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Sustainable development should promote equity with benefits for coastal communities. Many conservation and development initiatives promise to contribute to an equitable future without being designed to do so. Here, we promote an assessment tool to help interventions plan to promote equity through forecasting and evaluating the risks of contributing to inequities, in order to plan against them. Building from rich literatures of impact assessment, procedural justice, postcolonial studies, critical race theory, and fields in sociology studying the accrual of advantage and disadvantage among different groups, we propose the assessment framework follow key principles that center on understanding how interventions affect marginalized people, and assess how planning, implementation, and outcome decisions build on each other and reflect (or work against) broader systemic contextual pressures that perpetuate inequities. In forecasting and monitoring potential inequities, coastal communities and proponents of interventions should be able to plan against the realization of these adverse impacts. We show how the framework can be used in three case studies: 1) a climate adaptation project; 2) marine protected areas; 3) a debt relief program. Sustainable development is about promoting equity, but only with methods employed to confront and understand inequitable consequences can interventions do so.
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1 Introduction

The recent history of globally agreed on sustainable development goals has placed an emphasis on economic programs, conservation efforts, and social policy that promote equity through increasing quality of life while responsibly use natural resources (Singh, 2020; Ota et al., 2022). Early research that informed sustainable development focused on projecting resource supply and consumption to analyze how resource use could sustain later generations (Robinson, 2004; Meadows et al., 2018), considering a definition of equity as an issue of the distribution of access to resources over time. This intergenerational-equity focus is best enshrined in the 1987 Brundtland Report definition “development that meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (World Commission on Environment and Development, 1987). At the same time, international development has focused on poverty reduction, hunger elimination, and public health initiatives to uplift the most marginalized people in the world (Sen, 2001). More recent focuses of sustainable development, most notably the Millennium Development Goals and especially the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) emphasize equity both intragenerationally and intergenerationally. For example, key targets within the SDGs go beyond the distribution of resource supply to promote “the social, economic, and political inclusion of all” (SDG 10.2) indicating a recognition that not all people have equal status or ability to influence decisions, and that having fairness and equal roles in decision-making is a current key consideration of the modern definition of sustainable development. In line with these procedural and distributional considerations in sustainable development, an operational definition of equity should include considerations of fairness and equal treatment of people regarding the benefits and risks of development, as well as a consideration to redress historic and social inequalities that maintain unfair exclusions and power relationships between people (Bennett, 2022; Crosman et al., 2022).This approach to equity within and among generations, inclusive of having a voice in decisions and addressing fairness in the distribution of benefits and risks is laid out by the SDGs vision of “no one will be left behind” (UN, 2015).

However, many interventions (projects and programs) promised to contribute to sustainable development have not been designed to address equity, even when their promises extend to producing a more equitable world (Cisneros-Montemayor et al., 2019b; Ota et al., 2022). Rather, many have been documented to produce inequities and negatively affect coastal communities (Cisneros-Montemayor et al., 2019b; Singh et al., 2021; Ota et al., 2022). These interventions are often either a carryover of environmental-harm reduction approaches to sustainability (Robinson and Cole, 2015; Ota et al., 2022) or initiatives designed to exploit new economic opportunities, such as through “Blue Economy” plans for ocean development (Cisneros-Montemayor et al., 2019b; Cisneros-Montemayor et al., 2021). For example, the list of Blue Economy sectors include coastal energy development (including coastal oil and gas, as well as emerging coastal renewable energy development), aquaculture and fisheries, ecosystem restoration and marine protected area networks, as well as emerging sectors of marine genetic resources, and seabed mining.

Recently, national and international agencies have decried the tendency of governments and agencies to “greenwash” their policies and plans, by overemphasizing the benefits that come from interventions towards sustainable development goals and underemphasizing (or even ignoring) the negative impacts (UN High–Level Expert Group, 2022). These concerns are compounded by the fact that many coastal and ocean development initiatives are self-monitored, meaning that the organizations responsible for implementing these initiatives and delivering social equity outcomes are not accountable to the recipients of equity initiatives or a third party (Crosman et al., 2021; Williams and Decker Sparks, 2023).

Here, we advance a framework to prospectively project potential risks of development on equity outcomes, which can prevent organizations from claiming that they were unaware of equity risks of their initiatives – that is, we advance a framework to prevent “equity-washing” and protecting coastal communities from unintended adverse effects. This framework can also be used retrospectively to monitor the consequences of an intervention, which can be used to keep organizations accountable to the effects of their programs and allow for adaptive changes. Understanding and proactively predicting harms from interventions to help prevent them has a history in a variety of disciplines. In medicine it is called “iatrogenics” to study when a treatment causes more harm than benefit (Wiener, 1998), from the Greek iatros which means “healer”. In development studies, the Do No Harm approach is meant to promote the wellbeing of people from interventions while reducing harms (Wallace, 2015). The history of using this approach shows that many impacts of development are indeed predictable (Wallace, 2015). Within coastal management and marine studies there are also developing perspectives coalescing into a field of “social oceanography” critically examining interventions and proposed solutions to socioecological issues (Narchi et al., 2018). Our approach builds from and complements some of these related fields by focusing on equity concerns as they relate to sustainable development and incorporate critical perspectives from equity and justice literature.




