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ABSTRACT

Complaint mechanisms are an important element of human rights-based
approaches to development. Such mechanisms empower people to voice
their grievances, seeking to hold international development actors account-
able to rights-holders in project-affected communities. Although acknowl-
edging the important potential of complaint mechanisms, this study
highlights that the availability of such mechanisms is a necessary but not a
sufficient condition for accountability in international development cooper-
ation. Complaint mechanisms can only effectively create accountability if
they adhere to principles of citizen-driven accountability such as being
accessible, independent, and transparent. We further argue that complaint
mechanisms must include safeguards against reprisals to address the risk of
retaliatory repression against complainants. We examine the implementation
of complaint mechanisms in development cooperation practice with respect
to both their inclusion in planning documents and their perception by proj-
ect staff and rights-holders. We draw on the case of bilateral German devel-
opment cooperation. Using qualitative and quantitative content analysis,
our results show that complaint mechanisms are often not included in
project-planning documents. Further evidence on local perceptions of com-
plaint mechanisms based on interviews and focus groups in India and
Nigeria demonstrates that complaint mechanisms are frequently not known
in project-affected communities and that right-holders refrain from partici-
pation because they fear reprisals. Hence, an important prerequisite for
accountability is missing. The results call for substantial improvements of
complaint mechanisms in German and, potentially, international develop-
ment cooperation.

Introduction

Development projects are frequently linked to human rights risks, which are unintended detri-
mental effects of development projects on the human rights of specific individuals or groups
(Bundesministerium fiir wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung [BMZ], 2011). Such
risks may concern both civil and political as well as economic, social, and cultural rights. For
instance, preventing certain groups (e.g., women) from partaking in development interventions
(e.g., interventions aimed at improving access to land titles) would constitute gender-based
discrimination with respect to economic rights. A project supporting certain industries (e.g., in
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the textile sector) may infringe on human rights if it fails to ensure that workers can associate
freely and safe working conditions are upheld (Schifer, 2019).

In light of such risks, it is essential that development projects take measures to prevent human
rights risks from materializing in the first place. However, as even the best preventive measures
cannot guarantee that human rights risks will not emerge, it is indispensable to provide those
negatively affected by development interventions the opportunity to voice their concerns and
thereby enable accountability. Complaint mechanisms aim to fulfill these objectives. They are
institutionalized avenues through which individuals (or organizations acting on their behalf) can
file complaints and seek redress for grievances (Macdonald & Miller-Dawkins, 2015; Park, 2021b;
Rees, 2011). Complaint mechanisms are considered an inevitable part of a human rights-based
approach to development (Gauri & Gloppen, 2012; Gready, 2008; London, 2008; Nyamu-Musembi
& Cornwall, 2004).

Following the example of the World Bank with its Inspection Panel, almost all multilateral
and regional development banks have their own complaint mechanisms. These are frequently
called independent accountability mechanisms (IAMs), meaning complaint mechanisms that
follow a set of principles ranging from independence to responsiveness (Lewis, 2012).! IAMs
seek to realize extra-territorial responsibilities for human rights, which are stipulated by Article
2 (1) of the International Covenant on Civil and Political Rights (ICCPR) and the International
Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights (ICESR), among other international human
rights treaties (Gibney et al, 2022). Extra-obligations for human rights entail that both states
and development institutions acting on their behalf have the duty to act in line with human
rights principles both domestically and abroad.

Despite their potential to provide accountability in international development cooperation,
complaint mechanisms are of little use if they are not known in project-affected communities,
if language hurdles impede their accessibility, or if they are perceived as biased or unresponsive
(Daniel et al., 2016; Lewis, 2012; Rees, 2011). Complaint reports demonstrate that there is only
a rather small number of complaints filed to IAMs operating in development contexts (Agence
Francgaise de Développement [AFD], 2021; European Investment Bank [EIB], 2022; Kreditanstalt
fiir Wiederaufbau [KfW], 2021).2 However, to the extent that the accessibility of complaint
mechanisms is limited, it would be problematic to interpret a low volume of complaints as
indicative of the absence of project-related human rights violations (Steinert, 2024). The low
number of complaints could also result from (1) a lack of awareness of complaint mechanisms,
(2) restrictive formal access hurdles, (3) self-censorship due to fear of reprisals, or (4) a lack of
trust in complaint mechanisms and their ability to provide effective remedy. In other words,
the complaints filed may underreport the actual level of project-related grievances. Hence,
although complaint mechanisms represent in principle an important instrument to make devel-
opment institutions accountable and to provide remedy for victims of human rights abuses, it
is less clear whether they fulfill these objectives in practice (Front Line Defenders, 2016; Human
Rights Watch [HRW], 2015; Lewis, 2012; Nah, 2020; Terto Neto, 2018).

Against this backdrop, this article presents novel original empirical evidence on the imple-
mentation of complaint mechanisms in German international development institutions and
perceptions of these mechanisms among project-affected communities. To date, there is little
research both on the mainstreaming of complaint mechanisms in project planning and on per-
ceptions of complaint mechanisms within project-affected communities. Both aspects complement
each other, as complaint mechanisms should be included in development project-planning pro-
cesses and perceived as useful and accessible among project-affected communities to effectively
realize principles of citizen-based accountability. To analyze to what extent these objectives are
realized, we draw on the findings of an extensive two-part evaluation of human rights in German
international development cooperation (Polak et al., 2021b; 2022).

There is substantial research on the IAMs of multilateral development banks (Bradlow &
Fourie, 2020; Carrasco & Guernsey, 2008; Hunter, 2020; McIntyre & Nanwani, 2020; Park, 2021a;
Sovacool et al., 2019; Van Putten, 2008), but comparatively little is known about the complaint
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mechanisms of bilateral development cooperation. German international development cooperation
is an important case to study because it is one of the largest donors of official development
assistance (ODA) among the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
member states (OECD, 2024c) and because it provides most of its ODA bilaterally (OECD,
2024a). As German international development cooperation often draws on public implementing
organizations, we leverage evidence on the institution-wide and project-specific complaint mech-
anisms of these agencies in both financial and technical development cooperation. In so doing,
we provide the first systematic evidence on complaint mechanisms in bilateral development
cooperation, and we add nuance to the literature by differentiating between complaint mecha-
nisms in financial and technical development cooperation. Our empirical evidence demonstrates
that complaint mechanisms are rarely included in project-planning documents and that they are
frequently not known in partner countries.

