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Overview 
In 2000 the World Commission on Dams released their Dams and Development Report, 
outlining a comprehensive framework for decision making on water and energy projects; 
based on recognizing the rights of, and assessing the risks to, all stakeholders. The 
hydropower industry’s International Hydropower Association (IHA), an industry association 
with around 100 members, responded to the WCD by developing its own Sustainability 
Guidelines (2004) and Sustainability Assessment Protocol (2006) (SAP). These tools were 
developed by the industry alone and had had limited take up, and had received considerable 
criticism on how they differed from the WCD. 

As such in early 2008, at a time of global renewal of interest in hydropower, the Hydropower 
Sustainability Assessment Forum (the Forum) was convened to review and improve the IHA 
SAP. The Forum was hosted by the IHA in response to a proposal by the NGOs the Nature 
Conservancy and WWF. The HSAF drew together members from different sectors involved 
in water and energy and operated for 2 and half years. To ensure the hydropower industry 
was committed to the cross-sectoral process, the Forum focused its work on a revision, 
update and expansion of the IHAs 2006 SAP.  

The HSAF delivered its Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Protocol (the Protocol) in 
September 2010. This was formally adopted by the IHA in late 2010. The Forum process 
was principally funded by the Governments of Norway, Iceland and Germany.  

The HSAF Protocol was developed as a tool to guide and improve the performance of the 
hydro sector.  This sector has a history of major environmental and social impacts. The 
Protocol seeks to measure sustainability performance based on an equal consideration of 
economic, environmental, social and technical considerations.  The Protocol considers the 
most important issues that arise at different stages of a project’s life cycle. It presents stand-
alone tools to cover i).early stage assessment, ii). preparation, iii).implementation and 
iv).operation of a hydro project.  As such it has potential to be an extra tool for decision 
makers. It should work alongside, and not replace, existing standards, norms and policy 
requirements – to consider options so that both energy and water needs are met, thereby 
facilitating more sustainable outcomes for rivers. But ultimately the test of its effectiveness 
will be on how it is used and implemented by the hydro sector and other stakeholders.  

 
What the HSAF Protocol is… and what it is not.  
The Protocol framework presents a set of tools for measuring sustainability, and when 
applied can provide stakeholders with a profile of sustainability issues, risks and 
opportunities regarding a specific dam.  The Forum identified sustainable development 
principles as its focus; prioritizing development that meets the needs of the present without 
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.  The Protocol can be 
used to improve management of an existing project, or may be used to assess a project at 
the early stages of planning, project preparation or implementation. 

It is important to understand that the HSAF Protocol is not a sustainability standard and does 
not replace existing policies, regulations or standards of Governments or HSAF member 
institutions. If applied with transparency and in a participatory way alongside other tools and 
standards, it has the capacity to improve performance of the hydropower industry and dam 
developers.  
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Unresolved areas for further work 
A number of outstanding areas in the Protocol are flagged for future work, and some critical 
areas of non-consensus remain (Resettlement, Project affected communities and Free, Prior 
and Informed Consent). Also, the approach to governance, licensing and use of the Protocol 
remains to be resolved – with outstanding concerns about the terms and conditions limiting 
its usefulness as a tool for dialogue amongst stakeholders.    
 

What is the Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Forum and What was it 
constituted to do? 
The HSAF was conceived with the following aim:  

To develop an enhanced sustainability assessment tool to measure and guide 
performance in the hydropower sector, to provide more consistency in the 
approach to assessment of hydropower project sustainability based on the IHA 
Sustainability Assessment Protocol 2006. 

 

Forum Members were selected to represent cross-sectoral interests in hydropower. It 
included some of the main developers of hydropower – from Governments and the 
hydropower and finance sectors. And it also included non-Government representatives with 
expertise in social and environmental issues.1 Most representatives also had reference 
groups informing their inputs. 