2 Considering history and power in assessment

Inequities are the result, in part, of historic and contemporary processes that disproportionately affect some groups more than others (Blank, 2005; Small and Pager, 2020; Crosman et al., 2022). Legacies of colonial actions and policies, persistent racism and sexism are all examples of the kinds of processes that create and reinforce the inequities faced today (Crosman et al., 2022). Importantly, historic impacts can have consequences for future equity potentials. That is, advantages and disadvantages felt by groups are cumulative and path-dependent, making a procedural, dynamic lens important to understand how interventions may affect equity (Blank, 2005; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Kurlychek and Johnson, 2019; Crosman et al., 2022). We are careful to note that historic causality is not always straightforward (especially over long time periods) and include complex interactions among societal, environmental, and economic dimensions that can lead to competing interpretations and are subject to historiographic analysis (Poulsen, 2012). However, any consideration of contemporary inequalities excluding the cumulation of advantages and disadvantages is likely lacking and may further contribute to inequities (explored below).

The cumulative aggregation of (dis)advantage is a pervasive phenomenon, showing up in studies as specific as disparities in scholarly prestige – where eminent scientists get disproportionately more credit than less known scientists for similar contributions (Merton, 1968) – to broad and diverse studies on health disparities (Willson and Shuey, 2019), economic inequalities (Blank, 2005; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006), inequities in criminal justice (Kurlychek and Johnson, 2019), and inequalities in political power (Rigney, 2010). Cumulative advantage and disadvantage manifests in social mobility and in virtuous and vicious cycles propagated by structural reward systems where material benefits often accrue to those already in positions in prestige and power (Blank, 2005; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Small and Pager, 2020). These dynamics have been explored to show value of early advantages over time, as benefits compound over time through someone’s life (Blank, 2005; Kurlychek and Johnson, 2019). Perhaps more importantly, these dynamics also play out intergenerationally and can explain disparities between groups of people (such as between Black and White Americans), through mechanisms such as differences in financial inheritance and how White Americans often start life advantaged relative to Black Americans, and allow for the accrual of socioeconomic resources – such as access to better resourced schools – across generations (Blank, 2005; Small and Pager, 2020).

The aggregation of (dis)advantage reveals important limitations of viewing equity through a static (that is, ahistorical) egalitarian or distributional lens (Blank et al., 2004; Kurlychek and Johnson, 2019). Importantly, measures of equity applied to an intervention that focus on the equal treatment of participants, ignoring that some participants may be beneficiaries of cumulative (dis)advantages, can be fundamentally inequitable (Blank et al., 2004; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006; Small and Pager, 2020). For example, where equity has been explored in contributing to conservation, “equity” has been treated as giving equal representation to all stakeholders despite the existence of power differentials (Klein et al., 2015). In some cases conservation success would likely peak where interventions favor current power structures, and allowing both powerful and less powerful groups decision-making power (without special considerations or capacity provided to less powerful groups) can lead to inequitable outcomes (Klein et al., 2015; Tafon, 2018). Similarly, a marine protected area led by a well-funded environmental non-governmental organization (NGO) and implemented in an impoverished coastal community may see equal representation of NGO and community members on the planning committee to represent an equitable process, but may neglect that the NGO has more resources and dedicated staff towards planning while the community may not and may have a history of having their knowledge discredited (Hill et al., 2016; Gorris, 2019; Crosman et al., 2021). Seeing the intervention as starting from a level playing field, therefore, may inadvertently contribute to inequities.

As such, it is important to recognize that the data we use to monitor inequities (the indicators) are often not the prime interest of equity goals. For example, many common equity-focused indicators (such as Gini coefficients) are reflections of the symptoms of inequities and provide little to no information on the causes or potentially effective remediations of inequities (Blank, 2005). Rather, what is of interest is to understand and reflect the processes that generate the data. That is, any intervention designed to address or promote equity should clearly connect indicators with the processes contributing to inequities (Crosman et al., 2022). How do interventions act to stymie these processes? Do the interventions instead risk enhancing inequities through these processes?