The article proceeds as follows. First, we discuss the history of the accountability norm in
international development cooperation and review previous research in this field with a focus
on IAMs. Subsequently, we explicate the principles of citizen-based accountability that must be
fulfilled to make complaint mechanisms an effective remedy for project-affected communities
and complement them with a further principle concerning “safeguards against reprisals” Afterward,
we introduce our empirical case—Germany as a provider of ODA with a focus on the complaint
mechanisms of its implementing organizations—to examine the implementation of complaint
mechanisms in practice. We present empirical evidence on the mainstreaming of complaint
mechanisms in project-planning documents and on perceptions of complaint mechanisms at the
local level. We conclude by discussing the external validity of our findings and by drawing
policy implications about necessary reforms to align complaint mechanisms with the objective
of citizen-based accountability.

Independent accountability mechanisms? in international development cooperation

The establishment of the World Bank Inspection Panel in 1993, which was closely linked to the
path-breaking 1992 Rio Earth Summit, has frequently been considered a defining moment for
the emergence of the accountability norm in international development cooperation (Hunter,
2020; Schettler, 2020). Accountability entails the right to hold actors to a set of accepted stan-
dards of behavior, to judge whether they adhere to their obligations in light of these standards,
and to impose sanctions if these obligations are not fulfilled (Grant & Keohane, 2005). In the
context of development projects, this implies that (potentially) affected stakeholders are entitled
to raise their concerns given development organizations’ obligations under international law and
their own internal policies and regulations. Originally, the World Bank Group was accountable
only to its member states, which implied solely indirect accountability linkages to citizens.* The
establishment of the World Bank Inspection Panel reflected a new dimension of accountability
that concerns individual citizens directly (Carrasco & Guernsey, 2008). This extension of account-
ability to individual citizens represented a radical departure from the state-centered paradigm
in international law, empowering individuals across the globe (Hunter, 2020).

The foundation of the World Bank Inspection Panel set a precedent, resulting in the creation
of a variety of other complaint mechanisms. IAMs are avenues for individuals and groups to
file complaints against institutions for redress of grievances that have been caused by these
respective institutions (Rees, 2011). In the specific realm of international development cooper-
ation, IAMs allow individuals and groups to raise their grievances related to development inter-
ventions. Examples of such complaints include cases of involuntary resettlement without adequate
compensation, adverse environmental or social impacts, loss of access to resources or livelihoods,
ahd the discrimination of certain groups such as indigenous communities (Bradlow & Fourie,
2020). In response to citizen complaints, I[AMs seek to address project-related harms through
two distinct processes: compliance review and dispute resolution (Kampf, 2013).
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In a compliance review process, IAMs evaluate whether there has been a violation of an
organization’s policies, including its obligations under international law. If noncompliance is
identified, recommendations are made to address the respective harm and IAMs monitor this
process. In a dispute resolution process, IAMs seek consensus solutions with project-affected
communities focusing on mediation and the correction of harms (Kdmpf, 2013). Given that
commitments to dispute resolution processes are stronger when a lack of agreements may lead
to compliance review, more recent IAMs include both processes. However, to avoid conflicts of
interest, compliance review and dispute resolution processes are run by different operative
departments that act independently.

The core objective of IAMs is the creation of citizen-based accountability, which is a concept
theoretically rooted in human rights-based approaches to development. According to these
approaches, development institutions must ensure that all development projects are in full com-
pliance with international human rights principles as enshrined, among others, in the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights and the UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights
(Broberg & Sano, 2018; Gauri & Gloppen, 2012; Uvin, 2007). Hence, instead of narrowly focusing
on poverty reduction or other possible impact dimensions, development projects should con-
tribute to the realization of human rights, implying that practitioners must evaluate human rights
impacts, identify rights-holders and duty-bearers,® ensure local participation in project planning
and implementation, and avoid discrimination of marginalized groups (Kindornay et al., 2012).

A key corollary of human rights-based approaches is that the concerns of individuals affected
by development projects must be identified, evaluated, and effectively addressed. IAMs are one
measure that can contribute to achieving this goal (Campese et al., 2009; Gready & Enson,
2005). The central role of IAMs in human rights-based approaches is reflected in a statement
by the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR), who called for the active promo-
tion of complaint mechanisms through concrete measures such as awareness-raising campaigns,
capacity building, and advisory work.

Beyond their essential role in the realization of human rights-based approaches to develop-
ment, IAMs also provide development organizations with first-hand information on local per-
ceptions of their projects. This information is a valuable asset as it allows them to identify
potential problems at an early stage and to adapt project plans accordingly (McIntyre & Nanwani,
2020). Hence, IAMs may be deemed as mutually beneficial by empowering individual citizens
and by providing development organizations with an instrument of (preventive) risk management
(Kdmpf, 2013; Van Putten, 2008).° Despite these advantages, it is important to emphasize that
IAMs are no “panacea” (Brightwell & Gardener, 2018, p. 3). IAMs are one among many instru-
ments that contribute to human rights-based approaches to development and (as discussed in
detail below) they only create citizen-based accountability if they fulfill certain requirements.
Moreover, IAMs have been criticized for the lack of formal influence on remedial action, which
implies that organizations have wide discretion in their responses to cases of noncompliance
(Bugalski, 2016; Clark, 2002; Thuon, 2018).

Previous research focused primarily on institutional aspects of IAMs (e.g., Nanwani & Mclntyre,
2020; Suzuki & Nanwani, 2005) and the evolution of accountability norms at multilateral and
regional finance institutions such as the World Bank (e.g., Schettler, 2020). However, only a few
studies have analyzed how complaint mechanisms are perceived on the local level in project-affected
communities (Daniel et al., 2016; Rees, 2011; Taylor, 2017). Taylor (2017) focused specifically
on the IAMs of international finance corporations in Haiti’s mining sector, emphasizing that the
most marginalized communities lack knowledge about their right of recourse. Rees (2011) and
Daniel et al. (2016) provided valuable lessons on the effectiveness of IAMs with a focus on
multilateral development finance institutions.

