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OUTCOMES OF THE CHAPTERS OF THIS THESIS

Chapter 2 – published as: Jijelava, D., & Vanclay, F. (2017). Legitimacy, credibility and trust as the 
key components of a social licence to operate: An analysis of BP's projects in Georgia. Journal of 
Cleaner Production, 140, 1077-1086.
The	chapter	considers	the	extent	to	which	the	concept	of	Social	Licence	to	Operate	(SLO)	can	
be	applied	in	actual	practice	by	considering	BP's	activities	in	Georgia,	especially	the	Baku-Tbilisi-
Ceyhan	and	Southern	Caucasus	Pipeline	projects.	The	chapter	adapts	the	model	originally	
developed	by	Thomson	and	Boutilier,	particularly	by	further	elaborating	their	three	underlying	
concepts:	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust.	The	chapter	concludes	that	the	revised	Social	Licence	
framework	can	be	usefully	applied	and	BP	has	achieved	at	least	an	‘acceptance’	level	from	the	
local	community.	The	chapter	draws	lessons	from	BP's	experience	that	can	be	applied	in	other	
projects.

Chapter 3 – published as: Jijelava, D., & Vanclay, F. (2018). How a large project was halted by 
the lack of a social Licence to operate: Testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier 
model. Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 73, 31-40.
The	chapter	assesses	why	the	project	lacked	a	SLO	and	what	lessons	can	be	learnt	from	this	
experience.	The	Khudoni	Hydroelectric	Power	Plant	in	the	Svaneti	region	of	Georgia	is	analysed.	
Using	the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model	of	SLO	as	an	analytical	framework,	the	chapter	elaborates	
its	key	elements	–	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust	–	in	the	context	of	dam	and	hydropower	
projects	and	assesses	where	the	Khudoni	project	failed.	The	conclusion	of	the	chapter	is	that	the	
project	lacked	legitimacy,	with	local	communities	not	seeing	any	social	justification	for	the	project.	
The	credibility	of	the	project	and	proponent	was	weak	amongst	the	local	population,	and	trust	
was	absent	at	all	phases	of	the	project.	The	concept	of	SLO	has	the	potential	to	encourage	project	
proponents	to	consider	and	implement	activities	which	will	lead	to	better	outcomes	for	all	parties.	
The	findings	suggest	there	is	a	strong	business	case	for	companies	to	take	the	concept	seriously.	
Improving	social	performance	will	assist	projects	in	gaining	a	social	licence	to	operate	and	grow.

Chapter 4 – published as: Jijelava, D., & Vanclay, F. (2014). Assessing the social licence to operate 
of development cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, 
Georgia. Social Epistemology, 28(3-4), 297-317.
The	chapter	examines	the	applicability	of	the	concept	of	SLO	for	international	humanitarian	and	
development	cooperation	organizations.	Relevant	literature	on	SLO	is	reviewed	and	criteria	that	
can	be	applicable	to	the	work	of	development	agencies	are	dereived.	The	case	of	an	international	
NGO,	Mercy	Corps,	is	considered.	The	results	can	be	utilized	by	development	practitioners	and	
humanitarian	organizations	as	well	as	academics	who	want	to	explore	the	applicability	of	SLO	in	
the	domain	of	non-governmental	organizations	and	other	non-commercial	settings.

Chapter 5 – published as: Jijelava, D., & Vanclay, F. (2014). Social licence to operate through 
a gender lens: The challenges of including women's interests in development assistance 
projects. Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 32(4), 283-293.
The	chapter	analyses	the	concept	of	SLO	from	a	gender	perspective.	The	challenges	associated	
with	obtaining	a	gender-aware	social	licence	for	development	assistance	organizations	working	
in	conservative,	traditional	rural	societies	are	reviewed.	Focusing	on	CARE	International's	JOIN	
project	in	Georgia,	six	categories	of	challenges	are	identified:	cultural	protocols	and	gender	roles	
reinforce	and	exacerbate	women's	traditional	disadvantage;	the	existing	relationships	between	
women	and	local	authorities	limits	their	opportunities;	the	limited	mobility	of	women	creates	
additional	barriers;	there	is	a	gender	disparity	in	access	to	information	and	resources;	women	
are	exploited	as	a	means	to	access	financial	resources;	and	the	out-migration	of	men	means	
that	many	women	are	at	risk	of	increasing	vulnerability	and	may	not	benefit	from	development	
assistance	projects.
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Introduction

1.1 BACKGROUND TO THE TOPIC AND THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS

‘The	dam	will	definitely	be	built	this	time,’	said	the	director	of	Transelectrica	LTD,	Paata	Tsereteli, 
to	 the	 villagers	 on	 a	 chilly	 afternoon	 of	 November,	 2012	 in	 a	 mountainous	 region	 of	 Svaneti,	
Georgia.	The	works	on	the	project	had	started	about	35	years	ago,	but	were	halted	when	the	Soviet	
Union	started	to	crumble	in	the	late	1980’s	and	the	Communist	Party	leaders	faced	more	pressing	
issues	 to	 address,	 such	 as	wars	 and	 secessionist	movements.	 The	 Khudoni	Hydroelectric	 Power	
Plant	 (HPP)	project	was	revisited	by	the	government	of	Georgia	only	 in	2007,	when	the	country	
managed	to	bounce	back	from	its	decade-long	decline	and	stagnation	and	started	to	look	at	long-
term	development	paths.	If	built, the	Khudoni	HPP	would	become	one	of	the	largest	infrastructural	
projects	since	Georgia	became	independent	in	1991.	The	government	of	Georgia	maintained	that	
the	 project	 was	 important	 not	 only	 because	 of	 its	 almost	 unprecedented	 scale	 and	 economic	
benefits	 for	 the	 country,	 but	 also	 for	 its	 relevance	 in	 terms	 of	 energy	 security	 and	 geopolitical	
significance	for	small	country	like	Georgia.	The	700	megawatt	HPP	would	become	the	second	largest	
HPP	in	Georgia	and	would	entail	building	200	meter-high	dam,	flooding	14	villages,	and	resettling	
around	200	households.	As	of	2018,	none	of	 this	has	happened,	however.	The	 local	 community	
demonstrated	very	clearly	that,	despite	all	the	government	backing	and	legal	licences,	the	project	
lacked	a	Social	Licence	from	the	locals.	The	project	was	stopped	for	indefinite	time.	

The	concept	of	Social	Licence	to	Operate	(SLO)	has	been	evolving	in	the	industry	sector	and	in	academia	
since	it	was	invented	in	1997	(Moore,	1997;	Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2014a;	Cooney,	2017).	Put	simply,	the	
SLO	approach	looks	at	local	communities	to	see	whether	and	to	what	level	they	accept	a	project	that	
directly	affects	them	(Joyce	and	Thomson,	2000;	Gunningham	et	al.,	2004;	Thomson	and	Joyce,	2008;	
Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011;	Prno	and	Slocombe,	2012;	Prno,	2013;	Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014,	Jijelava	
and	Vanclay,	2017).	The	SLO	concept	is	important	as	it	puts	local	communities	at	the	centre.	No	matter	
how	big	or	important	a	project	might	be,	it	is	important	that	local	communities	have	a	say.	There	is	also	
growing	evidence	suggesting	that	disregarding	the	interests	of	local	communities,	on	balance,	will	cost	
the	companies	more	in	the	long	run	(Franks	et	al.,	2014).

While	the	concept	of	SLO	is	vital	for	large	infrastructural	projects	where	social	impacts	are	tangible	
(such	as	physical	resettlement),	is	it	also	applicable	to	non-profit,	non-governmental	projects	where	
there	is	little	physical	impact,	but	social	structures	and	patterns	of	local	communities	might	be	affected?	
If	yes,	then	how	can	the	SLO	framework	can	be	applied	in	these	different	settings?	These	are	the	main	
questions	I	attempt	to	answer	in	the	PhD	dissertation.	It	is	often	taken	for	granted	that	the	work	of	
NGOs	will	only	bring	positive	results,	as	prescribed	in	log-frames	and	other	project	documents.	But	the	
social	impacts	beyond	project	activities,	both	negative	and	positive,	are	too	often	overlooked.	

The	overarching	questions	also	have	subordinate	questions	that	are	important	to	consider	and	are	
addressed	in	the	papers	that	comprise	this	PhD:

•	 How	should	SLO	be	defined?	What	are	its	attributes,	and	how	can	it	be	obtained?
•	 Can	a	single	community	have	one	or	several	SLOs?



11

  1

•	 Why	SLO	is	a	useful	concept,	what	benefits	would	it	bring	to	both	project	advocates	and	project	
affected	people?

•	 What	lessons	can	be	learned	from	cases	where	SLO	approach	was	successfully	applied?
•	 What	happens	if	SLO	fails?	What	lessons	can	be	drawn	from	such	cases?	

1.2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND KEY CONCEPTS

There	is	no	single	definition	of	SLO.	Nevertheless,	the	term	is	being	increasingly	used,	and	different	
approaches	 and	 understandings	 of	 the	 concept	 have	 developed.	 This	 is	 both	 a	 strength	 and	 a	
weakness	of	this	concept.	It	is	strength	because	the	flexible	nature	of	the	concept	is	exactly	what	
makes	it	appealing	for	various	contexts.	With	the	vast	number	of	infrastructural	and	development	
projects	in	the	world,	it	is	important	to	go	beyond	box-ticking	and	rigid	standards.	It	is	much	more	
important	 to	 have	 the	 right	 idea,	 approach	 and	 mind-set	 to	 make	 sure	 that	 concerns	 of	 local	
communities	are	duly	considered.	The	weakness	of	the	SLO	framework	is	that,	because	of	its	flexible	
nature,	project	advocates	might	use	it	as	means	to	mislead	the	public	(Harvey	and	Bice,	2014;	Owen	
and	Kemp,	2013;	Bice	and	Moffat,	2014;	Dare	et	al.,	2014).	

Nevertheless,	the	elaboration	of	the	SLO	framework,	scrutinizing	 its	core	concepts,	and	applying	
it	to	analyse	cases	will	eventually	lead	to	a	better	operationalized	and	applicable	framework.	This	
is	exactly	what	this	dissertation	attempts	to	achieve.	I	took	the	model	developed	by	Boutilier	and	
Thomson	(2011),	and	elaborated	its	three	key	concepts	–	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust.	

Legitimacy	is	a	minimal	standard	for	a	project	to	obtain	acceptance	from	a	local	community	(Jijelava	
and	Vanclay,	2017;	Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011).	In	the	SLO	context,	legitimacy	goes	beyond	legal	
licences	and	also	includes	economic	and	social	legitimacy	(Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011;	Lacey	et	
al.,	2016).	Economic	 legitimacy	 is	a	demonstration	from	project	advocates	 that	 there	 is	a	strong	
and	 specific	 economic	 benefit	 for	 a	 local	 community.	 If	 a	 project	will	 lead	 to	 a	 great	 economic	
prosperity	 of	 a	 country,	 but	 there	 are	 no	 specific,	 tangible	 positive	 economic	 outcomes	 for	 the	
affected	community,	then,	naturally,	the	community	members	will	not	be	happy	about	the	project	
and	will	not	accept	 it.	 In	some	cases,	even	if	adequate	compensations	are	provided	and	there	is	
enough	 economic	 argument,	 local	 community	 still	might	 not	 accept	 a	 project	 because	of	 social	
legitimacy	reasons.	In	one	of	our	cases,	for	example,	the	local	population	of	the	Khaishi	community	
seemed	to	be	concerned	not	so	much	because	of	the	compensation	amount,	but	the	fact	that	the	
construction	of	Khudoni	HPP,	with	its	vast	dam,	could	 lead	to	‘losing’	the	beautiful	mountainous	
region	of	Svaneti.	They	fear	that	the	whole	region,	far	beyond	the	affected	14	communities,	would	
become	unliveable	and	Svaneti	would	lose	its	history	and	a	strong	touristic	appeal,	which	is	based	
on	the	natural	qualities	of	the	region.	While	legal	legitimacy	is	based	on	licences	and	is	usually	the	
same	across	the	country,	in	the	SLO	context	the	legitimacy	requires	taking	into	account	the	nuanced	
context	for	each	local	community	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2018).
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Credibility	refers	to	believability	of	a	project	and	its	implementers.	Words	and	actions	of	a	company	
should	 be	 consistent	 and	 reliable,	 and	 engagement	 with	 local	 communities	 should	 be	 honest	
(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2017;	Zhang	et	al.,	2018).	Project	advocates	need	to	demonstrate	that:

1)	 they	are	committed	to	social	performance	of	a	project;
2)	 there	is	enough	knowledge	and	technical	expertise	to	fully	implement	the	social	commitments;	
3)	 they	possess	adequate	understanding	of	the	local	context	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2018)

More	specifically,	credibility	aspects	of	SLO	requires	that	‘project	proponents	must	be	clear	from	
the	beginning	about	what	 is	 going	 to	happen,	how	 it	will	 affect	 the	 local	 community,	 and	what	
mitigation	measures,	including	development	opportunities,	will	be	implemented	to	understand	and	
address	the	issues.	The	local	population	must	be	involved	at	all	project	stages.	Understanding	and	
respect	towards	local	culture	must	be	clearly	demonstrated	by	the	proponent,	laying	the	foundation	
for	trust,	which	is	a	long-term,	harder-to-achieve	layer	of	SLO’	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2018).

Trust,	 in	essence,	 is	a	strong	form	of	credibility.	 It	 takes	time	and	continuous,	quality	 interaction	
between	 the	 project	 advocates	 and	 the	 local	 communities	 to	 build	 up	 trust.	 Trust	 builds	 up	 on	
legitimacy	and	credibility.	If	trust	is	achieved	then	the	local	community	has	a	sense	of	co-ownership	
or	psychological	identification	with	the	project	(Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011).	There	is	interactional	
trust,	which	 is	 a	 temporary	 phase	 and	 focuses	 on	 the	 quality	 of	 communication	with	 the	 local	
communities,	and	institutionalized	trust,	which	implies	that	the	local	community	and	the	project	
advocates	perceive	themselves	as	partners	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2017).

1.3 SLO IN THE CONTEXT OF A BROADER LITERATURE

The	concept	of	SLO	is	necessarily	an	inter-disciplinary	one.	SLO	is	important	part	of	the	Social	Impact	
Assessment	(SIA)	discourse	and	its	adjacent	areas,	such	as	the	Development	Induced	Displacement	
and	Resettlement	(DIDR).	But	it	also	often	looked	from	the	prism	of	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	
(CSR),	stakeholder	engagement,	development	assistance,	and	monitoring	and	evaluation	discourse.	

The	concept	of	SLO	 in	 this	dissertation	 is	primarily	 linked	 to	 the	SIA	discourse.	According	 to	 the	
definition	provided	in	the	International	Principles	for	Social	Impact	Assessment,	SIA	includes

‘the	processes	of	analysing,	monitoring	and	managing	the	intended	and	unintended	social	
consequences,	both	positive	and	negative,	of	planned	interventions	(policies,	programs,	
plans,	 projects)	 and	 any	 social	 change	 processes	 invoked	 by	 those	 interventions.	 Its	
primary	 purpose	 is	 to	 bring	 about	 a	 more	 sustainable	 and	 equitable	 biophysical	 and	
human	environment’	(Vanclay,	2013:	6).

Since	planned	interventions	will	lead	to	social	impacts,	either	negative	or	positive,	it	is	important	
that	views	of	local	communities	are	duly	considered	from	earliest	stages	and	adequate	community	
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engagement	mechanism	are	in	place	to	build	trust	and	respect	(Vanclay,	2002;	Hanna	and	Vanclay,	
2013;	 Vanclay	 et	 al.,	 2015;	 Smyth	 and	 Vanclay,	 2017;	 Esteves	 et	 al.,	 2017).	 Therefore,	 the	 SIA	
literature	increasingly	puts	emphasis	on	the	importance	of	SLO	approach	as	opposed	to	top-down	
approaches	often	seen	in	infrastructural	projects	(Vanclay	et	al.,	2015:	20).

The	DIDR	literature	is	also	often	referencing	the	importance	of	SLO	in	engaging	with	local	communities	
(de	Wet,	2001;	Oliver-Smith,	2002;	Cernea,	2003;	Turnton,	2006;	Perera,	2014;	van	der	Ploeg	and	
Vanclay,	2018).	Resettlement	 is	one	of	 the	major	 social	 impacts	and	achieving	SLO	has	principal	
importance.	No	 resettlement	process	 can	be	considered	 successful	 if	 there	 is	not	enough	 social	
support	and	acceptance	of	the	project	by	the	local	communities	and	the	project	affected	people.	

SLO	and	CSR	are	sometimes	viewed	as	competitive	concepts	(Morrison,	2014).	Morrison	argues,	
for	example	that	although	traditional	approaches	to	CSR	have	been	around	for	many	decades,	they	
fail	to	address	the	basic	legitimacy	and	trust	issues	with	local	communities.	According	to	Morrison,	
SLO	is	much	more	useful	concept	than	CSR	because	it	‘requires	any	business	to	ensure	its	activities	
respect	the	rights	of	all	of	those	in	any	community’	(Morrison,	2014:	online	article).	Another	link	
between	the	CSR	and	SLO	concepts	is	that	they	are	complementary	to	each	other.	When	a	project	
strives	to	achieve	high	standards	of	CSR,	having	a	SLO	 is	 important	 (Mineral	Council	of	Australia	
2005;	Warner	and	Sullivan	2004).	SLO	has	also	been	viewed	as	 ‘reputation	capital’.	Gunningham	
et	al.	 (2004)	suggest	 that	maintaining	SLO	will	 lead	to	better	relationships	with	government	and	
regulators,	and	attract	less	hostility	from	community	and	NGO	stakeholders.	

Organizations	often	seek	to	increase	their	reputational	capital,	or	legitimacy,	without	being	really	
concerned	 about	 accountability.	 Spence	 (2007)	 argues	 that	 the	 focus	 on	 legitimacy	 encourages	
organizations	 to	 appear	 as	 if	 they	 conduct	 sustainable	 practices	 in	 order	 to	 legitimize	 their	
operations.	Accountability,	however,	 implies	that	community	expectations	and	demands	are	met	
through	disclosure.	Deegan	et	al.	(2004:	334)	point	out	that	‘the	need	to	be	perceived	as	legitimate’	
is	different	from	‘disclosure	prompted	by	a	belief	that	the	community	has	the	right	to	know	about	
certain	things’.	This	also	applies	to	non-profit	organizations,	but	with	certain	caveats.	When	funding	
organizations	provide	grants,	often	many	applicants	are	rejected.	In	such	cases,	the	accountability	
principle	would	imply	the	need	to	disclose	the	criteria	against	which	applicants	were	judged	and	
explain	what	could	be	 improved	in	future	applications.	Organizations	should	be	very	clear	about	
where	their	 funding	comes	from	and	the	purpose	of	 their	project.	However,	certain	 information	
should	obviously	remain	undisclosed,	such	as	the	personal	information	of	applicants	and	the	names	
of	reviewers	if	used.	

When	discussing	SLO,	 it	 is	 important	 that	stakeholders	be	defined	and	that	 it	 is	considered	how	
they	are	related	to	the	SLO	because	some	actors	might	have	more	significance	for	gaining	a	SLO	
than	 others.	 Hence,	 the	 concept	 of	 SLO	 cannot	 be	 fully	 understood	 and	 applied	 without	 first	
defining	 the	stakeholders.	The	definition	of	 ‘stakeholder’	has	evolved	and	broadened	over	time.	
Earlier	 definitions	 of	 the	 concept	 restricted	 it	 to	 entities	 who	 were	 ‘voluntary	 or	 involuntary	
bearers	of	risk	of	company	operations’	(Clarkson	1995,	84).	Freeman	(2010:	46),	on	the	other	hand,	
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provided	a	relatively	broad	definition:	‘any	group	or	individual	who	can	affect	or	is	affected	by	the	
achievement	of	the	organization’s	objectives’.	Regardless	of	who	is	considered	as	stakeholders,	it	
is	clear	that	stakeholders	do	not	have	equal	levels	of	power,	legitimacy,	or	urgency.	It	is	a	dilemma	
for	 organizations	 to	 decide	 which	 stakeholders	 they	 should	 focus	 on,	 as	 different	 stakeholder	
groups	may	have	opposing	concerns.	Using	three	fundamental	characteristics,	Mitchell	et	al.	(1997)	
developed	a	model	which	suggests	what	type	of	stakeholders	matter	most.	In	this	model,	‘definitive	
stakeholders’	are	the	most	important	because	they	have	the	power	to	influence	an	organization,	
have	a	legitimate	cause,	and	are	in	urgent	need	of	resolving	an	issue.

Development	assistance	and	the	related	Monitoring	and	Evaluation	discourse	are	also	 important	
for	this	dissertation.	Although	SLO	is	usually	used	in	the	context	of	private	projects,	I	argue	that	it	
should	apply	to	the	non-governmental	sectors	as	well,	particularly	the	large	international	funds	that	
have	significant	impact	on	local	communities.	Traditional	top-down	approach	of	evaluation	these	
development	assistance	projects	are	gradually	giving	way	to	more	community-centred	monitoring	
and	evaluation	approaches	 (Conlin	&	Stirrat	2008;	Benjamin,	2012).	Yet,	 there	 is	much	room	for	
further	elaboration	of	the	mechanisms,	particularly	by	employing	the	SLO	framework,	

1.4 THE CONTRIBUTION OF THIS RESEARCH

As	was	already	highlighted,	the	SLO	literature	is	growing	rapidly,	although	it	is	still	mainly	applied	
to	the	industry	sector	and	not	so	much	to	non-profit	or	government	projects.	Initially,	the	SLO	was	
often	used	in	the	context	of	mining	and	then	academics	and	researchers	gradually	started	to	apply	
the	concept	to	other	sectors	as	well,	such	as	forestry,	for	example	(Nelson	2006;	Esteves	and	Vanclay	
2009;	Browne,	Stehlik,	and	Buckley	2011;	Lacey	et	al.	2012;	Prno	and	Slocombe	2012;	Dare	et	al.).	
In	this	dissertation,	I	make	argument	for	applying	the	concept	not	only	beyond	the	mining	sector,	
but	to	all	projects	that	might	have	significant	impact	on	local	communities,	including	non-profit	or	
government-funded	projects	as	well.

I	show	in	the	dissertation	that	the	SLO	approach	is	equally	important	in	industry	as	well	as	non-profit	
projects.	Moreover,	I	argue	that	that	there	needs	to	be	nuanced	approach	to	SLO	and	incorporate	
such	aspects	as	gender.	Scrutinising	the	concept	in	such	way	also	helps	to	minimize	the	risk	of	using	
SLO	by	companies	to	shift	the	discussions	and	justify	their	actions	(Harvey	and	Bice,	2014;	Owen	
and	Kemp,	2013).	

1.5 METHODOLOGY

The	research	for	this	PhD	 includes	four	case	studies.	The	data	for	each	of	the	case	studies	were	
collected	 separately.	 All	 case	 studies	were	 from	 country	 of	Georgia	 because	of	 several	 reasons.	
First,	 being	 from	 Georgia	 and	 having	 worked	 for	 a	 research	 organization	 since	 2009,	 I	 have	
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background	information	on	many	private	and	non-profit	projects	in	the	country;	Second,	the	one	
of	the	conditions	of	the	Netherlands	Fellowship	Programme	of	NUFFIC	was	that	the	PhD	should	be	
focused	on	Georgia;	Finally,	choosing	the	case	studies	from	the	same	country	also	makes	it	possible	
to	make	comparisons	and	draw	conclusions	about	SLO.	

The	data	was	mainly	collected	in	2012-2017	years.	However,	for	the	paper	on	BP	some	of	the	data	
from	previous	research	was	reused.	During	the	research,	I	spent	most	of	the	time	in	the	country	
which	allowed	paying	close	attention	on	developments.	Below,	I	describe	the	methodology	for	each	
of	the	papers	in	this	thesis.

Methodology for the Mercy Corps case study

The	first	paper	was	developed	in	the	beginning	of	2013	and	focused	on	applying	the	SLO	concept	to	
the	case	of	Mercy	Corps,	a	large	international	NGO	working	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	and	Kvemo	Kartli	
regions	of	Georgia.	The	specific	methods	included	an	analytical	literature	review,	focus	groups,	and	
key	informant	interviews.	

The	analytical	literature	review	helped	us	to	define	the	concept	of	the	SLO	and	theorized	on	what	
should	constitute	SLO	for	non-profit	organizations.	The	SLO	literature	in	2012-2013	was	relatively	
small.	In	addition	to	the	limited	SLO	literature,	I	used	the	literature	on	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	
and	Stakeholder	Theory	to	elaborate	the	concept.	

The	 three	 focus	 groups	 with	 local	 communities	 of	 Arali,	 Ude	 and	 Naokhrebi	 of	 Akhaltsikhe	
municipality	(the	region	of	Samtskhe-Javakheti)	took	place	in	January,	2013.	The	Arali	and	Ude	focus	
groups	were	conducted	 in	the	Georgian	 language	with	ethnic	Georgians,	while	 in	Naokhrebi	 the	
focus	group	was	with	ethnic	Armenians	and	thus	Russian	was	used.	The	selection	of	the	participants	
happened	through	Mercy	Corps	and	its	local	partner	organizations.	Each	focus	group	comprised	five	
or	six	participants.	

In	addition,	12	in-depth	interviews	were	conducted	with	Mercy	Corps	senior	management,	project	
staff,	monitoring	 and	 evaluation	 specialists,	 and	 a	 data	 collection	 specialist,	Mercy	 Corps	 grant	
recipients,	such	as	milk	collection	centre	owners,	machinery	rental	owner,	manager	of	a	small	micro-
finance	organization,	a	livestock	breeder,	and	local	media	and	civil	society	representatives.	He	also	
interviewed	Mercy	Corps	senior	management,	project	staff,	monitoring	and	evaluation	specialists,	
and	a	data	collection	specialist.	

The	focus-groups	and	 interviews	were	audio-recorded.	 In	addition,	detailed	notes	were	taken	to	
ensure	effective	processing	of	the	data.	The	principle	of	informed	consent	was	observed	(Vanclay	
et	al.	2013).	
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Methodology for the CARE case study

This	 chapter	 focused	 on	 another	 large	NGO,	 CARE	 International,	 in	 the	 same	 geographical	 area	
of	Samtkshe-Javakheti.	The	chapter	is	based	on	the	previous	work	of	David	Jijelava	as	a	research	
consultant	working	in	the	same	geographical	area.	David	had	worked	on	baseline	studies,	monitoring	
and	 evaluation	 projects	 and	 rural	 development	 projects	 implemented	 by	 the	 development	
assistance	projects	and	had	nuanced	understanding	of	the	works	of	the	implementing	NGOs	and	
their	impact	on	the	ground.	The	chapter	draws	on	this	knowledge	and	experience	and	applies	the	
SLO	framework.	The	primary	idea	of	the	paper	was	to	analyse	the	‘dimension’	of	the	SLO	concept.	

Methodology for the BP paper case study

The	chapter	was	intended	to	explore	an	example	of	a	large	private	infrastructural	project	in	Georgia.	
The	project	 is	often	referred	to	the	best	practice	 in	terms	of	community	relations	and	especially	
in	 establishing	 an	 independent	monitoring	body,	 but	 it	 also	has	drawn	multiple	 criticism.	Given	
that	the	project	took	place	in	the	same	geographical	area	as	the	NGO	projects	discussed	in	earlier	
projects,	it	was	an	ideal	case	to	test	the	SLO	framework.	The	chapter	is	largely	based	on	the	previous	
research	that	David	Jijelava	has	conducted	a	s	research	consultant	for	Oxfam	America	in	2010-2011	
to	explore	how	a	high-profile	supervisory	body,	the	Caspian	Development	Advisory	Panel,	managed	
to	supervise	and	influence	the	social	aspects	of	the	Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan	pipeline	project,	and	how	
the	local	communities	were	involved	in	general.	

The	 original	 research	 for	Oxfam	America	 included	 interviews	with	 the	 representatives	 from	 the	
environmental	watchdog	organisations,	local	government,	central	government,	businesses,	donors,	
and	the	general	public.	In	addition,	12	organisations	were	interviewed.	All	of	these	12	organisations	
were	part	of	the	local	independent	monitoring	body,	the	Pipeline	Monitoring	and	Dialogue	Initiative	
(PMDI).

The	original	Oxfam	research	also	included	field	visits	to	the	two	local	communities	in	the	Samtskhe-
Javakheti	 region	 and	 one	 local	 community	 in	 the	 Kvemo	 Kartli	 region.	 The	 field	 visit	 included	
interviews	will	local	authorities	as	well	as	group	interviews	with	local	population.	

We	reconsidered	the	data	collected	for	the	Oxfam	project	and	conducted	two	additional	interviews	
with	BP	in	Tbilisi	to	have	a	more	nuanced	discussed	specifically	on	SLO-related	issues.	I	also	reviewed	
BP’s	annual	Sustainability	Reports	 for	2005-2015	years	as	well	as	other	appropriate	reports	 that	
were	publicly	available	on	their	website	or	elsewhere.	

Methodology for the Failed SLO case study, the Khudoni Dam

In	 this	 chapter,	 I	 examined	 a	 case	where	 project	 advocates	 failed	 to	 obtain	 SLO	 from	 the	 local	
community.	 I	 looked	 at	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 project	 advocates	 and	 analysed	 the	 gaps	 in	 terms	of	



17

  1

addressing	the	SLO	issues.	The	chapter	applies	the	SLO	model	that	I	had	already	developed.	The	
field	work	took	place	in	2016-2017	years	and	included	15	interviews	will	all	relevant	stakeholders.	
In	Tbilisi,	the	interviews	were	conducted	with	the	authors	of	the	Environmental	and	Social	Impact	
Assessment	and	the	Resettlement	Action	Plan,	representatives	of	the	project	developer,	the	Ministry	
of	Energy,	the	Ministry	of	Environment	and	Natural	Resources,	watchdog	NGOs	–	Green	Alternative	
and	Caucasus	Environmental	NGO	Network	(CENN).	David	Jijelava	also	travelled	to	the	place	where	
the	Khudoni	HPP	was	supposed	to	be	built,	to	talk	to	the	local	community	representatives,	as	well	
as	in	the	village	of	New	Khaishi,	in	Southern	Georgia,	to	see	the	settlement	which	was	put	in	place	
by	the	Soviet	authorities	in	80’s.	

In	addition,	I	had	a	thorough	review	of	all	the	project	documents,	such	as	the	feasibility	studies,	
scoping	document	and	the	ESIA.	I	also	reviewed	the	documents	prepared	by	other	organizations	
that	 reviewed	 the	 project,	 such	 as	 the	 review	 of	 the	 ESIA	 by	 the	 Netherlands	 Commission	 for	
Environmental	Assessment	(NCEA),	assessment	of	local	and	international	watchdog	organizations.	
Finally,	I	revisited	the	TV	programs,	online	articles	and	from	2012	and	2013	years
TV	programs,	YouTube	videos	and	journal	articles	on	Khudoni	HPP	were	also	analysed	in	details.	

1.6 THESIS OUTLINE

In	addition	to	an	 introduction	and	conclusion,	the	thesis	comprises	four	chapters	which	 logically	
build	 on	 each	 other.	 The	 first	 two	 chapters	 focus	 on	 private	 projects	 as	 SLO	 generally	 is	 more	
common	in	such	context,	allowing	us	to	draw	conclusions	and	apply	the	finding	in	other	areas,	such	
as	work	of	non-profit	organizations.	While	the	second	chapter	deals	with	a	relatively	successful	case	
of	SLO,	the	third	chapter	focuses	on	a	case	of	a	failed	SLO.	The	conclusions	from	both	chapters	have	
important	implications	for	the	usefulness	and	applicability	of	the	SLO	concept.	The	fourth	and	fifth	
chapters	focus	application	of	the	concept	in	non-profit	context.	While	chapter	four	is	introducing	
the	 SLO	 to	 the	 non-profit	 context	 and,	 to	 pour	 knowledge,	 is	 the	 first	 paper	 to	 do	 so,	 the	 fifth	
chapter	takes	more	nuanced	approach	and	looks	at	what	gendered	approach	to	SLO	might	mean.	
In	all	papers,	 it	was	concluded	that	applying	the	concepts	of	 legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust	can	
be	essential	 for	 local	 communities,	 regardless	of	 the	nature	of	 the	project.	Moreover,	using	 the	
SLO	framework,	in	the	long	run,	is	also	beneficial	for	project	advocates	as	well.	Below	I	provide	a	
synopsis	for	each	of	the	four	chapters.