 
Members of the Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Forum 

Developing 
Countries  

Dr. Yu Xuezhong, Research Professor, 
China Institute of Water Resources and 
Hydropower Research, PR China  

Mr. Zhou Shichun,  Senior Engineer, 
China Hydropower Engineering 
Consulting Group Co., PR China  

Mr. Israel Phiri, Manager PPI, Ministry of 
Energy and Water Development, Zambia  

Developed 
Countries  

Mr. Geir Hermansen, Senior Advisor, 
Department of Energy, Norad, Norway  

Prof. Gudni A Johannesson, Director 
General,  
National Energy Authority, Iceland  

Ms. Kirsten Nyman, Policy Advisor for 
Sustainable Hydropower, GTZ, Germany 
(observer)  

Finance 
Sector - 
Economic 
Aspects  

Ms. Courtney Lowrance, Vice President, 
Environmental & Social Risk Management, 
Citigroup Global Markets Inc, representing 
the Equator Principles Financial 
Institutions Group 

Ms. Daryl Fields, Senior Water Resources 
Specialist,  
The World Bank (observer) 

 

Hydropower 
Sector  

Mr. Andrew Scanlon, Manager Business 
Sustainability,  
Hydro Tasmania 

Dr. Refaat Abdel-Malek, President,  
International Hydropower Association 

 

NGOs - 
Environmenta
l Aspects  

Dr. Joerg Hartmann, WWF Dams Initiative 
Leader,  
World Wide Fund for Nature (WWF) 

Mr. David Harrison, Senior Advisor, Global 
Freshwater Team, The Nature 
Conservancy 

 

NGOs - Social 
Aspects  

Mr. Michael Simon, Lead, People, 
Infrastructure & Environment Program, 
Oxfam  

Dr. Donal O’Leary, Senior Advisor, 
Transparency International 

 

 Forum Chair:  Mr. André Abadie, Director, 
Sustainable Finance Ltd. 

 Forum Coordinator:  Dr Helen Locher, 
International Hydropower Association   

	  

 
 
 

                                                        
1 NGOs critiquing the HSAF identified that there was a significant gap in membership representation in that no project affected people or NGOs from developing countries were 
asked to join the Forum, and expert stakeholder groups  were also not included. Some of these critiques are cited at end of this paper.  
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How did the Forum operate? 
The HSAF employed a process of review, analysis, expert input and dialogue. The Forum 
brought together representatives with very different concerns and approaches regarding 
hydropower. Given the diversity of views and policies of those represented on the Forum a 
great deal of negotiation and compromise was required. The HSAF used a consensus 
approach to decision making and was supported by an independent Chair and Coordinator. 
The HSAF met 9 times face to face over a 2 ½ year period and also held numerous webinar 
and telcon meetings. It incorporated two global information outreach and consultation 
periods during its operation; and developed progressive drafts which were publicly released 
for comment.  

 
What are the outcomes of the HSAF? 

The HSAF has produced a Final Recommended Protocol and this has now been adopted by 
the IHA. In addition to the four stand alone Assessment Tools, the Protocol includes a 
Background Document which explains the tools and the processes and procedures for 
undertaking an assessment. It also includes guidance for the user on how the Protocol 
addresses critical information such as the high profile and cross cutting issues - human 
rights, gender, integrated water resource management, transboundary issues, legacy issues 
and so on.  

Figure	  1:	  Protocol	  Assessment	  Tools	  and	  Major	  Decision	  Points	  
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Within each protocol tool there is a set of topics important in forming a view on overall 
sustainability of a project at that stage of the project life cycle. The topics when taken 
together form the list of issues that must be considered to fully understand the project from 
a sustainability perspective. Each page of the Assessment Tool has a common approach 
to presenting the topic or issue under consideration. Each page includes:  

• Statements of description and intent for that topic. The description defines the 
topic scope. 

• Scoring statements. These use a 5 score scale with good practice articulated at 
score 3.  

• Assessment guidance. Includes, definitions, concepts and examples of objective 
evidence or elaboration on topic description, intent or scoring. 

The four Protocol Assessment tools are designed as stand-alone assessments applied at 
different stages of the project cycle. The following table presents a snapshot of some of 
the topics covered.2 

 

 

Integrative  Environmental  Social  Technical  Economic / 
Financial  

Demonstrated 
Need  

Downstream 
Flow Regimes  

Resettlement  
Siting & 
Design  

Financial 
Viability  

Policies & Plans 
Erosion & 
Sedimentation  

Indigenous 
Peoples  

Hydrological 
Resource  

Economic 
Viability  

Governance  Water Quality  Public Health  
Infrastructure 
Safety  

Project 
Benefits  

Integrated Project 
Management  

Biodiversity & 
Invasive 
Species  

Cultural Heritage  
Asset 
Reliability & 
Efficiency  

Procurement  

Communications 
and Consultation  

Waste, Noise 
and Air Quality 

Project Affected 
Communities 
and Livelihoods 

Institutional 
Capacity 

Procurement 

	  

 

                                                        
2 For a full list of topics covered see the Protocol Background Document, p.9 at 
http://www.hydropower.org/sustainable_hydropower/Hydropower_Sustainability_Assessment_Protocol_November_2010.pdf 
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Protocol Current status 
By adopting the protocol the IHA’s member organizations will be encouraged to utilize the 
protocol in the management and development of projects. The protocol can be used to 
inform managers to make changes for sustainability outcomes in the way they operate their 
plants and reservoirs; and it can be used to assess project proposals, plans and construction 
implementation.  

