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A6:Te Tarai Vaka - Environmental and Social 
Safeguards Policy 
 

Overview 

This document defines the Te Tarai Vaka policy on Environmental and Social Safeguards. It 

is intended for use by Activity Managers and specialists. 
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Processes based on this Policy 

This policy should be read alongside the following policies (found on government websites): 

 Cook Islands National Action Plan for Disaster Risk Management and Climate Change 

Adaptation 2011 – 2015 (JNAP) 

 Kaveinga Tapapa Cook islands Climate  and Disaster Compatible Development Policy 2013 

-2016 

 Activity Planning Policy 

 Activity Implementation Policy 

 Activity Completion Policy 

 National Environment Service Policy 

 Sustainable Land Management Policy 

 National Environment Strategic Action Framework 

 

This policy informs the following processes: 

 Draft, Appraise, and Approve an Activity Concept 

 Draft, Appraise, and Approve an Activity Design 

 Implement an Activity 

 Monitor an Activity 

 Complete an Activity 

Purpose and Scope 

Sustainable development requires a healthy environment, conserved and sustainably 

managed natural resources, and resilient communities. 

The primary objective of this policy is the effective management of potential adverse impacts 

to the environment and communities posed by Activities, to ensure a minimum applies 

'do-no-harm' approach. 

This policy sets out a process for assessing and managing potential adverse environmental 

and social impacts as an integral part of TTV. Within the context of addressing the cross 

cutting issues of gender, climate change and disaster risk management and human rights, 

the policy also acts as an entry point to: 

 Identify and exploit opportunities to conserve and further enhance the environment 

and social well-being, including human rights and gender equality; 

 Identify and manage potential risks posed by climate change and natural hazards to 

the intended outcomes of the Activity and to exploit opportunities to strengthen the 

resilience of communities and the country as a whole to these hazard; and 

 Ensure that Activities are designed to be consistent with environmental, social and 

human rights commitments of the Cook Islands. 

 Build Activity ownership and accountability among the community 

 

This policy applies to all Government Activities/Activities. 

Key Terms 

 Safeguards Assessment refers to the process of analysing and assessing the 

potential adverse environmental and social impacts or risks that may arise from an 
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Activity and describes how they can be mitigated and managed, along with options for 

further enhancing the environment and resilience of communities. 

 Environment refers to the natural world both living and non-living, and covers 

terrestrial, marine, and atmospheric environments, and includes physical cultural 

resources (e.g. sites and assets of heritage value).  The Cook Islands Environment 

Act gives a specific definition of the Environment – (a) Means the ecosystems and the 

quality of those ecosystems as well as the physical, biological, cultural, spiritual, 

social and historic processes and resources in those ecosystems; and (b) Includes – 

(i) land, water, air, animals, plants and other features of the human habitat; and (ii) 

those natural, physical, cultural, demographic, and social qualities and 

characteristics of an area that contribute to people's appreciation of its pleasantness, 

aesthetic coherence, and cultural and recreational attributes. 

 Social refers to human society, the interactions of the individuals and the group, or 

the welfare of human beings as members of society. 

Key Principles 

To manage Environmental and Social Risks or Impacts, the Cook Islands Government will 

not fund Activities which: 

 Lead to significant adverse environmental, ecological, or public health impacts in the 

absence of adequate mitigation; 

 Lead to unsustainable use of living resources; 

 Reduce resilience to climate change, climate variability, or natural hazards based on 

present information, trends, and forecasts; 

 Lead to social harm, including societal divisions, discriminatory practices, corruption, 

loss of livelihoods, violent conflict, increased crime including violence against women 

and children, increased exposure to health risks, forced relocation, indigenous Cook 

Islanders, or political instability, in the absence of adequate mitigation; and 

 Contravene applicable environmental, labour or human rights laws, conventions or 

regulations. 

