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ADB  Energy Policy:  
Lack of Intent; Absence of Commitment 

The Asian Development Bank’s (ADB) Policy paper published in September 2021 appears to 
promote clean energy, in alignment with the Paris Climate Agreement, but it remains wanting in it’s 
true objective. 

The policy statement very early in the document mentions ‘Energy access to all’, but does not 
ensure that ‘No one left is behind’, which must be it’s goal. It fails to address concerns of the most 
marginalised. It also lacks in upholding the key principles of Environmental Jurisprudence such as 
Principles of Free prior and informed consent, Intergenerational Equity, and the Precautionary 
principle that are key to ensure the goals of the Paris Climate accord are met. To elucidate, given 
below are some key areas of concern with respect to the provisions in the policy. 

Public Participation in decision making 

It merely mentions engagement with local communities, but systematic involvement with the local 
communities from the very beginning in the decision making is lacking in the policy. Wherever 
farmland /coastal areas are involved, farmers, fishers and local people must be partners in the 
project with coexistence of farming and pastoralism . But there is no guarantee of such rural agro 
based livelihoods co-existing with renewable energy (RE) projects in the policy.  

Land Requirement 

The policy does not acknowledge the fact that Renewable Energy projects require a humongous 
amount of land and ways in which such land can be obtained in a just and humane way for the RE 
projects. Most land across India for the RE projects have been taken by persuading local 
communities to agree for small lease amounts or bought for paltry sums or have been forcibly 
taken, causing a variety of human rights violations.  

Ethics and Human Rights 

The policy falls short of committing to ethical practices and addressing any human rights concerns 
in the context of land grabs and violation of human rights in the processes of getting access to 
land. Across India most solar parks and other RE installations have seen a variety of human rights 
violations and there is a serious need to incorporate measures to avoid these violations in the 
policy. 

Biodiversity  

The policy mentions supporting infrastructure for RE but ceases to comprehend the complexity of 
the biodiversity damage, the displacement of livelihoods and other challenges created by the laying 
of the RE installations or the transmission lines. 

Public Health  

The loss of livelihoods in farmlands that have been converted to RE parks and risks associated with 
loss of household level income, nutrition, access to education, and health care is not addressed in 
the policy. Reduced nutrition at the household level has serious implications on adolescent and 
maternal health, thereby impacting the health indicators of the region. The policy fails to address 
such circumstances and build risk mitigation measures for such communities. 
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Access to Education and skill building 

Impacts on access to schools and other learning centres is usually high in areas where RE projects 
are installed. School drop out rate increases and access to skill and vocational training is often 
largely missing. The policy wholly misses out on this key concern and fails to build systems to 
address them. In the years to come, it appears that a large section of the youth may not get the 
basic access to education or skill building, leaving a large part of the population unemployable. 

Climate change and Disaster mitigation 

The policy is a let down when it comes to addressing disaster risk mitigation and management. 
With climate change induced altered weather patterns across the world and particularly in 
countries like India, floods and droughts have played havoc. And RE projects, particularly Solar 
parks have become prone to flooding due to levelling of land. REWA solar park, in Madhya Pradesh 
for instance, witnessed the worst flooding destroying some of the solar panels and causing a 
variety of challenges to the local communities. Disaster management does not get a mention too in 
the policy.  

Women 

The policy pays attention to gender in a very tokenistic way. While it mentions women in many 
sections, concrete steps to identify challenges women face or provide solutions are missing. There 
is mention of women in leadership but again falls short of ways and means of how women will be 
brought into leadership roles. Job security for women particularly is not really guaranteed through 
the policy in any way and does not even address skill and vocational training for women who need it 
the most.  

Clean Fuel 

While the policy acknowledges the need for cleaner fuels for cooking, it fails to take systematic 
steps to ensure women have access to cleaner fuels. LPG is expensive and even under the PM 
Ujwala scheme, buying a second cylinder has been very difficult for most households in rural areas. 
And in many regions, communities have been denied forest rights and their hope for collecting fuel 
from the forests too have been ill defined. In such scenarios, justifying financing of RE projects that 
don’t really produce energy for the local communities is a serious concern that remains 
unaddressed clearly in the policy. 