Although these studies provide important evidence on the perceptions of IAMs by multilateral
development institutions, it remains unclear to what extent these findings can be generalized to
complaints mechanisms in bilateral development cooperation.® There are at least four important
differences between bilateral and multilateral development cooperation with important
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implications for complaint mechanisms: First, human rights challenges associated with bilateral
technical development cooperation may differ from large-scale financing provided by multilateral
development banks (e.g., for infrastructure projects). Therefore, it is important to separately
investigate bilateral technical development cooperation in which individuals, often from mar-
ginalized groups, are involved in projects and addressed as rights-holders directly, whereas they
are rather indirectly affected by financial cooperation projects (e.g., through human rights risks
pertaining to displacement and resettlement). Second, states are themselves signatories to human
rights conventions and therefore directly bound by the extraterritorial obligations contained in
or implied by them (Gibney et al., 2022). Third, bilateral development cooperation is more
politicized than multilateral aid (Gulrajani, 2016) and may therefore pose particular human
rights challenges, especially in autocratic contexts. Fourth, bilateral development cooperation is
more fragmented than multilateral development cooperation (Gulrajani, 2016) and may therefore
pose specific challenges to due diligence and oversight. Due to an interplay of these reasons, it
is important to study the complaint mechanisms in bilateral development cooperation, which
have not been systematically studied.

To address this gap in the literature, we provide the first systematic evidence on local per-
ceptions of complaint mechanism in bilateral development cooperation. We present empirical
evidence on rights-holders’ and project staff’s perceptions of complaint mechanisms in bilateral
international development cooperation, covering technical and financial development cooperation.
We specifically shed light on the awareness of complaint channels among project-affected com-
munities and on obstacles to their accessibility. In so doing, our study contributes to the literature
on human rights-based approaches to development by enhancing our understanding of an
important aspect of citizen-based accountability in development contexts.

Second, we contribute to the literature by presenting the first systematic empirical evidence
on the inclusion of complaint mechanisms in strategic development project planning processes
as reflected in project planning documents. Whereas previous studies analyzed development
project planning documents with regard to the inclusion of SDGs (Chimhowu et al., 2019), the
local history and political context (Astone, 1998), or the consideration of environmental sus-
tainability (Sowman & Brown, 2006), we know little about how complaint mechanisms are
included in the process of planning development cooperation projects.

The effective realization of citizen-based accountability requires that complaint mechanisms
represent an integral part of development projects, being included from the outset in the project
planning process. Project-planning documents contain valuable insights into the priorities and
strategic objectives of decision makers, allowing us to reconstruct to what extent complaint
mechanisms are considered an essential element of development projects. Overall, our study
contributes to the literature on human rights-based approaches to development by enhancing
our understanding of the incorporation of complaint mechanisms in project planning processes
and of their perceptions at the country level.

Principles of citizen-based accountability and safeguards against reprisals

Although it is essential for a human rights-based approach to development that complaint
mechanisms are present in contexts in which development projects are implemented, the mere
presence of such mechanisms is not sufficient to provide effective remedy for project-affected
communities (Bradlow & Fourie, 2020). Complaint mechanisms are of little use if rights-holders
are not aware of them, if they are considered to be biased and corruptible, or if they discourage
participation through restrictive eligibility criteria (Nanwani, 2014). Furthermore, project-affected
communities may not turn to complaint mechanisms if these bodies are not responsive to their
concerns or if communities lack trust in their willingness or capacity to provide objective eval-
uations of their respective cases.

Considering these obstacles, the Independent Accountability Mechanisms Network (IAMN)
has developed seven core principles of citizen-driven accountability (Lewis, 2012).° These
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principles are independence, impartiality, integrity, professionalism, transparency, accessibility,
and responsiveness. The JAMN emphasizes that complaint mechanisms must adhere to all of
these principles to represent an effective safeguard for project-affected communities. The JAMN
principles of citizen-driven accountability are not clearly defined in the literature, and they are
often conflated with one another. To provide a clearer conceptual foundation, we present short
definitions of each principle in Table 1, building on the broader conceptualizations provided by
the JAMN.

In light of mounting evidence that complainants face a substantial risk of retaliatory
repression (HRW, 2015), we additionally suggest adding safeguards against reprisals to the
principles of citizen-based accountability (HRW, 2015). Experts deplore a trend toward a
shrinking civil space, and they highlight that repressive states go to great lengths to restrict
the work of human rights defenders (Carothers, 2016; Chaudhry, 2022). These repressive
actions might impede citizen complaints, as there is evidence that restrictions of civil society
actors may effectively silence domestic and international critics of human rights abuses (Smidt
et al., 2021).

Evidence shows that critics of development projects have frequently been subject to violent
state reprisals (HRW, 2015). For instance, employees from the NGO Uganda Land Alliance
(ULA) faced repeated threats and harassment after filing a complaint with the World Bank’s
Compliance Advisor Ombudsman (HRW, 2015, p. 30). In extreme cases, critics of development
projects have been murdered: One example is the Brazilian citizen Nilce de Souza Magalhaes,
who had raised her grievances about the Jirau Dam project (Front Line Defenders, 2016).

In reflection of the risk of reprisals against complainants, the UN treaty-based human rights
bodies adopted the San José Guidelines against Intimidation or Reprisals (UN, 2015). These
guidelines oblige states to adopt diverse preventive measures to protect human rights defenders
under threat. Although this article concurs with the primary responsibility of states to protect
complainants, it calls for additional preventive measures by complaint mechanisms to complement
the safeguards adopted by states. Most important is the possibility of filing confidential com-
plaints. This entails ensuring that complainants remain anonymous throughout the entire com-
plaint procedure. Online contact forms should be encrypted to preclude external actors intercepting
the sensitive information (Holmstrom, 2019).!° Furthermore, complaint mechanisms should
provide complainants with additional information on measures to protect their privacy online,

Table 1. Principles of citizen-based accountability.

Independence
Complaint mechanisms operate independently of all involved parties to guarantee a fair and objective evaluation of
each complaint.

Impartiality
Complaint mechanisms do not favor certain stakeholders or groups involved. Per definition, any discrimination based on
sex, race, gender, ethnicity, religion, disability, or any other characteristics is at odds with the impartiality principle.

Transparency
Complainants are kept informed throughout the entire process and complaint mechanisms provide comprehensive and
publicly accessible information on their procedures and decisions.