The IHA is now planning training packages to build awareness and understanding of the 
Protocol; and to equip accredited assessors who are recognized to have the capacity to 
implement the protocol assessment consistently and with high quality. This training and 
outreach will commence in 2011; alongside project trials undertaken by IHA members. 
These trials and ongoing inputs from stakeholders will inform future amendments of the 
Protocol.  

The next phase of implementation and training presents an important test as to the ultimate 
usefulness of this tool in improving industry practice. Critical will be the transparency and 
independence of assessments; and the willingness of the proponents to open their projects, 
and the assessment process, to third party independent scrutiny. But perhaps the most 
critical test will be how the assessments include and respect the views, interests and rights 
of project affected communities.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Why did Oxfam join the HSAF? 
Oxfam works to support farmer and fisher communities to maintain connection to their rivers, 
lands and livelihoods. In 2000, Oxfam endorsed the WCD: Dams and Development Report 
and decision making framework. Oxfam sees this as the main reference document for better 
outcomes regarding water governance and dam issues; and the tool which most clearly 
supports the rights of project affected communities. However, despite the WCD being 
acknowledged and implemented by many stakeholders, some of the key actors in 
hydropower only selectively use, or even reject the WCD framework.  

Given this, Oxfam joined the HSAF as it presented an opportunity to work with some of 
these stakeholders in dam building who proposed that the WCD is too difficult to implement. 
Oxfam was particularly interested as it provided a means for dialogue with the hydropower 
industry, Governments and financing institutions who are the main proponents of new dams.  
Our bottom lines were to seek ways to advance the approach and guidelines of the WCD.  
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How does the Protocol relate to World Commission on Dams (WCD) framework?  

The HSAF Protocol is not a replacement for the WCD Framework. It also does not replace 
other existing standards or safeguard policies used by the Development Banks or other 
financing institutions.   

The protocol is a framework with specific tools, designed to assess specific hydropower 
projects (Preparation, Implementation and Operation Sections), or the context from which 
specific projects will emerge (Early stage section). The protocol is not as comprehensive as 
the WCD in that it does not assess all options for water and energy needs. It is also less 
clear in its expectations for adopting a rights approach - the critical measure for sustainability 
underpinning the WCD approach.  

 
 

The Protocol does accept some critical aspects of WCD. For example, while there are some 
caveats to be worked through, the rights of indigenous peoples to Free, Prior and Informed 
Consent over projects on their lands and territories is included; it accepts that human rights 
are a critical measure for sustainability in hydropower;  that avoidance of impacts down and 
upstream of dams on environment and livelihoods is a priority; and that resettlement impacts 
be avoided, while project benefits should be prioritized for affected peoples.  

But while the Protocol recognizes these as important, what is not acceptable is that the 
Protocol sees most of these as achievable only in best practice projects or situations. Oxfam 
believes that unless these approaches are adopted across the board, as basic or ‘good 
practice’ expectations, too many people and the environment will continue to bear the brunt 
of detrimental impacts from dams. Addressing these issues must be a priority for future 
improvements of the Protocol and should be addressed now in application, including via 
training and support materials for assessors.     
 

Further reading:  

Final	  Recommended	  protocol	  of	  the	  Hydropower	  Sustainability	  Assessment	  Forum:	  
http://www.hydropower.org/sustainable_hydropower/HSAF_Hydropower_Sustainability_Assessment_Protoc
ol.html	  

International	  Rivers	  critiques	  of	  the	  HSAF:	  http://www.internationalrivers.org/en/social-‐and-‐environmental-‐
standards/hydropower-‐sustainability-‐assessment-‐forum	  

[Type a quote from the document or 
the summary of an interesting point. 
You can position the text box 
anywhere in the document. Use the 
Text Box Tools tab to change the 
formatting of the pull quote text box.] 
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