3 Inequity assessment framework for anti-inequity interventions

Effectively linking policies and projects with systemic processes that maintain or deepen inequities can allow an assessment process to aid planning towards equitable outcomes (Blank et al., 2004; DiPrete and Eirich, 2006). We propose a framework for promoting equity that starts by diagnosing the processes of inequities that structurally influence interventions. That is, we propose a framework that promotes “anti-inequity” interventions by understanding potential adverse effects in order to plan against producing inequities. The field of impact assessment offers pragmatic and theoretical considerations for structuring an assessment to help plan against unintended effects or tradeoffs (Bond et al., 2012; Pope et al., 2013). Additionally, structuring an assessment framework reflective of historical and power relationships should benefit from insights that specifically study these structural forces and power relationships such as procedural justice (Rawls, 2020), critical race theory (Delgado and Stefancic, 2023), and postcolonial theory (Said, 1979) (Figure 1).




Figure 1 | The principles of conducting an inequity assessment.



Beyond the focus on power relationships and ensuring a historic lens, these insights in particular are important for the assessment of inequities from rights-based considerations because they focus on highlighting the respecting the personal rights, liberties, and equality of people based on their relationship to more powerful groups. Some of the most important inequities to guard against compromise key human rights associated with basic freedoms, dignity, cultural identify, political equality, health, and adequate standards of living. For example, such rights have been documented to be commonly claimed by fishers (Figueroa et al., 2023). Similar concerns on rights have been invoked by world leaders regarding treatment of fishers (FAO, 2017).

Impact assessment for sustainability often takes the form of a predictive or exploratory exercise to forecast adverse effects of an intervention in order to plan mitigation and avoidance strategies against them (Pope et al., 2013). While both positive and negative effects can be assessed, we stress that adverse effects should be actively explored and the burden of evidence be placed on proponents of interventions to show that positive effects are likely (Bond et al., 2012). While this strategy essentially gives greater weight to adverse effects, we emphasize that this process has been established to guard against “equity washing”. Some negative effects of conservation and development interventions are probable and routinely predictable – for example when proponents of marine protected areas in Mexico adopt paternalistic models and did not include local communities in planning, which negatively affected local fishers and de-legitimized the process (Torre and Fernández Rivera-Melo, 2018) – we stress including considerations of less probable but possible negatives in order to help protect against surprises.



3.1 Evaluate cumulative (dis)advantage dynamics

Any intervention can be broken down into different stages, containing input (including planning and implementation stages) and outcome considerations, and inequities may be produced through these stages through cumulative (dis)advantage dynamics (Cisneros-Montemayor et al., 2019a; Crosman et al., 2022). For example, limiting the roles of groups in planning of a project often means that their priorities are not reflected in the how a project functions and the outcomes may not even be monitored, which can prevent adequate feedback for continued planning of a project, which can continuously neglect some groups (Gorris, 2019).




3.2 Determining historical context

Given the importance of a historical perspective, the first step in this procedural assessment is to understand the context of inequity. That is, understanding the dominant systemic issues and SDG areas of focus for the inequity assessment. For example, initiating a coastal development initiative in an area with persistent racial disparities should evaluate inequities in relation to marginalized racial groups. The SDGs provide one framework for systematically structuring an assessment around equity and inequity (Ota et al., 2022). In this way, a procedural lens to developing indicators for equity requires context-specific considerations but follow common planning principles.

To help put an assessment in historical context, an assessment of inequities must consider who will be the subject of an assessment – that is, who is considered “left behind” or lacks socioeconomic and political power. Given that the SDGs focus on uplifting the most vulnerable people (especially as pointed out in SDGs 1, 2, 4, 8, 10), an equity assessment process should align with this vision of the SDGs. According to prominent theories of procedural justice, equal opportunity needs to be established, and once that is established, equity is promoted when an intervention serves those least-well off (Rawls, 2020). While “equal opportunity” can be interpreted to mean that all parties are involved in any specific intervention, a procedural justice lens may promote exclusivity in specific opportunities if it serves to benefit systemically marginalized groups who have historically lacked those opportunities. For example, applying this procedural justice lens to school and job recruitment policies can promote affirmative action policies even though such a policy explicitly does not treat everyone equally, because affirmative action seeks to enhance the opportunities faced by historically marginalized groups (Nagel, 2003). Applying this principle of procedural justice means focusing the assessment on those “left behind”. Importantly, we do not suggest that a procedural justice lens (as advocated by Rawls, 2020) should be imposed on all groups. Some communities may be culturally indisposed to the complete framework of justice as presented by Rawls, but we argue that application of the principles that first lead to equal opportunities for people and second serves the least well-off (known as the difference principle) align with the central sustainable development principle of “leave no one behind”.