Accessibility
The barriers to filing complaints are as low as possible, allowing everyone to file complaints irrespective of the language
they speak, their level of education, or the area in which they live. Accessibility entails that project-affected communities
are aware of complaint mechanisms.

Responsiveness
Complaint mechanisms allow rights-holders to interact with them during the entire process. Responsiveness also implies
that complaint mechanisms are self-reflective with regard to their own procedures and that they are open to continuous
learning.

Integrity
Principals and staff of complaint mechanisms uphold personal integrity and actively avoid any impropriety or
appearance of impropriety.

Professionalism
Principals and staff of complaint mechanisms ensure the effectiveness of the procedure through their professional
conduct both through their substantive credibility, rooted in qualification and experience, and their demeanor
throughout daily operations.
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such as the Digital Security First-Aid Kit for Human Rights Defenders (Association for Progressive
Communications [APC], 2024).

Given that complaint mechanisms lack enforcement mechanisms on their own, they cannot
physically protect complainants from violent reprisals. However, they may mitigate the risk of
reprisals by establishing contact points and communication channels with other actors who can
intervene if the security of complainants is under threat (Holmstrom, 2019). In this vein, com-
plaint mechanisms may establish a support network including international organizations, private
actors, diplomatic missions, and relevant NGOs, such as Front Line Defenders or the Peace
Brigades International. Any information on reprisals should be instantly shared with these part-
ners to ensure a coordinated, effective, and timely response. Focal points for reprisals within
complaint mechanisms can facilitate the reporting of reprisals, and they may engage in infor-
mation sharing and follow-up activities. Taken together, although complaint mechanisms cannot
offer physical protection, they can mitigate the risk of reprisals by establishing effective preventive
measures.'!

Case selection and research design
Case selection

As an empirical case, this study focuses on the complaint mechanisms of German bilateral
development cooperation actors. Germany is an important case as it was the second largest
donor of ODA among the OECD member states as of 2021 (OECD, 2024c), which indicates
the final year of our analysis. Considering Germany’s economic power and its comparatively
high commitment to international development cooperation, it is plausible that the experiences
of German bilateral development cooperation might represent an important reference point for
the complaint mechanisms of other donor states.

Germany has a clear commitment to follow a rights-based approach to development, which
entails complaint mechanisms. Germany’s National Action Plan on the UN Guiding Principles
on Business and Human Rights specifies how the UN Guiding Principles’ requirements apply
to development cooperation implementing organizations and are to be used for the assessment
and monitoring of complaint mechanisms (Auswirtiges Amt [AA], 2017; UNHRC, 2011).
Furthermore, the human rights strategy of the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation
and Development (BMZ) specifies that complaint mechanisms should be checked against the
UN Guiding Principles particularly concerning accessibility, transparency, and legitimacy, to
determine where they should be further improved (BMZ, 2023). Additionally, legal requirements
are increasing, as the German Supply Chain Due Diligence Act requires obliged companies
(which applies to German development cooperation implementing organizations such as GIZ
and KfW) to implement a complaints procedure (Bundesamt fiir Wirtschaft und Ausfuhrkontrolle
[BAFA], 2024).'2

Moreover, the German case is valuable as there is variation between the complaint mechanisms
of different German implementing organizations from the technical and financial field that may
help identify sector-specific correlates of effective IAMs. While different German ministries are
involved in international development cooperation, we focus on the German Ministry for
Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) as the largest ODA provider among German
ministries and as the lead ministry for development cooperation (OECD, 2024b).

There is no single, overarching complaint mechanism for the whole of German development
cooperation funded by the BMZ yet.!® Rather, the main implementing organizations'*—most
prominently KfW Development Bank and GIZ—operate their own institution-wide and
project-specific complaint mechanisms (see Table 2 on the communalities and differences of
both KfW Development Bank’s and GIZ’s institution-wide complaint mechanisms). KfW
Development Bank is a state-owned investment and development bank dedicated to financial
development cooperation that finances and supports projects in partner countries, primarily
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Table 2. Institutionwide complaint mechanisms by KfW Development Bank and GIZ.

KfW Development Bank Glz
Openness (in principle) to all affected parties Yes Yes
Possibility to file anonymous complaints Yes Yes
Explicit information on the eligibility criteria Yes No
Explicit information on the case management process Yes Yes
Language options German, English German, English, French, Spanish
Time until first response (target) 14 business days 7 business days
Access channels Online submission portal; Online submission portal; letters;
letters; email email; telephone; in person
Alternative procedure or access channel for cases of No Yes
sexual harassment
Responsible body for evaluation of complaints Central Complaints Office Compliance and Integrity Unit
Explicit information on measures for impartiality Yes No
Publicly visible complaint registry No? No
Information on online encryption No Yes
Information on preventive measures against reprisals No No

Notes: Source: Created by the authors based on public information provided by GIZ and KfW Development Bank (arguably,
only information that is publicly available can contribute to the accessibility and transparency of IAMs.). ®However, KfW
published a comprehensive complaints report for 2020 and 2021 (KfW, 2021, 2022a).

targeting public sector actors. GIZ is a service provider in the field of international development
cooperation with a focus on technical development cooperation. The main commissioning party
of KfW Development Bank and GIZ is the BMZ.

KfW Development Bank runs an institution-wide complaint mechanism that is open to
every individual, company, organization, or any other affected party who considers itself to
be negatively affected by a development project supported by KfW Development Bank (KfW,
2024a). Complaints can be filed in an online submission portal provided in German and
English, via email, or by letter to the KfW headquarter or to its external offices (KfW, 2021).
In order to be deemed eligible, complaints must contain detailed information on the character
and the scope of the alleged abuse, they must explain what has been done prior to the com-
plaint to address the alleged abuse, and they must identify the respective financial cooperation
project that is linked to the alleged abuse (KfW, 2024a).!> Complainants may opt for confi-
dentiality, and KfW Development Bank explicitly commits itself to protect the identity of
complainants (KfW, 2024a).