In	the	second	chapter,	I	introduce	the	concept	of	SLO	and	elaborate	the	theoretical	framework	based	
on	the	Thomson	and	Boutilier’s	model.	I	particularly	highlight	the	concepts	of	legitimacy,	credibility	
and	 trust.	 I	 then	apply	 the	concept	 to	 the	case	of	BP’s	activities	 in	Georgia	 (Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan	
and	Southern	Caucasus	Pipeline	projects).	I	also	evaluate	and	analyse	the	level	of	SLO	that	BP	has	
achieved	in	its	projects.	The	chapter	shows	that	usefulness	of	application	of	the	SLO	framework	and	
conclude	that	BP	has	achieved	at	least	‘acceptance’	level	of	SLO	from	the	local	community	(Jijelava	
and	Vanclay,	2017).



18

Introduction

The	third	chapter	explores	the	case	of	failed	SLO.	I	analyse	the	case	of	Khudoni	Hydroelectric	Power	
Plant	(HPP)	in	Georgia	and	answer	key	questions:	why	the	project	lacked	a	SLO	and	what	lessons	
can	be	learnt	from	this	experience.	The	application	of	the	SLO	framework	retrospectively	helped	us	
draw	useful	conclusions	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2018).	

While	 the	 two	 previous	 chapters	 showed	 that	 the	 SLO	 framework	 is	 useful	 tool	 in	 a	 corporate	
context,	chapter	four	focuses	on	non-profit	context.	I	sought	to	understand	what	would	constitute	
a	SLO	for	the	local	community	in	the	context	of	a	development	intervention.	Themes	that	emerged	
included:	 transparency	 and	 accountability;	 access	 to	 information;	 the	 potential	 benefits	 and	
dangers	of	innovations;	changing	the	traditional	patterns	of	behaviour;	risks	associated	with	loans	
and	grants;	and	the	reliability	of	intermediaries	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2014a).	

The	final	case	I	analysed	also	focuses	on	a	non-governmental	organization,	CARE	International	and	
analysed	the	SLO	concept	not	only	in	a	non-profit	context,	but	also	the	gender	perspective	of	SLO.	
Women	face	different	set	of	challenges	than	a	community	in	general,	especially	in	traditional	rural	
settings.	In	the	context	of	development	assistance	work,	six	challenges	were	identified	in	the	chapter:	
cultural	protocols	and	gender	roles	reinforce	and	exacerbate	women’s	traditional	disadvantage;	the	
existing	relationships	between	women	and	local	authorities	limits	their	opportunities;	the	limited	
mobility	of	women	creates	additional	barriers;	there	is	a	gender	disparity	in	access	to	information	
and	resources;	women	are	exploited	as	a	means	to	access	financial	resources;	and	the	out-migration	
of	men	means	that	many	women	are	at	risk	of	increasing	vulnerability	and	may	not	benefit	from	
development	assistance	projects	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2014b).
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2.1 INTRODUCTION

The	 concept	 of	 Social	 Licence	 to	 Operate	 (SLO)	 has	 become	 much	 discussed	 in	 academic	 and	
industry	 circles	 (Prno,	 2013;	 Parsons	 and	 Moffat,	 2014;	 Boutilier,	 2014;	 Jijelava	 and	 Vanclay,	
2014a;	Moffat	 and	 Zhang,	 2014;	 Syn,	 2014;	 Hall	 et	 al.,	 2015;	Moffat	 et	 al.,	 2015).	Many	major	
companies,	especially	those	in	the	extractive	industries	and	increasingly	now	also	those	in	other	
sectors,	explicitly	mention	SLO	when	describing	their	activities	(Dare	et	al.,	2014;	Wilson,	2016).	
Simply	put,	social	 licence	to	operate	is	an	expression	or	turn	of	phrase	that	refers	to	the	level	of	
acceptance	a	company	or	project	has	from	local	communities.	Ever	since	the	first	use	of	the	term	by	
Jim	Cooney	in	1997	(Cooney	pers	com,	see	also	Joyce	and	Thomson,	2000),	and	especially	with	its	
recent	popularisation	(Boutilier,	2014),	there	has	been	much	discussion	on	the	value	of	the	concept	
and	on	what	constitutes	a	SLO	and	how	to	measure	it	(Prno,	2013;	Bice	2014).	Many	overarching	
models	have	been	proposed	and	many	factors	that	might	contribute	to	SLO	have	been	nominated	
(Joyce	 and	 Thomson,	 2000;	Gunningham	et	 al.,	 2004;	 Thomson	 and	 Joyce,	 2008;	 Thomson	 and	
Boutilier,	2011;	Prno	and	Slocombe,	2012;	Prno,	2013;	Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014).	There	has	also	
been	a	plethora	of	studies	that	explore	how	businesses	 in	different	contexts	view	their	own	SLO	
(Bice,	2014;	Boutilier,	2014;	Parsons	et	al.,	2014).	Although	 intuitively	meaningful,	 it	 is	generally	
considered	that	SLO	is	difficult	if	not	impossible	to	measure	(Parsons	et	al.,	2014).	Given	the	lack	of	a	
fully-developed	understanding,	there	are	some	writers	who	question	the	usefulness	of	the	concept	
(Owen	and	Kemp,	2013a;	Bice,	2014).	

The	purpose	of	 our	 paper	 is	 to	 consider	 the	 applicability	 of	 the	 SLO	 concept	 in	 actual	 practice.	
We	believe	that,	by	thinking	about	its	SLO,	an	organisation	can	design	its	actions	in	an	attempt	to	
achieve	public	approval	 for	 its	activities.	This	would	have	many	benefits	and	could	contribute	to	
minimising	harm	to	neighbouring	communities	as	well	as	generating	value	to	the	company	(Esteves	
and	Vanclay,	2009;	Esteves	et	al.,	2012;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015).	We	base	our	SLO	framework	primarily	
on	 the	model	 originally	 developed	 by	 Thomson	 and	 Boutilier	 (2011),	which	we	 have	 enhanced	
by	further	elaboration	of	the	underpinning	concepts,	specifically	 legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust.	
Although	 this	 is	 not	 the	 only	 understanding	 of	 SLO,	 and	 various	 other	 studies	 have	 suggested	
different	approaches	to	what	constitutes	SLO	(notably	Hall	et	al.,	2015;	Moffat	et	al.,	2015),	 the	
concepts	 that	 are	used	 in	 the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model	 –	 legitimacy,	 credibility	 and	 tryst	 –	
are	often	discussed	 in	 the	SLO	 literature	 (Prno	and	Slocombe,	2012,	2014;	Parsons	et	al.,	2014).	
These	concepts	can	be	expanded	to	capture	SLO	in	different	contexts.	We	apply	this	modified	SLO	
framework	to	an	assessment	of	BP’s	operations	in	Georgia,	specifically	the	Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan	oil	
pipeline	(BTC)	and	the	Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum	(or	Southern	Caucasus)	gas	pipeline.	

2.2 ELABORATION OF THE CONCEPT OF SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE 

Ever	since	the	introduction	of	the	SLO	concept	roughly	20	years	ago,	there	has	been	much	discussion	
on	what	constitutes	SLO	and	how	to	measure	 it.	One	the	one	hand,	 there	have	been	 important	
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efforts	to	conceptualize	SLO	by	putting	forward	models	and	factors	that	should	lead	to	it	(Joyce	and	
Thomson,	2000;	Gunningham	et	al.,	2004;	Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011;	Prno	and	Slocombe,	2012;	
Prno,	2013;	Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014).	On	the	other	hand,	there	has	been	a	plethora	of	studies	that	
explore	how	businesses	view	their	own	SLO	in	different	contexts	(Bice,	2014;	Boutilier,	2014;	Dare	et	
al.,	2014;	Parsons	and	Lacey,	2012).	The	bottom	line	is	that	SLO	has	been	difficult	if	not	impossible	
to	measure	(Parsons,	2014)	and	is	an	intangible	concept	(Franks	and	Vanclay	,	2013).	In	this	article,	
we	use	 the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model	of	 SLO	 (2011)	because	 its	 core	 concepts	–	 legitimacy,	
credibility	and	trust	–	are	often	used	by	other	authors	(Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014).	We	expand	on	
these	concepts	to	make	the	SLO	concept	more	clear,	relevant	and	applicable	in	different	contexts.

In	the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model,	SLO	is	viewed	as	a	continuum	of	four	levels:	no	SLO;	acceptance;	
approval;	and	co-ownership	or	psychological	identification	(see	Figure	2.1)	(Thomson	and	Boutilier,	
2011).	Where	a	company	is	located	on	this	continuum	depends	on	the	local	community’s	perceptions	
about	the	levels	of	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust	they	assign	to	the	company	(Joyce	and	Thomson,	
2000;	Gunningham	et	al.,	2004;	Thomson	and	Joyce,	2008;	Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011;	Prno	and	
Slocombe,	2012;	Prno,	2013;	Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014).	 In	our	elaboration	of	the	SLO	framework	
below,	we	clarify	the	meanings	of	these	terms.	In	general,	we	consider	that	(social)	legitimacy	can	
be	defined	as	being	the	acceptance	of	the	project	by	the	host	community	especially	in	terms	of	its	
fairness	–	in	that	there	was	a	fair	procedure	to	approve	the	project	and	there	is	a	fair	distribution	of	
benefits	from	the	project.	Credibility	is	the	extent	to	which	a	project	or	company	is	considered	to	be	
believable	–	that	what	the	company	says	and	does	is	realistic	and	likely,	together	with	a	perception	
by	the	community	that	the	company	is	honest	and	not	engaging	in	any	deception.	Trust	is	a	strong	
form	of	 credibility	 in	which	members	of	 the	 community	have	 confidence	 that	 the	 company	will	
make	decisions	at	least	in	their	mutual	best	interest,	if	not	in	the	best	interest	of	the	community	
itself.	At	the	very	least,	for	a	community	to	trust	a	company,	it	must	be	sure	that	the	company	will,	
of	its	own	accord,	fully	consider	and	address	all	potential	issues	the	community	might	have	about	a	
project	(Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011).

Source: Thomson and Boutilier (2011) 

Figure 2.1. |	The	Social	Licence	to	Operate	Continuum
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Legitimacy in its various forms

In	the	eyes	of	a	host	community,	legitimacy	is	the	first	requirement	to	obtain	the	basic	level	of	SLO,	
acceptance.	Legitimacy	has	several	dimensions,	e.g.	legal,	economic	and	social	(or	socio-political).	
Legal	 legitimacy	 is	 a	 perception	 about	 whether	 the	 regulatory	 processes	 and	 procedures	 have	
been	appropriately	followed	and	the	decision-making	fair.	Economic	 legitimacy	 is	the	perception	
about	whether	the	benefits	the	project	provides	to	the	community	and	compensation	to	affected	
individuals	are	fair.	Compensation	refers	to	the	financial	entitlements	of	those	individuals	who	are	
directly	impacted,	for	example	by	resettlement	or	economic	displacement	due	to	their	livelihoods	
being	affected	by	the	project.	Benefits	means	those	contributions	a	company	makes	to	a	community	
above	normal	taxation	and	other	legally-imposed	costs	of	operation.	Benefits	can	be	provided	in	a	
variety	of	 forms,	 including:	 jobs	 for	 local	 people;	 new	business	opportunities;	 social	 investment	
programs;	shared	infrastructure;	and	the	provision	of	training	or	capacity	development	opportunities	
(Esteves	and	Vanclay,	2009;	João	et	al.,	2011;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015).	Social	legitimacy	(socio-political	
legitimacy)	 is	more	complex	and	 includes	additional	dimensions,	 for	example,	questions	around:	
is	a	given	project	good	 for	 the	wellbeing	of	people	 in	 the	 region?;	does	 it	 respect	 local	ways	of	
life?;	does	the	process	treat	people	with	respect?;	is	there	a	better	alternative	to	the	project?;	is	it	
perceived	as	acting	fairly	by	local	actors?;	and	was	it	done	in	a	legal	and	fair	way?.	

Communities	differ	from	each	other	in	many	ways,	nor	is	any	community	homogenous,	so	project	
proponents	must	design	contextualized	approaches	and	have	a	deep	understanding	of	the	social,	
cultural	and	political	dynamics	on	the	ground	(Boutilier	and	Thomson,	2011).	The	corporate	sector	
is	 full	 of	 examples	of	 inadequate	 ‘one	 size	fits	 all’	 approaches	 (Vanclay,	 2012;	Owen	and	Kemp,	
2013b;	 Prno,	 2013).	 However,	 even	 though	 there	 are	 no	 set	 criteria	 for	 achieving	 a	 SLO,	 some	
obvious	minimum	standards	can	be	inferred,	such	as:	treating	communities	with	respect;	fairness	in	
dealings;	upholding	basic	human	rights;	avoiding	bribery	and	corruption;	and	working	to	minimise	
harm	to	the	environment	and	to	people	(Kemp	and	Vanclay,	2013;	Bice,	2014;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015).	

Credibility 

Achieving	the	approval	 level	 in	the	SLO	continuum	requires	the	project/company	to	be	accorded	
credibility	 by	 the	members	 of	 the	 local	 community.	 Credibility	 (i.e.	 believability)	 is	 achieved	 by	
the	company	consistently	providing	 true,	 clear	and	believable	 information,	and	delivering	on	all	
commitments	made	to	the	community.	To	build	credibility	in	a	local	community,	it	is	important	to	
have	–	and	for	the	community	to	believe	that	the	company	has	–	a	high	level	of	technical	competence	
and	a	high	level	of	skills,	and	a	commitment	to	social	performance.	Social	performance	comprises:	
the	effective	 identification	and	addressing	of	 all	 social,	 environmental,	 health	and	human	 rights	
issues	at	all	stages	in	the	project	life	cycle;	designing	and	implementing	mitigation	and	monitoring	
programs;	 the	provision	of	 real	ongoing	 social	benefits	 to	 the	community;	 company	compliance	
with	at	least	the	minimum	international	social	and	environmental	standards;	a	commitment	to	and	
evidence	of	openness,	transparency	and	good	governance;	implementation	of	effective	community	
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engagement	mechanisms;	and	undertaking	any	resettlement	and	livelihood	restoration	programs	
(if	applicable)	in	a	fair	and	effective	way	(Vanclay	et	al.,	2015).	

Effective	community	engagement	is	pivotal,	and	underpins	all	aspects	of	credibility,	especially	in	relation	to	
the	community’s	perception	(belief)	of	the	social	and	technical	competency	of	the	company	(Dare	et	al.,	
2014).	The	type	of	the	community	engagement	practices	used	will	likely	vary	according	to	the	underlying	
level	of	credibility	and	trust	in	the	company.	Effective	engagement	provides	opportunities	for	good,	positive	
interaction	that	builds	credibility	and	ultimately	trust	(Prno,	2013;	Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014).	

Trust

Gaining	the	full	trust	of	a	community	leads	to	the	highest	level	of	SLO:	co-ownership	or	psychological	
identification	(Thomson	and	Boutilier,	2011).	 In	effect,	trust	 is	a	strong	form	of	credibility	that	 is	
developed	 over	 time.	 Trust	 has	 two	 components:	 interactional	 trust	 and	 institutionalized	 trust.	
Interactional	trust	is	the	strong	perception	that	the	company	and	its	management	listens,	responds,	
keeps	promises,	engages	in	mutual	dialogue,	and	treats	the	community	with	respect.	Interactional	
trust	is	a	temporary,	transitional	phase	that	eventually	leads	to	established,	institutionalized	trust,	
i.e.	 an	enduring	 regard	 for	 each	other’s	 interests.	 Institutionalized	 trust	 implies	 that	 a	 company	
and	the	local	community	members	perceive	each	other	as	partners,	respect	each	other, and have 
common	interests.	Such	a	relationship	can	be	described	as	regarding	each	other	as	a	‘good	buddy’	
(Koivurova	et	al.,	2015).	The	demonstration	of	high	levels	of	trust	is	evident	in	real	life	when,	for	
example,	local	community	representatives	design	and	implement	their	own	project	activities.	The	
company’s	role	in	such	activities	should	be	regarded	as	‘in-reach’	(i.e.	doing	things	together	with	
local	communities),	as	contrasted	with	‘out-reach’	(i.e.	doing	things	for	local	communities)	(Harvey,	
2014).	Where	there	are	high	levels	of	trust,	local	communities	want	to	be	involved	in	the	project;	
they	are	proud	of	the	project	and	its	activities;	they	identify	themselves	with	the	project;	and	they	
consider	they	have	interests	in	common	with	the	project/company.	

2.3 METHODS AND DATA SOURCES

In	order	to	assess	the	usefulness	of	the	concept	of	Social	Licence	to	Operate,	we	considered	the	
activities	of	oil	multinational	BP	in	Georgia,	especially	its	activities	relating	to	the	Georgian	sections	
of	 the	 Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan	 oil	 pipeline	 and	 the	 Southern	 Caucuses	 gas	 pipeline.	We	 specifically	
assessed	each	of	the	three	key	SLO	elements	–	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust	–	by	reviewing	BP’s	
statements	and	actions,	and	by	considering	the	perspectives	of	BP’s	stakeholders.	

BP	and	its	pipelines	were	selected	as	an	appropriate	test	case	because	BP	in	Georgia	(and	perhaps	
to	a	lesser	extent	also	globally)	has	often	been	presented	both	as	a	good	example	of	a	corporation	
having	a	SLO	as	well	as	being	a	corporation	responsible	for	actions	that	have	led	to	severe	criticism	
(Civil.ge,	2004).	Such	extremes	provide	a	good	context	to	test	the	SLO	concept.	
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The	lead	author	is	a	native	Georgian	who	has	worked	as	a	research	consultant	in	Georgia	for	over	
seven	years.	As	part	of	a	larger	project	examining	the	effectiveness	and	probity	of	external	monitoring	
bodies	(Greenspan,	2011),	he	was	commissioned	by	Oxfam	America	in	2010-2011	to	consider	the	
involvement	of	the	Georgian	public	in	the	implementation	of	BP’s	pipeline	projects	in	Georgia	and	
specifically	how	that	compared	to	the	reports	of	the	Caspian	Development	Advisory	Panel	(CDAP),	
a	high-profile	external	body	established	by	BP	to	monitor	the	BTC	and	other	BP	projects	(Caspian	
Development	Advisory	Panel,	2007).	

With	their	permission,	this	paper	is	primarily	based	on	the	data	collected	for	that	Oxfam	project.	
There	are	two	reasons	for	this.	The	first	relates	to	the	timing	of	data	collection.	The	Oxfam	research	
was	conducted	when	BP’s	major	construction	activities	had	been	completed	for	about	5	years.	At	
that	time,	it	was	possible	to	identify	people	from	local	government,	NGOs,	and	affected	communities	
who	were	directly	involved	in	the	process	and	still	had	fresh	memories	about	their	experiences.	In	
contrast,	at	the	time	this	paper	was	being	written	about	10	years	after	construction,	it	would	have	
been	difficult	to	collect	reliable	data	about	the	perceptions	and	experiences	of	people	about	that	
time.	The	second	reason	is	that	the	data	collected	for	the	Oxfam	study	was	rich	and	potentially	full	
of	valuable	insights,	and	had	not	been	fully	utilised,	especially	in	relation	to	issues	around	SLO.	Since	
much	of	the	discussions	with	respondents	for	that	study	had	been	about	community	perceptions,	
trust,	communication	and	development,	the	Oxfam	data	was	a	very	useful	source	of	information	
about	the	extent	of	SLO	BP	had	in	these	communities.	

The	 primary	 data	 originally	 collected	 for	 the	 Oxfam	 America	 project	 was	 augmented	 by	 two	
additional	interviews	undertaken	in	2015	(details	given	later	in	this	section).	The	Oxfam	research,	
which	started	in	December	2010,	 included	interviews	with	all	key	stakeholders,	 including:	NGOs,	
local	 government,	 central	 government,	 businesses,	 donors,	 and	 the	 general	 public.	 An	 initial	
meeting	with	BP	was	important	to	gain	information	on	BP’s	activities,	especially	relating	to	public	
participation.	BP	willingly	 shared	 information	and	provided	a	 list	of	 the	communities	potentially	
affected	 by	 the	 project.	 The	 lead	 author	 also	 interviewed	 Alexander	 Rondeli,	 the	 chairman	 of	
Georgian	Foundation	for	Strategic	and	International	Issues,	a	leading	think-tank.	As	the	liaison	for	
CDAP	in	Georgia	and	responsible	for	setting	up	meetings	between	CDAP	and	Georgian	stakeholders,	
Rondeli	was	a	key	stakeholder. 

In	addition	to	CDAP,	there	was	another	independent	monitoring	body,	the	Pipeline	Monitoring	and	
Dialogue	Initiative	(PMDI),	a	platform	by	which	local	NGOs	could	monitor	various	aspects	of	BTC	
operations	and	provide	feedback.	Some	20	NGOs	were	involved	in	PMDI,	including	environmental	
NGOs,	and	archaeological,	human	rights,	and	other	organizations.	These	20	NGOs	were	repeatedly	
contacted,	however	after	much	effort	only	12	had	responded	and	were	subsequently	interviewed.	

For	the	Oxfam	project,	the	lead	author	also	conducted	interviews	with	two	other	large	environmental	
NGOs	 in	 Georgia:	 Green	 Alternative	 and	 the	 Green	Movement.	 To	 gain	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	
government	at	the	time,	he	interviewed	Nino	Chkhobadze,	who	was	Minister	for	the	Environment	
during	the	development	of	the	pipeline.	As	Minister,	she	was	involved	in	negotiations	with	BP	and	
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the	BTC	project.	Attempts	were	made	to	interview	a	representative	of	the	state-owned	Georgian	
Oil	 and	Gas	Company,	but	without	 success.	 For	all	 interviews,	 the	general	principle	of	 informed	
consent	(Vanclay	et	al.,	2013)	was	applied,	although	signed	consent	sheets	were	not	used	because	
they	would	not	have	been	culturally	appropriate.	Because	of	the	potential	sensitivity	of	the	topic,	
the	 interviews	were	 not	 recorded,	 although	 extensive	 notes	were	 taken	 during	 each	 interview,	
supplemented	by	additional	observations	made	after	the	interviews.	

The	 research	 included	 field	 visits	 to	 the	 districts	 of	 Akhaltsikhe	 and	 Borjomi	 in	 the	 region	 of	
Samtskhe-Javakheti,	and	to	the	district	of	Gardabani	in	the	region	of	Kvemo	Kartli	(see	figure	2.2).	
These	are	the	main	two	regions	of	Georgia	through	which	the	pipelines	pass.	The	village	of	Akhali	
Samgori	in	Kvemo	Kartli	region	was	selected	due	to	its	large	size	and	close	proximity	to	the	pipelines.	
Bakuriani	was	selected	because	 it	 is	 the	 largest	village	 in	Borjomi	district	and	 its	population	was	
actively	involved	in	BP	activities,	especially	during	construction.	Borjomi	district	was	at	the	centre	
of	heated	discussions	between	civil	society,	the	government,	and	BP	during	the	construction	phase.	
Skhvilisi	village	was	selected	because	it	is	one	of	the	largest	ethnic	minority	villages	in	Akhaltsikhe	
district	–	since	the	other	 two	centres	were	predominantly	 inhabited	by	ethnic	Georgians,	 it	was	
important	to	solicit	information	from	the	non-Georgian	population	as	well.	

Source: adapted from d-maps.com free maps - http://d-maps.com/carte.php?num_car=5480&lang=en (accessed on 

September 8, 2016)

Figure 2.2. |	The	regions	of	Samtskhe-Javakheti	and	Kvemo	Kartli	in	Georgia

In	 each	 of	 the	 three	 local	 communities,	 discussions	 were	 held	 with	 relevant	 local	 government	
representatives	and	other	key	individuals.	It	was	also	intended	to	hold	a	focus	group	in	each	village	
to	 ensure	 a	 broad	 representation	 of	 different	 perspectives.	 However	 it	 proved	 very	 difficult	 to	



30

Legitimacy, credibility and trust as the key components of a SLO: An analysis of BP’s projects in Georgia

recruit	people	to	these	focus	groups,	perhaps	because	this	research	method	was	not	well	known	
in	these	villages	and/or	perhaps	people	had	no	particular	concerns	to	raise	about	BP	(and	thus	no	
inherent	 interest	 in	 investing	time	 in	discussing	 this	 topic).	Ultimately,	 focus	 groups	of	 sorts	 (or	
perhaps	group	interviews)	were	held	in	each	village,	but	with	only	3	or	4	participants	in	each	group	
(10	in	total	across	the	three	focus	groups).	We	acknowledge	that	this	is	a	possible	weakness	of	the	
research,	but	we	also	indicate	that	in	the	triangulation	of	data	sources,	there	was	no	indication	of	
any	significant	contradiction	or	controversy,	and	 thus	no	reason	 to	believe	 that	a	different	story	
would	have	emerged	if	more	people	had	participated.	Basically,	a	consistent	message	emerged	from	
all	sources.	Two	of	the	three	focus	groups	were	tape-recorded,	following	informed	consent	from	
participants.	For	the	other	focus	group,	although	informed	consent	for	the	focus	group	was	granted,	
they	preferred	that	the	discussion	was	not	recorded.	Interviews	and	focus	groups	were	conducted	
by	the	lead	author	in	the	Georgian	language,	with	detailed	notes	being	taken	in	Georgian.	An	English	
summary	of	each	interview	and	focus	group	was	provided	for	the	Oxfam	research.	For	the	current	
research,	the	original	detailed	notes	in	Georgian	were	reviewed,	with	key	points	relating	to	social	
licence	to	operate	and	the	three	underlying	concepts	extracted.	

In	addition	to	reconsidering	the	data	from	the	Oxfam	America	study,	two	interviews	with	authorised	
BP	managers	were	conducted	in	2015	to	discuss	BP’s	perspectives	on	SLO.	In	addition,	we	reviewed	
BP’s	annual	Sustainability	Reports	(available	in	English	and	Georgian)	for	each	year	since	2005	as	
well	as	other	appropriate	reports	that	were	publicly	available	on	their	website	or	elsewhere.	

To	test	the	applicability	of	the	SLO	concept,	we	considered	what	BP	said	in	its	reports	and	policies,	
what	BP	actually	did,	and	what	BP’s	stakeholders	thought	about	BP.	To	make	a	judgement	about	the	
applicability	of	the	SLO	concept,	we	considered	the	following	questions:

•		 Were	 the	 underlying	 concepts	 (legitimacy,	 credibility	 and	 trust)	 easy	 to	 define	 and	
operationalise?

•		 Could	these	underlying	concepts	be	easily	applied	in	the	specific	case	of	BP	in	Georgia?
•		 Was	it	possible	to	obtain	a	clear	answer	about	the	extent	of	SLO	held	by	BP?
•		 Is	it	likely	that	the	outcome	(extent	of	SLO)	was	accurate/robust/reliable?
•		 Overall,	is	SLO	a	meaningful	and	useful	concept?

2.4 BACKGROUND TO THE CASE STUDY: BP’S PIPELINES IN GEORGIA

The	BTC	pipeline	is	a	very	important	geopolitical,	economic	infrastructure	project	connecting	the	
oil-rich	Caspian	Sea	to	Europe.	The	1,768	km	pipeline	starts	 in	Baku,	Azerbaijan,	passes	through	
Georgia,	and	ends	at	the	Turkish	port	of	Ceyhan	(see	Figure	2.3).	The	oil	is	then	shipped	to	world	
markets	through	the	Mediterranean	Sea.	The	first	agreement	to	construct	a	pipeline	was	reached	
in	1993,	not	 long	after	Georgia	 gained	 independence	 from	 the	Soviet	Union.	 Subsequently,	 and	
after	much	discussion,	construction	of	the	BTC	pipeline	took	place	between	2003	and	2005,	costing	
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4	billion	dollars.	The	first	oil	entered	the	pipeline	in	May	2005,	taking	just	over	12	months	to	reach	
Ceyhan.	With	a	diameter	of	around	one	metre	(exactly	42	inches	in	most	places),	the	pipeline	is	now	
capable	of	delivering	1.2	million	barrels	of	oil	per	day.	The	pipeline	was	a	joint	venture	between	11	
entities,	with	BP	having	the	largest	share	(31%)	and	being	the	operating	partner.	

Source: BP Sustainability Report 2014

Figure 2.3. |	Route	of	the	Tbilisi-Baku-Ceyhan	pipeline

The	BTC	pipeline	was	the	first	energy	project	to	transfer	oil	from	the	post-Soviet	space	to	the	West	
without	 going	 through	 the	 Russian	 Federation	 (Cornell	 et	 al.,	 2005).	 It	 is	 very	 important	 for	 the	
diversification	of	the	world’s	energy	sources,	especially	for	the	West	in	terms	of	reducing	the	potential	
power	of	Russia	and	the	OPEC	nations	(Cornell	et	al.,	2005).	The	BTC	pipeline	made	politically	possible	
and	expedient	the	construction	of	a	second	pipeline,	this	time	for	gas.	This	South	Caucasus	Pipeline	
(or	Baku-Tbilisi-Erzurum	or	BTE	pipeline)	largely	follows	the	route	of	the	BTC	pipeline	up	until	Erzurum	
in	Turkey,	where	the	gas	enters	the	existing	Turkish	gas	pipeline	system.	The	gas	pipeline,	which	cost	
2.9	billion	dollars,	became	operational	in	2006,	with	gas	reaching	Turkey	in	2007.	The	BTC	and	BTE	
pipelines	have	increased	the	significance	of	the	small	post-Soviet	countries	of	Azerbaijan	and	Georgia	
in	the	world	and	“reconfigures	the	mental	map	with	which	political	observers	and	decision-makers	
look	at	the	world”	(Cornell	et	al.,	2005,	p.17).	The	realization	of	these	projects	has	led	to	Georgia	and	
Azerbaijan	having	stronger	political	and	social	ties	with	Europe	and	the	USA.	

The	BTC	pipeline	is	also	very	significant	from	an	infrastructure	perspective.	At	1,768	kilometres,	it	is	
one	of	the	longest	oil	pipelines	in	the	world.	Crossing	many	mountain	ranges,	including	at	altitudes	
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above	 2,500	 metres	 ASL,	 incurred	 many	 technical	 difficulties.	 The	 pipeline	 is	 of	 considerable	
importance	to	the	national	economies	of	Georgia,	Turkey	and	Azerbaijan.	There	is	a	social	investment	
program	to	benefit	communities	along	the	route	(IFC,	2006).	

The	Georgian	section	of	the	BTC	pipeline	is	only	249	kilometres	long.	Construction	of	this	section,	
together	with	related	facilities,	created	around	6,000	temporary	construction-related	jobs	in	Georgia	
for	the	two	year	construction	period	(2003-2005).	Some	500	long-term	positions	with	BTC	in	Georgia	
were	created,	about	95%	of	which	are	for	local	people.	During	the	oil	pipeline	construction,	BP	was	
the	largest	investor	in	Georgia.	In	2014-15,	with	the	upgrading	of	the	gas	pipeline,	BP	was	again	the	
largest	investor	in	the	country	(commersant.ge,	2015).	

2.5 ASSESSING BP’S SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE 

To	determine	the	level	of	SLO	BP	has	achieved	in	Georgia,	we	assessed	the	extent	to	which	BP	had	
acquired	the	threshold	criteria	for	each	level	in	the	model	–	the	level	of	acceptability	is	achieved	
by	the	gaining	of	legitimacy;	approval	is	achieved	by	the	gaining	of	credibility;	and	co-ownership	or	
psychological	identification	is	achieved	by	the	gaining	of	trust.	

Legitimacy

In	 effect,	 legitimacy	boils	 down	 to	 fairness:	 a	 fair	 distribution	of	 benefits	 and	a	 fair	 process.	 BP	
has	clearly	emphasized	the	 importance	of	 legitimacy	 in	 its	key	documents,	 including	 its	 strategy	
documents,	 sustainability	 reports,	 and	 code	 of	 conduct.	 BP	 states	 that	 it	 aims	 to	 provide	 fair	
compensation.	It	has	displayed	a	commitment	to	understanding	and	respecting	local	communities.	

We	 respect	 the	world	 in	which	we	 operate.	 It	 begins	with	 compliance	with	 laws	 and	
regulations.	We	hold	ourselves	to	the	highest	ethical	standards	and	behave	in	ways	that	
earn	the	trust	of	others.	We	depend	on	the	relationships	we	have	and	respect	each	other	
and	those	we	work	with.	We	value	diversity	of	people	and	thought.	We	care	about	the	
consequences	of	our	decisions,	large	and	small,	on	those	around	us	(BP	2015,	15).