The process of assessing potential impacts and risks provides an opportunity to identify 

measures to maximise Environmental and Social Benefits. The Cook Islands Government 

will ensure that the Activities it designs and implements, where relevant, seek to conserve 

and strengthen the environment and communities through: 

 Pollution prevention and abatement, and waste minimization; 

 Enhancing the quality and conservation value of critical habitats, improving the 

protection of threatened species and reducing the spread and introduction of invasive 

species; 

 Promoting sustainable management and efficient use of natural resources; 

 Increasing resilience to climate variability, climate change and natural hazards; 

 Ensuring equality and non-discrimination in participation and access, through special 

consideration of the particular rights of women, children, ethnic minorities, people 

with disabilities, and other vulnerable groups, indigenous Cook Islanders as relevant; 

and 

 Strengthening relevant laws and regulations and the capacity for their 

implementation  
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Environmental and Social Safeguards 

As the Activity Manager you will be required to review the below eleven Environmental and Social Safeguards and identified policies which need 

to be considered when designing an Activity Concept Note. When a safeguard is identified as a risk, for example conservation of biological diversity, 

it is mandatory to classify this in the risk matrix with an A or B whether they are irreversible or site specific.  These classifications are further explained below. 

The Activity Concept Appraisal Team will then engage relevant specialist to appraise the Concept Design Document and the identified risks. These risks will 

also be placed onto the Risk Register.   

Note further advice regarding each of the following safeguards can be sought from the following agencies: National Environment Service, Ministry of Internal 

Affairs, Ministry of Health and the Ministry of Culture. 

Environmental and Social Safeguards 
Focus Areas  Description Relevant Mandates And Arrangements  
Environmental And Social Safeguards  
Compliance with the Law Demonstrate compliance with all applicable Cook Island legislation 

and relevant international mandates. 
Cook Islands Environment Act 2003, NES Regulations including 
Environment (Mitiaro & Tuakutea) Regulations 2008; Environment 
(Mitiaro) Regulations 2008; Prohibition of Plastic Shopping Bags 
Regulations 2008, MFEM Act, Official Information Act 2008, Public 
Service Act 2009, United Nations Declarations and Conventions to 
which the Cook Islands is a party (refer to Ministry of Foreign Affairs and 
Immigration website for details).  

Marginalized and 
Vulnerable Groups  

Avoid imposing any disproportionate adverse impacts on 
marginalised and vulnerable groups including children, women and 
girls, the elderly, indigenous Cook Islands people, tribal groups, 
displaced people, ethnic minorities, people living with disabilities, 
and people living with HIV. In screening any proposed Activity, the 
implementing agency shall assess and consider particular impacts 
on marginalised and vulnerable groups.  

National Sustainable Development Plan 2011-2015, Cook Islands 
Disability Inclusive Development Policy & action Plan  2014-2019, 
Disability Act 2008, Cook Islands National Youth Policy (draft), Cook 
Islands National Children’s Policy (draft), Rau Ti Para Policy on Aging 
(2012-2017), United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
United Nations Convention of the Rights of People with Disability, 
National Sexual Reproductive Health Strategic Plan, Cook Islands 
National Policy on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 
2011-2016, United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all forms of 
Discrimination Against Women, and MOU Ministry of Health and Te 
Kainga, Te Vaerua, The Creative Centre. 

Access and Equity  
 

Provide fair and equitable access to benefits in a manner that is 
inclusive and does not impede access to basic health services, clean 
water and sanitation, energy, education, housing, safe and decent 
working conditions, land and ocean rights.  Activities should not 

Rau Ti Para Policy, Social Impact Fund,Welfare Act (1989),  
Civil Society Engagement Policy, UN Declaration of Human Rights 
United Nations Convention of the Rights of People with Disability, Cook 
Islands Disability Inclusive Development Policy & action Plan  
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exacerbate existing inequities, particularly with respect to 
marginalised or vulnerable groups.  

2014-2019, Disability Act 2008, Nagoya Protocol (traditional 
knowledge), National Health Strategic Plan 2012 – 2016, Cook Islands 
National Policy on Gender Equality and Women’s Empowerment 
2011-2016, and United Nations Convention on the Elimination of all 
forms of Discrimination Against Women 

Core Labour Rights  Meet the core labour standards as identified by the International 
Labor Organization.  

Employment Relations Act 2012, Employing a young person fact sheet, 
Paid Maternity Leave Regulations 2012, Workers’ Compensation 
Ordinance 1964, and Employers Liability Insurance Regulations 1965 

Indigenous Peoples Designed and implemented to be consistent with the rights and 
responsibilities set forth in the UN Declaration on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples and other applicable international instruments 
relating to indigenous peoples.  

UN Declaration of Human Rights, and UN Convention for Biological 
Diversity Article 8 J 

Involuntary 
Resettlement 

Designed and implemented in a way that avoids or minimises the 
need for involuntary resettlement. When limited involuntary 
resettlement is unavoidable, due process should be observed so that 
displaced persons shall be informed of their rights, consulted on their 
options, and offered technically, economically, and socially feasible 
resettlement alternatives or fair and adequate compensation.  