GIZ likewise operates an institution-wide complaint mechanism that is open to all individuals
or other stakeholders of GIZ-funded development projects. Anonymous or personalized com-
plaints about alleged human rights abuses can be submitted via email or through an online
submission portal, and they are processed by the independent integrity officer at the Compliance
and Integrity Unit of GIZ (GIZ, 2016).1® The key objective of this mechanism is to contribute
to the respect, promotion, and protection of human rights as highlighted on the website pub-
lished by GIZ. GIZ further provides a separate complaint mechanism for cases of discrimination
and sexual misconduct.

In addition to these institution-wide complaint mechanisms, the KfW Development Bank
mandates project-specific complaint mechanisms for implementers using KfW funds. These are
specifically designed for individual development cooperation projects. The sustainability guidelines
of KfW highlight that the “executing agency is to establish a grievance process for the FC-measure
for receiving and dealing with concerns and complaints of employees and members of the
affected public. The procedure should be culturally appropriate and proportional to the
FC-measure” (KfW, 2024b, p. 13)."7 The level of institutionalization of such project-specific
complaint mechanisms is weaker compared to the institution-wide complaint mechanisms. In
our empirical analysis, we treat institution-wide and project-specific complaint mechanisms as
complementary and analyze to what extent they jointly realize the principles of citizen-based
accountability.
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Background and methods of empirical analysis

The empirical evidence is based on a two-part evaluation of human rights in German develop-
ment cooperation that was conducted by the German Institute for Development Evaluation
(DEval; Polak et al., 2021b; Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022).!® Given that effective accountability
mechanisms are an essential element of a human rights-based approach to development, both
reports shed light on the complaint mechanisms of German development actors. The first part
of the evaluation examined the extent to which human rights are formally taken into account
in German development cooperation, including mainstreaming at the project level (Polak et al.,
2021b). The second part investigated the implementation and effectiveness of the human
rights-based approach with a specific focus on projects dedicated to private and financial sector
development!® in partner countries (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022).

To analyze the mainstreaming of human rights in project planning, the first evaluation con-
ducted a systematic qualitative and quantitative content analysis of the original planning docu-
ments of development cooperation projects implemented by German development actors (Polak
et al., 2021b). In the context of this document analysis, which analyzed human rights main-
streaming on a broad scale, it was investigated to what extent complaint mechanisms are referred
to in project-planning documents and whether corresponding steps are planned (see the annex
for the coding guideline). The population were planning documents of bilateral development
projects, which were sent to BMZ by the implementing organizations between December 1,
2014, and December 31, 2019 (Polak et al., 2021a, p. 7). The representative sample includes 761
planning documents,® including 348 from GIZ, 299 from KfW Development Bank, 77 from the
National Metrology Institute (PTB), and 37 from the Federal Institute for Geosciences and
Natural Resources (BGR; see Polak et al, 2021a, p. 7). We conducted a qualitative content
analysis of a subset of 105 documents based on a coding guideline defining the coding unit
and coding rules (see the annex). The guideline encompassed definitions of all concepts and
indicators, gave examples, and defined exclusion criteria. The results of the qualitative content
analysis served as a training sample for a quantitative analysis of all 761 documents, which was
based on machine learning (Smidt et al., 2024).

To analyze the implementation of complaint mechanisms in development practice, the second
evaluation conducted case studies of 12 development projects implemented in Egypt, Ghana,
India, Nigeria, and Uzbekistan in the sector of sustainable economic development (Polak, Heucher,
et al., 2022).2! These were primarily projects that strengthened companies (mostly small and
medium-sized enterprises) or financial intermediaries and thus contributed directly or indirectly
to improving the quality or quantity of employment in partner countries. Therein, these projects
were targeted at the right to work. We focused on select principles of citizen-driven account-
ability—in particular, on accessibility and transparency as well as independence and impartiality.??
The underlying logic was that awareness of complaint mechanisms and accessibility function as
preconditions for mechanisms being used at all. All case studies included primary research in
the form of semistructured interviews with project staff and managers from implementing orga-
nizations. This focus was based on the insight that knowledge of complaint mechanisms by
project staff and managers is a prerequisite for providing knowledge of mechanisms to
project-affected communities.”® Project management and staff were asked questions such as, “If
people have complaints about a project, how can they voice their complaints?” and, “What
reporting mechanisms are in place?” (Polak, Smidt, et al., 2022). The interview guideline included
further follow-up questions such as, “How do people know about the mechanisms?”

The in-depth case studies in India and Nigeria?* encompassed further primary research in
the form of focus group discussions and semistructured interviews with rights-holders (see the
annex for subsequent coding guideline). We sampled respondents based on lists of participants
in project activities provided by the projects themselves, and invited project participants to
participate in the evaluation, ensuring confidentiality and consent. The sampling strategy sought,
inter alia, to include participants from different regions and education levels. Within these
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interviews and focus group discussions, it was explicitly asked to what extent complaint mech-
anisms are available, known, and used by project-affected communities. Specifically, the questions
were these: “If you wanted to complain about problems caused by [the project], what would
you do?” “To whom would you go to tell him or her about the problem?” “Has such a situation
ever occurred?” Further follow-up questions were asked about accessibility, responsiveness,
transparency, and outcome (Polak, Smidt, et al., 2022). Overall, we interviewed 25 rights-holders
and 24 duty-bearers® in India, as well as 22 rights-holders and 16 duty-bearers in Nigeria.

Empirical results

The first section presents results concerning the incorporation of complaint mechanisms in the
project planning documents of German development cooperation. In the second section, we
analyze how individuals at the country level (rights-holders, project management/staff) perceive
complaint mechanisms considering the principles of citizen-driven accountability.

The inclusion of complaint mechanisms in bilateral German development cooperation

To what extent are complaint mechanisms incorporated on a planning level in development
projects conducted by German implementing organizations? In general, BMZ requires imple-
menting organizations to implement its human rights guidelines in projects, which makes
mainstreaming of human rights standards and principles mandatory (Polak et al., 2021b).
Accordingly, the German implementing organizations commit themselves to providing complaint
mechanisms for all German development cooperation projects (Polak et al., 2021b).2° For these
complaint mechanisms to function in practice, it is important that they are included in project
planning processes, as they depend critically on local awareness, which should be actively pro-
moted by project managers and staff.