This	 statement	 highlights	 BP’s	 commitment	 to	 the	 key	 aspects	 necessary	 to	 gain	 a	 SLO.	 It	
emphasises	respect,	compliance,	ethical	standards,	good	behaviour,	gaining	trust,	and	addressing	
the	consequences	of	 its	decisions	 (i.e.	 impacts).	BP	ensures	that	 its	employees	know	and	follow	
the	company’s	code	of	conduct.	For	example,	in	2014,	272	people	(i.e.	more	than	half	their	staff)	
attended	code	of	conduct	awareness	training	sessions.	

It	 is	important	that	project	proponents	understand	the	local	context	well,	and	that	any	decisions	
made	take	account	of	any	specific	local	dynamics	(Prno,	2013).	At	the	early	stages	of	its	Georgian	
activities,	BP	commissioned	a	regional	review	to	help	put	its	project	activities	into	the	local	social,	
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economic,	political,	security	and	geopolitical	context.	This	regional	review	influenced	its	decisions	
on	 where	 the	 pipeline	 route	 should	 go	 and	 what	 initial	 actions	 the	 company	 should	 take	 for	
engagement	with	the	public	(IFC,	2006:	11).

Facilitating	 local	 community	 development	 and	 the	 fair	 distribution	 of	 benefits	 can	 be	 achieved	
through	appropriate	local	content	arrangements	–	creating	jobs,	promoting	enterprise	development	
and	 accelerating	 the	 transfer	 of	 skills	 and	 technologies	 (Esteves	 and	Vanclay,	 2009;	 Esteves	 and	
Barclay,	2011).	The	importance	of	sharing	economic	benefits	is	highlighted	in	BP’s	documents:

We	aim	to	make	sure	that	we	bring	benefit	to	local	communities	by	supporting	programmes	
and	initiatives	that	build	capacity	and	promote	enterprise	(BP,	2015:	7).

Our	investment	and	activities	in	Georgia	generate	positive	economic	and	social	impact	by	
generating	government	revenue,	creating	jobs	and	providing	opportunity	in	the	supply	
chain	(BP,	2015:	19).

BP	applied	a	set	of	principles	and	specific	targets	relating	to	the	use	of	local	labour.	The	principles	
stated	that	contractors	should	seek	to	maximize	local	content	and	that	they	should	ensure	that	this	
expectation	was	also	included	in	their	contracts	with	sub-contractors.	BP	and	its	contractors	and	
subcontractors	were	committed	to	maximizing	benefits	to	the	local	communities	and	municipalities	
in	the	vicinity	of	their	work	and	to	Georgia	as	a	whole.	For	example,	they	sought	to	maximise	the	
use	of	local	labour	to	reduce	the	risk	of	increasing	social	tension	(BP,	2014).	

During	the	construction	phase,	BP	had	up	to	6,000	employees	in	Georgia.	It	was	planned	that	there	
would	continue	to	be	an	on-going	500	employees	of	BP	in	Georgia,	of	which	95%	would	be	locals.	
The	 annual	 reports	 indicate	 that	 this	 has	 been	more-or-less	 the	 case.	 In	 2014,	 BP	 paid	USD	 22	
million	in	salaries	and	associated	costs	in	Georgia.	A	further	USD	72	million	was	provided	to	sub-
contractor	companies	(primarily	Georgian)	and	USD	139	million	was	spent	on	operational	and	capital	
expenditures.	Thus,	 there	was	a	considerable	contribution	to	 the	national	economy.	 In	addition,	
since	2003	BP	has	spent	a	total	of	USD	30	million	on	social	investment	programs	across	four	main	
areas:	the	socio-economic	development	of	pipeline	communities;	businesses	development;	energy	
efficiency;	and	education.	As	a	result	of	its	Community	Development	Initiative,	some	480	new	small	
businesses	have	been	established	in	the	pipeline	communities	since	2003	(including	91	in	2014).

From	our	research,	particularly	 in	villages	near	where	the	BTC	pipeline	passes,	we	saw	evidence	
of	the	benefits	BP	had	created.	For	example,	 in	the	village	of	Skhvilisi	near	the	Georgian-Turkish	
border,	which	is	inhabited	mostly	by	ethnic	Armenians,	the	local	population	mentioned	that	BP	had	
paid	for	the	renovation	of	the	school	and	civic	administrative	building.	

Not	everything	can	be	easily	classified	as	being	evidence	for	or	against	the	existence	of	a	SLO.	For	
example,	 in	one	 village,	we	were	 told	 that	 although	BP’s	 security	 staff	were	being	 recruited	 from	
local	people,	they	were	disproportionately	being	selected	from	other	neighbouring	villages,	leading	
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to	a	concern	about	equity	in	the	distribution	of	jobs.	A	major	concern	for	some	villagers	related	to	
compensation	payments.	Some	people	who	were	outside	 the	designated	500	meter	zone	wanted	
to	 receive	 compensation,	 but	 were	 ineligible.	 They	 felt	 that	 they	 were	 being	 artificially	 excluded	
by	an	arbitrary	ruling.	Thus,	for	all	the	good	it	did,	the	giving	of	compensation	also	created	a	sense	
of	 inequity,	or	at	 least	created	a	division	within	the	community.	Nevertheless,	those	who	received	
compensation	were	generally	happy	with	the	extent	of	compensation	paid,	the	thoroughness	by	which	
the	compensation	was	calculated,	and	by	the	fairness	of	the	compensation	procedure	in	general.	

They	paid	well.	For	one	side	of	the	pipeline	–	I	don’t	quite	remember	how	many	square	
meters	of	land	I	had	–	they	paid	me	1,100	Lari	[roughly	USD	650];	and	for	the	other	side, 
I	only	had	two	square	meters	of	 land	and	they	compensated	me	for	that	as	well,	with	
an	additional	100	lari	[roughly	USD	60].	(A	focus-group	participant	from	Akhali	Samgoni	
village).	

In	Bakuriani,	where	BP	accommodated	many	employees	who	were	undertaking	construction	work	in	
nearby	villages,	the	sentiments	were	also	very	positive.	Bakuriani	is	a	mountain	resort	and	the	inflow	
of	employees	helped	its	economic	recovery,	especially	because	of	the	lack	of	tourists	at	the	time	
–	the	political	unrest	associated	with	the	2003	Rose	Revolution	had	led	to	a	widespread	reduction	
in	tourism	in	Georgia	for	several	years.	BP	still	provides	assistance	to	Bakuriani	and	neighbouring	
villages	when	needed,	especially	in	the	form	of	loaning	major	equipment	(e.g.	bulldozers,	cranes,	
snow	ploughs).	

In	all	the	villages	we	visited,	the	local	population	said	they	were	easily	able	to	communicate	with	
BP.	Our	overall	assessment	is	that	it	is	clear	that	BP’s	operations	in	Georgia	have	economic	as	well	
as	 socio-political	 legitimacy.	 The	 environmental	 and	 social	 impacts	 of	 the	pipelines	were	minor,	
much	less	severe	than	many	other	major	projects	(e.g.	mining	projects),	and	the	benefits	were	very	
evident.	Although	there	were	some	concerns	about	compensation	and	other	issues,	there	was	no	
fundamental	opposition	to	the	idea	of	the	pipelines.	Thus,	the	legitimacy	barrier	was	clearly	passed.	

Credibility (believability)

According	 to	 BP’s	 own	 documents,	 the	 company	 is	 committed	 to	 building	 its	 credibility.	 This	 is	
done	 primarily	 through	 effective	 engagement	 mechanisms	 which	 demonstrate	 the	 company’s	
competence	and	transparency,	as	highlighted	in	its	strategy	documents:

We	monitor	our	performance	closely	and	aim	to	report	in	a	transparent	way.	We	believe	
good	communication	and	open	dialogue	are	vital	if	we	are	to	meet	the	expectations	of	
our	employees,	customers,	shareholders	and	the	local	communities	in	which	we	operate	
(BP,	2015:	11).

We	seek	to	reinforce	the	positive	relationships	we	have	with	the	communities	near	our	
operations	(BP	2015,	34).
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To	 increase	 its	 credibility	 and	 transparency,	 BP	 developed	 a	 multi-layered	 system	 of	 reporting.	
Reports	 that	 are	 of	 public	 interest,	 e.g.	 sustainability	 reports	 and	 quarterly	 reports,	 are	 made	
available	online	in	English	and	Georgian.	These	reports	are	very	detailed	and	outline	what	BP	had	
planned,	what	it	had	achieved,	and	the	plans	for	the	upcoming	period.	BP’s	local	subcontractors	and	
partner	NGOs	are	required	to	submit	quarterly	reports	on	their	activities	which	are	also	uploaded	
on	BP’s	website.	

Initial	 important	 elements	 in	 BP’s	 monitoring	 process	 were	 its	 regular	 internal	 monitoring	
mechanisms	and	the	frequent	visits	from	BTC’s	principal	project	lender,	the	International	Finance	
Corporation	 (IFC).	 BP	 also	 liaised	 with	 the	 external	 independent	 monitoring	 mechanisms,	 e.g.	
PMDI.	Given	its	awareness	that	there	was	little	technical	capacity	about	monitoring	large	projects	
amongst	Georgian	civil	society	organisations,	during	the	initial	phases	of	the	project	BP	invited	all	
interested	parties	to	training	sessions	on	monitoring	mechanisms	and	took	them	on	regular	visits	to	
its	project	sites.	Several	panels	were	established	to	monitor	compliance	with	the	agreed	standards.	
For	 example,	 the	 Social	 and	 Resettlement	 Action	 Plan	Monitoring	 Panel	was	 set	 up	 to	monitor	
compliance	with	 the	Resettlement	Action	Plan.	 Foley	Hoag,	 an	American	 law	firm,	was	hired	 to	
monitor	the	project’s	compliance	with	the	Voluntary	Principles	on	Security	and	Human	Rights.	Foley	
Hoag	specifically	assessed	security	arrangements	and	how	BP’s	practices	impacted	on	human	rights,	
finding	no	issues	of	major	concern	(Smith,	2007).

Another	step	 in	establishing	and	maintaining	credibility	was	the	creation	of	a	high	 level	external	
monitoring	mechanism,	the	Caspian	Development	Advisory	Panel	(CDAP).	CDAP’s	role	was	to	ensure	
that	any	concerns	of	local	communities	could	reach	BP	corporate	headquarters	in	London.	Analysis	
of	CDAP	 reports	 showed	 that	CDAP	was	highlighting	 the	 issues	 important	 to	 local	 communities,	
such	 as	 land	 compensation	 and	 irrigation	 issues.	 However,	 an	Oxfam	 report	 (Greenspan,	 2011)	
suggested	that	CDAP’s	credibility	was	impaired	by	the	apparent	potential	conflict	of	interest	of	one	
of	 the	panel	members,	 the	 lack	of	 transparency	 in	 the	 selection	of	panel	members,	 and	by	 the	
lack	of	familiarity	of	the	panel	members	with	the	region.	Although	CDAP	played	an	important	role	
in	 increasing	 transparency	 for	 the	 BTC	 project	 and	 ensured	 that	 local	 concerns	would	 be	 taken	
seriously,	it	was	established	only	at	a	late	stage	in	the	project.	According	to	an	interviewee	from	the	
Green	Alternative	NGO,	the	increase	in	the	involvement	of	civil	society	only	happened	after	2004	
following	pressure	from	the	World	Bank	and	other	international	actors.	“CDAP was the result of this 
pressure on BP, and its formation led to more openness from BP’s side. However, the most important 
issues, like the route of the pipeline, were already determined”	(Manana	Qochladze	interview	2010).	

Perhaps	 the	 biggest	 concern	 about	 the	 project	was	 the	 proposed	 route	 of	 the	 pipeline.	 It	 was	
intended	to	pass	through	the	Borjomi	district,	not	far	from	the	culturally	and	economically	significant	
Borjomi	natural	waters	spring.	The	environmental	NGOs	opposed	this	plan.	This	led	to	a	discussion	
of	alternatives,	and	eventually	a	different	route	was	chosen.	However,	the	pipeline	route	still	goes	
through	 the	 Borjomi	 district,	 now	 bypassing	 the	 national	 park	 and	 extra	 safety	measures	 have	
been	deployed.	Nevertheless,	 the	 route	 remained	of	 considerable	 concern	 to	 environmentalists	
in	Georgia.	To	increase	its	credibility	during	this	process	of	negotiation,	BP	revealed	it	was	willing	
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to	go	beyond	its	minimum	legal	obligations	to	gain	a	solution	acceptable	to	all	parties.	Although	
BP	had	signed	a	Host	Country	Agreement	with	the	Government	of	Georgia,	which	gave	 it	 the	 in	
principle	legal	right	to	put	the	pipeline	more-or-less	where	it	wanted,	BP	agreed	to	compromise.	
Relevant	points	here	are	that	forcing	its	legal	right	would	have	been	very	bad	for	BP’s	credibility.	
The	compromise	solution	was	arguably	a	reasonable	outcome.	It	was	a	challenging	issue	affecting	
the	public	perception	of	BP,	but	BP’s	willingness	to	consider	alternatives	was	generally	regarded	as	
being	positive.	Some	environmentalists,	however,	still	believe	there	is	an	unacceptable	risk	to	the	
environment.

In	projects	as	big	as	BTC,	there	is	a	risk	of	negative	impacts.	To	minimise	such	negative	impacts	and	
capitalise	on	positive	benefits,	corporations	are	generally	required	to	conduct	Environmental	and	
Social	Impact	Assessments	(ESIA).	In	the	case	of	BTC,	BP	did	separate	ESIAs	for	Azerbaijan,	Georgia,	
and	Turkey,	all	 conducted	by	different	 consultants,	 resulting	 in	a	 total	of	38	volumes	of	publicly	
disclosed	 documentation	 (IFC,	 2006),	 including	 more	 than	 1,200	 pages	 of	 documentation	 for	
Georgia	alone.	Typically,	project	proponents	do	one	ESIA	for	a	project,	but	in	cases	of	transboundary	
projects,	especially	when	there	are	diverse	cultural	and	geographical	contexts,	this	would	create	risks	
of	missing	important	local	issues.	The	extent	of	BP’s	commitment	to	doing	the	ESIAs	and	to	acting	
on	the	recommendations	of	the	many	reports	was	seen	as	favourable	by	many	local	stakeholders.	
Some	external	stakeholders,	however,	considered	that	the	ESIAs	did	not	cover	all	important	issues,	
such	as	providing	detailed	analyses	of	alternative	routes	and	justifications	for	construction-related	
actions	(CEE	BankWatch	Network,	2002).	

BP	has	established	grievance	mechanisms	 to	 collect	 and	address	 community	 concerns	 from	 the	
very	start	of	the	project.	According	to	BP	(2007),	3,461	grievances	had	been	logged	in	Georgia	for	
the	period	up	until	2007.	These	had	been	promptly	and	seriously	considered	with	approximately	
60%	being	resolved	in	favour	of	the	complainant.	Having	a	grievance	mechanism	is	vital	for	major	
projects.	BP	 is	aware	of	 this,	and	developed	 its	grievance	process	with	 three	distinct	objectives:	
“(i)	provide	affected	people	with	straightforward	and	accessible	avenues	for	making	a	complaint	or	
resolving	any	dispute	that	may	arise	during	the	course	of	the	project;	(ii)	ensure	that	appropriate	
and	mutually	acceptable	corrective	actions	were	identified	and	implemented;	and	(iii)	verify	that	
complainants	were	satisfied	with	outcomes	of	corrective	actions”	(BP,	2015:	33).	

In	the	communities	we	visited,	there	was	no	doubt	about	BP’s	technical	competence.	In	fact,	some	
focus	group	members	in	Akhali	Samgori	were	concerned	that	they	had	to	deal	with	the	Georgian	Oil	
and	Gas	Company	(GOGC,	a	state-owned	company)	rather	than	with	BP.	These	people	thought	they	
were	being	disadvantaged	because	the	Georgian	government	and	the	GOGC	were	seen	as	being	
less	competent	than	BP.	In	essence,	unlike	GOGC,	BP	did	what	it	was	promised	to	local	communities	
and	it	delivered	additional	benefits	such	as	fixing	roads	and	local	water	supplies.	Furthermore,	in	
Bakuriani,	locals	were	saying	very	positively	that	BP	people	often	visit	and	that	the	company	often	
provides	help.	On	 the	other	hand,	 there	were	some	people	who	were	 less	 satisfied.	 In	Skhvilisi,	
some	people	complained	that	their	claims	for	compensation	were	not	being	properly	considered	by	
BP	and	there	was	a	lack	of	adequate	follow-up	by	BP. 
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Whereas	 it	was	unambiguous	 that	BP	had	 legitimacy,	 it	was	 less	 certain	 that	BP	had	 credibility,	
especially	 from	 all	 stakeholders.	 Clearly,	 some	 people	 were	 impressed	 with	 BP	 and	 believed	 it	
was	a	 respectable	corporate	partner,	however	other	people	had	mixed	 feelings.	Some	were	not	
completely	happy	with	the	compensation	 levels	or	procedures.	BP	arguably	was	taking	the	right	
steps	to	attempt	to	gain	credibility,	but	the	complexity	of	the	situation	was	that	credibility	had	not	
been	fully	achieved.	

Trust

Trust	is	at	the	pinnacle	of	the	SLO	continuum.	In	effect,	the	existence	of	high	levels	of	trust	would	
be	 revealed	when	 project	 proponents	 and	 local	 communities	 consider	 that	 they	 are	 essentially	
part	of	the	same	team	and	that	their	interests	are	aligned.	Gaining	institutionalized	trust	in	a	local	
community	can	only	occur	after	an	extended	period	of	prolonged	credibility.	While	establishing	a	
company’s	 legitimacy	and	arguably	 credibility	might	be	possible	 in	 a	 relatively	 short	timeframe,	
establishing	institutionalized	trust	will	take	several	years,	if	it	is	ever	to	be	achieved.	BP	is	conscious	
of	the	important	role	of	trust	and	the	significance	of	it	for	local	communities.	For	example,	in	the	
2015	edition	of	BP’s	sustainability	report,	there	is	excerpt	from	its	Code	of	Conduct:

We	 can	 only	 operate	 if	we	maintain	 the	 trust	 of	 people	 inside	 and	 outside	 the	 company.	We	must	 earn	
people’s	trust	by	being	fair	and	responsible	in	everything	we	do.	We	monitor	our	performance	closely	and	
aim	to	report	in	a	transparent	way.	We	believe	good	communication	and	open	dialogue	are	vital	if	we	are	to	
meet	the	expectations	of	our	employees,	customers,	shareholders	and	the	local	communities	in	which	we	

operate	(BP,	2015:	9).

Although	 being	 a	 strong,	 worthy	 and	 aspirational	 statement,	 how	 does	 it	 translate	 into	 real	
actions?	Does	BP	adhere	to	these	principles	on	the	ground?	Earlier	we	discussed	the	mechanisms	
of	 community	 engagement	 that	BP	employs	 to	 gain	 credibility	 for	 its	 projects.	 It	 can	be	 argued	
that	 being	 committed	 to	 such	 effective	 engagement	 practices	 for	 over	 12	 years	 (i.e.	 since	 the	
commencement	of	the	BTC	pipeline)	should	provide	a	solid	foundation	for	building	trust.	Over	this	
period,	BP	has	shown	that	it	listened	keenly,	responded	appropriately,	kept	all	promises,	engaged	in	
genuine	mutual	dialogue,	and	has	treated	the	community	with	respect.	

One	 example	 of	 BP’s	 commitment	 to	 increase	 mutual	 trust	 with	 local	 communities	 was	 with	
its	 Community	 Development	 Initiative	 (CDI),	 and	 especially	 with	 a	 change	 around	 2006	 in	 its	
stakeholder	management	strategy	reflected	in	a	shift	from	liaising	only	with	international	NGOs	to	
local	community	groups,	and	from	a	purely	philanthropic	approach	to	a	real	delegation	of	power	
and	 responsibilities	 to	 local	 partners.	 BP	 initially	 had	 partnered	with	 international	NGOs	 to	 run	
the	 subprojects.	However,	 following	a	period	of	 community	 capacity	building,	 all	 aspects	of	 the	
CDI	are	now	completely	 in	 the	hands	of	 local	NGOs.	People	 from	 local	 communities	are	able	 to	
present	 their	 own	 projects	 for	 potential	 BP	 support	 based	 on	mutually-agreed,	 pre-established	
criteria.	Although	there	are	appropriate	monitoring	processes,	the	on-going	arrangements	for	the	
design	and	implementation	of	projects	are	conducted	in	a	way	that	is	built	on	a	foundation	of	trust	
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and	continues	to	build	 trust.	According	to	an	 IFC	evaluation,	BP’s	CDI	“does	not	guarantee	good	
community	 relations	 in	 and	of	 itself,	 but	 if	 done	 right	 [CDI]	 can	help	 foster	 long-term	 trust	 and	
goodwill	with	affected	communities	and	other	stakeholders”	(IFC,	2006,	p.27).

A	big	advantage	of	a	long-term	project	like	BTC	is	that	project	proponents	can	plan	ahead	and	tackle	
strategic	issues.	For	example,	BP	has	taken	a	leading	role	in	raising	awareness	about	corporate	social	
responsibility	(CSR)	in	the	Georgian	business	sector.	Ultimately,	the	aim	of	this	initiative	is	to	have	a	
positive	impact	on	building	mutual	trust	in	the	business	sector	in	Georgia.	

As	 was	 the	 case	 with	 the	 credibility	 criterion	 discussed	 above,	 the	 complex	 situation	 with	 the	
Borjomi	national	park	and	concerns	regarding	land	compensation	and	other	issues	suggest	that	BP	
is	making	efforts	to	gain	trust,	but	at	present	it	cannot	be	claimed	that	it	has	achieved	trust.	This	
is	not	surprising,	because	achieving	trust	takes	considerable	effort	over	a	long	period	of	time.	It	is	
also	highly	dependent	on	the	local	context,	with	external	events	potentially	thwarting	attempts	to	
achieve	trust.	

2.6 CONCLUSION

Our	application	of	the	SLO	framework	and	assessment	of	BP’s	corporate	experiences	demonstrate	
the	value	of	 thinking	about	SLO	 in	 terms	of	 legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust.	The	SLO	framework	
proved	 to	be	useful	 and	 could	be	 relatively	 easily	 applied	 to	 an	 assessment	of	BP’s	 activities	 in	
Georgia.	By	inference,	it	would	also	be	useful	for	a	wide	range	of	other	companies	and	projects.	
In	 essence,	 we	 considered	 that	 BP	 had	 clearly	 established	 its	 legitimacy	 and	 thus	 had	 at	 least	
obtained	 the	 ‘acceptance’	 level	 of	 SLO.	Although	many	effective	and	worthwhile	practices	were	
being	undertaken	to	attempt	to	achieve	credibility	and	trust,	these	attempts	had	not	fully	convinced	
all	 stakeholders,	 and	 thus	 BP	 could	 not	 be	 regarded	 as	 having	 either	 approval	 or	 psychological	
identification	from	all	stakeholders.	We	consider	that	this	verdict	is	arguably	accurate,	robust	and	
reliable,	however	we	note	that	the	background	attitudes	of	an	observer/evaluator	might	influence	
(i.e.	‘bias’	in	a	statistical	sense)	the	way	they	collected	and	considered	any	evidence	that	might	be	
applied	to	answer	the	question	of	whether	a	particular	company	had	achieved	legitimacy,	credibility	
or	trust.	One	issue	that	arises	in	this	discussion	is	what	percentage	of	stakeholders	need	to	consider	
that	the	company	has	credibility	for	the	approval	level	of	SLO	to	be	accorded;	and	correspondingly	
to	trust	the	company	for	co-ownership	or	psychological	identification	to	be	accorded	by	a	particular	
community.

Another	thing	to	consider	with	the	concept	of	SLO	is	that	it	should	not	be	regarded	as	a	singular	
concept	that	only	needs	to	be	established	at	a	single	point	in	time	(Dare	et	al.,	2014;	Hanna	and	
Vanclay,	 2013).	Unfortunately,	 the	 unitary	 nature	 of	 the	 expression,	 a	 social	 licence	 to	 operate,	
potentially	 leads	 some	 users	 of	 the	 term	 to	 consider	 that	 there	 is	 only	 one	 licence	 that	 needs	
to	 be	 obtained	 from	 one	 homogenous	 community.	 Communities	 are	 never	 homogenous	 and	
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consequently	multiple	SLOs	will	always	be	required	(Vanclay,	2012;	Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2014b).	SLO	
should	therefore	always	be	considered	as	a	holistic	and	multi-dimensional	concept.	Nevertheless,	
the	SLO	concept	 is	useful	because	 it	recognizes	the	 importance	and	power	of	 local	communities	
(Morrison,	2014;	Syn,	2014;	Hanna	et	al.,	2016).	

The	 three	 threshold	 criteria,	 legitimacy,	 credibility	 and	 trust,	 proved	 to	 be	 useful	 devices.	 They	
aligned	well	with	their	corresponding	level	in	the	SLO	spectrum:	respectively	acceptance,	approval	
and	psychological	 identification.	Because	they	are	the	factors	that	companies	should	focus	on	to	
improve	their	SLO,	they	were	more	useful	than	thinking	about	the	levels	of	SLO	on	their	own.	The	
three	criteria	appeared	to	be	comprehensive	of	all	matters	that	would	need	to	be	considered	 in	
thinking	about	a	SLO,	especially	when	the	cumulative	nature	of	the	model	was	taken	into	account	–	
i.e.	that	credibility	requires	legitimacy;	and	trust	requires	credibility	and	legitimacy.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

The	planning	and	construction	of	large	infrastructure	typically	leads	to	many	social	impacts	(Vanclay,	
2002;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015;	Esteves	et	al.,	2017).	One	significant	consequence	(and	cause	of	ongoing	
social	 impacts)	 is	 involuntary	resettlement,	a	 ‘totalizing	experience’	 that	can	be	characterized	as	
‘one	of	the	most	acute	expressions	of	powerlessness	because	it	constitutes	a	loss	of	control	over	
one’s	physical	 space’	 (Oliver-Smith,	2002:	6).	Much	development-induced	resettlement	 is	due	to	
the	construction	of	large	dams	(Scudder,	2005;	Moore	et	al.,	2010).	Dam-induced	resettlement	is	
especially	problematic	because	of	the	number	of	dams	being	constructed	around	the	world,	the	vast	
scale	of	many	of	these	dams,	and	the	large	numbers	of	people	affected	(Terminski,	2015).	There	is	
also	much	evidence	that	dam-induced	resettlement	causes	the	impoverishment	of	displaced	people	
(Cernea,	1997).	Scudder	(2005,	2011),	for	example,	examined	50	large	dam	projects	and,	in	the	vast	
majority	of	cases,	people	were	worse	off	as	a	result	of	being	resettled.	The	World	Commission	on	
Dams	(WCD,	2000)	concluded	that	dam	projects	have	imposed	an	unfair	burden	on	large	numbers	
of	people,	who	typically	have	no	say	in	decision	making.	However,	the	WCD	considered	that	this	
inequitable	distribution	of	risks	and	benefits	was	avoidable.	Nevertheless,	international	guidelines	
together	with	the	national	regulations	in	many	countries	around	the	world	are	currently	not	adequate	
to	ensure	that	the	needs	and	interests	of	affected	people	are	properly	considered.	A	special	issue	
of	Water Alternatives	published	10	years	after	the	WCD	report	resoundingly	concluded	that	little	
progress	had	been	made	and	all	 the	 issues	 remained	 (Moore	et	al.,	 2010).	Clearly,	mechanisms	
to	address	 the	many	complicated	and	sensitive	 issues	 that	arise	 in	 resettlement	have	either	not	
been	developed	or	are	not	effectively	implemented	(McDonald-Wilmsen	&	Webber,	2010;	Vanclay,	
2017a,	2017b).	

Some	writers	have	argued	that	the	negative	outcomes	from	dam-induced	resettlement	need	not	
and	should	not	occur,	and	that	there	needs	to	be	a	new	paradigm	about	how	resettlement	is	done	
and	 how	 development	 projects	 are	 implemented	 (de	Wet,	 2001;	 Scudder,	 2005;	Mathur,	 2011;	
Perera,	2014;	Vanclay,	2017a;	Cernea	&	Maldonado,	2018).	We	argue	that	 the	concept	of	Social	
Licence	 to	Operate	 (SLO)	 can	be	 the	basis	of	 this	new	paradigm.	We	 illustrate	 this	by	using	 the	
SLO	concept	to	explain	why	the	construction	of	a	large	Hydroelectric	Power	Plant	(HPP)	in	Georgia	
faltered.	We	advocate	that,	 if	 the	developers	of	HPPs	and	other	 large	projects	 took	the	need	to	
obtain	a	SLO	seriously	(i.e.	apply	a	new	paradigm	based	around	the	need	for	SLO),	this	would	help	
them	achieve	better	outcomes	for	affected	communities	and	their	projects.	

Since	 coming	 into	 use	 in	 the	 late	 1990s	 (Moore,	 1996;	 Cooney,	 2017),	 the	 concept	 of	 SLO	 has	
evolved,	and	is	now	much	discussed	in	academia,	 industry	and	management	circles	(Prno,	2013;	
Boutilier,	2014;	 Jijelava	&	Vanclay,	2014a;	Moffat	&	Zhang,	2014;	Morrison,	2014;	Parsons	et	al.,	
2014;	Hall	et	al.,	2015;	Moffat	et	al.,	2016;	Smits	et	al.,	2017).	Although	there	are	various	competing	
models	(Zhang	et	al.,	2015,	2018;	Lacey	et	al.,	2017;	Wright	&	Bice,	2017),	and	notwithstanding	that	
SLO	is	intended	to	be	a	metaphor	(Prno	&	Slocombe,	2012;	Bice,	2014;	Bice	&	Moffat,	2014),	the	
basic	idea	is	that	SLO	is	a	continuum	on	which	a	number	of	levels	can	be	identified,	for	example:	
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withheld,	when	there	is	no	support	for	the	project;	acceptance,	when	local	communities	are	not	
actively	 opposed	 to	 a	 project;	approval,	when	 local	 communities	 view	 a	 project	 positively;	 and	
psychological identification,	 when	 local	 communities	 strongly	 support	 and	 welcome	 a	 project	
(Thomson	&	Boutilier,	2011;	Parsons	&	Moffat,	2014;	Jijelava	&	Vanclay,	2017).	SLO	is	often	described	
as	being	an	implicit	social	contract	between	a	project	and	its	host	communities	(Bice,	2014;	Lacey	
&	Lamont,	2014;	Demuijnck	&	Fasterling,	2016;	Lacey	et	al.,	2016).	Advocates	of	the	concept	argue	
that	project	proponents	should	 incorporate	SLO	into	their	thinking	and	practice.	Doing	so	would	
help	proponents	achieve	public	approval	for	their	activities,	and	generate	value	for	their	business	
through	all	business	drivers,	such	as:	improved	reputation;	revenue	growth	and	access	to	markets;	
cost	savings	and	productivity;	access	to	capital;	improved	risk	management;	and	access	to	human	
capital	(Esteves	&	Vanclay,	2009;	Esteves	et	al.,	2012;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015).	It	would	also	contribute	
to	minimising	harm	to	neighbouring	communities.	The	main	criticisms	of	the	concept	are	that	 it	
is	vague,	hard	to	measure,	and	that	it	 is	understood	and	used	differently	by	industry,	academics,	
local	communities	and	other	stakeholders	(Harvey	&	Bice,	2014;	Moffat	et	al.,	2016).	SLO	is	also	
considered	by	some	to	be	a	concept	that	has	emerged	only	as	a	response	to	community	opposition	
to	projects,	and	is	used	with	the	intention	of	constraining	debate	on	the	underlying	issues	(Owen	&	
Kemp,	2013;	Meesters	&	Behagel,	2017).	Others	consider	that	the	lack	of	a	SLO	does	not	necessarily	
mean	that	 the	project	 is	not	 feasible	and/or	can	not	proceed	and	thus	 it	 lacks	power	or	agency	
(Owen,	2016;	c.f.	Ehrnstrom-Fuentes	&	Kroger,	2017).	Despite	these	criticisms,	we	consider	that	the	
concept	has	much	value,	which	we	demonstrate	in	this	paper.