Climate & Disaster Compatible Development Policy, National 
Environment Strategic Action Framework, Joint National Action Plan for 
Disaster Risk Management, and Climate Change Adaptation  

Protection of Natural 
Habitats  

Involve unjustified conversion or degradation of critical natural 
habitats, including those that are (a) legally protected; (b) officially 
proposed for protection; (c) recognised by authoritative sources for 
their high conservation value, including as critical habitat; or (d) 
recognised as protected by traditional or indigenous local 
communities.  

National Environment Strategic Action Framework, Environmental 
Management Plan, National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, 
Climate & Disaster Compatible Development Policy, Joint National 
Action Plan for Disaster Risk Management, and Climate Change 
Adaptation  

Conservation of 
Biological Diversity  

Designed and implemented in a way that avoids any significant or 
unjustified reduction or loss of biological diversity or the introduction 
of known invasive species.  

National Environment Strategic Action Framework, Environmental 
Management Plan, National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan, 
Climate & Disaster Compatible Development Policy, and Joint national 
Action Plan for DRM and CCA 

Pollution Prevention and 
Resource Efficiency   

Designed and implemented in a way that meets applicable 
international standards for maximising energy efficiency and 
minimising material resource use, the production of wastes, and the 
release of pollutants.  

The Public Health Act 2004 and Environment Act 2003 and regulations, 
Environmental Management Plan, Waigani Convention for Transporting 
Hazardous Waste, Sewage and Sanitation Regulations, Climate & 
Disaster Compatible Development Policy, Joint National Action Plan for 
Disaster Risk Management, and Climate Change Adaptation 

Public Health  Designed and implemented in a way that avoids potentially 
significant negative impacts on public health.  

National Sustainable Development Plan 2011-2015, The Public Health 
Act 2004, Ministry of Health Act 2013, 
International Regulation for Merging Diseases 2014, and 
Sewage and Sanitation Regulations 
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Physical and Cultural 
Heritage  

Designed and implemented in a way that avoids the alteration, 
damage, or removal of any physical cultural resources, cultural sites, 
and sites with unique natural values recognized as such at the 
community, national or international level. Activities should also not 
permanently interfere with existing access and use of such physical 
and cultural resources.  

National Sustainable Development Plan 2011-2015, Climate & Disaster 
Compatible Development Policy, 
UN Declaration of Human Rights, World Heritage Convention for Natural 
and Cultural Preservation, Joint National Action Plan for Disaster Risk 
Management, and Climate Change Adaptation 

Lands and Soil 
Conservation  

Designed and implemented in a way that promotes soil conservation 
and avoids degradation or conversion of productive lands or land 
that provides valuable ecosystem services.  

National Environment Strategic Action Framework (draft), 
Island Environment Management Plan, Climate & Disaster Compatible 
Development Policy, Joint National Action Plan for Disaster Risk 
Management, Climate Change Adaptation,   
Cook Islands Land Use Policy (Draft), and Sewage and Sanitation 
Regulations 
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Classification Framework 

During the development of Activity Concept Notes and designs, all Activities will be assigned to one of the following 

categories reflecting the level of impact or risk and the type of Impact Assessment required.  The Category can be 

defined by completing the Environmental Significance Declaration and Permit form. 

 Category A - The Activity has the potential to cause significant adverse impacts considered irreversible or 

unprecedented, and which extend beyond the physical footprint of the Activity. As part of the design 

phase a comprehensive Impact Assessment and Impact Management Plan is to be prepared covering 

the full range of environment and/or social impacts. 

 Category B - The Activity has the potential to cause adverse site-specific impacts which are 

potentially reversible or more easily mitigated than for category A. As part of the design phase 

an Impact Assessment is to be conducted covering adverse impacts only, along with an Impact 

Management Plan demonstrating how these will be addressed. 

 Category C - The Activity is likely to have no or minimal adverse impacts. No further action required. 

 

As an Activity Manager, you will be required to assign a temporary category which will be confirmed through 

an Appraisal Team which will involve specialists.   

The categories and their requirements are summarised in the following table; see also explanatory notes. 
 