Despite this commitment, the planning documents of German development cooperation
projects rarely refer to complaint mechanisms.”’” The quantitative content analysis of a represen-
tative sample of project planning documents revealed that only four percent of these documents
explicitly mention complaint mechanisms (Polak et al.,, 2021b). This includes the project-planning
documents of GIZ and KfW Development Bank, which occasionally address complaint mecha-
nisms.?® In the case of KfW Development Bank, complaint mechanisms are in some instances
addressed in the annexes to the planning documents. When considering both the planning
documents and their appendices, 14% of KfW Development Bank project documents mention
complaint mechanisms (Polak et al., 2021b, p. 67). In those instances in which planning docu-
ments mention that partners do not have a complaint mechanism in place, there is no further
information on intended measures to address this gap (Polak et al., 2021b, p. 67).

Overall, project-planning documents barely mention complaint mechanisms. What does this
imply for development practice? To the extent that institution-wide complaint mechanisms are
already well-known and widely established, it might not be necessary to explicitly mention these
mechanisms in project-planning documents or to establish complementary project-level mecha-
nisms. Both KfW Development Bank and GIZ highlight that the availability of institution-wide
complaint mechanisms obviates the need to explicitly address such mechanisms in project plan-
ning processes.

However, the omission of complaint mechanisms in project-planning documents could be
problematic for two interconnected reasons: First, such mechanisms are essential for ensuring
accountability in development contexts and integrating the concerns of project-affected commu-
nities. Hence, their inclusion in project-planning documents is important in and of itself from
the perspective of human rights-based approaches to development. Second, not considering
complaint mechanisms in project planning runs the risk that complaint mechanisms will not
play a role in project implementation practices in partner countries. Although the lack of explicit
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mention in the project-planning documents does not necessarily imply that complaint mecha-
nisms are absent in development practice “on the ground,” it suggests that they are not system-
atically prioritized on a planning level. To understand whether this translates into a lack of
relevance in development practice, we shift the focus to perceptions of project-affected
communities.

Perceptions of complaint mechanisms at the local level and preconditions for providing
citizen-driven accountability

How are complaint mechanisms perceived at the project level in partner countries, and what
information is available about how complaint mechanisms fulfill principles of citizen-driven
accountability? We begin by focusing on awareness of complaint mechanisms and the principles
of accessibility, transparency, and safeguards against reprisals, before turning to the principles
of independence and impartiality. We take the perspectives of both rights-holders from
project-affected communities and project staff and management into account.

The key finding is that most interviewees—both rights-holders from project-affected commu-
nities and project staff/management—were not aware of complaint mechanisms. There were only
isolated cases in which respondents mentioned complaint mechanisms as an instrument to
express their grievances. For instance, an institution-wide complaint mechanism was mentioned
in only one interview (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022). In just over half of the investigated projects
(five out of nine cases),”” when asked about complaint mechanisms interviewees reported that
feedback channels including informal chat groups or suggestion boxes provided by implementing
partners existed (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022). Although such informal feedback options may
be an important channel of information exchange, they are no substitute for a formal complaint
mechanism, as they do not fulfill the requirements of independence and impartiality.

Beyond the lack of awareness, citizen participation is also impeded by obstacles to the acces-
sibility and transparency of complaint mechanisms. For instance, there is evidence that
rights-holders could not make use of complaint mechanisms because they were not available in
their local languages (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022). In these cases, local communities were unable
to obtain information about complaint mechanisms. Furthermore, accessibility was hampered by
media barriers, as some information was made available online only. The responses of the
interviewees further revealed that right-holders frequently did not know how complaint processes
were structured and when and how they would be informed about the decisions on their com-
plaints (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022). Moreover, there was a lack of awareness of the potential
outcomes of complaints and whether and how duty-bearers would make use of the information
obtained through the grievance process. This lack of transparency on potential outcomes of
complaints may discourage participation, as the intrinsic benefits of participation remain unclear.*
Furthermore, the lack of predictability may amplify potential insecurities linked to the submission
of complaints. To the extent that complaint mechanisms are perceived as a “black box,’
project-affected communities may refrain from revealing (potentially sensitive) information on
their grievances.

Regarding the novel principle of safeguards against reprisals, one respondent specifically
mentioned not using a complaint mechanism because of the fear of negative consequences (Polak,
Heucher, et al., 2022). However, it is plausible that the concern of reprisals goes beyond this
specific case, as individuals who fear reprisals might also be more likely to self-censor when
asked about the reasons why they refrain from filing complaints. In general, the interviews
suggested that the complaint mechanisms of the German implementation organizations are
considered somewhat unpredictable regarding the possibility of retaliation. Given that citizens
in low-income countries have, on average, lower levels of institutional trust compared to citizen
in high-income countries (e.g., Ortiz-Ospina et al., 2016), it may be especially important to
establish measures that enhance citizens’ trust and diminish their fear of reprisals. Both GIZ
and KfW Development Bank allow for anonymous complaints, which represents an important
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element to reduce the risk of retaliatory violence. However, there is a lack of information on
additional measures to mitigate the risk of reprisals, such as the encryption of online complaints
or focal points responsible for complainants that suffer from reprisals.

Finally, the interviews revealed that no respondent was able to report on how complaint
mechanisms fulfill the requirements for independence and impartiality. In none of the projects
under scrutiny was information available on measures to mitigate the risk of biases on behalf
of the investigating body (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022). This information does not seem to be
readily available overall. The GIZ website provides no information on measures to ensure its
independence and impartiality. The website simply says that complaints are evaluated based on
“internal and external expertise as required” (GIZ, 2016, p. 57). However, it remains unclear
how it is guaranteed that internal experts are not biased toward the interests of GIZ.

In contrast, KW Development Bank provides information on its policies to ensure the indepen-
dence of its institutional complaint mechanism. The website states, “to ensure independence, a central
complaints office has been set up, which is located outside the operating business areas and reports
directly to the Executive Board” (KfW, 2024a). Such information may enhance the level of trust of
would-be complainants and could, hence, facilitate the translation of grievances into complaints.

The examination of how complaint mechanisms are implemented in the practice of German
development cooperation shows that those who participate in development projects have limited
knowledge about complaint mechanisms. This concerns rights-holders from project-affected
communities, who often do not know (1) that complaint mechanisms exist and (2) how these
complaint mechanisms work and what to expect of them. If rights-holders are unaware of com-
plaint mechanisms, an essential prerequisite for making use of them is lacking. It would thus
be problematic to interpret low numbers of complaints®! as indicative of a lack of project-related
grievances in partner countries of German development cooperation. Although it is possible
that the absence of complaints indicates that no human rights abuses occurred, it may also
result from the fact that the principles of citizen-based accountability are not fully fulfilled.