3.3 Utilizing intersectionality to focus on those “left behind”

Identifying those “left behind” is not trivial. The SDGs themselves give some directions for which demographic criteria and identity markers help determine who should be the subject of an assessment. For example, SDG 1 focuses on those in extreme poverty, SDG 4 focuses on gender inequities, SDG 8 has specific targets around poverty and youth employment and human trafficking, and SDG 10 focuses on least developed nations and small island states (who often face colonial legacies). Many people can simultaneously hold multiple facets through their identities, and systemic social and political processes can differentially affect the power and vulnerability of people based on their identity (Ryder and Boone, 2019; Kuran et al., 2020). Initially applied to legal settings, the framework of “intersectionality” was proposed to understand how systems of power and privilege work across multiple facets of identify (Crenshaw, 1989), and has expanded to consider the impacts of broad policy (Ryder and Boone, 2019). Crucially, programs and policy that intend to reduce inequities can instead reproduce inequities when intersectional identities are ignored, as important differences are ignored (Cho et al., 2013; Ryder and Boone, 2019). For example, policies that promote gender equity may backfire if people are only considered in a binary “male/female”, or if White women are seen as representative for all women, neglecting experiences of women of color and peoples of differing gender identities outside the binary (Ryder and Boone, 2019). In operationalizing this principle, we suggest that any evaluation include considerations of people along dimensions relevant to the SDGs, and we suggest the following six mutually constitutive dimensions (Cho et al., 2013) – though other dimensions may be relevant. These dimensions are: 1) race and ethnicity; 2) class; 3) sex and gender; 4) age and generation; 5) culture and colonial legacies; 6) political power.

These six dimensions are not mutually exclusive but also not fully substitutable. Considerations of race and ethnicity means thinking about which racial/ethnic groups have been historically oppressed or faced limited opportunities in favour of dominant groups. Considerations of class focus on which socioeconomic groups (either through hereditary titles, economic inheritance, or purchasing power) have historically benefitted/disbenefitted from policy and have been able to set policy towards their own interests. Age and generation focus on the lack of opportunities presented to the young or elderly, and considerations for how impacts may impact future generations. Sex and gender considerations recognize that in most cultures, there have been (and continue to be) differential impacts of policy (and differential roles in leadership) between genders and sexual orientation, partly because European imperialism and Abrahamic religions have radically changed gender norms in some regions, favoring heterosexual males (Berger, 2003; Ireland, 2013; Baskin, 2020; Depelteau and Giroux, 2022). Culture and colonial legacies recognize that colonial histories have reshaped normative notions of how society should be structured, often suppressing the philosophical, political, and cultural practices of colonized groups (Pictou, 2020; Singh et al., 2021; Alexander et al., 2022). Political power recognizes that in every decision context, some group have a greater role in decision-making than others (Berbés-Blázquez et al., 2016; Singh et al., 2021).




3.4 Include affected groups in indicator selection

The SDGs also recognize that historically, decisions that affect coastal communities are not always reflective of the concerns these communities hold. SDG 10 emphasizes the need to increase the political leadership of Small Island Developing States and coastal communities who have historically lost political power due to colonial and hegemonic practices, while SDG 16 emphasizes the importance of inclusive decision-making and enhancing the role of developing nations in decision-making. A central concept in post-colonial studies holds that our understanding of the world is largely a reflection of the interests and perspectives of the global West and North (Said, 1979). Most contemporary academic institutions, individuals, and works are Western and legacies of European colonial powers (Singh, 2022). Acknowledging that any academic, philosophical, scientific, or artistic pursuit can never be truly objective, because research priorities and perspectives on information are interpreted through specific cultural lenses, means that our understanding of much of the world does not reflect the understanding of the people who inhabit it (Said, 1979; Singh et al., 2021; Ota et al., 2022). Crucially, this concept holds that much of what we understand of the global East and South are constructs and impositions of European academic legacies, and this binary power relationship between the subjects and objects of knowledge act to suppress the voices of whole groups of people (McEwan, 2008). In Brazil, oceanography was explicitly employed to devalue artisanal fisheries in efforts to industrialize the sector, showing that scientific knowledge can be championed as authoritative when doing so serves the political interests of powerful groups (Moura, 2017).

Colonial legacies have therefore set up contexts where the marginalized in any relationship are less likely to have their priorities realized in research and policy, much less their interpretation of the world (Alexander et al., 2022; Crosman et al., 2022). The effect of colonialism often robs entire groups of people the agency to set goals for the future (Alexander et al., 2022; Crosman et al., 2022). Creating space for local people to take part in assessment of effects on themselves also opens opportunities for processes that can better reflect local priorities and realities that are often invisible in official reporting. This explicit consideration of representation of and exploration of the multiple voices of people (especially those who are often ignored) is known as multivocality (Rodman, 1992). To operationalize this principle, we suggest that any selection process of indicators must include representation from the groups that equity-serving interventions are supposed to serve (Singh et al., 2021). Neglecting to include these groups during prioritization and decision-making risks selecting indicators that do not reflect the priorities of the groups whom interventions are supposed to serve (Singh et al., 2021; Alexander et al., 2022; Reimer et al., 2022). Engaging with these groups will often require capacity-building or enhancing measures to allow these groups to take part in these decision processes, and the utilization of social scientists who are trained in facilitating and eliciting perspectives of groups of people (Singh et al., 2021).

