get evicted from our

homes, we will lose our traditions, social organisation
and businesses. These losses are beyond
compensation,” Nima Banik, a lecturer at Phulbari
Women’s Degree College told the Bangladesh NGO,
Society for Environment and Human Development
(SEHD).7

The mine would cause noise and dust pollution through
dynamite explosion. More noise and dust will come from
the trucks and trains that would haul the coal away from
the mine. Coal dust will pollute the air. Water will be
polluted from washing the coal, risking pollution of
surrounding water bodies. Bangladesh has networks of
hundreds of small rivers, meaning that water pollution in
one area can spread over a large area.8

To prevent the mine from flooding, huge pumps would
run 24 hours a day for the 30 years of the mining project,
pumping up to 800 million litres of water a day out of the
mine.9 Groundwater in an area covering about 500 square

Bangladesh: Phulbari coal mine -
“losses beyond compensation”
Chris Lang / World Rainforest Movement

The proposed Phulbari open pit coal mine in Bangladesh would divert a river, suck an aquifer
dry for 30 years and evict thousands of people from their homes. Vast machines would dig
a series of holes 300 metres deep over a total area of 59 square kilometres. The coal

would be largely exported via a railway and port in the Sundarbans, the world’s largest mangrove
forest.1
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Villagers organize themselves in preparation for their mobilization against the proposed Phulbari Coal Power
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kilometres would be lowered. Wells would no longer
provide enough water for farmers. Asia Energy’s solution
is to distribute the water pumped out to farmers. “It is an
open question if the water distribution would be even-

handed,” notes SEHD’s Philip Gain. Once the mining is
finished, Asia Energy plans to create a huge lake, providing
fresh water, fisheries and recreation, according to the
company. But after 30 years of digging, the water will be
toxic.10

Local opposition against the project is strong. In August
2006, about 80,000 people took part in protests against
the mine. The paramilitary Bangladesh Rifles opened fire
on the demonstration, killing five people and injuring
hundreds. On 30 August 2006, the Rajshahi mayor,
Mizanur Rahman, signed an agreement with the protesters
on behalf of the government to kick Asia Energy out of the
country and to ban open-pit mining in Bangladesh.11 Well
over a year later, the government has yet to scrap the deal
with Asia Energy. Meanwhile the government is working
on a coal policy which in its current draft form would allow
open pit mining.12

Under the military government which declared emergency
rule in January 2007, public protest is banned.
Nevertheless, in December 2007, representatives of the
sub-districts of Phulbari and neighbouring Birampur,
Nababganj and Parbatipur wrote to the president and
executive directors of the ADB. The project will “increase
the poverty of the local population as well as cause
environmental disaster,” they wrote.13

The Bangladesh government’s Department of the
Environment has set up a Climate Change Cell. “Rapid
global warming has caused fundamental changes to our
climate. No country and people know this better than
Bangladesh, where millions of people are already
suffering,” states one of the Climate Change Cell’s
documents. “Development must ensure reducing the risks
posed by climate change to people’s lives and livelihoods,”
it adds.14

The Climate Change Cell gets more than 90 per cent of its
funding from the UK’s Department for International
Development (DfID).15 Nowhere in any of the documents

on its website does Climate Change Cell mention
Phulbari.16 Yet the coal from the Phulbari coal mine, if it is
extracted and burnt, will add a total of more than 1.2 billion
tonnes of carbon dioxide to the atmosphere.17

Gordon Brown, the UK prime minister, claims to be
concerned about climate change. At a recent meeting with
Bangladesh’s interim head of government, Fakhruddin
Ahmed, Brown promised that “Britain would continue to
work closely with Bangladesh bilaterally and internationally
to secure an effective response to combat climate
change.”18 The Phulbari coal mine makes a mockery of
this statement.
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A couple worries about their future as they would be displaced
by the proposed Phulbari Coal Power Project.
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A man counts his earnings for the day. The new long-term strategic framework of the ADB is anti-poor
and will open the Bank’s operations to massive corruption.
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