Discussion and conclusion

This study set out to investigate complaint mechanisms, the overarching goal being to provide
evidence on the implementation of the accountability norm in international development coop-
eration. Specifically, we examined the implementation of complaint mechanisms in practice using
the example of German development cooperation. Our results show that the complaints mech-
anisms in German development cooperation generate only a low volume of complaints. The low
number of project documents explicitly dealing with complaint mechanisms suggests that this
may be due to the fact that insufficient attention is devoted to establishing effective complaints
mechanisms in the planning stage. This is corroborated by a lack of awareness of the existence
of complaints mechanisms by rights-holders and project management and staff. In particular,
there may be doubts concerning the protection from reprisals. The findings show that some
principles of citizen-based accountability are lacking—at least in the perception of rights-holders.
This may prevent rights-holders from using the existing complaint mechanisms. Overall, the
evidence corroborates previous calls for reforms of the complaint mechanisms of German devel-
opment cooperation actors (Deutsches Institut fiir Menschenrechte [DIMR], 2020).

It is important to carefully consider the scope conditions of the empirical evidence presented
here. The evidence relies on case studies of German development projects in the field of private
sector and financial system development conducted in Egypt, Ghana, India, Nigeria, and
Uzbekistan. The focus on this thematic area was motivated by the insight that the mainstreaming
of human rights is comparatively weaker in this sector than in other sectors, such as good
governance or health (Polak et al., 2021b). It is possible that such sector-related differences also
affect the findings related to complaint mechanisms. In other words, the inclusion of complaint
mechanisms might be especially weak in the sector under scrutiny and the findings do not
necessarily generalize to other development sectors.
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Furthermore, it is possible that the selected case study countries differ from other partner
countries of German development cooperation with regard to the local awareness of complaint
mechanisms. Although this concern is mitigated by the diversity of the selected countries (Egypt,
Ghana, India, Nigeria, and Uzbekistan), further empirical evidence from other countries could
foster external validity.’? Finally, it must be considered that interviewees self-selected into par-
ticipation. Although we acknowledge that this limits the generalizability of the evidence, it is
unlikely that those individuals who voluntarily participate in such interviews are disproportion-
ately uninformed of complaint mechanisms.*

Being aware of these scope conditions, this study contributes to our understanding of com-
plaint mechanisms in development contexts with a specific focus on bilateral international
development cooperation and offers important policy implications. Most importantly, the evidence
suggests that complaint mechanisms need to be known to function effectively in providing
accountability. Complaint mechanisms should further be aligned with the principles of
citizen-driven accountability, and how these principles translate into practice likewise needs to
be known by rights-holders as well as by project staff and management.

The article further adds to the current literature by arguing that the existing seven principles
should be complemented by measures to address the risk of reprisals. As our interviews have
shown, the fear of negative consequences may deter individuals from using complaint mecha-
nisms, which emphasizes why “safeguards against reprisals” is a relevant component of the
principles of citizen-based accountability. The evidence also suggests that the level of trust in
complaint mechanisms may be undermined by a lack of available information on policies to
ensure their independence and impartiality.

Furthermore, implementing organizations should undertake measures to enhance the acces-
sibility of complaint mechanisms, such as providing information in local languages and conducting
target group-appropriate activities to strengthen the awareness of complaint mechanisms (Polak,
Heucher, et al.,, 2022). In that regard, implementing organizations may involve local stakeholders
in the design of project-specific complaint mechanisms to ensure that the demands of local
communities are met. The principles of citizen-driven accountability should be considered as a
key benchmark for the institutional configuration and public outreach of complaint mechanisms.

According to the KfW Complaints Report, further refinements of its institution-wide complaint
mechanisms are planned (KfW, 2021). Likewise, GIZ intends to enhance the effectiveness of its
human rights complaint mechanism and to provide critics of development projects with better
protection (GIZ, 2021). At an overarching level, BMZ plans to further develop the system of
complaints mechanisms in German development cooperation in a joint effort with the imple-
menting organizations (BMZ, 2023).

Although the empirical evidence pertains exclusively to the complaint mechanisms of German
implementing organizations, the findings are relevant beyond the case of Germany. Complaint
mechanisms in development contexts tend to suffer more generally from a lack of awareness in
project-affected communities, which undermines their potential to provide effective remedy (e.g.,
Nanwani, 2014). Likewise, the fear of reprisals stifles participation in complaint mechanisms
beyond the context of German development cooperation projects (Holmstrom, 2019). Given the
systematic obstacles identified in this study, other development actors should likewise review
their complaint mechanisms considering the principles of citizen-driven accountability and assess
the extent to which they are known and how they are perceived by project-affected communities
as well as project management and staff.

Notes

1. In this article, we use the term “complaint mechanisms” for two reasons. First, for linguistic reasons, as we
consider it the most precise and comprehensible term (Brightwell & Gardener, 2018). Second, for conceptual
and empirical reasons, we prefer the term “complaint mechanisms” vis-a-vis independent accountability mech-
anisms (IAMs). It is not yet clear whether complaint mechanisms in bilateral development cooperation fulfill
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11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

all principles to justifiably be labeled IAMs. Furthermore, using the broader term “complaint mechanisms”
allows us to capture development cooperation practice and reality, which often uses a variety of channels with
differing degrees of formality to receive and handle complaints. We only deviate from this usage in the section
in which we review the literature on IAMs and the evolution of accountability norms in international devel-
opment cooperation.

The Agence Francaise de Développement (AFD) Environmental and Social Complaints Mechanism received
14 complaints in 2020, the European Investment Bank (EIB) obtained 56 complaints in 2021, and the KfW
Development Bank received 48 complaints in 2020.

In this section, we use the term “independent accountability mechanism” as the established term in the re-
viewed literature. In the other sections, we use the term “complaint mechanism”

In addition, these indirect accountability links to citizens applied more to citizens in democratic than in non-
democratic states.