We often justify the framework as it connects to the SDGs. While the SDGs were unanimously agreed on by all UN member states, they were agreed on by national leaders and not necessarily by the people directly affected by interventions purported to serve the SDGs. As such, specific considerations should be made towards whether local communities will see interventions couched as serving the SDGs, or indeed commitments to elements of the SDGs (such as the continued commitment to dominant economic growth perspectives and in how poverty is framed economically), will be perceived as a colonial-style imposition (Briant Carant, 2017). Indeed, commitments to global sustainable development initiatives have led to questionable measurement even in cases where the goals themselves are deemed important (Attaran, 2005). Instead of emphasizing any specific or technical commitment to the SDGs, we wish to showcase the importance of equity in its various dimensions to the SDGs, and use these as ways to structure the assessment. Nevertheless, here again we think providing capacity and roles for local people to plan and monitor assessments can help in the planning of interventions, since they may provide other ways or dimensions for consideration not covered by the SDGs.




3.5 Limit the role of proponents of interventions in monitoring

Effective institutions and partnerships require fair and transparent processes that are accountable. SDG 16 emphasizes the importance of fair, accountable, and transparent decision-making, while SDG 17 emphasizes the role of effective partnerships based on shared knowledge and power. Ensuring fairness in partnerships can be subverted by unacknowledged power differentials (Berbés-Blázquez et al., 2016; Crosman et al., 2021). The theory of interest convergence recognizes that gains made to marginalized groups usually only materialize when they align with the interests of groups with the power to affect policy and lead interventions (Bell, 1980; Belanger and Walker, 2009; Tysiachniouk et al., 2020). While this principle can theoretically help predict which interventions can lead to equity gains, this principle has often described how politically powerful groups only promote marginalized groups as it benefits the powerful (Bell, 1980; Belanger and Walker, 2009; Feldman, 2011; Crowder, 2013). In fact, many studies of interest convergence argue that the interests of marginalized groups are only promoted to the extent that they align with powerful groups (Bell, 1980; Heckler and Mackey, 2022).

Of particular concern are cases where powerful groups may want to minimize change to their modes of practice and instead highlight the perception of their contributions to equity. That is, if a powerful proponent of an intervention can make reputational gains without substantive contributions to equity, they may opt for the former rather than the latter, especially if the former is less costly (Crowder, 2013; Heckler and Mackey, 2022). This kind of reputation-gaming may be more likely by proponents of interventions with poor histories of equity-based governance within their own organizations (Heckler and Mackey, 2022). Therefore, to guard against the risks that interest convergence presents, we suggest operationalizing this principle by limiting the role of proponents of interventions in selecting and monitoring indicators of success (unless the proponent is the community seeking equity gains themselves). There should be checks against potential conflicts of interest whereby a proponent monitors its own performance, as monitoring equity should be in the service of the group who should gain from equity and not the group promising it through an intervention of their own interest. We recommend that capacity-building measures should be provided for the affected community to monitor equity or have a third party in charge of monitoring equity throughout an intervention (Singh et al., 2021).




3.6 Consider multiple dimensions of equity

Within and across each stage of an intervention, assessing inequity can be made against multiple dimensions. We propose three dimensions often referenced in the academic literature: recognitional equity, procedural equity, and distributional equity (Bennett et al., 2019; Kelly et al., 2022). Recognitional equity is about the equity in the representation of given groups of people, knowledge systems, norms and priorities in decision making. Procedural equity is the fair and transparent roles, responsibilities, and input in the process of an intervention. Distributional equity refers to the distribution of risks and benefits that are produced through and from an intervention. An example framework is presented in Figure 2.




Figure 2 | The procedural assessment framework to assess inequities in interventions. Arrows display potential processes whereby inequities at contexts larger than the intervention, and in different stages of an intervention, fuel further inequities.



This procedural focus can be implemented prospectively, whereby an intervention is assessed for potential or anticipated impacts. In this way, the assessment can form part of a robust future-oriented planning tool. The procedural assessment can also be implemented retrospectively as part of an ex post evaluation form of monitoring, allowing for an intervention to learn what inequities have been felt, and course corrections can be made in further implementation. We illustrate our process of inequity assessment through a series of case studies (with further details presented in the Supplement).