Category1 Degree of impact by 
Activity 

Assessment required2, 

A Significant adverse impacts that are 
irreversible or unprecedented, and which 
extend beyond the physical footprint of 
the Activity 

Environmental Significance Declaration (ESD). 
Comprehensive Impact Assessment and Impact Management 
Plan 

B Site-specific adverse impacts that may be 
prevented or mitigated 

ESD completed 
Impact Assessment and Impact Management Plan covering 
adverse impacts only 

C Minimal or no adverse impacts No further action required 

 

 

 Note 1 - The category assigned to the Activity reflects the most environmentally or socially sensitive 

component. For example, if the Activity is expected to generate a number of adverse impacts and one 

of these is considered to be significant in accordance with the description of category A Activities. 

 Note 2 - Impact Assessment s will typically cover both social and environmental impacts for category 

A and B Activities. However, assessments can be restricted to social issues if it can be demonstrated 

there are likely to be no adverse environmental impacts. Similarly, assessments can be restricted to 

environmental issues if it can be demonstrated there are likely to be no adverse social impacts, 

although this scenario is unlikely. 

 Note 3 - In regards to coastlines and foreshore work, the Environment Act 2003 applies.  Specifically 

noting clause 50 (2) (b) and in the absence of any guidelines prescribed by regulation, all Activities on 

the foreshore are required to undergo EIA unless they result in the preservation, restoration, or 

enhancement of the natural configuration and features of the foreshore or the natural flow of water, 

whereby they could be permitted under clause 50.  Therefore any Activity within the foreshore would 

automatically be classified as category A unless it results in preservation, restoration or enhancement 

of the natural configuration of the foreshore and water. The exceptions to this clause would then be 

classified as Category B unless it is determined that the preservation, restoration, or enhancement 

Activity is significant enough to warrant being treated as Category A. 
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Stakeholder Management, Consultation and Participation 

This policy recognises the importance of open and transparent engagement between the Activity owner, communities 

affected by the Activity, Activity workers and other stakeholders.  Stakeholder engagement is most effective when 

initiated at an early stage and continues throughout the life-cycle of the Activity.  It is integral to the assessment, 

management and monitoring of the Activities Environmental and Social Risks and Impacts. 

Meaningful consultation is a two way process.  Activity owners will provide stakeholders with opportunities to express 

their views on Activity risks, impacts and mitigation measures and respond to them.  Meaningful consultation will be 

carried out on an ongoing basis as the nature of issues, impacts and opportunities evolve.  The Activity owner will 

maintain adequately documented evidence of stakeholder engagement in such consultations. 

The principles of participation include accountability and transparency, allowing for participation at all levels and 

accessible to all, valuing diversity and ensuring participation is voluntary.  

Activity Identification 

Concept Notes 

During the development of Activity concepts, Activity Managers and/or design agencies will endeavour to identify any 

significant impacts and risks through completion of the Environmental Significance Declaration form which is required to 

be submitted to NES. Relevant to this assessment is the type, location, and scale of the proposed Activity, the sensitivity 

of the receiving environment, and the nature and magnitude of the potential impacts. 

The following information is to be recorded in Activity Concepts: 

 If the Activity is likely to generate adverse impacts, the provisional category being assigned will be A or 

B; 

 A list of the key potential impacts or risks, to justify the category assigned.  If an Activity Risk Register 

has been prepared all key impacts and risks should be recorded as 'external' risks; and 

 Recommendations from National Environment Service after completing the ESD form; 

 The type of Environment and/or Social Impact Assessment required as per the Classification 

Framework. 

 

Likely exceptions to the Environment and Social Impact Assessments are for Activities restricted to 

Information Communication Technology changes and capacity building Activities which do not require any 

major civil works. 

Concept Appraisal 

Appraisal by a social and/or environmental specialists of Activity Concepts is required for: 

1.  Activities assigned to category A, or B; 

2.  Activities involving one or more of the following: 

o New large-scale infrastructure leading to landscape modification or in an area of known 

natural hazard: 

o Increased exploitation of natural resources; 

o Impacts on critical habitats or ecosystems; 

o Increase in pollutant discharge; 

o Increased exposure to other health risks; 

o Community relocation; 

o Significant migration of new populations into the locality; 

o Affected by the Activity; and 

o Significant levels of local employment. 

For Activities assigned to categories A and B and subject to a Concept Appraisal Meeting, chairs will ensure 

that the following information is recorded in the Appraisal Meeting Minutes: 
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1.  The extent to which the risks have been identified and managed;  

2.  Recommendations for further specialist appraisals, if necessary; and 

3.  An Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) will be required as per the 2003 Environmental Act 

provision. 