We	apply	 the	concept	of	SLO	 to	 the	Khudoni	Hydroelectric	Power	Plant	 in	Georgia.	This	project	
originally	commenced	 in	the	 late	1970s,	but	slowed	to	a	stop	 in	the	 late	1980s	with	the	decline	
and	eventual	collapse	of	the	Soviet	Union	in	1991.	Planning	recommenced	in	the	2000s,	with	an	
implementation	agreement	being	 signed	with	Trans	Electrica	 in	2009.	However,	 the	project	was	
halted	 in	 2013	 due	 to	 strong	 opposition	 from	 the	 local	 community.	We	 use	 the	model	 of	 SLO	
developed	by	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011)	as	our	analytical	framework	to	consider	what	happened	
in	the	Khudoni	HPP	case.	The	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model	provides	a	way	to	assess	where	the	
Khudoni	HPP	project	 is	 positioned	on	 the	 SLO	 continuum	and	 to	 consider	what	 specific	 actions	
and	circumstances	led	to	this	positioning.	By	extrapolating	from	this	case	to	other	large	projects,	
in	 our	 conclusion	we	 consider	what	 should	 be	done	 to	make	projects	more	 acceptable	 to	 local	
communities.

3.2 THE THOMSON & BOUTILIER MODEL OF SOCIAL LICENCE TO 
OPERATE 

Although	there	is	a	burgeoning	literature	on	SLO,	we	base	our	understanding	of	SLO	on	the	model	
developed	by	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011),	which	provides	a	holistic	conceptual	framework	for	
understanding	SLO.	Although	highly	cited	and	a	model	with	much	appeal	and	face	validity,	it	has	not	
been	extensively	tested.	The	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model	was	explicated	further	by	Jijelava	and	
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Vanclay	(2017),	who	provided	an	operationalization	of	the	model’s	underlying	concepts,	legitimacy,	
credibility	 and	 trust.	 Thomson	 and	 Boutilier	 provided	 an	 analytical	 framework	 in	 which	 SLO	 is	
conceived	as	a	continuum	(or	pyramid)	with	four	levels	(see	Fig	1).	The	bottom	level	is	either	where	
SLO	was	never	given	(i.e.	withheld)	or	where	it	was	withdrawn.	This	lack	of	SLO	is	evident	where	
local	communities	openly	criticise	the	project,	for	example	through	one	of	the	many	forms	of	protest	
(Hanna	et	al.,	2016a).	The	acceptance	level	is	achieved	when	a	project	convinces	a	local	community	
of	its	legitimacy.	This	includes	not	only	legal	and	administrative	legitimacy,	i.e.	adherence	to	national	
legislation,	but	also	economic	and	social	legitimacy,	meaning	that	people	should	be	convinced	that	
there	will	be	adequate	compensation	and	that	supporting	the	project	is	the	right	thing	to	do.	The	
approval	level	requires	that	projects	gain	credibility	from	a	local	community.	Credibility	is	achieved	
by	the	company	providing	true,	clear	and	believable	information,	and	delivering	on	commitments	
made.	The	highest	level	of	SLO	is	psychological identification	(or	‘ownership’	as	in	an	earlier	version	
of	the	model).	In	order	for	a	local	community	to	identify	with	a	project,	there	must	be	a	high	level	
of	trust,	a	strong	relationship	must	have	developed	between	the	project	proponent	and	the	local	
communities,	and	they	need	to	perceive	each	other	as	partners	with	shared	interests.	Drawing	on	
the	explication	provided	by	 Jijelava	and	Vanclay	 (2017),	below	we	explore	 the	 three	key	 factors	
underpinning	SLO	in	the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model	–	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust	–	to	the	
Khudoni	HPP	in	Georgia.

Source: Thomson and Boutilier (2011), used with permission

Figure 3.1. |	The	Social	Licence	to	Operate	Continuum

Legitimacy

For	a	project	to	achieve	acceptance	from	the	local	community,	its	legitimacy	has	to	be	established	
in	 legal/administrative,	economic	and	social	 terms.	Legal/administrative	 legitimacy	relates	to	the	
perception	by	the	local	community	that	there	is	sufficient	justification	for	the	project	(i.e.	that	it	is	
needed)	and	that	all	relevant	administrative	procedures	have	been	conducted	in	a	fair	and	reasonable	
manner.	This	may	go	beyond	the	requirements	defined	in	national	law.	Economic	legitimacy	means	
that	the	project	must	be	justified	in	economic	terms	to	the	local	community,	and	that,	for	example,	
any	compensation	must	be	adequate	 for	 the	people	being	 resettled.	 Social	 legitimacy	 relates	 to	
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the	perceptions	of	local	people	on	issues	such	as	whether	the	project	is	good	for	their	wellbeing,	
whether	it	respects	local	ways	of	life,	whether	alternatives	have	been	fully	explored	and	explained	
to	 the	 local	 community,	 whether	 affected	 people	 have	 had	 a	 say	 and	 their	 views	 adequately	
considered,	 and	whether	 they	 feel	 they	have	been	 treated	 fairly	 and	 reasonably.	 To	 ensure	 the	
legal/administrative	legitimacy	of	SLO	in	the	eyes	of	local	communities,	project	proponents	should	
demonstrate	that	they	know	of	and	have	a	good	record	of	adhering	to	(and	preferably	exceeding)	
national	and	international	standards.	Where	a	proponent	is	a	relatively	unknown	company,	the	local	
community	will	likely	have	concerns	about	various	issues	and	suspicions	that	their	rights	will	not	be	
protected.	

The	economic	legitimacy	of	large	dams	is	largely	related	to	the	economic	situation	of	the	affected	
people	before	and	after	the	project	(Cernea,	2003).	It	is	also	related	to	the	overall	financial	feasibility	
of	 the	project	 (WCD,	2000).	The	varied	risks	of	 impoverishment	 faced	by	people	being	resettled	
are	significant	(Cernea,	1997;	de	Wet,	2001;	Scudder,	2005).	Usually,	a	national	 legal	system	has	
established	procedures	and	compensation	mechanisms,	however,	too	often	these	are	inadequate	
for	 assessing	 the	 true	 value	of	 affected	people’s	 assets,	 such	as	 their	 land,	 buildings	 and	 crops,	
and	 they	 fail	 to	avoid	harm	being	 created	 (Hanna	et	al.,	 2014;	Vanclay,	2017a;	 van	der	Ploeg	&	
Vanclay,	2018).	This	 is	especially	 true	 in	countries	where	there	 is	relatively	 little	experience	with	
large	infrastructure	projects	(Wood,	2003;	Ogwang	et	al.,	2018).	

Large	 infrastructure	 projects	 are	 typically	 financed	 by	 one	 or	more	 of	 the	 various	 international	
financial	institutions	(IFIs),	including:	the	World	Bank	(WB);	the	International	Finance	Corporation	
(IFC);	 the	 Asian	 Development	 Bank	 (ADB);	 the	 Asian	 Infrastructure	 Investment	 Bank	 (AIIB);	 the	
European	Bank	for	Reconstruction	and	Development	(EBRD);	the	European	Investment	Bank	(EIB);	
the	New	Development	Bank	 (NDB);	and	others.	Project	 implementers	borrowing	 from	an	 IFI	are	
required	to	comply	with	the	specific	standards	and	requirements	of	that	bank,	which	are	relatively	
similar,	although	there	are	minor	differences.	Furthermore,	even	where	projects	are	financed	by	
commercial	banks,	the	same	basic	environmental	and	social	standards	tend	to	be	applied,	especially	
where	the	bank	is	a	signatory	to	the	Equator	Principles	(Vanclay,	2017a).	The	international	standards	
unequivocally	 require	 that	 the	 resettlement	 should	 aim	 at	 ‘improving	 or	 at	 least	 restoring’	 the	
living	conditions	of	the	impacted	people.	Moreover,	it	is	encouraged	that	resettlement	projects	be	
treated	as	development	projects	in	their	own	right	(Vanclay,	2017a).	The	World	Bank’s	Operational	
Policy	 (OP)	4.12	 (originally	dating	 from	2001,	 current	version	2013),	which	had	been	voluntarily	
adopted	by	the	Khudoni	project	developers	—	as	well	as	the	World	Bank’s	Environmental	and	Social	
Standard	5	which	replaces	OP4.12	–	stipulate	that	resettlement	should	be	undertaken	as	a	form	
of	sustainable	development	and	that	the	displaced	people	should	share	in	project	benefits	(World	
Bank,	2013;	2017).	The	international	standards	have	been	evolving	over	time.	They	are	especially	
important	for	projects	where	national	legislation	doesn’t	provide	adequate	safeguards	to	protect	
the	affected	population	(Smyth	&	Vanclay,	2017).	The	focus	in	resettlement	practice	has	now	shifted	
towards	ensuring	 improvement	 in	 the	 living	conditions	of	people	to	be	resettled	(and	their	host	
communities),	rather	than	accepting	that	some	people	can	be	losers	from	a	project	simply	because	
it	is	in	the	national	interest	(Perera,	2014;	Vanclay,	2017a).	
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Social	 legitimacy	 is	 also	 important	 when	 considering	 large	 infrastructure	 projects.	 Affected	
communities	should	have	full	access	to	all	relevant	information	about	the	project.	Where	a	project	
entails	 resettling	a	 few	people	 in	order	to	achieve	benefits	 for	 the	wider	public,	affected	people	
will	 likely	 see	 themselves	as	being	sacrificed	 for	 the	greater	good.	Although	some	people	might	
cooperate,	a	proponent	will	need	to	make	a	strong	case	that	the	positives	outweigh	the	negatives,	
not	only	for	the	affected	people	(which	would	comprise	economic	legitimacy),	but	also	for	the	wider	
public.	The	IFI	standards	urge	project	proponents	to	avoid	resettlement	if	at	all	possible	(IFC,	2012;	
World	Bank,	2013).	Where	unavoidable,	the	extent	of	resettlement	and	associated	impacts	should	
be	minimized.	 This	 emphasises	 the	 importance	of	 thoroughly	 exploring	project	 alternatives	 and	
giving	more	weight	to	alternatives	that	are	acceptable	to	local	inhabitants.	

In	order	for	a	proponent	to	pass	the	legitimacy	threshold	of	the	SLO	framework,	they	must	have:	
established	why	their	project	is	important	(legal,	economic	and	social	legitimacy);	clarity	about	the	
benefits	to	local	communities	(economic	and	social	legitimacy);	and	an	assessment	demonstrating	
that	 the	 positive	 impacts	 clearly	 outweigh	 negative	 impacts	 (social	 legitimacy).	 It	 also	 helps	 to	
have	a	recognisable	name	with	a	good	reputation,	fully	adhere	to	standards	that	ensure	effective	
stakeholder	 engagement,	 enact	 appropriate	 transparency	 and	 accountability	 procedures,	 and	
allow	time	 to	build	 relations	with	 communities,	 including	by	having	ongoing	 representatives	on	
the	ground	and	being	active	in	addressing	local	community	issues,	which	will	likely	go	beyond	the	
narrowly-defined	goals	and	objectives	of	the	project	(Esteves	&	Vanclay,	2009).	

Credibility

To	achieve	the	approval	level	from	a	local	community,	a	proponent	needs	to	establish	its	credibility.	
Credibility	 is	 achieved	 by	 consistently	 providing	 true,	 clear	 and	 believable	 information.	 Three	
components	of	credibility	can	be	identified	–	public	perceptions	of:	(1)	the	company’s	commitment	
to	social	performance;	(2)	the	level	of	technical	competence	the	company	has	to	deliver	on	promises	
made;	and	(3)	the	company’s	understanding	of	and	respect	for	the	local	context	(Wilson,	2016).

The	first	component	of	credibility,	the	project’s	commitment	to	social	performance,	was	strongly	
emphasized	 in	 the	WCD	 (2000)	 report.	 The	WCD	was	 established	 in	 1998	 to	 address	 escalating	
controversies	 surrounding	 large	 dams.	 The	WCD	 report	 concluded	 that	 dams	 are	 important	 for	
development,	but	also	 that	 the	many	negative	 impacts	 imposed	on	 local	populations	 could	and	
should	 be	 avoided.	 The	 report	 outlined	 seven	 strategic	 priorities	 for	 dam	 proponents	 and	 dam	
governance:	(1)	gaining	public	acceptance;	(2)	undertaking	a	comprehensive	options	assessment;	
(3)	 addressing	 existing	 dams;	 (4)	 sustaining	 rivers	 and	 livelihoods;	 (5)	 recognising	 entitlements	
and	sharing	benefits;	(6)	ensuring	compliance;	and	(7)	sharing	rivers	for	peace,	development	and	
security	(WCD,	2000).	The	importance	of	commitment	to	social	performance	was	also	emphasized	
in	Scudder’s	(2005)	analysis	of	50	large	dam	projects	involving	resettlement.	Scudder	argued	that	
a	 failure	 to	provide	 real	opportunities	 to	 improve	 living	 standards	and	 insufficient	 funding	were	
significant	factors	leading	to	the	impoverishment	of	resettled	communities.	
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The	second	component	of	credibility,	the	project’s	technical	expertise,	is	also	widely	discussed	in	
the	literature	on	dam-induced	displacement	and	resettlement.	The	seven	strategic	priorities	of	the	
WCD	 (2000)	underscore	 the	 importance	of	 technical	 expertise	–	e.g.	 the	 second	principle	urges	
better	management	of	existing	dams	before	constructing	new	dams,	and	the	sixth	principle	calls	
for	ensuring	compliance	with	commitments	made	at	project	commencement.	Without	adequate	
technical	expertise,	 it	can	be	difficult	for	projects	to	fulfil	the	commitments	and	promises	made.	
Resettlement	 is	problematic	because	 it	 is	highly	complex	and	 rarely	planned	well	 (Turton,	2006;	
Reddy	 et	 al.,	 2015;	 Owen	 &	 Kemp,	 2016;	 Vanclay	 2017a).	 Restoring,	 let	 alone	 improving,	 pre-
resettlement	conditions	is	typically	more	difficult	than	anticipated	(Scudder,	2005;	Mathur,	2006;	
Price,	 2009;	 Satiroglu	 &	 Choi,	 2015;	 Hanna	 et	 al.,	 2016b;	 van	 der	 Ploeg	 &	 Vanclay,	 2018).	 The	
impoverishment	 arising	 from	 project-induced	 resettlement	 highlights	 the	 lack	 of	 resettlement	
expertise	and	experience	amongst	project	staff	and	the	lack	of	political	will	by	governments	and	
project	authorities	to	follow	through	on	resettlement	plans	and	promises.	

The	third	component	of	credibility	is	the	extent	of	the	project’s	understanding	of	and	respect	for	the	
local	context.	IFI	standards	and	the	academic	literature	emphasise	the	importance	of	meaningful	
public	participation	and	involving	local	representatives	in	decision-making	processes	(Scudder,	2005;	
IFC,	2009,	2012;	World	Bank,	2013;	World	Bank	Inspection	Panel,	2016;	Smyth	&	Vanclay,	2017).	
Moreover,	when	designing	compensation	schemes,	the	objective	should	be	not	only	full	restoration	
of	material	conditions,	but	also	to	take	 into	account	the	non-material,	social	dynamics	(Scudder,	
2005;	Reddy	et	al.,	2015;	Terminski,	2015;	Smyth	&	Vanclay,	2017).	The	places	to	which	people	will	
be	relocated	should	be	adequate,	not	only	in	terms	of	infrastructure,	economic	opportunities	and	
environment,	but	also	in	terms	of	strengthening	social	capital	(Vanclay,	2017a;	van	der	Ploeg	et	al.,	
2017).	Given	the	high	risks	to	basic	human	rights	during	resettlement,	van	der	Ploeg	and	Vanclay	
(2017a,	2017b)	outline	a	human	rights	based	approach	to	resettlement.	Project	proponents	should	
be	able	to	demonstrate	they	are	aware	of	and	understand	human	rights	and	how	to	respect	them	
(United	Nations	2007,	2011).	 It	 is	especially	 important	to	protect	Indigenous	peoples,	vulnerable	
groups	 and	other	 subgroups	whose	 identities	 and	 aspirations	may	be	 distinct	 from	mainstream	
society	(World	Bank,	2017).	International	standards	have	been	giving	increasing	attention	to	such	
groups,	especially	with	the	concept	of	Free,	Prior	and	Informed	Consent	(FPIC)	(Hanna	&	Vanclay,	
2013;	Rodhouse	&	Vanclay,	2016).	

In	 short,	 to	gain	credibility,	project	proponents	must	be	clear	 from	the	beginning	about	what	 is	
going	to	happen,	how	it	will	affect	the	local	community,	and	what	mitigation	measures,	including	
development	opportunities,	will	be	implemented	to	understand	and	address	the	issues	created	by	
the	project.	The	local	population	must	be	involved	at	all	project	stages.	The	proponent	must	clearly	
demonstrate	understanding	and	respect	towards	local	culture	and	local	people.	

Trust (trustworthiness)

What	Thomson	and	Boutilier	 (2011)	 call	 trust,	but	by	being	a	property	of	a	project	or	 company	
perhaps	could	be	considered	as	 trustworthiness,	 leads	 to	 the	highest	 level	of	SLO,	psychological	
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identification	 (or	 co-ownership	 as	 it	was	 previously	 labelled).	 In	 order	 for	 trust/trustworthiness	
to	 occur,	 there	 has	 to	 be	 a	 long-term	 relationship	 in	 which	 local	 communities	 and	 the	 project	
proponent	 consider	 each	other	 as	partners.	 Trustworthiness	will	 not	 arise	 if	 there	 is	 not	 a	high	
degree	of	legitimacy	and	credibility.	Trust	is	developed	through	the	quality	of	interaction	between	
proponent	and	local	communities,	rather	than	the	quantity	of	interaction	(Moffat	&	Zhang,	2014).	
Unfortunately,	proponents	often	 rely	only	on	public	meetings	 for	 their	 community	engagement,	
even	though	these	events	are	of	limited	value	(Hartz-Karp	&	Pope,	2011).	Genuine	trust	building	
requires	(amongst	other	things)	that	representatives	of	the	local	communities	be	actively	involved	
in	decision-making	and	monitoring	(Dare	et	al.,	2014).	Where	there	is	trust,	the	local	community	
and	proponent	will	consider	themselves	to	be	on	the	same	side.	This	perception	of	being	on	the	
same	side	 is	especially	 important	 for	 large	dam	projects,	where	often	hundreds	of	 families	have	
to	be	resettled.	Because	of	the	uncertainty	about	how	families	will	cope	with	their	new	life,	and	
increasing	evidence	that	resettled	families	end	up	worse	off	(Vanclay,	2017a),	there	needs	to	be	a	
high	level	of	trust	at	the	commencement	of	the	project,	otherwise	even	minor	issues	will	create	
nuisance,	annoyance,	and	increase	the	risk	of	social	impacts,	leading	to	protest	and	disruption	(Tilt	
et	al.,	2009;	Hanna	et	al.,	2016a).

The	development	of	trust	requires	understanding	and	acknowledging	that	there	are	different	groups	
in	a	community,	and	addressing	their	differing	concerns	and	interests.	Thus,	a	proponent	should	not	
simply	seek	one	universal	SLO,	rather	they	need	to	accommodate	the	diverse	views	of	the	multiple	
groups	(Vanclay,	2012;	Dare	et	al.,	2014;	Jijelava	&	Vanclay,	2014b).	Particular	attention	has	to	be	
paid	to	vulnerable	groups	in	local	communities,	such	as	people	with	disabilities,	elderly	and	women,	
and	Indigenous	peoples	(van	der	Ploeg	&	Vanclay,	2017b).	

Trust	is	hard	to	obtain	and	once	damaged	it	is	even	harder	to	rebuild.	In	the	case	of	Hydro-Quebec	
in	Canada,	 it	 took	more	 than	30	years	 to	establish	adequate	 relations	with	 the	 Indigenous	Cree	
peoples,	who	had	traditionally	been	living	where	a	HPP	was	planned	(Papillon	&	Rodon,	2017).	In	
the	1970s,	the	relationship	was	so	poor	that	some	Cree	community	members	swore	never	to	allow	
the	construction	of	the	HPP,	and	there	were	numerous	protests	and	conflicts	with	Hydro-Quebec	
(Niezen,	2016).	Hydro-Quebec	had	to	demonstrate	they	could	genuinely	listen	and	work	with	local	
communities,	 and	 that	 they	were	willing	 to	 include	 community	 representatives	 in	 real	decision-
making	processes	allowing	the	communities	to	have	a	strong	say	on	company	plans	and	activities.	
Moreover,	Hydro-Quebec	had	to	treat	the	Cree	as	partners,	implementing	a	benefit-sharing	program	
with	a	percentage	share	of	profit	going	to	the	Cree,	and	enabling	them	to	substantially	benefit	from	
the	project	by	providing	training	and	work	programs	(Grand	Council	of	the	Crees,	2013).	Over	time,	
rather	than	posing	a	risk,	the	project	became	associated	not	only	with	development	and	prosperity,	
but	also	with	respect	for	Cree	culture	and	traditional	ways	of	living,	and	with	enabling	the	Cree	to	
flourish	into	the	future.	
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3.3 METHODS USED TO STUDY THE KHUDONI HYDROELECTRIC POWER 
PLANT PROJECT

To	 test	 the	 SLO	model	 provided	 by	 Thomson	 and	 Boutilier,	 we	 considered	 the	 Khudoni	 HPP	 in	
Georgia.	 Using	 the	 Thomson	 and	 Boutilier	model	 as	 our	 analytical	 framework,	 we	 used	 a	 case	
study	 methodology	 (Tellis,	 1997)	 in	 a	 manner	 similar	 to	 which	 it	 is	 typically	 applied	 in	 social	
impact	assessment	 research	 (Becker,	1997;	Taylor	et	al.,	2004).	Specific	 social	 research	methods	
used	 included	 document	 analysis,	 in-depth	 interviews	 with	 key	 informants,	 and	 an	 analysis	 of	
information	about	the	case	in	the	various	forms	of	mass	media	(newspapers,	TV	and	internet).	The	
social	research	concept	of	triangulation	was	applied	(Becker,	1997).	

For	the	document	analysis,	we	analysed	all	publicly-available	materials	relating	to	the	Khudoni	HPP,	
including	the	Environmental	and	Social	Impact	Assessment	(ESIA),	a	scoping	document,	various	NGO	
statements	and	reports,	and	a	review	of	the	ESIA	by	the	Netherlands	Commission	on	Environmental	
Assessment	 (NCEA,	 2013).	 Unfortunately,	 the	 Resettlement	 Action	 Plan	 (RAP)	 was	 not	 publicly	
available.	Most	of	these	key	documents	were	in	English.

The	lead	author	conducted	interviews	in	the	Georgian	language	with	key	stakeholders.	Interviews	with	
Tbilisi-based	stakeholders	were	conducted	 in	2016	and	2017,	 including	with	 the	authors	of	 the	ESIA	
and	the	RAP,	representatives	of	the	project	developer,	the	Georgian	Ministry	of	Energy,	the	Georgian	
Ministry	 of	 Environment	 and	 Natural	 Resources,	 and	watchdog	 NGOs	 –	 Green	 Alternative	 and	 the	
Caucasus	Environmental	NGO	Network	(CENN).	The	specific	interviewees	were	selected	by	identifying	
the	key	 stakeholder	 groups	and	 then	determining	which	 representative(s)	 in	each	group	were	most	
appropriate	 and/or	 knowledgeable	 about	 the	 project.	 The	main	 objective	 of	 the	 interviews	was	 to	
gain	a	comprehensive	understanding	of	the	history	and	current	situation,	as	well	as	an	assessment	of	
the	attitudes	of	the	advocates	and	opponents	of	the	project.	The	interviews	clarified	and/or	validated	
the	information	which	had	been	collected	from	project	documents	and	the	internet.	Consistent	with	
SIA	methodology	(Baines	et	al.,	2013),	given	the	conflict	context	of	this	particular	project,	 it	was	not	
appropriate	to	record	interviews,	and	therefore	extensive	notes	were	taken	(in	Georgian	language)	during	
the	interviews.	We	used	a	narrative	analysis	approach	(Ezzy,	2002)	for	analysing	the	data.	Interview	and	
observation	notes	were	sorted	based	on	their	relation	to	the	topic	and	reflected	upon	in	the	context	of	
SLO.	The	analysis	was	done	in	Georgian,	but	some	key	points	were	translated	in	English	for	the	paper.	
An	interview	with	the	Dutch	author	of	the	NCEA	review	was	done	in	English	via	skype	in	October	2017.

In	April	2017,	the	lead	author	visited	New	Khaishi	 in	Southern	Georgia,	the	place	to	which	some	
affected	people	were	resettled	to	during	the	1980s.	A	snowball	process	was	used	to	identify	those	
people	 who	 had	 been	 resettled	 there.	 In	 2017,	 only	 about	 20	 people	 from	 the	 80	 households	
who	had	been	resettled	remained	in	New	Khaishi,	with	the	other	people	who	had	been	resettled	
having	relocated	back	to	their	original	home.	Five	people	agreed	to	talk	about	the	project	and	their	
personal	experiences.	 In	 July	2017,	 the	 lead	author	visited	 the	original	Khaishi	 village	 in	Svaneti	
region,	where	the	Khudoni	HPP	was	supposed	to	be	constructed.	Discussions	with	local	residents	



54

How a large project was halted by the lack of a SLO: testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier Model

led	to	an	in-depth	interview	with	a	local	government	representative.	He	provided	information	about	
the	project	and	the	views	of	the	local	population,	and	took	the	lead	author	on	a	tour	of	significant	
sites,	including	the	local	church,	cemetery	and	a	nearby	hill	overlooking	the	construction	site	and	
area	at	risk	of	inundation.	Extensive	handwritten	fieldnotes	were	made	during	these	visits.	

Interviewees	 preferred	 not	 to	 sign	 consent	 sheets,	 primarily	 because	 of	 the	 politically-charged	
context	of	the	project,	but	also	because	there	was	not	a	cultural	understanding	of	these	forms	and	
a	dislike	of	bureaucratic	procedure.	In	contested	project	situations,	there	is	frequently	a	reluctance	
of	people	to	sign	documents	(Baines	et	al.,	2013).	Nevertheless,	although	the	use	of	signed	consent	
sheets	was	not	appropriate	 in	 this	context,	 the	general	principle	of	 informed	consent	and	other	
ethical	social	research	principles	were	observed	(Vanclay	et	al.,	2013).	

We	 also	 watched	 and	 analysed	 numerous	 TV	 programs	 and	 news	 stories	 about	 the	 project,	
especially	 those	 which	 included	 interviews	 with	 the	 local	 population.	 Most	 of	 these	 programs	
were	recorded	between	2012	and	2013,	when	the	protest	peaked.	A	key	source	was	the	Georgian	
Public	 Broadcaster’s	 program,	 Realuri Sivrtse	 (Real	 Space),	 which	 took	 the	 form	 of	 a	 critical	
discussion	 between	 interested	 stakeholders,	 including	 academics,	 government	 representatives,	
NGO	spokespersons,	and	experts	(GPB,	2013).	The	heated	arguments	and	rebuttals	revealed	the	
positions	of	the	various	stakeholders.	Another	video	(available	on	YouTube)	was	a	story	produced	
by	students	of	the	Georgian	Institute	of	Public	Affairs	(GIPA,	2012).	It	was	useful	for	understanding	
the	local	context	and	hearing	the	views	of	the	local	population.

At	various	times	in	2016	and	2017,	we	did	internet	searches	using	the	Georgian	and	English	words	
for	‘Khudoni’,	‘Khaishi’,	‘protests	in	Svaneti’,	‘hydroelectric	power	plant	in	Svaneti’	and	other	relevant	
terms.	 This	 resulted	 in	 many	 postings	 being	 identified,	 mostly	 dated	 between	 2012	 and	 2013	
when	dam	construction	was	 intended	 to	commence	and	when	 the	 local	population	organised	a	
number	of	protest	rallies.	We	reviewed	these	online	stories	recording	the	key	points.	This	yielded	an	
understanding	of	how	the	Khudoni	HPP	has	been	reported	in	the	Georgian	media,	and	an	indication	
of	broader	perceptions	and	opinions	about	it.	

3.4 BACKGROUND INFORMATION ABOUT THE KHUDONI 
HYDROELECTRIC POWER PLANT PROJECT

Technical details about the project

The	Khudoni	HPP	was	intended	to	be	located	on	the	Enguri	River	near	the	village	of	Khaishi	in	the	
upper	Svaneti	region	of	north-west	Georgia	(see	Figure	3.2).	 It	was	originally	 intended	to	have	a	
200	metre	high	dam	wall,	with	a	maximum	generation	capacity	of	700	megawatts,	and	an	annual	
generation	of	1,500	million	kWh.	The	reservoir	was	expected	to	contain	345	million	cubic	metres	of	
water,	having	a	surface	area	of	528	hectares.	



55

  3

Source: Adapted from Wikipedia.

Figure 3.2. |	Map	of	Georgia	with	the	original	Khaishi	village	and	relocation	site	marked	by	red	crosses

The	Enguri	River	already	had	a	large	HPP	(the	1,100	megawatt	Enguri	HPP)	downstream	from	the	
Khudoni	site,	which	was	constructed	by	the	Soviet	Union	during	the	1950s.	At	that	time,	additional	
HPPs	were	planned	to	fully	utilize	the	river’s	hydropower	potential.	In	1978,	the	Soviet	authorities	
decided	to	proceed	with	building	the	Khudoni	HPP.	During	the	1980s,	the	Soviet	government	built	
a	new	settlement	(which	was	also	called	Khaishi)	in	southern	Georgia	(about	500	kms	away)	and	
started	to	resettle	people	out	of	Khaishi.	When	the	Soviet	Union	collapsed	in	1991,	about	80	of	the	
200	households	in	Khaishi	had	been	moved.	

In	 the	 10	 years	 following	 independence	 in	 1991,	Georgia	 had	 to	 deal	with	 several	wars,	 severe	
economic	 problems,	 and	 internal	 displacement	 issues	 (Mitchell,	 2009;	 Wheatley,	 2017).	 This	
upheaval	meant	 that	work	 on	 the	 Khudoni	HPP	 stopped,	without	 any	measures	 being	 taken	 to	
protect	work	done	 to	date.	Thus,	within	a	 few	years,	 the	 construction	work	done	by	 the	Soviet	
government	on	various	buildings,	river	diversion	and	other	tunnels,	the	cofferdam,	the	underground	
powerhouse,	and	the	left	abutment,	all	fell	into	disrepair	(NCEA,	2013).	The	80	households	who	had	
been	resettled	found	it	difficult	to	remain	in	the	new	village,	since	promised	infrastructure	had	not	
been	completed	and	essential	services	were	lacking.	Some	50	households	returned	to	their	original	
houses	in	Khaishi.	Many	just	abandoned	the	houses	provided	to	them	by	the	Soviet	government,	
although	a	few	managed	to	sell	the	houses	for	small	amounts	mostly	to	Internally	Displaced	Persons	
who	had	fled	the	Abkhazia	war.	

When	the	Saakashvili	government	came	to	power	in	Georgia	following	the	Rose	Revolution	in	2003,	
talks	about	the	Khudoni	HPP	resumed.	The	Saakashvili	government	implemented	radical	reforms	to	
secure	swift	economic	development	and	to	make	Georgia	attractive	for	foreign	investment.	It	viewed	
energy	as	an	essential	component	of	this	strategy	and	thought	that	recommencement	of	the	Khudoni	
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project	 could	be	easily	 achieved.	According	 to	a	CEE	Bankwatch	Network	 (2015)	 factsheet	on	 the	
dam,	the	Government	of	Georgia	signed	a	MoU	to	initiate	the	project	in	2007	with	Continental	Energy	
Limited	(which	later	became	Trans	Electrica),	a	company	first	registered	in	2006	in	Belize.	The	unclear	
ownership	structure	of	this	and	other	companies	associated	with	this	project	has	led	to	many	concerns	
from	watchdog	organisations,	especially	because	it	is	not	easy	to	identify	the	individuals	involved	and	
thus	ensure	transparency	and	accountability	(CEE	Bankwatch	Network,	2015).