4 Case studies



4.1 Case Study 1: climate adaptation projects in Lagos, Nigeria



4.1.1 Context

Lagos has massive housing deficits, causing nearly 70% of its population to live in slums, with many slums built on wetlands and floodplains which face recurrent flooding (Ajibade and McBean, 2014). Climate change-induced storm events have tripled the death rate from rising sea levels, and increased flooding and storms have disproportionally impacted vulnerable and marginalized populations (Thomas and Warner, 2019).

In response to the threats of increased flooding and rising sea levels, the Eko Atlantic project was presented as a potential solution, providing climate impact adaptation, including an 8km long sea wall (Eko Atlantic, 2012). This sea wall is intended to create additional lands for economic development, with land reclamation of areas previously eroded, through the dredging of the seabed (Eko Atlantic, 2022). The project is backed, in part, by the Chagoury brothers, notorious in Nigeria for their association with the former dictator Sani Abacha, who was involved in mass evictions of slums (Akhaine, 2012; Adetayo, 2020).




4.1.2 Assessment process

Given the high socioeconomic disparities and slum conditions of many residents, as well as the associations with political powers that historically marginalize the poor, especially efforts to forcibly evict coastal communities, we identify one population of interest for equity assessments to be the poor coastal communities adjacent to the Eko Atlantic project.

The design stage of this Project was exclusive, in that Eko Atlantic was meant to be a haven for the wealthy. That is, distributional inequities were planned into the project. Developers, backed by industry and politicians, completely ignored Nigeria’s Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) processes(Lukacs, 2014), as the dredging of the seabed began in 2009, before an impact assessment had been conducted, in violation of the EIA Act (Environmental Law Research Institute, 2021). When an EIA was conducted, it was limited in scope regarding phases of the project considered and there were limited public consultation periods held, and no specific consultation with vulnerable populations most at risk from the Eko Atlantic project (Environmental Law Research Institute, 2021). The dredging and construction of Eko Atlantic increased the wave-related erosion and other impacts to surrounding communities, so that the project acted to displace climate impacts from areas occupied by the wealthy to areas occupied by the poor (Thomas and Warner, 2019).

For example, the Okun Alfa community – a community of fishers, farmers and traders – faced increased exposure to wave-related impacts caused by the Eko Atlantic project which impacted livelihoods and infrastructure (Environmental Law Research Institute, 2021). Dredging for the project amplified ocean surge events; for example, a massive surge occurred in July 2011, destroying the only health centre and access road, in addition to several electricity poles. Within a year the community also lost its mosque, in addition to its bore hole for clean water becoming contaminated by sea water.

The inequitable processes that began at the design phase of this Project have ensured that already vulnerable populations will remain at most risk from unmitigated project impacts, including increased wave speed and strength. These risks present threats of economic and infrastructure loss, in addition to loss of life. By protecting only those who can afford to live in Eko Atlantic, this project has effectively left all others at the whim of climate change and climate disaster, and in contributing to increased flood damage to vulnerable areas (Figure 3).




Figure 3 | An inequity assessment of Eko Atlantic climate adaptation project in Lagos, Nigeria. Arrows display potential processes whereby inequities at earlier stages of an intervention fuel inequities at later stages.







4.2 Case study 2: population-health-environment and marine protection initiatives in Madagascar



4.2.1 Context

Coastal Malagasy communities have managed their coastal resources for thousands of years through spiritual beliefs and locally implemented laws known as dina, which are recognized by the national government (Epps and Benbow, 2007). Madagascar’s government regulates commercial fishing of shrimp and tuna, leaving limited capacity to surveil traditional and artisanal fisheries (Epps and Benbow, 2007).

In response to sustainability concerns, Blue Ventures (a non-governmental organization) focused on restoring ocean through the creation of marine protected areas (MPAs), in addition to improving the livelihoods of fishing communities (Blue Ventures, 2022) through population-health-environment (PHE) initiatives. PHE initiatives focus on the intersection of health, population and environment in order to address biodiversity degradation, resource scarcity, and health concerns through population regulation (Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020). Blue Ventures’ specific PHE program in Madagascar is called Safidy, and it is focused on family planning and birth control as part of an assumed linkage between local population size and environmental degradation (Robson and Rakotozafy, 2015). Along with PHE programs, Blue Ventures also works to establish MPAs alongside communities, though traditional knowledge was not centered in MPA planning and was sidelined to a Western science understanding of management and climate impacts (Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020).




4.2.2 Assessment process

Because of the presence of foreign intervention on Malagasy communities that utilize policies that place unequal burden on women, we identify one population of interest for equity assessment to be Malagasy women.