For Category C Activities, an ESD will be required to be completed (except for ICT, capability building 

Activities with no civil works). 

Activity Design 

Approach to Design 

Early in the design of an Activity assigned to category A or B, Activity Managers and agencies should agree 

a schedule for the preparation, appraisal, and finalisation of the Impact Assessment and Impact Management 

Plan. NES have a list of accredited Engineers and environmental specialists to assist.  Participation by one 

or more relevant cross cutting specialists in designing Activities assigned to category A is encouraged. 

All significant adverse impacts or risks identified by the Impact Assessment are to be recorded in the Activity 

Risk Register as 'external' risks. 

For Activities assigned to category A and B, a complaints and conflict resolution procedure should be 

identified or established as necessary to receive and facilitate resolution of any concerns and grievances by 

affected people regarding social and environmental performance. 

Activity Design Document 

The following information is to be recorded in Activity Design Documents for Activities assigned to categories 

A and B: 

 The agreed category assigned to the Activity, the scope of any Impact Assessment and Impact 

Management Plan, and whether a reassignment from the provisional category assigned at the 

identification stage is being recommended; 

 A summary of any adverse impacts or risks associated with the Activity as identified in the Safeguards 

Assessment, and measures designed to avoid or mitigate these to an acceptable level as described 

in the Risk Management Plan; 

 Confirmation of the Complaints and Conflict Resolution Procedure; 

 Any major risks posed by climate variability, climate change, and natural hazards to the intended 

outcomes of the Activity, and measures to address these and improve resilience, as necessary; and 

 The degree of compliance with relevant Government environmental and social laws and regulations, 

and measures in place to strengthen in-country capacity for their implementation 

where applicable. 

Design Appraisal and Approval 

Participation by one or more relevant cross cutting specialists in the appraisal of Activity design is required 

for Activities assigned to category A. 

At the point of approval, an Activity assigned to categories A and B should demonstrate that: 

 All adverse impacts identified in the Impact Assessment  have been adequately addressed to the 

satisfaction of HOM and/or Activity appraisers’ (IC / NSDC / Island Environment Authorities)in a way 

that demonstrates consistency with this policy and compliance with the relevant environmental and 

social laws and regulations of the Cook Islands Government. 

 Opportunities for further improving the environment and building community resilience to climate 

change and natural hazards have been exploited, where possible. 

 Adequate arrangements including sufficient financing are in place to fully implement the Impact 

Management Plan.   
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Activity Implementation 

Activity Monitoring Assessment Reports should provide an assessment of progress in implementing the 

requirements of any Impact Management Plan. 

Major changes in the scope of the Activity once implementation is underway will be subject to the same 

procedures as for Activity designs. 

NES will be involved in ensuring ongoing compliance to Impact Management Plans and should be included in 

Activity progress updates at least quarterly.  It is the Activity Manager/Activity Managers responsibility to 

ensure compliance of Impact Management Plans. 

Activity Completion 

Activity Completion Assessment Reports should, as necessary, clearly state whether the objectives set out in 

the Impact Management Plan have been achieved and how.  This is the responsibility of the Activity or 

Activity Manager. 

Grievance Resolution Mechanism 

All Activities are required to have a Grievance Resolution Mechanism (GRM).  This involves the principles of 

accessibility, transparency, fairness, impartiality and effective processes for receiving and addressing 

complaints about environmental or social harms caused by any Activity.  Grievance processes should be 

decided and documented at the beginning of the Activity and made available to all stakeholders.  The process 

should outline how complaints will be received, screened and responded to.  The GRM should be affordable 

and accessible and formal complaints should be recorded and records kept. Utilisation of existing national 

processes for GRM is encouraged including escalation to existing legal remedies if the GRM fails to resolve 

issues. 

 

This policy asserts that stakeholders have a right to information about the Activity, Environmental and Social 

Impact Assessments, Resettlement Plans, cabinet papers and reporting.  Where possible this information 

should be shared regularly on the Activity website.  Strategies should be discussed to collect stakeholders’ 

views on Activity improvements in an ongoing manner. 

 

It is noted that in the Cook Islands often the first and best recourse available to persons with complaints may 

be the informal or traditional means by which community conflicts are managed. 

 