Between	2005	and	2007,	 the	USAID	and	 the	World	Bank	 funded	various	 consultancy	 studies	 to	
assess	 the	 technical,	 economic,	 environmental	 and	 social	 feasibility	 of	 the	 Khudoni	 HPP.	 Their	
reports	had	mixed	conclusions,	 suggesting	that	 the	project	could	be	 feasible,	but	 indicating	that	
there	were	many	 issues	to	address.	 In	2009,	a	 further	agreement	between	the	government	and	
the	proponent	articulated	the	precise	terms	of	the	project,	including	that	it	would	be	on	a	Build-
Own-Operate	basis,	and	that	the	proponent	would	be	required	to	make	staged	payments	to	the	
Government	of	Georgia	totalling	nearly	USD	4	million.	It	was	estimated	that	the	project	would	cost	
the	proponent	in	the	vicinity	of	USD	700	million	and	would	take	60	months	to	construct.	In	2011,	
the	 government	 signed	 an	 agreement	with	 a	 consortium	 involving	 Trans	 Electrica	 International	
(formerly	Continental	Energy	 International	Limited),	Trans	Electrica	Georgia	Limited,	and	a	range	
of	other	parties.	During	2012	and	2013,	there	was	much	protest	against	the	project	at	 local	and	
national	levels,	and	a	national	debate	about	the	dam	and	related	issues	raged	in	the	media	(GIPA,	
2012;	GPB,	2013).	With	the	change	in	government	in	October	2012	(to	the	Ivanishvili	government),	
leading	to	a	massive	change	in	policy,	there	was	a	relatively-immediate	moratorium	imposed	on	the	
project,	with	an	agreement	on	the	pause	signed	with	the	proponent	on	4	February	2013.	However,	
despite	the	public	protest,	on	28	May	2013	the	new	Government	approved	the	project	on	the	same	
terms	agreed	to	by	the	previous	government	(CEE	Bankwatch	Network	2015)	and	public	statements	
reconfirming	Trans	Electrica	as	the	authorised	developer	were	 issued	to	signal	the	government’s	
intention	to	persist	with	the	dam.	As	at	the	time	of	completion	of	this	paper	(early	2018),	no	further	
developments	on	this	project	have	occurred.	

The social context

Svaneti	 is	a	mountainous	 region	of	Georgia	primarily	 inhabited	by	 the	Svan	people,	who	have	a	
distinct	 culture	 and	 tradition,	 and	 arguably	 qualify	 as	 being	 Indigenous,	 although	 this	 is	 highly	
complex	in	the	Georgian	context.	The	region	is	highly	attractive,	with	much	tourism	potential.	With	
200	households,	the	village	of	Khaishi	is	a	relatively	large	village	and	serves	as	the	regional	centre.	
It	has	a	small	hospital,	school,	and	shops.	Altogether,	there	are	14	settlements	in	the	project	area.	
If	the	project	is	to	proceed,	four	villages	–	Khaishi,	Gagma	Khaishi,	Dakari	and	Tobari	–	and	some	
households	at	lower	elevations	of	other	villages	would	need	to	be	resettled.	Of	particular	concern	
is	the	village	church	and	cemetery	in	Khaishi.	At	the	time	of	our	research	(2017),	the	resettlement	
destination(s)	were	yet	to	be	decided,	although	as	the	project	is	currently	not	likely	to	proceed	in	
the	short	term,	this	is	inconsequential.	However,	it	was	a	major	concern	for	the	villagers	previously,	
because	of	the	uncertainty	around	their	future.
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Local	people	are	very	uncertain	about	their	own	future	and	the	future	of	their	villages.	Talk	about	
the	project	and	stop-start	actions	have	been	going	on	for	over	40	years,	and	it	has	never	been	clear	
what	would	happen	in	the	future.	Such	uncertainty	severely	affects	the	life	and	wellbeing	of	local	
inhabitants	and	the	community.	For	example,	businesses	are	less	inclined	to	invest	or	expand,	and	
households	refrain	from	making	repairs,	renovation	or	expansion.	As	a	result,	a	cumulative	social	
impact	is	that	the	region	is	now	much	less	developed	than	it	would	have	been	if	no	project	had	been	
foreshadowed	(Vanclay	2002,	2012).	

3.5 EXAMINING THE SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE OF THE KHUDONI 
HYDROELECTRIC POWER PLANT PROJECT

Examining the project’s legitimacy 

To	understand	the	legitimacy	aspect	of	the	project’s	SLO,	we	explore	three	overarching	issues.	First,	
we	assess	whether	the	project’s	advocates	and	champions	(including	the	government)	presented	an	
adequate	social	business	case	for	the	project:	did	they	demonstrate	that	it	was	really	necessary	to	
build	this	HPP?;	did	they	establish	that	the	benefits	outweighed	the	costs	at	the	local	and	national	
levels?;	and	did	they	clarify	how	the	project	fits	into	the	overall	development	of	Georgia’s	energy	
policy	and	the	future	of	the	Svaneti	region?	Second,	we	explore	whether	the	proponent	considered	
possible	 alternatives	 to	 the	project	 through	 the	 following	questions:	would	 a	 smaller	 dam	have	
been	better?;	would	a	different	location	have	been	possible?;	would	other	sources	of	energy	(e.g.	
windpower)	have	been	more	appropriate	for	Georgia?	Third,	we	consider	the	process	dimensions	
of	the	project:	were	people	adequately	informed	and	engaged	in	the	project?

Statements	from	local	NGOs	(GYLA,	2013),	 international	actors	 (NCEA,	2013),	and	the	numerous	
protests	 from	 the	 local	 community	 clearly	 reveal	 that	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 the	 project	 was	 being	
questioned.	There	were	no	convincing	answers	to	the	key	questions:	is this project necessary?;	and 
who will benefit from the project?	Opponents	to	the	project	often	pointed	out	that	the	electricity	
generated	would	be	sold	to	Turkey	where	energy	demand	was	increasing	rapidly.	They	considered	
that,	while	 this	might	enable	 the	private	 investor	 to	earn	 significant	 income,	 it	would	not	bring	
any	benefits	to	the	local	population	or	even	to	Georgia	as	a	whole	(Kochladze	&	Getiashvili,	2007;	
interviews	with	local	population).	According	to	Section	4.3	of	the	2011	implementation	agreement	
between	Trans	Electrica	and	the	Government	of	Georgia,	electricity	generated	during	winter	months	
would	exclusively	be	for	meeting	internal	demand	in	Georgia	(Government	of	Georgia,	2011).	This	
was	not	changed	by	the	2013	MoU.	In	the	summer	months	when	there	would	be	excess	electricity	
in	 the	Georgian	grid,	 the	 surplus	 could	be	exported	 to	Turkey	 (interview	with	Kochladze,	2016).	
However,	the	Deputy	Minister	of	Energy,	Ilia	Eloshvili,	stated	in	a	2014	interview	that	the	government	
would	renegotiate	the	deal	so	that	all	electricity	would	be	first	available	to	Georgian	consumers	and	
only	any	surplus	could	be	sold	to	foreign	markets	(Netgazeti,	2014).	Nevertheless,	the	majority	of	
the	local	population	were	not	convinced	that	the	benefits	of	the	project	outweighed	the	negative	
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impacts	for	Svaneti	or	Georgia	as	a	whole	(GIPA,	2012;	interviews	with	local	population).	Thus,	while	
there	has	been	some	attempt	at	justification	by	the	proponent,	the	arguments	were	not	convincing	
to	the	local	population.

Another	 contested	 issue	 relates	 to	 whether	 alternatives	 to	 a	 large	 dam	 were	 considered	 and	
whether	 the	 adverse	 impacts	 on	 people,	 especially	 displacement	 and	 resettlement,	 could	 be	
avoided	or	minimised.	The	NCEA	(2013)	report	considered	that	the	ESIA	was	seriously	flawed	given	
its	limited	discussion	of	alternatives.	A	key	recommendation	of	the	NCEA	report	was	for	the	Georgian	
government	to	undertake	a	strategic	environmental	assessment	of	the	energy	sector	 in	Georgia.	
It	argued	that	understanding	the	bigger	picture	and	considering	a	wider	range	of	alternatives	for	
national	energy	development	would	allow	the	government	 to	make	better	decisions	and	have	a	
more	 meaningful	 and	 open	 discussion	 with	 the	 public.	 The	 suggestion	 to	 conduct	 a	 Strategic	
Environmental	and	Social	Assessment	of	the	energy	sector	was	implemented	in	2014	as	part	of	a	
World	Bank	loan	to	strengthen	the	country’s	energy	system.	However,	at	the	time	of	completion	of	
this	paper	(early	2018),	the	report	had	not	yet	been	released.	

One	argument	against	 the	project	used	by	 the	 local	population	was	 that,	 if	 they	were	 forced	 to	
leave	their	homes,	other	places	in	Svaneti	would	also	become	subject	to	further	dam	construction,	
leading	 to	 the	desertion,	despoliation	and	desolation	of	 this	historic	and	beautiful	mountainous	
region.	For	 the	Svan	people	with	 their	distinctive	cultural	 identity	and	 language,	 this	was	highly	
significant.	For	them,	leaving	the	region	would	mean	betraying	their	culture,	history	and	tradition,	
which	was	seen	as	more	important	than	all	other	issues	associated	with	resettlement.	Their	struggle	
to	stop	the	Khudoni	Dam	was	seen	as	a	last	bastion	fending-off	potential	other	HPP	construction	
projects	in	the	region:	‘if	we	concede	now,	it	will	mean	that	the	whole	Svaneti	region	will	be	lost’	
(interview	with	a	local	resident;	also	see	GIPA,	2012).	If	the	legitimacy	level	of	SLO	is	to	be	achieved, 
future	plans	will	need	to	be	clearly	explained	to	the	local	population,	and	their	concerns	about	the	
future	of	the	region	will	need	to	be	addressed.	

The	 legitimacy	 issue	 was	 exacerbated	 by	 the	 inadequacy	 of	 the	 information	 provided	 by	 the	
proponent.	 The	NCEA	 (2013:	8)	 report	 stated	 that	 ‘the	 communication	with	potentially	 affected	
people	 of	 the	 Khaishi	 community	 as	 well	 as	 the	 inhabitants	 of	 the	 upper	 Svaneti	 region	 has	
been	incomplete	and	not	transparent.	Flaws	in	procedures	for	resettlement	planning	and	lack	of	
information	has	resulted	in	significant	distrust	of	the	population	in	government	and	investor’.	Public	
meetings	about	the	project	were	poorly	advertised,	especially	at	the	early	stages	of	the	project.	
According	 to	one	NGO	report,	only	 inhabitants	 from	2	of	 the	17	villages	knew	about	 the	public	
hearing	in	2007	(Kochladze	&	Getiashvili	2007;	CEE	Bankwatch	Network,	2014).	The	company	had	a	
part-time	representative	in	Khaishi	during	the	project	preparation	phase,	but	no	serious	effort	was	
made	to	establish	a	genuine	community	engagement	program.	The	proponent	did	upload	the	ESIA	
and	other	relevant	documents	 to	 their	website,	but	 these	documents	were	not	widely	accessed	
because	most	local	people	did	not	have	internet	access.	Furthermore,	these	documents	were	not	
user-friendly,	easy-to-read	documents	that	most	people	could	comprehend.	
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The	quality	of	the	public	consultations	has	raised	concerns.	One	journalist	(cited	by	Antidze,	2013:	
50)	said:	although	‘the	purpose	of	such	meetings	should	be	the	public’s	involvement	in	the	decision-
making	process,	 the	 company	 stated	 from	 the	very	beginning	 that	all	 the	decisions	had	already	
been	made.	In	particular,	they	highlighted	that	the	final	design	of	the	project	was	already	selected	
and	 construction	activities	would	 start	 in	April,	 2012.	How	can	anybody	 claim	 that	 the	meeting	
running	under	this	format	is	consultation	with	public?’.	Other	people	interviewed	by	Antidze	(2013)	
emphasized	 that	 the	 public	 hearings	 were	 solely	 top-down	 information	 provision,	 without	 any	
meaningful	consultation	or	participatory	engagement.	This	was	a	critical	issue	because	participation	
in	decision	making	is	very	important	for	the	people	of	Upper	Svaneti	(Elizbarashvili	et	al.,	2018).

When	a	project	is	implemented	by	a	well-known	company	with	an	established	record	of	successfully	
implementing	similar	projects	elsewhere,	people	will	likely	think	that	its	legitimacy	is	higher	than	
a	project	run	by	an	unknown	or	dodgy	organisation.	For	example,	BP,	which	has	a	relatively	good	
reputation	in	Georgia	(Jijelava	&	Vanclay,	2017),	enjoyed	some	level	of	SLO	from	the	commencement	
of	their	activities	because	people	had	a	fairly	clear	idea	about	BP,	its	activities	and	reputation.	Trans	
Electrica,	however,	was	a	different	story,	and	its	unclear	ownership	status	raised	many	questions.	
Furthermore,	it	was	perceived	as	having	no	experience	in	running	similar	projects.	In	a	July	2015	
briefing	by	a	local	NGO,	some	of	the	key	concerns	included	the	fact	that	the	contracting	company	
was	registered	offshore	(British	Virgin	Islands),	and	the	names	of	the	owners	and	sources	of	financing	
had	not	been	disclosed	(Green	Alternative,	2015).	

Examining the project’s credibility 

Credibility	in	the	SLO	context	means	the	perception	of	the	local	community	about	the	company’s	
fairness,	 transparency,	 and	 understanding	 of	 the	 local	 context.	 The	 proponent	 should	 clearly	
demonstrate	its	commitment	to	social	performance.	According	to	most	people	in	Georgia	and	the	
assessments	of	 local	NGOs	and	the	NCEA,	there	was	little	perception	of	fairness	or	transparency	
from	the	beginning	of	the	Khudoni	project.	The	mistrust	became	so	great	that	when	the	asset	valuers	
arrived	as	part	of	the	resettlement	process,	they	were	hindered	in	their	job	by	the	local	people.	The	
ESIA,	a	document	that	is	supposed	to	examine	all	social	and	environmental	impacts,	only	partially	
addressed	the	social	 issues.	For	example,	 it	omitted	any	discussion	of	 informal	economic	activity	
(e.g.	logging),	an	important	livelihood	activity	for	many	people	in	the	region.	Furthermore,	the	ESIA	
did	 not	 adequately	 distinguish	 between	 the	 various	 impacts	 to	 be	 experienced	by	 the	 different	
groups	of	people	within	the	affected	population	(NCEA,	2013).	Finally,	because	many	people	in	the	
community	do	not	use	the	internet	regularly,	access	to	the	ESIA	was	limited.	

In	big	projects,	grievance	redress	mechanisms	tend	to	be	established	only	when	land	acquisition	
starts,	although	good	practice	expects	that	they	be	established	from	the	very	beginning	of	a	project	
(Vanclay	 et	 al.,	 2015).	 Having	 a	 grievance	mechanism	 and	 addressing	 the	 specific	 needs	 of	 the	
local	community	would	help	proponents	demonstrate	fairness	and	transparency.	However,	in	the	
Khudoni	case,	this	did	not	happen,	leading	to	doubts	about	fairness	and	transparency.	
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Commitment	 to	 social	 performance	 should	 be	 demonstrated	 by	 a	 good	 understanding	 of	 the	
local	context.	Although	the	Khudoni	ESIA	to	some	extent	did	consider	site	alternatives	and	how	a	
significant	cultural	heritage	site	might	be	protected,	it	did	not	give	adequate	consideration	to	what	
was	important	to	the	local	communities.	In	traditional	Georgian	villages,	the	church	and	cemetery	
are	considered	highly	significant	by	local	people,	even	though	these	sites	do	not	qualify	as	heritage	
in	national	or	international	terms.	If	the	dam	is	to	proceed,	for	local	people	to	approve	the	project,	
serious	 effort	will	 need	 to	be	 given	 to	 this	 issue.	 In	 resettlement	practice	worldwide,	 it	 is	 quite	
common	that	cemeteries	and	churches	are	relocated	(Reddy	et	al.,	2015).	

Understanding	the	past	experience	of	the	 local	community	 is	 important.	When	the	Soviet	Union	
started	 to	develop	 the	dam	 in	 the	1980s,	 about	a	 third	of	 the	people	of	Khaishi	were	 resettled	
to	 the	 Southern	 part	 of	Georgia,	 to	 a	 location	 that	was	 culturally,	 ethnically	 and	 geographically	
very	 different.	 Basic	 services,	 including	 potable	 water,	 were	 not	 provided,	 making	 it	 difficult	
for	 the	 resettled	people	 to	get	by.	When	 the	Soviet	Union	 started	 to	 collapse	and	various	 large	
infrastructure	 projects	 under	 construction,	 including	 Khudoni	HPP,	were	 stopped	 irrespective	of	
their	state	of	completion,	most	people	who	had	been	resettled	decided	to	go	back	to	their	original	
villages.	Only	about	a	quarter	of	the	80	households	resettled	for	the	Khudoni	HPP	remained	in	the	
new	settlement.	The	rest	sold	their	houses	or	abandoned	them.	This	means	that	there	is	a	risk	of	
double-resettlement	 for	 significant	proportion	of	 the	Khaishi	population,	which	would	be	highly	
stressful	for	them.

The	 second	 dimension	 of	 credibility	 is	 demonstrating	 a	 high	 level	 of	 technical	 skill.	 This	 was	
problematic	 for	 the	Khudoni	project,	with	weaknesses	 revealed	 in	many	ways,	at	 least	 from	the	
community’s	perspective.	From	a	social	perspective,	perhaps	the	most	important	information	is	the	
number	of	households	to	be	relocated.	However,	this	is	not	always	easy	to	establish,	and	changes	
to	project	specifications	may	lead	to	changes	 in	the	number	of	people	to	be	resettled	(Reddy	et	
al.,	2015;	van	der	Ploeg	&	Vanclay,	2018).	However,	from	the	community	perspective,	the	varying	
numbers	 of	 people	 and	 households	 to	 be	 resettled	 between	 different	 documents	 did	 not	 give	
a	 sense	 of	 the	 project	 having	 credibility.	 This	was	 exacerbated	 by	 awareness	 that	 the	 company	
did	not	have	a	record	of	developing	similar	projects	elsewhere	and	that	the	government	had	not	
previously	supervised	such	a	large	construction	project.	Such	inexperience	on	all	matters	led	to	the	
local	population	having	fears	that,	irrespective	of	any	promises	made,	they	could	not	be	sure	the	
promises	would	or	could	be	kept.	

Examining the project’s trust

For	trust	to	occur,	a	long-term	relationship	needs	to	be	developed	in	which	each	side	views	itself	
and	the	other	party	as	being	part	of	the	same	team	and	a	joint	partner	in	the	project.	This	means	
more	 than	 simply	 allowing	 the	 local	 population	 to	 participate	 in	meetings,	 it	 requires	 enabling	
them	to	take	part	in	decision-making.	There	was	no	attempt	by	the	proponent	to	involve	the	Svan	
people.	For	trust	to	emerge,	the	relationship	needs	to	be	ongoing	and	long-term.	Interacting	with	
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the	local	community	only	on	an	ad	hoc	basis	to	deal	strictly	with	issues	of	conflict	does	not	establish	
trust.	A	trusting	relationship	requires	the	proponent	to	demonstrate	real	commitment	to	the	local	
community.	Among	other	things,	this	could	include	opening	a	local	office	with	local	staff	who	are	
known	and	respected	in	the	community.	

Another	aspect	of	gaining	trust	is	that	the	engagement	activities	need	to	be	tailored	to	the	needs	
of	the	different	stakeholder	groups.	It	is	never	the	case	that	there	is	just	one	SLO	a	company	needs	
to	obtain	from	a	single	homogenous	community,	rather	a	SLO	for	each	stakeholder	group	needs	to	
be	gained	(Dare	et	al.,	2014;	Jijelava	&	Vanclay,	2014b;	Vanclay,	2012).	It	takes	time	and	effort	to	
identify	all	the	different	groups	and	to	work	with	each	of	them	to	gain	their	trust.	This	is	especially	
the	case	with	disadvantaged	and	vulnerable	groups.	According	to	the	NCEA	assessment,	the	ESIA	
did	 not	 differentiate	 the	 affected	people	 according	 to	 the	 degree	of	 impact	 from	 the	 project.	
Most	ESIA	data	were	collected	from	secondary	sources	at	a	municipality	rather	than	village	level,	
so	it	missed	many	details	about	agriculture,	tourism,	forestry,	ecosystem	services,	and	water	use	
(NCEA,	2013).	

One	issue	of	great	concern	to	the	local	community	was	that	the	government	allegedly	sold	1,500	
hectares	of	land	to	the	company	for	one	dollar.	This	was	to	enable	the	company	to	progress	building	
the	dam	and	associated	activities.	Although	this	was	part	of	a	bigger	financing	arrangement,	with	
the	company	paying	the	government	a	total	of	4	million	dollars,	local	people	were	not	aware	of	the	
bigger	picture	and	presumed	foul	play	when	it	was	reported	the	land	had	been	sold	for	a	pittance.	
They	also	felt	they	had	not	been	consulted	on	this	arrangement,	and	they	were	especially	concerned	
because	they	had	not	even	approved	of	the	dam.	Furthermore,	the	land	parcels	in	question	had	
contested	tenure,	with	some	local	people	having	used	portions	of	this	land	for	generations,	thus	
having	a	feeling	they	had	ownership	or	use	entitlements,	if	not	actual	rights.	When	this	land	was	
taken	away	from	them	and	given	to	the	company,	they	felt	cheated.

From	 the	 start	 of	 the	 project,	 the	 narrative	 from	 the	 government	 and	 proponent	was	 not	 that	
everybody	was	on	the	same	side,	rather	that	the	project	was	essential	for	national	development	
and	therefore	anybody	who	was	against	the	project	was	opposing	the	idea	of	a	strong,	unified	and	
independent	Georgia.	Some	project	advocates	claimed	that	the	vast	majority	of	people	knew	the	
project	was	for	the	common	good	and	that	the	subversive	activities	of	 the	environmental	NGOs	
undermined	the	project	and	the	country.	

3.6 CONCLUSION

Two	main	topics	were	considered	in	this	research.	First,	why	did	the	Khudoni	hydroelectric	power	
plant	project	fail	to	obtain	a	social	licence	to	operate	and	what	can	be	learned	from	this?	Second, 
overall,	is	SLO,	especially	as	conceived	by	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011),	a	useful	concept	to	apply	
to	dam	projects	and	other	large	projects	in	general?	
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Regarding	 the	 first	 question,	 it	 was	 evident	 that	 the	 legitimacy	 of	 the	 Khudoni	 HPP	was	 never	
achieved.	The	need	for	the	project	was	not	properly	established,	especially	from	the	perspective	
of	 the	 affected	 people.	 Although	 the	 government	 argued	 the	 project	 was	 important	 for	 the	
country’s	economy	and	for	energy	independence,	the	government	failed	to	convince	the	affected	
communities	and	other	stakeholders	of	 this.	To	most	people	–	not	only	 in	Svaneti	but	all	across	
Georgia,	 as	 evidenced	by	 the	extent	of	 protest	 against	 the	project	 –	 the	 government’s	 plans	 to	
flood	 large	parts	of	Svaneti	and	demand	that	most	people	 leave	the	region	were	manifestly	not	
acceptable.	 Furthermore,	 the	 government	 appeared	 to	 be	 unwilling	 to	 discuss	 alternatives	 to	 a	
large	 dam	or	 to	 publicly	 justify	 its	 decisions.	 Finally,	 people	 felt	 excluded	 from	decision	making	
processes	and	had	to	resort	to	radical	forms	of	protest	in	order	to	have	their	points	of	view	seriously	
considered.	One	rather	unusual	form	of	protest	involved	reviving	an	ancient	religious	tradition	of	
swearing	an	oath	to	protect	the	region	on	an	icon	of	St	George	(Voell,	2013).

Credibility	was	also	problematic.	With	Trans	Electrica	being	an	unknown,	obscure,	opaque,	foreign-
registered	company	without	any	established	record	did	not	bolster	the	credibility	of	the	project.	
Mention	 of	 the	World	 Bank’s	OP4.12	 did	 not	 assuage	 concerns	 about	 the	 technical	 capacity	 of	
the	operator	to	implement	a	resettlement	process	even	if	people	were	to	agree	to	be	relocated.	
The	mistrust	was	 further	exacerbated	by	 the	40-year	experience	 the	community	had	with	plans	
for	 a	 dam.	 Furthermore,	 once	 the	 agreement	 between	 the	 government	 and	 the	 company	was	
signed,	there	seemed	to	be	little	interest	by	the	company	in	community	engagement	and	no	room	
for	 meaningful	 negotiation	 with	 the	 affected	 community.	 To	 enhance	 their	 credibility,	 project	
proponents	must	clearly	demonstrate	they	are	willing	to	and	capable	of	adhering	to	internationally	
accepted	standards.

Trust	is	the	most	difficult	of	the	three	levels	of	SLO,	and	can	only	be	achieved	over	time.	When	past	
experience	and	 initial	positions	are	 tense,	 taking	shortcuts	 in	engagement	processes	will	 almost	
certainly	 lead	 to	 failure,	 as	 happened	with	 Khudoni	 HPP.	 Insufficient	 or	 inappropriate	 forms	 of	
communication,	e.g.	not	opening	an	office	in	the	affected	region,	will	retard	credibility	and	trust.	
Moving	forward,	rather	than	just	paying	meagre	compensation,	much	more	effort	needs	to	be	made	
to	demonstrate	that	resettlement	can	be	an	opportunity	for	development	for	local	people	as	well	
as	for	the	nation,	and	that	displaced	people	will	experience	enhancement	in	their	livelihoods	and	
wellbeing.	The	government	and/or	proponent	should	start	 investing	 in	Svaneti	and	 in	the	region	
where	people	will	be	 resettled,	and	attempt	 to	demonstrate	 that	 the	project	will	bring	benefits	
rather	than	contribute	to	despoliation	and	desolation.	

Regarding	 the	 second	 question,	we	 believe	 that	 social	 licence	 to	 operate	 is	 a	 useful	 concept	 in	
a	 conceptual	 and	 practical	 sense.	 We	 consider	 that	 the	 Thomson	 and	 Boutilier	 (2011)	 way	 of	
understanding	 SLO	 is	 very	 effective	 and	 can	 be	 applied	 empirically	 to	 test	 whether	 a	 specific	
project	has	a	SLO.	We	consider	that	the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011)	model	should,	or	at	 least	
could,	 form	 the	basis	of	 a	 common	understanding	of	 the	SLO	discourse.	We	demonstrated	 that	
for	all	projects,	especially	 large	dams	 involving	 resettlement,	 it	 is	essential	 for	 the	project	 to	be	
guided	by	the	elements	underpinning	the	SLO	framework:	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust.	Project	
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staff	should	apply	 the	understandings	associated	with	gaining	 legitimacy,	 credibility	and	 trust	 to	
each	phase	of	a	project,	to	all	project	activities,	and	to	all	community	engagements	activities	and	
communications	emanating	from	a	project.	Gaining	a	strong	social	licence	will	usually	take	many	
years,	but	attempting	to	advance	a	project	without	local	support	will	be	problematic,	not	only	for	
the	affected	communities,	but	also	for	the	proponent	and	other	project	advocates	in	the	medium	
to	long	term	as	the	negative	reputation	they	will	gain	will	make	it	harder	for	them	to	develop	new	
projects	in	future.	Even	if	a	project	is	eventually	pushed	through,	there	will	be	project	delays,	costs	
will	be	increased,	and	harm	will	be	created	(Langbroek	&	Vanclay,	2012).	In	that	sense,	SLO	can	be	
conceived	as	being	a	social licence to operate and grow.	Thus,	there	is	a	strong	business	case	for	
why	companies	should	take	the	concept	seriously.	

POSTSCRIPT

As	at	2018,	five	years	after	the	project	was	halted,	no	major	changes	have	occurred.	The	company	
still	runs	a	small	office	in	Tbilisi,	the	capital	of	Georgia,	and	states	that	the	HPP	will	be	built,	at	least	
eventually.	The	government	has	also	stated	on	a	number	of	occasions	that	the	Khudoni	HPP	project	
is	very	important	for	Georgia	and	that	it	will	be	built.	The	government	has	also	announced	that	it	
might	sever	ties	with	Trans	Electrica	and	build	the	dam	by	itself.	However,	no	action	has	been	taken	
in	relation	to	these	pronouncements.	With	the	demand	for	and	price	of	electricity	dropping	in	Turkey	
(where	most	of	Khudoni's	excess	electricity	would	have	been	sold)	and	several	other	HPPs	being	
built	across	Georgia,	the	justification	for	the	Khudoni	project	is	even	less	convincing.	Meanwhile,	
the	Khaishi	community	still	lives	in	limbo,	but	probably	expects	that	someday	the	debate	about	the	
Khudoni	HPP	project	will	resurface	–	only,	next	time,	they	know	the	local	community	will	lose	out.	
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4.1 INTRODUCTION

International	development	organizations	want	to	have	a	large,	long-lasting	and	sustainable	positive	
impact.	 But	 even	 if	 pre-planned	 activities	 are	well	 thought-out	 and	 conducted	 successfully,	 this	
may	not	lead	to	the	overall	success	of	the	project	(Vanclay	2013).	One	crucial	reason	for	this	is	that	
many	development	interventions	often	fail	to	understand	local	cultural	and	social	contexts,	and	are	
slow	to	react	to	the	needs	of	local	stakeholders	(Chambers	1983,	1993,	1997;	Vanclay	2002).	When	
a	multi-year	project	carries	out	its	activities	and	‘ticks	the	boxes’	on	completion,	many	important	
issues,	positive	as	well	as	negative,	might	not	be	taken	into	account	(Vanclay	2004,	2013).	Despite	
the	 positive	 aims	 and	 available	 resources	 of	 development	 projects,	 various	 stakeholders	 and	
beneficiaries	might	still	experience	negative	impacts	which	need	to	be	anticipated	and	addressed.	

We	examine	a	project	undertaken	by	a	large	international	NGO,	Mercy	Corps,	specifically	its	‘Market	
Alliances	against	Poverty’	project	in	the	Samtskhe-Javakheti	region	in	the	south	of	Georgia.	This	project	
has	a	track	record	of	important	positive	changes	for	the	local	community.	But	can	Mercy	Corps	claim	
that	they	have	a	Social	Licence	to	Operate	(SLO)	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti?	Can	one	say	that	Mercy	Corps	
activities	have	been	carried	out	in	accordance	with	the	best	interests	of	the	local	community	there?	

The	 bigger	 question	 for	 the	 whole	 field	 of	 development	 assistance	 is	 how	 to	 ensure	 that	 the	
interests	 of	 local	 communities	 are	 not	 only	 respected,	 but	well	 understood	 and	 internalized	 by	
different	actors	who	desire	to	intervene	(Vanclay	2012;	Esteves	et	al.	2012).	We	consider	whether	
it	would	it	be	useful	to	apply	the	concept	of	‘Social	Licence	to	Operate’	to	the	work	of	development	
assistance	organizations	to	examine	if	an	intervention	enjoys	popular	support	and	acceptability	in	a	
community.	More	generally,	we	consider	whether	the	SLO	concept	should	be	applied	with	respect	
to	any	organization	having	significant	impact,	instead	of	restricting	it	to	private	corporations,	as	has	
tended	to	be	the	case	till	now.

Rather	than	addressing	the	situation	of	organizations	dubiously	claiming	a	SLO	(like	some	form	of	
greenwashing),	our	approach	is	that	SLO	applies	equally	to	non-commercial	organizations	as	well	as	
to	corporations,	irrespective	of	whether	they	seek	to	claim	it	–	it	is	something	that	is	assigned	(or	not)	
by	local	stakeholders,	and	something	that	organizations	need	in	order	to	do	their	work	effectively	
whether	they	know	this	or	not	(Dare	et	al.	in	submission).	While	our	paper	is	primarily	interested	
in	this	theoretical	issue,	drawing	on	our	research	in	Georgia,	we	also	provide	recommendations	to	
development	organizations	about	how	they	can	improve	their	engagement	with	local	communities.

Unlike	 private	 companies,	 especially	 those	 in	 the	 extractive	 industries	 where	 the	 SLO	 concept	
emerged	(IIED	2002,	Prno	and	Slocombe	2012;	Owen	and	Kemp	2013),	in	the	not-for-profit	sector	
it	is	typically	not	considered	that	socially-oriented	organizations	could	create	negative	impacts	for	
a	community	 (Benjamin	2012;	Conlin	and	Stirrat	2008)	and	consequently	the	SLO	concept	tends	
not	to	be	used.	We	argue	that	SLO	should	apply	to	non-profit	organizations	as	well	as	to	private	
corporations,	especially	when	they	bring	substantial	change	to	local	communities.	
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4.2 MERCY CORPS IN SAMTSKHE-JAVAKHETI

Mercy	 Corps	 is	 one	 of	 the	 largest	 and	most	 important	 American	 NGOs,	 currently	 operating	 in	
over	40	countries.	Founded	in	1979,	to	date	it	has	provided	some	USD	2.2	billion	in	assistance	to	
people	 in	114	countries	(Mercy	Corps	website,	2013).	The	Global Journal,	an	organization	which	
ranks	humanitarian	and	development	organizations,	puts	Mercy	Corps	in	the	top	ten	humanitarian	
organizations	 for	 ‘using	 social	 innovation	 as	 an	 engine	 for	 sustainable	 development’	 (Global	
Journal	website,	2013).	In	its	mission	statement,	Mercy	Corps	puts	emphasis	on	the	importance	of	
‘accountability,	inclusive	participation	and	mechanisms	for	peaceful	change’	(Mercy	Corps	website,	
2013).	It	stresses	the	importance	of	its	stakeholders,	and	defines	them	as	‘people	or	organizations	
affected	by	Mercy	Corps’	decisions	and	actions’.	Regarding	‘people	and	communities’	as	its	primary	
stakeholders	–	donors,	partner	governments,	local	staff	and	board	members	come	only	after	the	
people	and	communities	Mercy	Corps	seeks	to	serve	(Mercy	Corps	website,	2013).	