Focusing on local resource closures and birth rates arguably limit the scope of problem solving and attempt to address resource issues with regional to global stressors (such as commercial fisheries, including foreign-owned fleets) through local intervention (Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020). This is of particular concern since the fisheries closures (through MPAs) were set near poor communities and are likely to disproportionately affect women. For example, the octopus fishery closure disproportionately reflect male voices and reinforce gender inequities (Westerman and Benbow, 2013). Women are largely involved in octopus harvesting at low tide, and tidal height is often neglected in determining fishery openings (Westerman and Benbow, 2013).

PHE programs ask women to play the dual roles of both victim and savior by telling women to limit the amount of children they are having in order to lessen environmental burdens, adding responsibility onto women with promises of community benefits that are not guaranteed (Arora-Jonsson, 2011). Imposed western values of family size and notions of sustainability also directly conflict with Malagasy beliefs that life is based on growth in family and kin networks (Bendix and Schultz, 2018; Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020), and ignores the history of colonization in the region. Madagascar is a former French colony, and during colonization France encouraged pronatalist policies, so that nation building could occur more rapidly (Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020). A potential result from these policies is a higher than average fertility rate in Madagascar, at 6.7 children per woman (Erdman, 2014), which may not be adequately addressed through community fertility programs.

Therefore, the programs pose risks to stigmatize women for their sexual practices, and also involuntarily make women responsible for environmental conditions when environmental outcomes may not be effectively addressed at local levels (Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020). Finally, these PHE programs may further colonial dynamics by stigmatizing the communities for demographic management, when the western nations where international NGOs are based do not address demographic issues, and who contribute greater to global and regional resource issues, including through demand for Madagascar’s fish (Foster, 2014; Bendix and Schultz, 2018; Baker-Médard and Sasser, 2020).

The realized reproduction and future potential to continue to reproduce colonial, racial, and gender inequities through foreign NGOs simultaneously enforcing gender and racial disparities in decision-making, de-legitimizing local knowledge and management, and burdening coastal communities and women with regional resource issues, may undermine the legitimacy of MPAs and the Safidy program (Figure 4). Examples exist elsewhere of conservation organizations disrupting social settings and not adequately engaging with local and historic contexts effectively which actually backfire (Christie, 2004).




Figure 4 | An inequity assessment of the marine protected areas coupled with population-health-environment initiatives in Madagascar. Arrows display potential processes whereby inequities at earlier stages of an intervention fuel inequities at later stages.







4.3 Case study 3: debt-for-nature swaps in Seychelles



4.3.1 Context

In 2008, Seychelles defaulted on payments of their $406m national debt and had to be bailed out by the International Monetary Fund. In response, the Seychelles signed a debt-for-nature swap in 2015 with The Nature Conservancy (TNC). TNC took on almost $22m of Seychelles national debt, on the condition of the creation of 13 new MPA’s (Gerretsen, 2020).

MPAs cover 85% of Seychelles coral reefs and 88% of their shallow waters, and within MPAs fishing, oil exploration and other development is banned or severely restricted, though oil and gas development is still allowable in new “sustainable use zones” (Bolliger, 2020; Gerretsen, 2020). To ensure the long-term viability of the MPAs, TNC has established that all payments that the Seychelles government make toward the loan goes into a special trust, the Seychelles Conservation and Climate Adaptation Trust (SeyCCAT) to fund marine conservation and climate adaptation.




4.3.2 Assessment process

Debt-for-nature swaps have important implications for Indigenous communities (Knicley, 2012). Indigenous peoples commonly live in resource rich areas and are often politically marginalized, so these swaps can result in the inability of Indigenous peoples to access lands for the practice of their rights, or the actual displacement of Indigenous peoples from their lands, and they may not have a voice in the decision. Because of the unequal power relationships and differential restrictions applied to different sectors, we identify populations of interest for assessment to be Indigenous groups and fishers in Seychelles.

Debt-for-nature swaps carry greater human-rights risks than international loans. International loans can only be seen as permissible if they protect and do not undermine the human rights of peoples whose lives are affected by the loan (Hassoun, 2012). For example, if meeting the conditions of the loan prevents a debtor country from protecting its people from extreme poverty, the loan is impermissible. These considerations do not apply in debt-for-nature swaps.

These swaps are further criticized as they relate to sovereignty and the rights of Indigenous peoples (Knicley, 2012). In the 1980’s many communities and commentators in South America declared debt-for-nature swaps to be external impositions resembling colonial control (Macekura, 2016). While foreign NGOs may not purchase areas, they still control how sovereign nations can use their own lands because NGOs supervise the use of funds by indebted nations, and act as official advisors for any programs developed and delivered (Alagiri, 1991; Knicley, 2012).