Rights-holders and duty-bearers are defined in relation to one another. From a human rights perspective,
rights-holders are all persons with a right to protection. Duty-bearers are actors who are obliged to respect,
protect, and fulfill human rights. Most typically, state actors are duty-bearers (Polak et al., 2021b).
Furthermore, IAMs contribute to perceptions of ownership through localized impact control, which can
enhance the effectiveness of development projects (Van Zyl et al., 2019).

Clark (2002, p. 220) poignantly summarized these concerns with the statement, “a right without a remedy is
no right at all”

Although the volume of multilateral development assistance has increased in comparison to bilateral develop-
ment assistance from 45% of Official Development Finance (ODF) in 2012 to 61% in 2022, direct bilateral
ODA constituted a substantial share of ODF in 2022 (39%; see OECD, 2024a).

The JAMN is a network of different accountability mechanisms and their staff members in the field of devel-
opment corporation including the World Bank Inspection Panel, the complaint mechanism of the European
Investment Bank, or the independent review mechanism of the African Development Bank (Lewis, 2012).
Empirical evidence demonstrates that repressive actors go to great lengths to target critics based on informa-
tion obtained online through advanced digital surveillance technologies (Feldstein, 2021; Gohdes, 2020; King
et al, 2013).

For an excellent discussion of such preventive measures by IAMs to address the risk of reprisals, see Holm-
strom (2019).

EU harmonization with respect to corporate due diligence processes will be achieved by the EU Directive on
Corporate Sustainable Due Diligence. Transposing this new directive into national law is scheduled to be
completed by July 2026.

A recent policy paper by the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ,
2023) aimed to further develop the complaint mechanisms architecture of German development cooperation.
The German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ) delegates the implementa-
tion of German development cooperation projects to so-called implementing organizations (BMZ, 2011). The
biggest actor responsible for the implementation of German financial development projects (FC) is KfW De-
velopment Bank, whereas the German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ) is the main implementing
organization in the technical development sector (TC). The other two TC implementing organizations are the
National Metrology Institute (PTB) and the Federal Institute for Geosciences and Natural Resources (BGR).
Note that allegations of criminal offences and law violations are beyond the scope of KfW’s complaint mech-
anism, and they should be directed to the external ombudsperson or the Compliance Whistleblowing System
maintained by KfW (KfW, 2024a).

GIZ also provides a separate channel for allegations of law violations and criminal offences in the shape of a
whistleblower portal and a Compliance and Integrity Advisory Service (GIZ, 2024). Furthermore, GIZ has an
external ombudsman available as point of contact outside the company.

KfW Development Bank categorizes its projects based on their potential negative environmental and social
consequences into A (high risk), B+ (considerable risk), B- (moderate risk), and C (small risk). Projects of
Category C do not require an extensive evaluation in terms of the sustainability guidelines, which entails that
project-specific complaint mechanisms are not included in such projects (KfW, 2024b).

In reflection of these international human rights obligations, the German Federal Ministry for Economic Co-
operation and Development (BMZ) formulated a human rights strategy that defines human rights as “guiding
principles” of German development policy (BMZ, 2011).

The first part of the evaluation demonstrated that sustainable economic development is an area in which
human rights mainstreaming is weakest, in comparison (Polak et al., 2021b). Therefore, the second part of the
evaluation focused on this sector (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022).

Project proposals are standardized documents and an appropriate source of information for analyzing human
rights mainstreaming, as they lay out what implementing organizations seek to do in a project and what
they are measured against. Data collected from project proposals were combined with project-level ODA
commitments (secondary data from the Creditor Reporting System [CRS]). This is detailed in L. Smidt et al.
(2024).
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21. Four criteria were used to identify cases: We selected countries that (1) were bilateral partners of German
development cooperation, (2), had sustainable economic development as a focus of bilateral cooperation, (3)
had a financially substantial portfolio in the area of intervention “private sector and financial sector develop-
ment,” and (4) had typical bilateral cooperation projects in this portfolio. Based on these criteria, India in
Central and South Asia, Nigeria in sub-Saharan Africa, and Morocco in North Africa were identified as suit-
able case study countries, although the case study in Morocco could not be carried out at the time of the
evaluation due to the tense bilateral relations between Morocco and Germany.

22. The accountability of development projects was measured against three indicators: (1) At the level of projects,
information is available about defined channels for grievances; (2) rights-holders are aware of the complaint
mechanisms (awareness) and find them predictable (predictability), safe (protection from reprisals), transparent
in their procedures (transparency), and accessible (accessibility); and (3) at the level of projects, information
is available on how the complaint mechanisms meet the requirements for objectivity and independence (Polak,
Heucher, et al.,, 2022).

23. This in itself is not sufficient, as project staff and managers may themselves be the target of a complaint.

24. Originally, three in-depth case studies were planned (see note 20). As a replacement for the case study in
Morocco, desk-based case studies were introduced as an additional method. Three desk-based case studies
were carried out, which provided a broader empirical evidence base. Based on the case selection criteria in-
troduced earlier (see note 20), Egypt in North Africa, Ghana as a country south of the Sahara, and Uzbekistan
in Central and South Asia were selected additionally.

25. For example, project management and staff at German implementing organizations, partner organizations, or
government counterparts.

26. KfW Development Bank also operates complaint mechanisms at the project level and local project partners
have a contractual obligation to establish complaint mechanisms.

27. The analysis inquired specifically about complaint mechanisms at the project level. Project documents do not
necessarily mention institutional complaint mechanisms even though they are also applicable at project level.

28. None of the project planning documents of the National Metrology Institute (PTB) and the Federal Institute
for Geosciences and Natural Resources (BGR) mentioned complaint mechanisms.

29. Although the overall sample included 12 cases, there was not enough information to assess every case on
every indicator. Therefore, reported case numbers may be lower than the overall case number.

30. It is plausible that the submission of complaints may also fulfill an expressive purpose. However, the submis-
sion of complaints is also linked to high costs, such as the risk of reprisals (Schoner, 2024).

31. For instance, GIZ received no complaint in 2016, as highlighted on its website (GIZ, 2016).

32. Even in the absence of external validity, the analyzed countries are important, given that they were selected
based on their high volumes of ODA (Polak, Heucher, et al., 2022).

33. In contrast, it is plausible that those project-affected individuals who were not reached by the research team
tend to live in hard-to-reach rural regions, where complaint mechanisms tend to be unknown.
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