We	 focused	 on	 the	 project,	Market Alliances against Poverty.	 Funded	 by	 the	 Swiss	 Agency	 for	
Development	and	Cooperation,	this	project	started	in	the	Samtskhe-Javakheti	region	of	Georgia	in	
2008,	and	was	extended	for	another	three	years	in	2011.	The	two	phases	together	have	received	
about	USD	5	million.	The	project’s	goals	are	to	contribute	to	poverty	alleviation	and	the	transition	
to	a	durable	market	economy	by	creating	sustainable	changes	in	key	value	agricultural	value	chains.	
The	project	uses	the	‘making markets work for the poor’ (M4P) approach, which seeks to provide 
opportunities for low-income, small farmers. 

Mercy	 Corps	 interventions	 span	 a	 range	 of	 sub-sectors	 important	 to	 the	 local	 population.	 They	
provide	assistance	to	and	establish	partnerships	with	service	providers,	input	suppliers,	processors	
and	 intermediaries	 such	 as	 milk-collection	 centres,	 slaughterhouses,	 bull	 breeders,	 agricultural	
machinery	 rentals,	 artificial	 insemination	providers	and	many	other	actors	 along	different	 levels	
of	 the	 various	 agricultural	 value	 chains.	 The	 individual	 farmers	 who	 use	 the	 services	 provided	
through	these	various	partnerships	are	considered	to	be	the	beneficiaries	of	Mercy	Corps.	Although	
everybody	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	may	potentially	benefit,	the	primary	beneficiaries	are	intended	to	
be	small	farmers,	i.e.	people	with	5	cows	or	less.	However,	the	way	Mercy	Corps	achieves	its	aim	is	
largely	by	improvements	at	various	places	up	and	down	the	value	chain,	including	input	suppliers	
and	processors	(Mercy	Corps	project	documents).	

Mercy	Corps	conducted	a	baseline	and	scoping	study	in	2008	with	over	2,500	local	respondents	in	
order	to	design	a	range	of	interventions.	Maintaining	close	consultation	with	the	local	population,	
it	introduced	new	interventions	and	amended	earlier	ones.	As	described	by	their	staff,	Mercy	Corps	
regards	itself	as	being	flexible	and	responsive	to	the	needs	of	the	local	community.	Interventions	are	
continuously	(re)designed	and	amended.	This	allows	for	better-tailored	projects	and	adaptability,	
which	can	serve	the	interests	of	the	local	community	more	effectively.	

There	are	approximately	280	villages	 in	Samtskhe-Javakheti.	Mercy	Corps	has	activities	 in	about	
180	villages.	According	to	their	Monitoring	and	Evaluation	Unit,	 through	the	156	partners	 in	the	



76

Assessing the SLO of development cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, Georgia

region,	over	14,000	farmers	were	users	of	services	supported	by	Mercy	Corps.	The	beneficiaries	are	
concentrated	in	the	livestock	and	dairy	sectors.	Given	that	the	total	population	of	the	municipalities	
where	Mercy	Corps	operates	is	about	180,000,	the	organization	covers	a	significant	share	of	this	
population.	Overall	added	value	for	the	entire	region	is	about	USD	400	million	(Geostat,	2011	data).	
Mercy	Corps	has	estimated	that	farmers	in	the	four	municipalities	in	aggregate	generated	about	USD	
1.2	million	additional	income	as	a	result	of	their	interventions	(Mercy	Corps	project	documents).	
This	is	a	significant	contribution	to	overall	development	of	the	region.	

4.3 METHODOLOGY

Our	research	comprised	three	components:	an	analytical	literature	review,	focus	groups,	and	key	
informant	interviews.	We	reviewed	the	literature	relevant	to	SLO	looking	particularly	for	literature	on	
Corporate	Social	Responsibility	and	Stakeholder	Theory.	We	then	theorized	what	should	constitute	
a	SLO	 for	non-profit	organizations.	We	conducted	fieldwork	 in	 the	Samtskhe-Javakheti	 region	of	
Georgia	(see	Figure	4.1),	and	based	on	the	criteria	we	developed,	we	considered	the	relevance	of	
SLO	to	non-profit	organizations.	

Source: http://www.nationsonline.org/oneworld/map/georgia_map2.htm. 

Figure 4.1. |		Samtskhe-Javakheti	and	Neighbouring	Areas.
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The	 majority	 of	 fieldwork	 was	 undertaken	 in	 January,	 2013.	 The	 lead	 author	 conducted	 three	
focus	groups	with	local	populations	in	the	villages	of	Arali,	Ude	and	Naokhrebi,	in	the	Akhaltsikhe	
municipality.	The	Arali	and	Ude	focus	groups	were	conducted	in	the	Georgian	language	with	ethnic	
Georgians,	while	 in	Naokhrebi	the	focus	group	was	with	ethnic	Armenians	and	thus	Russian	was	
used.	As	a	native	Georgian,	the	lead	author	is	fluent	in	Georgian,	Russian	and	English.	Mercy	Corps	
assisted	by	asking	its	partner	organizations	to	distribute	to	all	their	contacts	invitations	to	participate	
in	the	focus	groups.	Each	focus	group	comprised	five	or	six	participants.	There	is	no	reason	to	believe	
that	the	focus	group	participants	had	particularly	strong	views,	one	way	or	the	other,	about	Mercy	
Corps	that	would	have	influenced	the	results	of	this	study	–	in	fact,	some	of	them	had	not	even	
heard	of	Mercy	Corps.	The	comments	were	also	cross-referenced	with	the	interviews	and	with	the	
lead	author’s	own	observations	and	experience	in	the	area.	

The	 lead	 author	 also	 undertook	 key	 informant	 interviews	 with	 over	 a	 dozen	 Mercy	 Corps	
beneficiaries,	including:	owners	of	milk	collection	centres,	an	owner	of	a	machinery	rental	service,	
the	manager	of	a	small	micro-finance	organization,	a	 livestock	breeder,	and	local	media	and	civil	
society	 representatives.	 He	 also	 interviewed	 Mercy	 Corps	 senior	 management,	 project	 staff,	
monitoring	and	evaluation	specialists,	and	a	data	collection	specialist.	

The	focus-groups	and	 interviews	were	audio-recorded.	 In	addition,	detailed	notes	were	taken	to	
ensure	effective	processing	of	the	data.	In	the	Georgian	context,	the	use	of	signed	consent	forms	
would	be	inappropriate,	but	the	principle	of	informed	consent	was	observed	(Vanclay	et	al.	2013).	
In	our	analysis,	we	identified	prevalent	patterns/themes	from	our	discussions,	which	are	discussed	
in	this	paper.	

4.4 WHAT IS SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE?

‘Social	Licence	to	Operate’	(SLO)	is	a	relatively	new	concept	that	has	been	defined	in	various	ways,	
including	by	Gunningham,	Kagan,	and	Thornton	 (2004:	308)	as	 ‘demands	on	and	expectations	
for	a	business	enterprise	that	emerge	from	neighbourhoods,	environmental	groups,	community	
members,	and	other	elements	of	the	surrounding	civil	society’.	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011)	view	
SLO	mainly	in	terms	of	the	‘acceptability’	of	a	company	and	its	activities	by	a	local	community.	
Yet	another	variation	of	SLO	is	a	focus	on	stakeholder	engagement	(Lynch-Wood	and	Williamson	
2007).	The	literature	on	SLO	so	far	has	tended	to	focus	on	the	importance	of	using	SLO	where	the	
goal	is	to	achieve	sustainable	development	or	to	ensure	fruitful	cooperation	between	a	company	
and	 its	 community	 stakeholders.	Attention	has	only	 recently	been	given	 to	what	 constitutes	a	
SLO	 in	specific	situations	 (e.g.	Franks	and	Cohen	2012;	Langbroek	and	Vanclay	2012;	Prno	and	
Slocombe	2012).

The	 discourse	 on	 SLO	 to	 date	 has	 concentrated	 on	 private	 organizations,	 particularly	 mining	
companies	(Nelson	2006;	Esteves	and	Vanclay	2009;	Browne,	Stehlik,	and	Buckley	2011;	Lacey	et	
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al.	2012;	Prno	and	Slocombe	2012).	It	is	worthwhile	to	consider	whether	the	concept	might	apply	
to	a	broader	set	of	organizations,	including	humanitarian	and	development	organizations.	While	
the	 aims	 of	 these	 organizations	 are	 typically	 stated	 in	 terms	of	 capacity	 building	 and	positive	
benefit,	 their	 activities	 can	 have	 unintended	 negative	 consequences,	 or	may	 not	 be	 the	most	
important	priority	for	local	people,	especially	for	particular	groups	within	a	targeted	community.	
Thus,	the	question	of	whether	development	cooperation	organizations	have	a	SLO	or	not	is	very	
pertinent.	

One	of	 the	most	 commonly-used	definitions	 is	 provided	by	 the	Australian	 Centre	 for	 Corporate	
Social	Responsibility:

The	 social	 license	 is	 the	 level	 of	 acceptance	 or	 approval	 continually	 granted	 to	 an	
organisation’s	operations	or	project	by	the	 local	community	and	other	stakeholders.	 It	
varies	between	stakeholders	and	across	time	through	four	levels	from	lowest	to	highest:	
withdrawal,	acceptance,	approval	and	psychological	identification	(Australian	Centre	for	
Corporate	Social	Responsibility,	website,	2013).	

Thomson	and	Boutilier	 (2011)	 conceive	of	 several	 levels	of	 SLO.	Withheld	 (or	withdrawn)	 is	 the	
lowest	 level.	 An	 organization	which	 does	 not	 consider	 the	 needs	 of	 a	 local	 community	will	 not	
gain	 their	 trust.	 Community	members	will	 not	 approve,	 and	may	 even	 oppose	 or	 sabotage	 the	
activities	of	such	an	organization.	The	next	level	of	SLO	is	acceptance.	Here,	it	might	be	the	case	
that	the	work	of	a	particular	organization	doesn’t	satisfy	all	community	members,	but	there	 is	a	
general	acceptance	of	its	activities	and	people	don’t	actively	oppose	it.	The	third	level	of	SLO,	which	
many	organizations	aspire	to,	is	approval.	Here,	people	feel	content	about	the	organization’s	work	
because	 they	 see	 its	 value.	 Such	value	can	be	 in	 the	 form	of	employment,	economic	and	 social	
development,	 or	 access	 to	 opportunities.	 Psychological	 identification	 is	 the	 highest	 level	 of	 SLO	
and	is	very	hard	for	organizations	to	obtain.	Since	this	level	represents	the	personal	identification	
of	stakeholders	with	the	organization,	it	 is	unlikely	to	genuinely	occur	in	development	assistance	
situations.	Psychological	identification	might	happen	in	situations	where	an	organization	produces	
certain	 types	of	 products	which	make	 the	 local	 community	 feel	 proud.	 For	 example,	 a	 local	 car	
manufacturer	or	a	wine	producer	might	not	only	be	accepted	but	be	positively	endorsed	by	a	local	
community,	and	be	proudly	associated	with	the	locality	by	its	inhabitants.	As	Georgia	claims	to	be	
the	birthplace	of	wine	(Mühlfried	2005),	people	feel	strongly	about	the	high	quality	wine	produced	
in	their	locality.	A	development	assistance	organization	that	might	be	doing	an	important	job	but	be	
barely	known	in	the	wider	population	is	unlikely	to	achieve	psychological	identification.

4.5 SLO IN THE CONTEXT OF A BROADER LITERATURE

One	way	 to	 consider	 SLO	 is	 through	 the	 prism	of	 Corporate	 Social	 Responsibility	 (CSR)	 (Jenkins	
and	 Yakovleva	 2012;	 Warhurst	 2001).	 An	 organization	 achieves	 a	 high	 level	 of	 CSR	 through 
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having	a	‘valid’	SLO	(Mineral	Council	of	Australia	2005).	When	a	company	strives	to	achieve	high	
standards	of	CSR,	having	a	SLO	is	important	(Mineral	Council	of	Australia	2005;	Warner	and	Sullivan	
2004).	Gunningham	et	al.	(2004)	suggested	that	SLO	is	related	to	‘reputation	capital’.	They	argue	
that	 maintaining	 a	 company’s	 social	 licence	 will	 lead	 to	 better	 relationships	 with	 government	
and	 regulators,	 and	 attract	 less	 hostility	 from	 community	 and	NGO	 stakeholders.	 For	 non-profit	
organizations	like	Mercy	Corps,	such	reputation	is	vital	to	attract	funds	from	new	donors	and/or	for	
new	projects,	and	for	gaining	extensions	to	existing	projects	from	existing	donors.

Organizations	often	seek	to	increase	their	reputational	capital,	or	legitimacy,	without	being	really	
concerned	 about	 accountability.	 Spence	 (2007)	 argues	 that	 the	 focus	 on	 legitimacy	 encourages	
organizations	 to	 appear	 as	 if	 they	 conduct	 sustainable	 practices	 in	 order	 to	 legitimize	 their	
operations.	Accountability,	however,	 implies	that	community	expectations	and	demands	are	met	
through	disclosure.	Deegan	et	al.	(2004:	334)	point	out	that	‘the	need	to	be	perceived	as	legitimate’	
is	different	from	‘disclosure	prompted	by	a	belief	that	the	community	has	the	right	to	know	about	
certain	things’.	This	also	applies	to	non-profit	organizations,	but	with	certain	caveats.	When	funding	
organizations	provide	grants,	often	many	applicants	are	rejected.	In	such	cases,	the	accountability	
principle	would	imply	the	need	to	disclose	the	criteria	against	which	applicants	were	judged	and	
explain	what	could	be	 improved	in	future	applications.	Organizations	should	be	very	clear	about	
where	their	 funding	comes	from	and	the	purpose	of	 their	project.	However,	certain	 information	
should	obviously	remain	undisclosed,	such	as	the	personal	information	of	applicants	and	the	names	
of	reviewers	if	used.	

When	discussing	SLO,	it	is	important	that	we	define	who	the	stakeholders	are	and	how	they	are	related	
to	the	SLO	because	some	actors	might	have	more	significance	for	gaining	a	SLO	than	others.	The	
definition	of	‘stakeholder’	has	evolved	and	broadened	over	time.	Earlier	definitions	of	the	concept	
restricted	it	to	entities	who	were	‘voluntary	or	involuntary	bearers	of	risk	of	company	operations’	
(Clarkson	1995,	84).	Freeman	(2010:	46),	on	the	other	hand,	provided	a	relatively	broad	definition:	
‘any	 group	 or	 individual	who	 can	 affect	 or	 is	 affected	 by	 the	 achievement	 of	 the	 organization’s	
objectives’.	Regardless	of	who	 is	 considered	as	 stakeholders,	 it	 is	 clear	 that	 stakeholders	do	not	
have	equal	levels	of	power,	legitimacy,	or	urgency.	It	is	a	dilemma	for	organizations	to	decide	which	
stakeholders	they	should	focus	on,	as	different	stakeholder	groups	may	have	opposing	concerns.	
Using	three	fundamental	characteristics,	Mitchell	et	al.	(1997)	developed	a	model	(see	Figure	4.2)	
which	suggests	what	type	of	stakeholders	matter	most.	In	this	model,	‘definitive	stakeholders’	are	
the	most	important	because	they	have	the	power	to	influence	an	organization,	have	a	legitimate	
cause,	and	are	in	urgent	need	of	resolving	an	issue.	
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Source: Mitchell, Agle, and Wood (1997). p. 854.

Figure 4.2. |	A	Typology	of	stakeholders.

4.6 SLO CRITERIA FOR DEVELOPMENT ASSISTANCE ORGANIZATIONS

As	there	is	no	common	understanding	of	what	exactly	a	SLO	entails,	there	will	be	varying	expectations	
in	 different	 sectors.	 The	 International	 Institute	 for	 Environment	 and	 Development	 (IIED,	 2002	
modified)	listed	potential	areas	which	are	usually	expected	by	stakeholders	from	mining	companies:

•	 To	become	‘engines	of	sustained	growth’

•	 To	provide	employment	and	develop	infrastructure	in	local	communities

•	 To	provide	safe	and	healthy	working	environment	for	employees

•	 To	respect	and	support	basic	human	rights

•	 To	avoid	ecologically	and	culturally	sensitive	areas

•	 To	produce	safe	products	and	meet	established	environmental	and	social	standards	

IIED’s	list	was	designed	with	corporations	in	mind,	and	some	things	may	not	apply	to	an	NGO.	For	
example,	development	assistance	organizations	don’t	usually	create	health	and	safety	problems,	
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are	not	known	for	disrespecting	basic	human	rights,	and	do	not	usually	produce	saleable	products,	
but	exceptions	occur.	Nevertheless,	the	logic	of	SLO	arguably	still	applies	to	development	assistance	
organizations.	However,	the	list	of	issues	which	should	be	monitored	is	perhaps	different.	To	get	a	
sense	of	this,	we	can	examine	the	core	indicators	developed	by	the	Global	Reporting	Initiative	(GRI),	
an	increasingly	popular	tool	for	self-reporting	on	sustainability	(van	der	Ploeg	and	Vanclay	2013).	
The	GRI	has	been	used	in	many	fields	by	many	types	of	organizations,	including	NGOs.	

In	the	GRI,	organizations	publish	detailed	information	about	their	mission,	aims,	activities,	contact	
information	and	other	fields	under	an	‘Organizational	Profile’	section.	What	is	interesting	for	us	are	
the	topics	under	the	section	‘Program	Effectiveness’:

•	 Affected stakeholder engagement.	 How	 they	 involve	 affected	 stakeholders	 in	 design,	
implementation,	monitoring	and	evaluation	of	policies	and	programs;

•	 Feedback, complaints and action.	 What	 mechanisms	 are	 in	 place	 to	 detect	 and	 address	
potential	problems;

•	 Monitoring, evaluating and learning.	How	program	effectiveness	and	impact	are	measured,	
relevant	changes	made	and	communicated;

•	 Gender and diversity.	How	are	gender	and	diversity	issues	promoted	in	a	local	community;

•	 Public awareness and advocacy.	How	certain	issues	are	identified	and	advocated;

•	 Coordination.	 How	 to	 ensure	 coordination	with	 other	 organizations	 so	 that	 duplication	 of	
work	 is	 avoided	and,	more	 importantly,	 the	work	of	different	organizations	 is	 consistent	 in	
addressing	a	particular	problem	(GRI,	NGO	Sector	Supplement	–	Reference	Sheet,	modified).

The	 listed	 areas	 are	 appropriate	 indicators	 to	 assess	 the	 activities	 of	 a	 development	 assistance	
organization.	 An	 organization	might	 be	 bringing	 great	 value	 to	 a	 local	 community,	 but	 be	 seen	 as	
inherently	unacceptable	by	local	people.	In	such	a	case,	the	organization	has	failed	to	obtain	a	SLO.	It	has	
to	be	stressed	that	in	the	initial	stages	of	project	implementation,	it	is	normal	that	an	organization	doesn’t	
enjoy	a	SLO.	This	shouldn’t	stop	the	organization	from	continuing	its	activities	and	benefiting	the	targeted	
community.	However,	the	aim	should	be	to	gain	trust	from	the	local	population	by	demonstrating	the	
value	of	its	programs	and,	eventually,	to	earn	a	high	level	of	social	licence.	Nevertheless,	there	is	a	need	
to	ensure	that	sufficient	approval	exists,	and	in	certain	circumstances	there	will	be	a	legal	requirement	to	
ensure	that	free,	prior	and	informed	consent	is	obtained	(Hanna	and	Vanclay	2013).

It	is	our	belief	that	development	assistance	organizations	should	always	reflect	on	what	the	local	
population	perceives	to	be	the	appropriate	intervention	and	to	align	their	projects	with	local	needs.	
Development	assistance	organizations	are	often	characterized	as	having	a	rigid	approach	–	they	start	
projects	with	pre-established	indicators	and	measure	the	same	indicators	at	the	end	of	the	project	
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(Benjamin	 2012;	 Conlin	 and	 Stirrat	 2008).	 Before	 starting	 a	 project,	 development	 organizations	
typically	develop	a	 log-frame	(i.e.	 logical	 framework)	–	a	project	management	document	against	
which	they	 judge	progress.	A	 log-frame	usually	considers	 four	stages:	 inputs,	outputs,	outcomes	
and	impacts.	Development	organizations	develop	indicators	for	each	of	these	levels	through	their	
monitoring	and	evaluation	units	and	report	the	progress	they	achieved	at	the	end	of	the	project.	
Log-frames	are	useful,	but	being	overly-dependent	on	such	tools	risks	missing	out	on	identifying	the	
changing	dynamics	in	the	local	community.	Development	assistance	organizations	would	achieve	a	
higher	level	of	SLO	if	they	were	flexible	and	responsive	to	the	local	context,	designing	their	activities	
in	close	collaboration	with	local	people.

A	 final	 characteristic	 of	 an	 organization	 with	 a	 high	 level	 of	 SLO	 is	 having	 high	 standards	 of	
accountability	and,	among	other	things,	being	an	employer	that	respects	and	promotes	good	work	
practices.	Some	localities	have	had	limited	opportunities	to	develop	and	might	have	a	culture	and/
or	institutional	constraints	that	hamper	development.	This	should	not	tempt	external	organizations	
to	lower	their	standards.	If,	for	example,	the	local	population	trusts	the	judgment	of	a	development	
assistance	organization	in	what	is	good	for	the	environment	and	for	overall	development,	then	such	
a	case	would	be	a	good	indication	of	the	high	level	of	SLO.	However,	this	shouldn’t	be	a	reason	for	a	
development	assistance	organization	to	relax	its	standards	and	conduct	activities	without	intensive	
consultations	with	the	local	community.	

4.7 TESTING THE APPLICATION OF SLO IN THE CASE STUDY

Analysis	of	our	interviews	and	focus	group	discussions	identified	that	there	were	six	themes	relevant	
to	understanding	SLO	covering	topics	such	as:	(1)	transparency	and	trust;	(2)	access	to	information;	
(3)	the	potential	and	danger	of	innovation;	(4)	the	inspirational	effect	of	the	presence	of	an	external	
organization;	(5)	risks	associated	with	loans	and	grants;	and	(6)	the	reliability	of	intermediaries.	Below	
we	discuss	these	themes	in	the	context	of	Samtskhe-Javakheti	community	and	how	they	relate	to	SLO.

1. Transparency and trust 

Our	 fieldwork	 showed	 that	 transparency	 is	 not	 only	 an	 issue	 of	 trust	 towards	 an	 international	
organization,	but	also	a	matter	of	trust	and	fairness	amongst	people	within	the	local	community.	In	
a	poorly-developed	region,	people	want	to	make	sure	that	everybody	is	playing	with	the	same	rules	
of	the	game,	and	often	perceive	new	opportunities	as	a	sort	of	competition	between	each	other.	A	
Mercy	Corps	beneficiary	who	runs	a	milk	collection	centre	said	that:

Transparency	should	be	observed	from	both	sides	–	we	should	know	who	they	are	[i.e.	
donors]	and	what	they	do	...	There	was	an	organization,	a	long	time	ago,	and	it	turned	out	
that	it	was	giving	out	assistance	only	to	its	friends.	On	the	other	hand,	when	I	see	that	
beneficiaries	are	held	accountable,	I	get	a	feeling	of	fairness.
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The	 interviewee	felt	 that	Mercy	Corps	would	be	 in	a	good	position	to	make	fair	decisions	about	
how	to	hold	beneficiaries	accountable.	He	referred	to	the	strong	reputation	and	good	history	of	the	
organization.	However,	as	a	direct	beneficiary,	perhaps	this	type	of	statement	would	be	expected.	
It	was	more	 interesting	 to	hear	 comments	 about	 transparency	 from	people	who	weren’t	 direct	
beneficiaries.	 For	example,	 the	 focus	group	participants	 in	Ude	were	 small	 farmers	 selling	 small	
amounts	of	milk,	usually	about	10-15	litres	a	day	during	the	high	season.	They	didn’t	know	of	Mercy	
Corps.	All	they	knew	was	that	the	local	milk	collection	centre	was	getting	some	kind	of	help	from	a	
foreign	organization.	In	their	mind,	it	was	none	of	their	business	what	arrangements	existed	between	
the	donor	 and	 the	 local	milk	 collection	 centre.	 They	believed	 that	 an	 international	 organization	
would	have	the	necessary	mechanisms	in	place	to	hold	the	beneficiaries	accountable	and	therefore	
they	did	not	need	to	be	concerned.	

This	 shows	 that	 a	 local	 community	 expects	 that	 an	 international	 organization	 will	 bring	 high	
standards	of	accountability	and	transparency.	However,	several	participants	at	the	Ude	focus	group	
raised	concerns	about	the	lack	of	information	about	Mercy	Corps’	activities.	One	person	seemed	to	
be	more	informed	than	others	and	provided	an	explanation:

As	far	as	I	know,	Mercy	Corps	works	with	cooperatives	and	businesses,	not	with	individual	
farmers	directly.	This	enables	them	to	achieve	greater	impact.	But	I	know	that	they	have	
an	office	 in	Akhaltsikhe	 [a	nearby	 town]	and	can	provide	 information	 if	we	ask	 (focus	
group	participant	in	Ude).

If	SLO	is	viewed	with	the	prism	of	reputation	capital	(Gunningham	et	al.	2004;	Warner	and	Sullivan	
2004),	then	trust	and	transparency	are	fundamental	to	gaining	a	SLO.	If	an	organization	seeks	to	
achieve	approval,	acceptance	or	psychological	 identification	 in	a	 local	community,	 then	 it	has	 to	
start	by	building	up	trust	and	exercising	transparency.	

There	are	some	SLO	criteria	relevant	for	this	theme.	First,	it	is	about	the	engagement	of	stakeholders.	
Engagement	can	take	the	form	of	studying	local	needs,	organizing	workshops	for	the	local	population,	
and	meeting	interested	persons	in	the	office	or	in	the	field	(Dare	et	al.	2011,	2012;	Gordon	et	al.	
2013).	Another	criterion	which	is	related	to	trust	and	transparency	is	bringing	‘high	standards’	to	
a	 community.	 It	 is	 not	 surprising	 that	 in	 a	 region	 known	 for	 its	 economic	 and	 social	 difficulties,	
patterns	of	 corporate	and	 civic	behaviour	will	 not	 always	match	 international	 expectations.	Any	
organization	which	has	a	wide	reach	and	plays	an	important	role	 in	the	lives	of	 local	community	
members	should	nevertheless	promote	best	practices	of	accountability	and	transparency.	

2. Access to information

Access	 to	 relevant	 information	 in	 a	 community	 is	 the	 key	 to	 gaining	 social	 acceptability	 for	 an	
international	organization.	To	make	Mercy	Corps	activities	more	visible	and	accessible,	focus	group	
participants	 suggested	 posting	 announcements	 in	 villages	 and	 distributing	 simple	 brochures.	
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In	other	 focus	groups,	however,	 it	 seemed	 that	participants	were	not	 concerned	with	access	 to	
information.	A	focus	group	participant	from	the	Arali	village	said:

In	this	region,	word	spreads	quickly.	If	anybody	is	doing	anything	important,	then	people	
will	disseminate	this	information	quickly	...	for	example,	I	was	up	in	the	mountain	grazing	
area	looking	after	my	cows	and	even	there	I	heard	that	some	organization	had	come	to	
our	village	to	fix	irrigation	issues.

It	is	worth	noting	that	community	members	don’t	always	know	the	exact	names	of	organizations.	
For	them,	it’s	hard	to	differentiate	between	the	different	organizations	and	they	often	refer	to	them	
simply	as	‘non-governmental	organizations’.	

Access	to	information	about	particular	products	is	considered	to	be	a	problem	by	many	people.	In	
several	focus	groups,	most	notably	Naokhrebi,	which	is	populated	by	ethnic	Armenians,	participants	
were	concerned	about	the	lack	of	information	about	new	products	brought	by	different	organizations.

They	distributed	several	products	for	planting	a	few	years	ago	...	the	onions	worked	well	
because	they	[the	organization]	helped	us	with	planting	and	harvesting	...	but	they	also	
gave	us	potatoes	which	required	a	different	kind	of	care	from	what	we	are	used	to.	We	
weren’t	sure	whether	it	required	irrigation	or	what	kind	of	fertilizers	were	needed,	so	the	
harvest	was	not	as	good	as	expected	(focus	group	participant	from	Naokhrebi	village).

This	particular	comment	did	not	strictly	refer	to	Mercy	Corps	as	it	had	not	implemented	activities	
in	Naokhrebi	 yet.	Nevertheless,	 it	 is	 an	 important	general	 comment	 suggesting	 that	despite	 the	
good	 intentions	of	developmental	organizations,	 lack	of	 information	or	 support	 can	 lead	 to	bad	
results.	 A	 classic	 example	 of	 this,	 often	 mentioned	 by	 various	 focus	 group	 participants,	 was	 a	
government	program	distributing	corn	seeds.	The	government	wanted	to	upgrade	the	varieties	of	
corn	produced	with	 imported	American	hybrid	corn,	which	was	supposed	to	bring	better	yields.	
While	 the	new	varieties	worked	 for	 some	 farmers,	many	people	 lost	money	because	 they	were	
not	fully	aware	about	how	to	look	after	this	new	type	of	corn.	These	are	good	examples	suggesting	
that	development	organizations	should	pay	attention	to	information	support	when	introducing	new	
products	and	technologies.	

People	were	also	worried	about	the	health	aspects	of	the	new	seeds	and	fertilizers	which	are	brought	
by	international	organizations.	A	focus	group	participant	from	Arali	stressed	the	importance	of	the	
quality	of	these	‘free’	or	‘cheap’	products,	highlighting	that	some	of	the	new	products	might	not	
be	healthy	or	might	have	side-effects.	The	case	of	 the	government’s	hybrid	corn	seeds	program	
raised	 concerns	 that	 the	 varieties	 of	 corn	were	 genetically	modified	 and	might	 have	 long-term	
negative	effects.	Such	concerns	can	be	alleviated	somewhat	by	 information	support	provided	by	
the	development	organizations.	Similar	concerns	were	raised	in	other	focus	groups.	A	participant	
from	Naokhrebi	said	that	‘we	are	common	people	...	we	can’t	check	the	quality	of	the	products	that	
such	organizations	might	bring’.
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A	SLO	criterion	is	the	adequate	provision	of	information	to	the	public.	It	is	important	that	the	local	
community	be	aware	of	available	tools	and	opportunities	for	development.	It	is	more	important,	
however,	that	beneficiaries	have	access	to	easily	understandable	information	about	the	different	
kinds	of	and	ways	to	use	agricultural	inputs.	

While	it	is	important	to	be	transparent	about	funding,	the	excessive	branding	of	project	activities	is	
not	desirable.	Name	recognition	for	an	international	development	organization	might	actually	lead	
to	unintended	outcomes	and	mistrust,	as	people	might	see	the	projects	as	opportunity	 for	 ‘free	
money’.	As	a	result,	 the	grantees	and	partners	of	Mercy	Corps	might	become	 labelled	as	 ‘grant-
eaters’,	a	term	often	used	in	Georgia	 in	reference	to	 local	organizations	that	receive	 large	grants	
from	abroad,	are	heavily	dependent	on	them,	but	don’t	deliver	tangible	outcomes.	On	the	other	
hand,	if	activities	are	carried	out	in	a	‘business	as	usual’	way	(i.e.	without	excessive	branding),	the	
local	population	will	have	more	incentive	to	put	more	energy	into	achieving	sustainable	growth.