The level of protection of Indigenous rights varies between debt-for-nature swaps, but these interventions have been known to work against Indigenous communities (Knicley, 2012). For example, the first ever debt-for-nature swap in Bolivia included no consultation with Indigenous people and displaced many from their lands in newly protected forests, as the debt-for-nature program determined that many Indigenous peoples’ traditional activities were detrimental to forest preservation (Alagiri, 1991).

In the case of the debt-for-nature swap in the Seychelles, there was limited transparency of consultation prior to the swap, though consultation occurred with fishers, petroleum companies, conservationists and tourism operators (Bolliger, 2020). Despite having been included in consultation, fishers felt that their voices had been diminished, and there is continued concern about the inclusion of petroleum companies and tourism operators in consultation as they can have outsized power to negotiate (Bolliger, 2020).

SeyCCAT has attempted to improve accessibility of the funds by providing applications in Creole, proactively approaching communities to apply, and offering training sessions on budget writing and project management (Commonwealth Secretariat, 2020). However, despite the efforts towards accessibility, the sovereignty of Seychelles is still constrained. Further, the process seems inequitable to those most impacted by it (Bolliger, 2020). For example, there have been new bycatch law changes and new rules that make it more difficult for fishers to access fuel subsidies. In contrast, the inclusion of relatively powerful oil and gas voices in planning seems to have mitigated the limitations to oil and gas exploration and development, as regulation of these industries remains unclear (Bolliger, 2020) (Figure 5).




Figure 5 | An inequity assessment of debt-for-nature swap project in Seychelles. Arrows display potential processes whereby inequities at earlier stages of an intervention fuel inequities at later stages.








5 Implications

This proposal is of an inequity assessment focusing on historic context and power dynamics between the proponents of an intervention, those impacted by the intervention, and the broader societal context that the two operate in. As such, an equity assessment must critically consider not only the content and dynamics of the assessment process, but also the roles of who is doing the assessment (Singh et al., 2021). That is, in recognizing inherent power asymmetries and propensities for unaligned interests between those proposing interventions and those experiencing the effects of interventions, this equity assessment cannot be a guidance equally applied by all actors, but rather care must be paid to the role of particular people in the assessment.

As a historically focused assessment largely generating a causal narrative of potential adverse effects (or reporting on experienced adverse effects), this framework is also not easily amenable to common indicator or scorecard style assessments (e.g. such as proposed by Hicks et al., 2016). Because what happens at early stages can influence what happens later stages, scorecards that allow for good practice in some criteria to make up for lackluster performance in other criteria may not easily map on to how inequities are experienced in real life. In fact, because this proposal is focused more on how inequities are experienced and not on generic best practices, this process may help planners determine context-specific best practices in order to avoid potential adverse effects.

The focuses on process and recognizing political asymmetry of this proposal may translate to difficulty in generating buy-in from proponents of interventions. Because this proposal effectively asks for power of assessment to reside outside of traditional expert groups, taken on by affected communities and given up by proponents, this proposed assessment may be overlooked or may be applied only partially. It will also require capacity commitments for affected communities to take part, which will likely be costly and proponents may be unwilling to pay. Finally, this proposal hasn’t laid out recommendations for how to mitigate or avoid potential inequities. Even if potential inequities are robustly forecasted or evaluated, inequities may still perpetuate because the assessment itself does not rectify power imbalances, and the already powerful may disproportionately benefit from any actions taken (Narchi, 2015).Nevertheless, the arguments of this proposal, that effective inequity assessment require consideration of power and history, effectively call into question the credibility and legitimacy of any assessment that does not adopt these considerations. Without considering power relationships and the dynamics of inequity through planning processes, assessments claiming to address social equity may just be equity washing development and conservation interventions.




6 Conclusions

Equity is enshrined as the overall aspiration of sustainable development, and yet there exists no systematic and repeatable processes for planning for and monitoring equity impacts of policy and projects on coastal communities. For interventions to effectively contribute to sustainable development, interventions must actively contribute to equity by addressing and confronting the kinds of systematic forces that produce inequities. By explicitly building a monitoring and planning tool aligned with key SDG goals, development and conservation interventions can more effectively contribute to global goals, and the overall aspiration “leave no one behind”. Conversely, to counter the trend for organizations to “equity wash” their projects and policies, accountability tools can help prevent organizations from potentially or even predictably contributing to inequities while claiming the impacts were unaccounted for, or to promise contributions towards equity without evidence.

While many development and conservation efforts may laudably act towards addressing some major global concerns, such as climate adaptation, conservation of coastal ecosystems, or debt relief for small islands, the lack of attention to equity in the planning can lamentably ask the global marginalized to shoulder the burden and pay the price on behalf of the rest of the world. Can such projects and policies be said to contribute to “the world we want”? Sustainable development has always been about equity, but only with methods employed to proactively confront inequitable consequences of interventions can we ensure that efforts to promote sustainable development do so.
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