Decentralisation and involvement of local governments 

The policy fails to acknowledge the role of  local governments. It mentions decentralisation but 
stops short to capture the true essence of decentralisation. Decentralised energy systems will 
become a reality only when local governments are involved and RE projects are owned by 
households/community/cooperatives. The Policy therefore lacks an integrated approach to 
ensure land, water and food security along with energy security 

 

 

Focus on Large Projects 

In terms of energy sufficiency, one of the primary concerns in ADB's energy policy is that the focus 
is still on building large renewable energy plants. Our experience in India shows that these plants 
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are inherently inequitable - placing landowners at risk of losing access to livelihoods and common 
property resources, are dangerous to local biodiversity and offer financial incentives only to private 
entrepreneurs who repurpose land use to build farms. The localised fallouts of mega energy 
projects should be as much of a concern to development banks like ADB as are their climate-
friendly goals. Their views on a just transition ring hollow as long as people, their development and 
their safety are not at the centre of their policies. 

Private Sector and PPP 

The policy highlights use of private sector and public-private partnership (PPP) methods. 

"ADB pursues the development of competition and private sector participation as these often lead 
to higher operational efficiency, cost-effectiveness, and better responsiveness to customer needs.” 
(para 109) In fact, ADB's goals to encourage and incentivise private sector participation without 
relevant safeguards will only perpetuate these inequities. Further, the mounting non-performing 
assets in the Indian power sector do not support the claim of higher operational efficiency and 
cost-effectiveness. 

ADB's policies also encourage carbon trading and offsetting mechanisms in Asia. These 
instruments have a long and complicated history in other parts of the world where they have, 
counter-intuitively, encouraged firms to pollute more.  

Carbon Capture, Usage and Storage (CCUS) 

CCUS is a part of geoengineering which aims to manipulate the earth’s natural climate system with 
the objective of countering the climate crises. Apart from the concern that such mechanisms will 
not reach the targets set to decarbonise the earth and slow down the climate crises, there is also 
the issue of further loss of land and forests, furthering conflict between regions within and across 
country borders. These projects give a false sense of hope and will only continue human beings on 
the path of nature’s destruction. The crux is to move away from a high energy lifestyle. The 
COVID19 pandemic demonstrated the importance of slowing down our consumptive patterns, but 
it appears that nothing much has been learnt. ADB’s Energy 2021 is a meek and irrelevant 
attempt at addressing climate change concerns on the one hand and doing nothing to ensure that 
the final person at the end of the consumption chain receives the much needed energy. 

Oil and gas 

The policy does not take any radical steps to move away from the use of oil and oil products. While 
the policy suggests that the Bank would not support upstream and midstream projects, that it 
chooses to still fund downstream projects, under the pretext of reaching isolated areas, would 
mean that upstream and midstream projects either in same or another country would need to 
exist to be able to resource the downstream energy projects using oil. In India, our experience is 
that the upstream projects are privately financed with massive investment on infrastructure from 
the government. ADB’s rather emphatic statement that it would not fund oil exploration and drilling 
activities means nothing considering that they will finance downstream projects such as waste to 
energy plants. Further, the policy states that the Bank would continue to provide guarantees and 
loans to support international trade and supply chains involving trading in oil. 

ADB’s Energy Policy seems to suggest that natural gas is better than oil and it projects that there 
will be an increase in its import in the Asia and Pacific regions. India too aims to increase the share 
of gas in its energy mix from 6% to 15% by 2030. However, it is important to remember that gas 
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is a fossil fuel and that making one LNG cargo could cause emissions to the tune of 270,000 
tonnes of CO2 equivalent. For countries like India, which import most of their natural gas, it is also 
financially unviable. 

No mention of End of life Management of RE projects 

The policy fails to address the challenges of the end of life management of the RE project 
components, particularly the solar photovoltaic panels and the wind blades. Large amounts of this 
waste is not anticipated in the policy in the years to come. Perhaps even before 2030, countries 
like India will have a huge pile of such waste. Lack of plans for decommissioning of such projects, 
methods to recycle or repurpose this waste and prevent it from causing public health disasters is 
completely missing in the policy. 

Waste to Energy projects 

ADB’s Energy Policy supports Waste to Energy projects citing removal of environmentally 
hazardous material from the effects of dumping and open burning. Globally too, financial institutions 
and governments see Waste to Energy projects as the only viable solution to the increasing volume 
of solid waste. However, these projects are harmful to the environment, health of surrounding 
localities, and are financially not feasible. Incineration, the technology used by most waste to energy 
projects, is unsuitable for several categories of waste and releases poisonous toxins into the air 
and groundwater furthering the climate crisis and environmental degradation. 

The classification of waste to energy as a renewable form of energy, ignores the fact that the raw 
material used by them is produced using fossil fuels. Localised, more sustainable forms of waste 
management are subverted to provide these plants with the raw material they require for 
operation, robbing waste workers of their livelihood. Waste to Energy is an end of the line solution 
to the problem of increasing waste generation due to our production and consumption patterns 
that exacerbates the problem of pollution and ecological destruction.  
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