3. The flip side of innovation 

New	technologies	and	practices	are	often	connected	to	ecologically	and	culturally	sensitive	domains	
in	 local	communities.	Thus,	 if	an	organization	seeks	to	achieve	a	SLO	in	a	community,	 innovative	
ideas	 should	 be	 carefully	 examined	 before	 being	 applied	 in	 the	 field.	 If	 not	 accompanied	 with	
proper	training,	innovations	can	lead	to	unintended	results.	For	example,	one	interviewee	who	ran	
a	machinery	rental	service	told	a	story	about	how	a	new	Japanese	tractor	that	was	given	to	a	village	
as	part	of	a	presidential	aid	program	was	inappropriately	operated	and	damaged	by	the	local	tractor	
mechanic.	The	issue	was	that	most	tractor	mechanics	in	Georgia	gained	their	knowledge	and	skills	
during	the	soviet	times,	however	modern	machinery	requires	different	modes	of	operation	and	care	
compared	to	the	soviet	machinery	with	which	they	are	familiar.	

In	more	general	terms,	an	owner	of	a	milk	collection	centre	was	explicit	about	the	need	for	keeping	
up	with	innovation:

We	have	great	 traditions	 in	 the	dairy	 sector	 in	our	 region,	but	 it	 is	 apparent	 that	our	
knowledge	is	lagging	behind	current	developments.	...	For	example,	one	foreign	expert	
told	us	that	when	you	give	cold	water	to	cows,	productivity	goes	down	by	about	30%.	And	
almost	nobody	here	knows	such	basic	but	important	details	(milk	collection	centre	owner	
in	Samtskhe-Javakheti).

The	 idea	of	being	 introduced	 to	modern	practices	of	 agriculture	was	enthusiastically	 raised	and	
accepted	by	virtually	all	focus	group	participants.	However,	in	one	group	it	was	also	said	that	there	
was	 no	 soil	 testing	 (soil	 chemical	 analysis)	 currently	 taking	 place	 and	 therefore	 it	 was	 hard	 for	
farmers	to	make	good	decisions	about	what	to	plant,	where,	when	and	in	what	sequence:

In	earlier	times	[during	the	Soviet	Union]	there	were	specially	designated	labs	where	we	
would	take	our	seeds	and	they	would	estimate	how	much	harvest	we	should	expect	...	
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they	also	used	to	give	recommendations	on	what	particular	agricultural	products	should	
be	planted	on	our	 land	plots	 ...	now	 the	 farmer	 is	 like	a	blind	person,	 relying	only	on	
intuition	and	past	experience.	(participant	from	the	Ude	focus-group)

In	terms	of	bringing	value	and	good	practices	to	the	community,	development	organizations	can	
do	much	 to	 address	 these	 issues.	One	Mercy	 Corps	 employee	 said	 there	were	 relatively	 cheap	
gadgets	for	soil	testing	available	on	amazon.com,	and	that	their	distribution	to	local	farmers	would	
be	another	step	towards	earning	social	approval.	

In	many	focus	groups,	people	expressed	concern	that	often	they	felt	that	experiments	were	being	
conducted	 on	 them.	 People	 referred	 to	 the	 government’s	 corn	 program,	 saying	 that	 no	 studies	
preceded	the	introduction	of	the	new	seeds.	A	participant	from	Naokhrebi	said:

There	should	be	some	sort	of	insurance	for	trying	out	new	things	...	Organizations	which	
bring	innovations	should	have	their	own	farm	for	testing,	and	only	then	be	selling	new	
products	 to	 the	population	 ...	and	 if	 the	first	harvest	 is	bad,	 the	population	should	be	
compensated	somehow.

The	right	to	have	detailed	information	about	a	new	project	is	a	legitimate	and	fair	claim.	From	the	
focus	groups,	it	appeared	that	the	lack	of	information	at	initial	phases	had	been	a	serious	issue.	But	
as	such	projects	expanded,	this	was	addressed.	For	example,	the	importers	of	new	potato	varieties	
bought	land	where	they	could	test	the	new	potatoes	under	local	conditions	and	train	farmers	how	to	
look	after	them.	Nevertheless,	the	importation	of	new	potatoes	remains	highly	volatile	–	sometimes	
300-500	tonnes	of	potatoes	can	be	imported	into	the	region,	while	in	other	years	almost	none	is	
imported	(interview	with	Akhalkalaki	Agro	Centre).

When	discussing	what	 should	 constitute	a	 SLO	 for	 a	development	organization,	we	 cited	 the	 IIED	
(2002)	 list	where	one	of	 the	components	was	avoiding	 ‘ecologically	and	culturally	 sensitive	areas’.	
As	seen	from	our	results,	some	interventions,	such	as	new	seeds,	might	harm	the	productivity	of	the	
local	community.	New	ideas	and	practices	need	to	be	tested	under	local	circumstances,	and	only	then	
promoted	among	the	local	population.	Otherwise,	there	is	a	risk	to	the	local	ecology	and	culture.	

4. The inspirational effect of the presence of an external organization

In	addition	to	businesses	which	may	or	may	not	receive	support	from	Mercy	Corps,	there	are	other	
stakeholders	which	monitor	development	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	region.	The	most	notable	of	these	
are	the	media	and	local	non-governmental	organizations.	It	is	a	job	of	such	organizations	to	have	a	
good	understanding	of	the	dynamics	in	the	region.	The	News	Editor-Director	of	a	local	TV	station	
said	 that	apart	 from	the	direct	effects	of	Mercy	Corps	projects,	 there	was	also	an	 indirect	value	
which	 is	 also	 important	 for	 the	 development	 of	 the	 region.	 First,	 such	 organizations	 bring	with	
them	some	sort	of	different	culture	to	the	local	community.	They	promote	cooperation	in	the	local	
community.	Because	 the	 land	 structure	 is	 very	 fragmented	and	 subsistence	 farming	 is	 the	main	
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mode	of	agriculture	in	Georgia,	cooperating	can	bring	significant	benefits	to	a	community.	An	owner	
of	a	small	milk	collection	centre	explained	that	when	small	 farmers	decide	to	sell	 their	milk	and	
guarantee	a	minimum	volume	of	milk	to	the	collection	centre,	then	it	is	easier	for	him	to	establish	
business	relationships	with	his	customers.	This	would	benefit	him,	but	it	also	benefits	the	farmers	
through	efficiencies	of	 scale	 and	 through	a	 commitment	 to	purchase	a	 set	quantity.	 This	would	
apply	to	other	agricultural	commodities	as	well.	

As	observed	by	the	News	Editor-Director,	Mercy	Corps	can	also	have	an	effect	on	the	demographic	
structure	of	the	region.	There	is	a	tendency	in	Georgian	regions	for	young	people	to	leave	the	rural	
area	and	move	to	towns	and	cities	in	search	of	employment	opportunities	and	personal	comfort.	In	
her	words:	

these	young	people	 [who	move	to	the	bigger	towns	and	cities]	are	heavily	dependent	
on	support	from	their	families	in	the	villages.	Parents	use	the	income	from	the	farm	to	
support	their	children	in	the	towns,	instead	of	investing	in	their	own	farming	operations.	
As	unemployment	is	very	high	in	the	larger	centres,	children	depend	financially	on	their	
parents	for	long	periods	of	time,	without	contributing	to	the	work	needed	on	the	farm.	
This	drainage	of	the	labour	force	from	the	rural	areas	leads	to	further	degeneration	of	
agricultural	 activities	 in	 the	 rural	 areas.	 It	 is	 particularly	 disappointing	 because	 these	
young	people	are	wasting	their	time	and	energy	in	the	towns,	not	having	jobs.	For	some	
reason,	they	seek	a	life	of	comfort	in	the	towns,	rather	than	focusing	on	their	own	villages	
where	they	would	have	a	better	chance	of	achieving	a	better	life.	

New	assistance	projects	may	create	opportunities	for	young	people	to	be	actively	involved	in	making	
an	income	in	their	own	village.	As	the	village	gets	stronger,	there	becomes	less	incentive	for	young	
people	to	leave	for	the	urban	areas,	where	finding	a	job	is	becoming	increasingly	difficult.	

In	the	words	of	an	owner	of	a	small	machinery	rental	business,	bringing	new	equipment	to	villages	is	
good	not	only	for	its	direct	effect,	but	also	because	of	the	popularization	of	new	ways	of	working	in	
agriculture:	‘people	see	that	somebody	acquired	a	new	unit	of	machinery	and	how	useful	it	is,	and	
then	organize	themselves	to	collect	money	to	buy	a	similar	unit	for	themselves’.

In	 the	 context	 of	 SLO,	 it	 is	 important	 that	 organizations	 bring	 high	 standards	 to	 a	 community.	
Replication	of	effective	practice	will	ultimately	benefit	not	only	the	target	group,	but	the	broader	
public	 as	well.	As	 suggested	by	our	fieldwork,	 such	 indirect,	unforeseen	effects	of	development	
projects	help	development	organizations	achieve	a	higher	level	of	SLO.	

One	aspect	to	be	highlighted	is	a	gender	and	diversity	dimension.	As	noted	in	the	GRI	list,	gender	
and	diversity	 issues	have	to	be	promoted	 in	 local	communities.	Samtskhe-Javakheti	 is	a	strongly	
traditional	society	(Duban	2010;	Sabedashvili	2007),	and	opening	up	space	for	the	participation	of	
females	in	economic	activities	is	an	important	step	in	achieving	development	and	democratization	
(Vanclay	2003).	



88

Assessing the SLO of development cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, Georgia

5. Grants versus loans

There	is	an	extensive	literature	about	the	relative	merits	of	loans	and	grants	for	supporting	small	
local	businesses.	In	communities	where	there	is	a	strong	need	for	urgent	humanitarian	assistance,	
loans	are	not	of	much	value	to	the	local	population.	After	the	war	with	Russia	in	2008,	the	various	
settlements	 for	 internally-displaced	 persons	 proved	 this	 once	 again.	 Samtskhe-Javakheti	 region,	
however,	was	not	strongly	affected	by	the	war	and	the	local	businesses	are	trying	to	emerge	and	
grow.	Providing	cheap	or	interest-free	loans	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	can	be	considered	acceptable.	
Such	 ideas	were	raised	and	welcomed	by	most	of	the	 interviewed	businesses	and	farmers.	Even	
in	 the	 relatively	worse-off	 communities,	 like	Naokhrebi,	 the	 idea	of	 getting	 loans	 for	 a	business	
venture	seemed	popular.	However,	 loans	and	co-financing	practices	are	not	always	successful.	 In	
one	of	the	interviews,	an	owner	of	a	small	enterprise	explained	why	his	business	had	stalled	during	
the	last	year:

When	they	offered	to	pay	almost	50%	for	 renovation	of	my	building,	 I	 couldn’t	 refuse	
because	 it	was	very	tempting	and	I	didn’t	know	when	I	would	be	able	to	renovate	my	
factory	myself	...	but	to	cover	the	other	half,	I	had	to	use	all	my	available	capital	from	the	
bank	...	and	then	there	was	no	money	for	the	operating	capital	needed	for	my	business,	
so	it	stalled	(an	owner	of	a	small	milk	collection	centre).

Mercy	Corps	asks	for	proof	and	guarantees	that	businesses	would	be	able	to	continue	operation.	
Mercy	Corps	employees	look	at	the	cashflow	and	assets	of	an	applicant’s	business.	However,	even	
this	might	not	be	enough	to	guarantee	that	an	applicant	would	have	sufficient	funds	to	sustain	their	
business	activities.	

Policies	 oriented	 to	 sustainable	 development	 rather	 than	 to	 humanitarian	 assistance	 is	 also	 an	
SLO	issue.	According	to	the	IIED	list,	organizations	are	expected	to	become	‘engines	of	sustained	
growth’.	The	idea	of	the	M4P	approach	(‘making	markets	work	for	the	poor’)	used	by	Mercy	Corps	
can	be	seen	through	this	prism.	Although	grants	are	preferred	by	local	communities,	the	experience	
in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	has	shown	that	co-funded	loans	often	lead	to	better	and	more	sustainable	
results,	because	beneficiaries	also	risk	their	own	funds	and	demonstrate	‘buy-in’.	The	co-funding	
requirement	is	a	mechanism	to	prevent	the	utilisation	of	available	funds	by	people	who	either	don’t	
need	support	or	who	won’t	use	it	for	the	intended	purpose.	Ultimately,	this	leads	to	a	better	chance	
of	sustainable	development.	

6. Issues with intermediaries

Organizations	like	Mercy	Corps	usually	identify	local	partners	from	an	early	stage	to	work	with	and	
to	develop	capacity	as	the	project	progresses.	Using	local	partners,	however	weak	they	might	be	
initially,	is	crucial	for	accessing	the	local	population	and	achieving	sustainability.	The	head	of	one	of	
the	micro-finance	organizations	recalled	an	example	from	about	10	years	ago	when	an	international	
organization	attempted	to	work	directly	with	the	local	population	without	having	enough	contextual	
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information.	All	they	wanted	to	do	was	to	distribute	piglets	so	that	local	farmers	would	raise	and	
breed	them,	but	it	wasn’t	clear	to	the	farmers	that	this	was	the	purpose	of	the	program.

The	end	result	was	that	the	distributed	piglets	were	slaughtered	for	home	consumption,	...	
and	the	people	who	didn’t	receive	piglets	were	very	upset	at	the	donor	organization	...	The	
foreigners	tried	to	justify	their	selection	of	the	recipient	farmers,	but	the	communication	
was	extremely	bad	...	this	is	why	it	is	necessary	to	have	a	local	partner	organization,	so	
that	 they	can	speak	the	 ‘same	 language’	with	the	community	 ...	Pre-existing	networks	
and	knowledge	shouldn’t	be	ignored	...	they	can	bring	great	value	to	a	project	(head	of	a	
micro-finance	organization).

While	 it	 is	 true	 that	 using	 local	 partners	 can	 be	 very	 valuable	 to	 an	 international	 development	
organization,	the	reputation	of	such	partners	should	be	thoroughly	investigated.	In	Mercy	Corps’	
experience,	 there	have	been	 intermediary	partners	who	 took	money	 for	providing	certain	kinds	
of	services,	but	did	not	fulfil	their	obligations.	For	example,	selected	local	partners	were	supposed	
to	conduct	artificial	 insemination	of	 cows	 in	 some	villages,	but	 the	monitoring	 service	of	Mercy	
Corps	revealed	that	it	wasn’t	being	done.	Such	instances	can	impact	on	the	social	acceptability	and	
reputation	of	the	donor	organization.	

Establishing	 and	 supporting	 local	 networks	 for	 long-term	partnerships	 is	 important	 for	 effective	
stakeholder	engagement.	Of	course,	this	should	not	prevent	any	regular	citizens	from	having	direct	
access	 and	 information	 about	 donor	 activities.	 Providing	 opportunities	 for	 self-organization	 has	
great	value,	especially	because	the	products	which	might	be	designed	elsewhere	become	adapted	
to	the	local	context	before	delivery	to	final	beneficiaries.	Secondly,	the	local	community	does	not	
see	 the	support	as	 ‘free	 foreign	money’,	 rather	 they	continue	cooperating	with	 their	usual	 local	
organizations.	When	these	partners	are	able	to	grow	and	provide	the	needed	services,	it	make	a	
more	sustainable	impact.	

4.8 CONCLUSION: GAINING A SOCIAL LICENCE FROM LOCAL 
COMMUNITIES 

This	research	showed	that	the	SLO	concept	is	applicable	in	the	development	assistance	field.	We	
questioned	 the	assumption	 that	development	projects	unequivocally	bring	only	positive	 results.	
In	fact,	there	are	many	issues	for	local	communities	which	can	be	easily	missed	by	development	
project	coordinators.	For	this	reason,	development	organizations	should	look	at	their	communities	
from	beyond	their	log-frame.	The	main	success	factor	is	to	consider	what	would	constitute	a	good	
intervention	at	any	given	time	from	the	perspective	of	the	local	community.	

In	essence,	our	research	showed	that	SLO	criteria	can	be	monitored	in	the	work	of	development	
assistance	organizations.	Many	themes	that	come	up	in	local	communities	are	relevant	to	several	
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areas	of	SLO.	These	themes	are	always	contextual	and	a	successful	organization	needs	to	develop	
and	maintain	a	good	understanding	of	what	the	local	community	thinks	about	trust	and	transparency	
issues;	what	needs	they	have	 in	terms	of	access	to	 information;	what	are	the	concerns	with	the	
innovation;	what	unintended	 impact,	negative	or	positive,	might	be	caused	by	project	activities;	
how	people	regard	different	forms	of	assistance,	such	as	grants	and	loans;	and	how	they	should	
cooperate	with	local	actors	in	order	to	increase	project	effectiveness	and	trust	in	a	local	community.	
These	themes	came	up	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	when	discussing	SLO	for	Mercy	Corps,	but	there	may	
be	other	themes	in	other	contexts.	Understanding	these	issues	and	aligning	the	project	activities	
with	local	needs	would	yield	more	success.	

It	 is	 logical	 that	various	stakeholders	 in	a	given	 local	context	will	have	differing	 interests,	and	an	
organization	cannot	address	all	 requirements	 simultaneously.	Moreover,	 the	 interests	of	 various	
groups	might	 be	 contradictory.	 Time	has	 an	 impact	 on	 community	 needs,	 as	 infrastructure	 and	
the	 social	 landscape	 can	 change	 rapidly.	 Under	 such	 circumstances,	 the	 role	 of	 a	 development	
organization	is	to	closely	follow	the	‘pulse’	of	a	local	community.	The	difference	in	needs	and	interests	
within	 a	 local	 community	 underscores	 the	 importance	 of	 hearing	 local	 voices	 and	developing	 a	
good,	complex	understanding	of	the	local	context.	Only	such	efforts	can	lead	to	obtaining	a	SLO.	

SLO	is	not	only	applicable	but	also	potentially	useful	for	development	assistance	organizations.	The	
results	of	our	fieldwork	suggest	that	there	are	quite	a	few	things	which	international	development	
organizations	can	do	to	achieve	a	greater	level	of	SLO	in	their	target	communities:	

•	 First,	 development	 organizations	 should	 provide	 information	 about	 new	 products	 and	
technologies	 to	 the	 local	 population.	 It	 is	 also	 helpful	 to	 provide	 information	 about	where	
particular	technologies	or	practices	are	being	used	so	that	farmers	can	see	first-hand	how	they	
are	used.	

•	 Second,	promoting	greater	cooperation	among	local	populations	in	the	form	of	cooperatives	
can	have	long-term	impact.	

•	 Third,	the	experience	of	even	successful	organizations	is	that	it	is	not	always	possible	to	avoid	
connecting	with	 the	 ‘wrong’	 local	 partners.	 There	 is	 always	 a	 risk	 of	 failure,	 i.e.	 the	 result	
being	unsatisfactory	to	the	local	community.	However,	this	should	not	deter	a	development	
assistance	 organization	 in	 seeking	 out	 local	 organizations	 to	 partner	with,	 and	 insisting	 on	
high	standards	of	practice.	An	obvious	but	very	important	lesson	is	that	short-term	goals	and	
projects	might	 not	 always	 bring	 good	 results.	 The	 projects	 should	 focus	 on	 long-term	 and	
gradual	development.	

•	 Fourth,	projects	should	not	only	target	 long-term	goals,	but	they	will	be	more	effective	 if	a	
wide	range	of	sectors	is	covered.	For	example,	a	project	focusing	only	on	animal	husbandry	
has	fewer	chances	for	success	and	public	support	than	a	project	which	deals	with	agriculture	
and	development	as	a	whole.	A	successful	project	would	address	the	various	value	chains	in	
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a	farmer’s	production	system	in	one	overall	picture,	in	other	words,	should	take	a	sustainable	
livelihoods	approach.	Otherwise,	there	is	a	risk	that	focusing	on	one	particular	sub-sector	will	
not	yield	sustainability.	

•	 Fifth,	the	research	showed	that	conducting	baseline	research	as	well	as	continual	research	on	
the	needs	of	the	local	population,	and	making	policy	changes	accordingly,	are	essential.	Such	
an	approach	fulfils	two	important	functions.	First,	an	organization	becomes	better	positioned	
to	address	community	needs	and,	second,	this	enables	it	to	earn	a	high	reputation	among	the	
local	population.	This	reputation,	as	a	central	pillar	of	SLO,	should	be	constantly	monitored.	

The	social	licence	to	operate	of	an	organization	depends	on	its	context.	Organizations	are	evaluated	
on	many	other	criteria	besides	a	SLO,	and	the	criteria	are	not	always	complementary.	Geography,	
culture,	societal	structures,	the	nature	of	the	project	and	past	experience	all	have	significant	effects	
on	a	SLO.	Further	research	into	other	development	organizations	in	other	contexts	will	be	beneficial	
for	 the	 scholarship	 on	 SLO	 and	 the	work	 of	 development	 assistance	 organizations	 generally.	 In	
particular,	it	would	be	interesting	to	study	how:	SLO	changes	over	time	within	a	given	community;	
how	SLO	for	a	development	organization	differs	from	that	of	a	private	company	in	a	similar	context;	
and	how	SLO	for	development	assistance	organizations	differs	in	various	contexts.	
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5.1 INTRODUCTION: THE NEED FOR A GENDERED APPROACH 

Development	assistance	organizations	face	many	challenges	in	ensuring	that	their	target	communities	
achieve	 positive	 outcomes	 from	 their	 efforts.	 Development	 projects	 do	 not	 necessarily	 always	
bring	about	positive	change	 to	every	 sub-group	 in	a	given	community	 (Fowler	2013;	Slim	2002;	
Vanclay	2012),	and	some	sub-groups	may	suffer	unintended	negative	consequences	if	their	needs	
and	interests	are	not	carefully	considered	(Vanclay	2002;	Esteves	et	al.	2012).	This	is	especially	the	
case	for	the	most	vulnerable	groups	in	a	society,	who	typically	experience	cultural	and	institutional	
challenges	 in	making	 their	voices	heard	 (Narayan	&	Patel	2000;	Narayan	et	al.	2000;	Narayan	&	
Petesch	2002).	In	this	paper,	we	focus	on	one	such	sub-group,	women	in	traditional	conservative	rural	
societies.	The	aim	of	the	paper	is	to	argue	that	a	gender	dimension	must	be	applied	in	conjunction	
with	the	concept	of	Social	Licence	to	Operate	(SLO).	We	demonstrate	how	development	assistance	
organizations	and	their	target	communities	can	benefit	from	applying	a	gender	perspective	in	their	
consideration	of	social	licence.	

The	SLO	concept	has	been	used	by	different	types	of	organizations	to	consider	the	level	of	approval	
accorded	to	their	operations	by	a	local	community	(Boutilier	&	Thomson	2011;	Prno	&	Slocombe	2012).	
SLO	is	a	conceptual	approach	an	organisation	applies	in	engaging	with	communities	and	stakeholders.	
It	assists	organizations	in	 identifying	proactive	actions	they	can	take	to	increase	the	likelihood	that	
they	will	enjoy	the	support	of	the	communities	where	they	work.	‘Obtaining’	a	SLO	is	relevant	to	all	
phases	of	an	organization’s	activities.	In	the	context	of	development	assistance,	organizations	need	a	
SLO	from	the	community	members	where	they	work,	even	if	these	people	have	limited	power	or	are	
unable	to	directly	affect	the	project	activities.	Although	there	are	some	critiques	of	the	concept	(Bice	
2014;	Owen	&	Kemp	2013),	from	a	pragmatic	point	of	view	ensuring	SLO	is	‘good	business’	(Vanclay	
2014),	and	for	development	assistance	organisations,	being	able	to	demonstrate	that	they	have	the	
approval	(i.e.	SLO)	of	their	target	audiences	helps	them	attract	grants	for	future	projects.	Thus,	even	
the	least	powerful	groups	can	still	influence	a	project	in	the	long	term.	

In	this	paper,	we	point	out	that	SLO	is	gendered	in	the	sense	that	women	and	men	have	differing	
needs,	 interests	 and	 situations.	 In	 some	 traditional	 conservative	 societies,	 existing	 gender	 roles	
often	result	 in	a	 low	 level	of	external	 (outside	 the	house)	activity	 for	women,	making	 it	difficult	
for	 organizations	 to	 engage	 with	 them	 and	 consider	 their	 needs	 adequately	 (Moser	 1993).	 To	
maintain	an	ongoing	social	licence,	an	organization	needs	to	ensure	it	addresses	the	needs	of	all	
their	stakeholders.	Thus,	development	assistance	organisations	must	ensure	that	they	engage	with	
women	and	obtain	their	approval	from	them,	as	well	as	from	the	male	stakeholders	they	typically	
consider.	By	exploring	the	experience	of	CARE	international	in	two	rural	areas	of	Georgia,	Samtskhe-
Javakheti	 and	 Kvemo	 Kartli,	 we	 discuss the	 challenges	 development	 assistance	 organizations	
potentially	encounter	in	trying	to	obtain	a	gender-aware	SLO.	

For	a	fully	gender-aware	SLO,	it	is	not	enough	to	simply	include	a	gender	component	to	a	project	
as	part	of	a	box-ticking	exercise.	This	‘add	women	and	stir’	approach	puts	women	in	opposition	to	
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men,	and	women’s	interests	would	then	be	considered	as	‘separate	to	and	in	isolation	from	those	
of	men’	(Lahiri-Dutt	&	Ahmad	2012:	119).	Organizations	and	consultants	often	see	communities	as	
homogenous	entities,	‘without	taking	into	consideration	the	different	roles,	positions	and	situation	
of	women	and	men’	(Lahiri-Dutt	&	Ahmad	2012:	118).	This	leads	to	them	formulating	assumptions	
which	are	essentially	based	on	men’s	 lives,	and	thus	the	consequent	project	 interventions	cause	
further	weakening	of	women’s	positions	in	their	communities.	

The	paper	first	discusses	the	evolution	of	the	SLO	concept	and	its	relevance	to	the	development	
assistance	world.	We	 then	outline	 the	methodology	we	used	 and	provide	 an	overview	of	 CARE	
International	 and	 its	 JOIN	 project	 (local	 actors	 join	 for	 inclusive	 economic	 development	 and	
governance	in	the	South	Caucasus)	in	Georgia.	The	JOIN	project	is	basically	about	empowering	local	
communities	by	creating	sustainable	mechanisms	to	enable	the	development	of	local	economies.	
Next,	we	focus	on	CARE’s	activities	in	relation	to	gender.	Then	we	conceptualize	the	challenges	for	
a	gendered	social	licence	to	operate,	based	on	CARE’s	experience	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	and	Kvemo	
Kartli.	 This	 is	 followed	 by	 a	 conclusion	 with	 recommendations	 about	 what	 would	 enhance	 the	
consideration	of	gender	issues	in	development	assistance	projects	and	thus	increase	the	likelihood	
of	development	assistance	organisations	gaining	social	licence	from	women	as	well	as	from	men.

5.2 MOVING BEYOND ‘PARTICIPATION IN DEVELOPMENT’ TO ‘EARNING 
A SOCIAL LICENCE TO OPERATE’

Development	assistance	organizations	have	acknowledged	that	projects	often	leave	out	important	
aspects	 associated	 with	 local	 contexts	 and	 are	 too	 ‘donor-driven’	 (Conlin	 &	 Stirrat	 2008).	
Consequently,	they	have	started	to	focus	on	involving	beneficiaries	more	at	various	phases	of	their	
projects,	rather	than	simply	implementing	projects	designed	without	input	from	target	communities	
(Spence	2007).	 ‘Participation’	became	a	cornerstone	of	 the	narrative	of	development	assistance	
organizations	 (Ellis	&	Biggs	 2001),	 even	 though	 it	 has	 no	 singular	 understanding	 (Rebien	 1996).	
In	fact,	there	are	many	ways	in	which	participation	is	effected	in	development	settings,	 including	
through	the	use	of:	Participatory	Rural	Appraisal	(Chambers	&	Blackburn	1996),	Participatory	Action	
Research	(Oakley	1991)	and	Participatory	Evaluation	(Garaway	1995;	Rebien	1996).	Despite	some	
critiques	(Cooke	&	Kothari	2001;	Benjamin	2012;	Cooksy	&	Mark	2012),	it	is	generally	considered	
that	 the	 shift	 towards	 greater	 involvement	 of	 target	 communities	 in	 project	 development	 and	
implementation	is	beneficial	 (Cavill	&	Sohail	2007).	However,	simple	participation	is	not	enough,	
and	a	specific	gender	and	sexual	orientation	assessment	is	required	(Thierry	2007;	Sauer	&	Podhora	
2013).	Participation	is	fundamental	to	SLO,	because	without	participation	how	could	a	project	or	
organisation	know	it	was	meeting	stakeholder	needs.	

There	are	several	main	problems	with	participation.	Although	nice	in	theory,	a	number	of	studies	
(Rebien	 1996;	Gregory	 2000;	Mikkelsen	 2005;	 Craig	&	Vanclay	 2005),	 and	our	 experience, have 
demonstrated	that	participation	can	be	hard	to	apply	in	practice.	Not	all	beneficiaries	can	actually	be	
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included	in	the	participatory	processes,	and	selecting	a	limited	number	of	participants	is	problematic.	
Basic	forms	of	participation	(i.e.	simple	consultation	methods)	are	inadequate.	Furthermore,	there	
are	many	reasons	why	people	may	not	want	to	participate,	e.g.	because	they	have	no	interest	in	
the	project;	because	they	don’t	trust	the	project	team;	or	conversely,	because	they	do	trust	the	
team	and	don’t	feel	the	need	to	participate.	Finally	even	if	participatory	processes	are	conducted	
effectively,	it	may	still	not	be	possible	to	make	inferences	about	the	needs	of	all	the	various	sub-
groups	in	a	community	because	there	will	always	be	stakeholders	who	can’t	be	or	weren’t	included	
for	a	wide	range	of	reasons	(Hayward	et	al.	2004).	

Women	in	traditional	conservative	communities	are,	obviously,	 in	a	particularly	disadvantageous	
situation,	and	consequently	it	will	be	hard	for	them	to	take	part	in	project	activities	or	consultation	
processes,	even	when	there	is	a	deliberate	effort	by	project	organisers	to	involve	them.	Thus,	there	
is	a	 risk	 that	 their	 specific	needs	and	 ideas	will	be	 left	out,	even	when	a	gender	 lens	 is	applied.	
In	 such	cases,	measuring	 the	number	of	participants	and	 the	extent	of	 their	participation	 is	not	
particularly	useful,	 because	people	who	do	not	participate	 cannot	push	 for	 their	 interests,	 thus	
leading	to	a	potential	bias	in	the	outcomes	(Hayward	et	al.	2004).	Therefore,	the	issue	of	participation	
should	be	 considered	 carefully	 and	 to	 achieve	better	 results,	 development	organizations	 should	
go	beyond	a	basic	participatory	approach	or	box	ticking	exercise	to	a	more	fully	considered	and	
reflexive	community	engagement	process	that	seeks	to	ensure	a	social	licence	to	operate	from	each	
stakeholder	group.

SLO	is	a	relatively	new	concept	currently	gaining	much	recognition	in	the	corporate	sphere	(Boutilier	
&	Thomson	2011;	Vanclay	2014).	Although	the	concept	started	to	develop	about	fifteen	years	ago,	
especially	in	the	mining	(Prno	&	Slocombe	2012;	Joyce	&	Thomson	2000)	and	forestry	(Dare	et	al.,	
in	press)	industries,	it	is	now	widespread	across	many	business	sectors.	SLO	is	used	to	indicate	the	
level	of	acceptance	or	approval	of	the	work	of	a	particular	organization	by	its	stakeholders	(Boutilier	
&	 Thomson	2011).	 Joyce	 and	 Thomson	 (2000),	 for	 example,	 highlight	 that	mining	 is	 considered	
to	 be	 a	 ‘dirty	 business’	 and	 the	 sector	 increasingly	 faces	 social	 opposition,	 which	 can	 lead	 to	
the	 closure	of	operations.	 The	SLO	concept	was	 later	extended	 to	other	 sectors,	 typically	 those	
causing	 environmental	 harm.	 For	 example,	Gunningham	et	 al.	 (2004)	 examined	pulp	 and	paper	
manufacturing.	Over	time,	the	concept	has	been	widely	applied	and	is	much	used	by	consultants.	
Particularly	noteworthy	is	Boutilier	and	Thomson’s	website	–	sociallicense.com	–	where	they	outline	
their	model	 of	 SLO	 in	which	 they	 visualize	 four	 levels	 of	 social	 licence:	 ‘withheld’,	 ‘acceptance’,	
‘approval’	and	‘psychological	identification’	(Boutilier	&	Thomson	2011).	

In	Jijelava	and	Vanclay	(in	press),	we	applied	the	SLO	concept	to	a	field	which	 is	not	perceived	
as	 being	 ‘nasty’	 and	 does	 not	 belong	 to	 the	 corporate	 world.	 We	 looked	 at	 the	 work	 of	 an	
international	NGO,	Mercy	Corps,	and	concluded	that	the	SLO	concept	can	be	useful	in	assessing	
the	work	of	humanitarian	and	development	assistance	organizations.	The	concept	can	be	useful	
in	other	NGO	domains	as	well.	Despite	 the	generally	positive	perceptions	about	development	
assistance	 organizations,	 there	 are	many	 areas	 where	 things	 can	 go	 wrong.	 It	 is	 not	 hard	 to	
imagine	a	scenario	in	which	an	organization	pursues	its	own	agenda	not	matching	the	needs	of	
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the	local	population.	Conlin	and	Stirrat	(2008:	194),	for	example,	point	out	that	when	the	right	
systems	of	connecting	with	local	people	are	not	in	place,	at	best	donor	projects	become	‘islands	
of	excellence	demonstrating	what	might	be	achieved;	at	worst,	[they	lead	to]	unsustainable	and	
undermined	local	systems’.	

The	 humanitarian	 and	 development	 assistance	 discourse	 has	 become	 increasingly	 aware	 of	 the	
risks	of	detachment	from	local	communities	it	faces,	and	there	have	been	attempts	to	design	more	
effective	 monitoring	 and	 evaluation	 mechanisms	 (Cracknell	 2000).	 Although	 the	 development	
assistance	literature	does	not	use	the	SLO	concept	(at	least	till	now),	the	trajectory	of	monitoring	
and	 evaluation	 work	 is	 moving	 towards	 similar	 understandings	 –	 better	 connections	 with	 local	
communities,	less	usage	of	pre-determined	indicators	and	more	participatory	approaches	(Conlin	&	
Stirrat	2008;	Vanclay	2013).

The	SLO	concept	can	be	usefully	employed	in	the	work	of	development	assistance	organizations	as	it	
helps	to	address	the	needs	of	local	communities	and	specific	sub-groups	within	these	communities	
(Jijelava	&	Vanclay	in	press).	It	is	essential	that	an	organization	is	flexible	and	able	to	develop	and	
modify	its	projects	as	a	result	of	feedback	from	stakeholders.	Although	having	local	partners	and	
building	 their	 capacity	 is	 important,	donor	organizations	 should	not	use	 this	 as	an	excuse	 to	be	
detached	 from	 local	 communities.	 SLO	 is	 a	 useful	 conceptual	 framework	 because	 it	 potentially	
encourages	development	assistance	organizations	to	assess	continuously	the	dynamics	and	needs	
of	 the	 target	 communities.	Considering	 the	 interests	of	 the	various	 sub-groups	 in	a	 community,	
including	those	who	are	not	necessarily	vocal,	will	 increase	the	chance	of	sustainable,	 long-term	
success	(Vanclay	2012).	Embodying	the	concept	of	SLO	is	very	different	to	the	conventional	approach	
used	by	development	assistance	organizations	(i.e.	the	logframe,	the	project	management	document	
that	outlines	the	desired	outcomes	and	indicators	to	measure	progress),	because	it	 is	a	different	
way	of	thinking	about	and	engaging	with	affected	communities.	Specifically,	it	implies	conducting	
thorough	 impact	 assessment	 processes	 which	 take	 into	 account	 the	 interests	 of	 the	 different	
sub-groups	in	the	target	communities	and	ensures	that	their	expectations	are	acknowledged	and	
managed	 and	 that	 trust	 is	 built.	 Moreover,	 it	 also	 implies	 that	 organizations	 should	 engage	 in	
continuous	communication	with	all	sub-groups.	

5.3 METHODOLOGY

This	 paper	 is	 largely	 based	 on	 previous	 research	 undertaken	 by	 the	 primary	 author,	 a	 native	
Georgian,	in	his	capacity	as	a	research	consultant	in	Georgia.	With	the	research	consultancy	firm,	
GeoWel	Research,	he	has	managed	baseline	studies,	monitoring	and	evaluation	projects,	and	has	
investigated	various	topics	of	specific	interest	for	development	assistance	organisations	and	other	
clients.	Five	years	of	working	in	the	field	enabled	him	to	collect	a	vast	amount	of	data	and	to	acquire	
much	nuanced	understanding	of	the	dynamics	in	Georgia.	In	this	paper,	we	use	this	knowledge	and	
apply	it	to	the	concept	of	SLO.	
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Several	 research	 projects	 undertaken	 by	 GeoWel	 Research	 are	 particularly	 relevant.	 For	 CARE	
International,	in	2013	we	completed	an	evaluation	of	their	JOIN	project,	as	well	as	a	more	specific	
research	project	inquiring	into	the	possibilities	for	cross-border	cooperation	in	selected	value	chains	
in	the	target	communities.	The	data	collection	activities	for	these	two	projects	included	six	focus	
groups	and	interviews	with	10	representatives	of	local	government	and	civil	society.	As	a	separate	
project,	in	2013	GeoWel	Research	undertook	an	assessment	of	gender	roles	in	selected	value	chains	
associated	with	the	JOIN	project	(GeoWel	Research	2013).	For	this	project,	eight	focus	groups	with	
members	of	 the	 local	population,	predominantly	women	 (women	 facilitators	were	hired	 for	 the	
four	women-only	focus	groups),	were	conducted,	along	with	20	key	informant	interviews	with	local	
and	national	 level	experts	and	representatives	of	civil	society	organizations,	and	a	survey	of	142	
local	inhabitants	in	the	regions	of	Samtskhe-Javakheti	and	Kvemo	Kartli.	The	study	also	included	an	
analysis	of	Georgian	legislation.	Consistent	with	good	ethical	research	practice	(see	Vanclay	et	al.	
2013),	the	JOIN	project	staff	were	given	the	opportunity	to	comment	on	the	paper,	and	have	agreed	
to	it	being	published.

The	JOIN	project	operated	in	six	municipalities	in	two	regions	of	Georgia:	Samtskhe-Javakheti	
and	Kvemo	Kartli.	These	regions	are	mostly	rural	and	contain	significant	proportions	of	people	
from	 ethnic	minority	 groups.	 For	 example,	 in	 the	 two	municipalities	 in	 Samtskhe-Javakheti,	
over	90%	of	the	population	were	ethnic	Armenians.	Of	the	four	municipalities	in	Kvemo	Kartli,	
three	had	over	60%	ethnic	Azerbaijani	population	and	one	had	about	45%	ethnic	Azerbaijani	
population.	

In	more-or-less	the	same	geographic	location,	GeoWel	Research	has	also	conducted	several	other	
projects,	 including	 for	Mercy	Corps	 (see	 Jijelava	&	Vanclay	 in	press),	 the	Norwegian	 Institute	of	
Foreign	Affairs,	 the	Eurasian	Partnership	Foundation	and	GIZ,	addressing	a	wide	range	of	 issues,	
including	the	social	dimensions	of	development	assistance	projects,	internal	displacement,	youth	
development,	and	education	(see	www.geowel.org).	

5.4 CARE INTERNATIONAL AND THE JOIN PROJECT IN GEORGIA

CARE’s	JOIN	project	started	in	2011	and	at	the	time	of	writing	in	early	2014	was	anticipated	to	finish	
in	late	2014.	The	project	covered	six	municipalities	in	southern	Georgia,	as	well	as	six	municipalities	
in	the	northern	part	of	Armenia.	The	project	had	three	main	components:

1.	 Creating	Municipal	Working	Groups	(MWGs)	in	each	municipality	including	local	government	
representatives,	 farmers	 and	 civil	 society	 representatives	 (NGOs	 and	 media).	 CARE	 hires	
facilitators	who	help	the	MWGs	develop	Municipal	Development	Plans.	The	MWGs	identify	
a	value	chain	 (industry	sector)	on	which	they	focus,	 for	example,	milk	processing	or	potato	
production.

http://www.geowel.org
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2.	 Creating	Business	and	Development	 Information	Centres	 (BDIC)	 in	each	municipality	where	
farmers	can	go	to	receive	technical	advice	on	agricultural	matters.	

3.	 Facilitating	better	links	between	national	and	local	actors	by	organising	events	at	which	national	
level	actors	can	learn	about	the	situation	in	the	target	municipalities,	while	 local	actors	can	
gain	access	to	information	from	national	level	actors.

Unfortunately,	 the	 JOIN	 project	 encountered	 serious	 problems	 and	 delays	 due	 to	 the	 political	
upheaval	 in	 Georgia	 in	 2012.	 With	 a	 new	 government	 coming	 into	 power,	 many	 government	
employees	were	retrenched	(with	only	some	being	replaced),	and	 it	 took	time	to	find	new	local	
partners.	These	issues	were	particularly	significant	for	the	second	component	of	the	project	because	
the	central	government	decided	to	establish	its	own	agricultural	consultation	centres	in	almost	all	
municipalities	and	CARE’s	BDICs	would	thus	be	redundant.	CARE	therefore	made	a	strategic	decision	
not	to	facilitate	the	establishment	of	independent	BDICs	in	Georgia	and	instead	to	assist	with	the	
implementation	of	the	government’s	agricultural	consultation	centres.	

By	examining	CARE’s	project	documents,	it	can	be	concluded	that	a	reasonable	attempt	was	given	
to	consider	women’s	needs	during	project	implementation.	For	all	three	project	components,	CARE	
included	 gender-specific	 indicators	 in	 the	project	 logframe.	 For	 the	first	 component,	 one	of	 the	
indicators	was	defined	as:	‘MWG	members	have	advocated	for	the	inclusion	of	their	analyses	and	
pro-poor	and	gender	sensitive	activity	plans	into	official	planning	and	budgeting’.	An	example	of	a	
gender-sensitive	indicator	for	the	second	component	was:	‘Information	and	services	provided	by	
the	BDICs	take	into	consideration	roles,	capacities	and	potentials	of	women	in	local	economy	and	
address	prevailing	discrimination’.	 In	both	 indicators,	CARE	stressed	 the	 importance	of	 including	
women	 in	 the	actions	envisaged	by	 the	project.	 In	effect,	 it	established	gender-based	quotas	 to	
ensure	women’s	participation.	

A	 sophisticated	 analysis	 of	 development	 programs	 in	 500	 Afghan	 villages	 concluded	 that	 the	
implementation	of	gender	quotas	improves	‘outcomes	specific	to	participation	in	some	economic,	
social	and	political	activities	…	they,	however,	produce	no	change	in	more	entrenched	female	roles	
linked	to	family	decision-making	or	in	attitudes	toward	the	general	role	of	women	in	society’	(Beath	
et	al.	2013:	540).	Thus,	gender	quotas	seem	to	be	a	necessary	but	not	sufficient	measure	to	empower	
women	 (Mukhopadhyay	 2004).	 This	was	well	 understood	by	CARE	 and,	 in	 addition	 to	 including	
women	in	their	activities,	they	also	commissioned	a	gender	study,	conducted	by	the	primary	author	
of	 this	paper,	 to	 identify	 the	needs	and	opportunities	 for	women	 in	 the	 target	 regions	 (GeoWel	
Research	2013).	

After	the	gender	study,	which	involved	qualitative	methods	and	a	small	quantitative	component,	
CARE	designed	and	implemented	a	gender	awareness	training	course	which	was	delivered	in	each	
of	 the	 six	 target	municipalities.	 The	 training	 sought	 to	 raise	 awareness	 about	 the	gender	 issues	
identified	during	the	study	and	to	suggest	possible	strategies	to	address	these	issues.
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5.5 THE GENDER SITUATION IN GEORGIA

To	have	a	complete	picture	of	the	gender	challenges	that	influence	a	SLO,	it	is	useful	to	consider	
the	macro	 level	first.	We	 reviewed	national	 legislation	and	several	 international	gender-relevant	
indexes	to	assess	the	gender	situation	in	Georgia.	In	terms	of	laws	and	regulations,	it	might	seem	
that	 the	 situation	 of	women	 in	 Georgia	 is	 good.	 Georgia	 adopted	 a	 Law	 on	Gender	 Equality	 in	
2010	and	subsequently	 implemented	an	action	plan.	A	Gender	Equity	Council	of	 the	Parliament	
has	been	established	and	 includes	 senior	politicians.	A	position	of	adviser	on	gender	 issues	has	
been	established	within	the	Prime-Minister’s	office.	Moreover,	soon	every	Ministry	is	supposed	to	
have	its	own	gender	adviser.	Despite	these	initiatives,	however,	women	continue	to	have	significant	
problems,	especially	 in	the	rural	regions	of	Georgia.	UNDP’s	2012	Gender	 Inequality	 Index	ranks	
Georgia	in	81st	place	amongst	a	total	of	148	ranked	countries	(UNDP	2013).	Georgia	is	far	behind	its	
neighbours	–	Russia	(51st),	Azerbaijan	(54th),	Armenia	(59th)	and	Turkey	(68th)	(UNDP	2013).	Georgia	
is	also	ranked	low	on	other	gender	indicators	(see	Figure	5.1).	Furthermore,	for	all	indicators	except	
the	Women’s	Economic	Opportunity	Index,	Georgia’s	positions	have	deteriorated	slightly	compared	
to	the	previous	year.	Together,	this	emphasizes	that	the	situation	in	Georgia	is	far	from	being	good	
and	is	not	improving.	Figure	5.1	provides	a	summary	of	Georgia’s	position	in	2012.

Figure 5.1. |	Georgia’s	ranking	in	various	gender	indexes	in	2012

Index Source Georgia's 
rank

Total 
number of 
countries

UN Gender Inequality Index 
(GII)

https://data.undp.org/dataset/Table-4-Gender-
Inequality-Index/pq34-nwq7 

81 148

World Economic Forum 
Gender Gap index (GGI)

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_
GenderGap_Report_2013.pdf 

86 136

Social Institutions and Gender 
Index (SIGI)

http://genderindex.org/ranking 60 86

The Economist Women’s 
Economic Opportunity Index 

http://www.eiu.com/Handlers/
WhitepaperHandler.ashx?fi=WEO_full_report_
final.pdf&mode=wp&campaignid=weoindex2012

59 128

Source: constructed by authors

It	is	generally	expected	in	Georgia	that	men	should	head	the	family	and	have	the	dominant	financial	
and	decision-making	status	within	the	household.	An	annual	poll	conducted	by	the	Georgia	office	
of	the	Caucasus	Researchers’	Resource	Centers	(CRRC)	had	a	question	on	who	should	be	a	head	in	
a	household.	Figure	5.2	provides	a	chart	summarizing	the	answers	broken	down	by	gender.	As	can	
be	seen	from	Figure	5.2,	the	majority	of	the	population,	and	more	so	among	men	than	women,	
thought	that	a	man	should	be	the	head	of	a	household.	Only	1%	of	the	whole	population	thought	
that	a	woman	should	be	the	head.	The	idea	that	women	are	not	supposed	to	work	outside	of	a	
family	to	generate	income	also	explains	that	only	57%	of	all	eligible	women	in	Georgia	are	in	the	
labour	force,	compared	with	78%	of	men	(Geostat	2013).	This	is	a	gender	participation	gap	of	21	
percentage	points	difference	between	females	and	males.	In	OECD	countries,	the	average	gender	
gap	is	around	10%	(IMF	2012).	

https://data.undp.org/dataset/Table-4-Gender-Inequality-Index/pq34-nwq7
https://data.undp.org/dataset/Table-4-Gender-Inequality-Index/pq34-nwq7
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GenderGap_Report_2013.pdf
http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_GenderGap_Report_2013.pdf
http://genderindex.org/ranking
http://www.eiu.com/Handlers/WhitepaperHandler.ashx?fi=WEO_full_report_final.pdf&mode=wp&campaignid=weoindex2012
http://www.eiu.com/Handlers/WhitepaperHandler.ashx?fi=WEO_full_report_final.pdf&mode=wp&campaignid=weoindex2012
http://www.eiu.com/Handlers/WhitepaperHandler.ashx?fi=WEO_full_report_final.pdf&mode=wp&campaignid=weoindex2012
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As	 is	 the	 case	elsewhere,	 female-headed	households	 are	 generally	worse-off	 than	male-headed	
households	 (Buvinić	 &	 Gupta	 1997).	 According	 to	 the	 World	 Bank	 (2009)	 report,	 ‘Poverty	
Assessment	in	Georgia’,	female-headed	households	are	much	more	likely	to	face	extreme	poverty.	
The	workload	and	division	of	roles	between	women	and	men	in	a	household	are	quite	different.	
While	men	generally	deal	with	the	physically-challenging	tasks,	women	spend	more	time	than	men	
to	accomplish	the	many	tasks	assigned	to	women.	Often	women	help	men	and	substitute	for	them,	
while	men	are	not	generally	expected	to	take	on	women’s	responsibilities.	

Source: retrieved from the CRRC Caucasus Barometer 2010 database, available at  
http://crrc.ge/oda/?dataset=4&row=145&column=2 

Figure 5.2. |	Who	should	be	the	family	decision-maker	in	the	family?

5.6 CHALLENGES TO ACHIEVING A GENDER-SENSITIVE SOCIAL LICENCE 
TO OPERATE

Development	 assistance	projects	 typically	 bring	different	outcomes	 to	men	and	women	 in	 local	
communities.	Below	we	discuss	the	six	key	challenges	CARE’s	JOIN	project	faced	in	attempting	to	
address	this	gender	dimension.	While	not	an	exhaustive	list	and	sometimes	repeating	what	is	already	
well	known	(e.g.	Feldstein	&	Jiggins	1994;	Sachs	1996;	Peiris	1997;	Guijt	&	Shah	1998;	March	et	al.	
1999),	we	document	what	we	believe	to	be	the	main	issues	development	assistance	organizations	
encounter	when	working	with	traditional	communities	in	Georgia	and	arguably	elsewhere.	The	six	
challenges	were	identified	from	our	analysis	of	the	data,	based	on	what	was	most	significant	either	
in	terms	of	the	stated	concerns	of	our	research	participants	or	from	what	was	most	evident	from	
an	analytical	perspective.	We	acknowledge	that	many	of	these	issues	have	been	said	before	(even	
many	times),	but	the	fact	that	they	continue	to	emerge	in	project	settings	demonstrates	that	much	
still	needs	to	be	done	to	make	development	assistance	gender	aware.	The	six	challenges	to	gaining	
a	gender-sensitive	SLO	are:

http://crrc.ge/oda/?dataset=4&row=145&column=2
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•	 cultural	protocols	and	gender	roles	reinforce	and	exacerbate	women’s	traditional	disadvantage

•	 the	existing	relationships	between	women	and	local	authorities	limit	their	opportunities

•	 the	limited	mobility	of	women	creates	additional	barriers

•	 there	is	gender	disparity	in	access	to	information	and	resources

•	 women	are	exploited	as	a	means	to	access	financial	resources

•	 the	out-migration	of	men	means	that	many	women	are	at	risk	of	increasing	vulnerability.

These	 challenges	 are	 issues	 faced	 by	 development	 assistance	 organisations.	 They	 are	 related	
to	 the	 SLO	 concept	 in	 that	 development	 assistance	organisations	must	obtain	 the	 approval	 and	
active	engagement	of	all	 their	stakeholders.	More	than	 just	addressing	target	groups,	 they	must	
ensure	that	there	are	not	 inadvertent	consequences	on	non-target	groups.	Unfortunately,	as	we	
demonstrate	below,	that	lack	of	a	gender	lens	has	meant	that	some	projects	have	worsened	the	
position	of	women,	even	if	they	were	intended	to	be	beneficial.	

1. Cultural protocols and gender roles reinforce and exacerbate women’s traditional 
disadvantage

The	dominant	gender	roles	in	many	traditional	societies	tend	to	keep	women	confined	within	the	
house,	while	encouraging	men	to	be	engaged	in	the	community.	Women	typically	accept	the	gender	
roles	 and	 their	 actions	 tend	 to	 be	 based	on	 the	 traditional	 values	 to	which	 they	 try	 to	 adhere.	
In	public	meetings,	women	were	much	more	restrained	 in	 the	presence	of	men	than	they	were	
when	there	were	only	with	other	women.	In	our	women-only	focus	groups,	they	talked	much	more	
openly	about	 the	burdens	of	 their	workload	and	other	 issues.	The	cultural	protocols	also	create	
other	constraints	to	the	active	involvement	of	women	in	on-going	project	processes,	and	reduce	
their	access	to	information	and	resources.	That	such	cultural	protocols	exist	in	traditional	societies	
is	not	a	new	finding.	However,	this	is	such	a	fundamental	and	overarching	issue,	and	perhaps	the	
main	cause	of	the	disadvantaged	position	of	women,	we	believe	it	deserves	renewed	and	continued	
attention.	

The	entrenched	gender	roles	demand	that	men	be	considered	the	‘head	of	the	household’	because	
‘men	are	always	wiser	than	women’	(Marneuli	women	focus	group,	gender	study).	However,	most	
of	the	work	in	the	home	is	carried	out	by	women.	While	men	generally	deal	with	the	physically-
challenging	tasks,	women	deal	with	tasks	which	require	continuous	attention,	such	as	cleaning	the	
house	and	looking	after	the	children.	In	the	UNDP	study,	only	four	percent	of	men	said	that	it	was	
okay	for	men	to	do	women’s	tasks	at	home,	such	as	washing	or	cleaning	(UNDP	2013).	Our	fieldwork	
showed	that	people	acknowledge	that	women	have	a	much	greater	workload	than	men,	and	men	
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only	rarely	help	in	doing	women’s	tasks.	Even	in	those	households	where	men	were	helpful,	many	
tasks	were	still	left	exclusively	to	women.

Given	this	context,	it	becomes	clear	that	merely	increasing	the	agricultural	productivity	of	a	family	
farm	will	not	translate	into	improving	women’s	situations,	as	the	following	story	demonstrates.	In	
all	municipalities	targeted	by	CARE,	especially	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti,	potatoes	were	a	popular	crop.	
The	most	challenging	task	on	potato	farms	 is	harvesting,	which	 is	done	manually	 in	the	fall.	The	
job	is	physically	demanding	as	the	people	doing	the	harvesting	must	bend	down	on	their	knees	to	
collect	the	potatoes.	Usually,	this	task	is	assigned	to	women,	with	the	men	being	busy	loading	the	
potato	bags	on	to	trucks.	When	development	assistance	leads	to	increased	yields	per	hectare,	or	
increased	area	sown,	as	a	consequence	women	have	more	work	to	do.	Already	busy	with	household	
and	other	women’s	tasks,	they	will	thus	end	up	with	less	free	time,	more	physical	work,	and	less	
independence.	This	creates	a	conundrum	for	development	assistance	organizations	as	they	often	
desire	to	help	local	communities	to	increase	productivity	and	thus	the	yield	of	potatoes.	If	gender	
roles	along	the	value	chain	are	not	considered	in	advance,	then	a	development	activity	might	actually	
lead	to	an	increase	in	the	workload	of	women	and	increase	their	dependence	and/or	reduce	their	
wellbeing.	

2. The existing relationships between women and local authorities limit their 
opportunities

An	illustration	of	women’s	roles	in	a	community	and	the	challenges	it	can	pose	for	SLO	can	be	gained	
by	looking	at	local	government.	This	is	another	dimension	of	cultural	protocols	that	puts	women	
in	a	disadvantaged	position.	In	Georgia,	local	governments	are	predominantly	comprised	of	men.	
According	to	official	statistics,	68%	of	local	government	employees	are	male;	rising	to	76%	when	
only	managerial	positions	are	considered	(IDFI	2013).	In	rural	areas	of	Georgia,	these	percentages	
are	much	higher.	By	comparison,	 in	some	European	countries	the	share	of	women	 in	the	public	
sector	often	exceeds	60%	(OECD	2012).	All	the	heads	of	the	representative	and	executive	bodies	
in	all	of	Georgia’s	65	municipalities	are	male	(IDFI	2013).	This	gender	 imbalance	 leads	to	further	
disadvantage	for	women	in	traditional	societies	because	it	is	difficult	for	women	to	communicate	
their	local	problems	to	male	decision-makers.	In	fact,	men	frequently	fail	to	listen	to	women,	and	
do	not	consider	that	they	have	a	valuable	contribution	to	make.	A	focus	group	participant	described	
such	a	situation:	

'For us women, it is harder to talk to men than to women about local problems. 
In our village, we had this water problem and one woman decided to solve it. 
When she interacted with local officials, she faced derision. Men were telling her 
that it was not a woman's job to solve water issues in the village and if men can't 
solve it, then it probably can't be solved! She still fought on and found some non-
governmental organizations who were supporting small infrastructural projects. 
And she did win in the end, and managed to fix the water problem, after two years 
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of fighting. You should have seen the faces of children when the water was fixed, 
they were playing and cheering! Everybody was happy! … We proposed her as a 
local representative for our village on a Board, and the whole village supported 
her. We went to the municipal centre and even got approval from the head of 
the municipality. But her formal appointment never came through. After several 
months, the municipal head said that there was a man from a neighbouring village 
who aspired to the same position, and he could not appoint a woman now. People 
would not understand how he could appoint a woman when there was a man after 
for the same position. So, in the end, that man was appointed.'

This	example	highlights	several	 issues.	 It	 initially	mentions	the	unease	women	have	 in	talking	to	
men.	It	then	highlights	how	women’s	ideas	are	disregarded.	Finally,	 it	highlights	that	women	are	
not	taken	seriously	and	cannot	have	political	influence,	even	when	they	have	proved	themselves	
capable.	

Gender	 considerations	 are	 important	 in	 other	 ways	 as	 well.	 All	 activities,	 be	 it	 infrastructure	
development	or	 technical	advice,	are	 influenced	by	gender.	The	challenge	 for	a	gendered	SLO	 is	
to	make	sure	that	local	government	practices	do	not	remain	masculinized.	When	an	international	
organization	 helps	 local	 authorities	 develop	 infrastructure	 projects,	 they	must	 take	 care	 not	 to	
ignore	women’s	roles	and	needs.	Women	can	experience	greater	impact	(inconvenience)	than	men	
in	many	ways	because	the	male	technicians	do	not	give	any	consideration	to	women’s	activities.	
This	can	inadvertently	cause	problems	in	many	ways.	For	example,	because	water	is	essential	for	
washing	and	cleaning,	if	the	scheduling	of	water	delivery	or	the	time	set	for	switching	the	water	(or	
electricity)	off	for	maintenance	does	not	take	into	account	women’s	needs	and	routines,	then	it	will	
put	more	stress	on	their	daily	chores.	

3. The limited mobility of women creates additional barriers

One	of	the	biggest	issues	for	women,	which	we	came	across	many	times	and	in	many	ways,	related	
to	 women’s	 limited	 mobility.	 Women	 are	 culturally	 expected	 to	 perform	 a	 range	 of	 tasks	 and	
roles	prescribed	as	female,	which	typically	constrain	them	to	remain	within	the	house.	Although	
sometimes	they	need	to	go	to	local	markets	or	administrative	offices	or	to	help	out	on	the	farm,	
there	is	little	opportunity	for	them	to	socialise	with	other	women	and	little	independent	freedom.	
This	was	reinforced	by	the	lack	of	transport	options	for	women.	While	public	transport	does	exist	
to	a	limited	extent,	it	was	primarily	between	villages	rather	than	within	a	local	neighbourhood.	The	
lack	of	transport	options,	in	conjunction	with	the	cultural	restrictions	on	women’s	public	presence	
and	movement,	does	not	facilitate	their	independence.	

Women	are	particularly	restricted	by	the	cultural	expectation	that	they	are	not	to	drive	vehicles	and	
their	consequent	lack	of	ability	to	be	able	to	drive.	Not	only	is	this	a	restriction	on	their	mobility,	it	
limits	the	roles	they	can	play	on	the	farm,	which	is	particularly	an	issue	for	women-headed	households	
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(see	point	6	below).	An	issue	is	that	even	though	some	women	may	be	interested	in	learning	how	to	
drive,	this	would	not	necessarily	be	accepted	by	other	members	of	the	community,	and	even	local	
civil	society	organizations	might	not	take	them	seriously,	as	one	focus	group	participant	told	us:

‘There was an NGO that came from the capital and held meetings with the local population 
on identifying local needs and finding solutions to them. I proposed that it might be a 
good idea to teach women how to drive so that interested women could be employed as 
drivers in some projects. Unfortunately, my idea was met with sarcasm from the other 
participants at the meeting. The person from the NGO did not take my idea seriously 
either and quickly dismissed it.’ (Marneuli women FG, gender study)

Another	 aspect	 of	 the	mobility	 issue	 relates	 to	 access	 to	 veterinary	 services	 for	 female-headed	
households.	Veterinary	services	are	not	well	developed	in	Georgia	and	apart	from	serious	diseases	
such	as	foot-and-mouth	disease,	farmers	have	to	look	after	their	livestock	largely	by	themselves.	
However,	 if	 a	 farmer	notices	 something	wrong	with	an	animal,	 they	 can	 take	a	urine	 sample	 to	
a	 government	 veterinary	 laboratory.	Unfortunately,	 these	 laboratories	 are	 located	 in	 only	 a	 few	
municipal	 centres.	 So,	 for	 example,	 somebody	 from	 Akhalkalaki	 municipality	 would	 have	 to	
travel	about	70	kilometres	(i.e.	around	1.5	hours	travelling	time	each	way)	to	get	to	Akhaltsikhe,	
Samtskhe-Javakheti’s	regional	centre.	Laboratory	results	are	typically	available	only	after	about	4-5	
hours.	While	waiting,	men	usually	deal	with	other	farm	and	household	issues	given	they	are	in	the	
regional	centre.	However,	for	women	the	length	of	waiting	time	is	more	challenging	because	the	
traditional	gender	roles	limit	what	they	can	do	during	this	time,	and	they	still	have	their	daily	chores	
to	do	back	at	home.	Also,	the	gender	roles	influence	the	quality	of	interaction	women	have	with	
the	government	representatives.	Because	they	are	women,	the	government	representatives	do	not	
take	 them	 seriously	 (a	 situation	women	 farmers	 face	 everywhere,	 see	Vanclay	&	 Silvasti	 2009).	
Thus,	when	a	development	assistance	organization	is	trying	to	solve	issues	like	veterinary	access,	
gender	considerations	must	be	taken	into	account.	For	example,	if	new	facilities	are	to	be	opened,	
a	‘women	friendly’	environment	should	be	arranged.	This	could	take	a	number	of	forms,	such	as:	
establishing	 the	 facilities	 near	 other	 places	where	women	have	 an	 interest,	 such	 as	markets	 or	
shops;	and	arranging	suitable	waiting	rooms	with	enough	chairs.	

4. There is a gender disparity in access to information and resources

Because	women	are	expected	to	spend	most	of	their	time	at	home	while	men	deal	with	‘external’	
activities,	women	end	up	with	 fewer	opportunities,	 resulting	 in	 less	 access	 to	education	and	 to	
the	 resources	 that	 could	 lead	 to	 their	 professional	 or	 personal	 development.	 This	 problem	was	
exacerbated	 in	 JOIN’s	 target	areas	where	knowledge	of	Georgian	 language	was	 limited,	creating	
additional	problems	in	accessing	information	(see	Figure	5.3).	Thus,	literacy	and/or	fluency	in	the	
local	 language	 is	a	relevant	 issue	for	SLO,	as	an	organisation	must	be	able	to	communicate	with	
its	stakeholders.	How	could	an	organisation	have	social	acceptability	(i.e.	SLO)	if	the	stakeholders	
cannot	understand	what	the	organisation	is	doing?	There	is	a	dual	issue	here:	the	need	for	ethnic	
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minorities	to	have	opportunities	to	learn	the	official	language;	and	the	need	for	an	organisation	to	
be	able	to	communicate	in	local	minority	languages.

Source: GeoWel 2013

Figure 5.3. | Knowledge	of	Georgian	language	by	ethnic	minority	women	in	Georgia

The	gender	study	showed	that	in	2013	only	13%	of	ethnic	minority	women	in	the	target	municipalities	
claim	they	can	speak	fluent	or	conversational	Georgian;	with	58%	of	women	knowing	only	basic	
Georgian.	Limited	knowledge	of	Georgian	language	poses	significant	constraints	for	them.	Although	
there	are	no	available	comparative	statistics	about	the	knowledge	of	the	Georgian	language	among	
men,	 it	 is	generally	believed	 that	 the	situation	 is	better	 for	men	because	 they	have	 learned	 the	
language	through	their	frequent	interactions	outside	of	their	households	and	language	communities,	
for	example	when	trading	commodities	or	dealing	with	state	authorities.	The	low	level	of	Georgian	
language	knowledge	and	the	inadequate	resources	available	in	Armenian	and	Azerbaijani	languages	
creates	many	barriers	for	women	in	the	target	areas.	

The	 language	 problem	 creates	 a	 particularly	 challenging	 SLO	 issue	 for	 development	 assistance	
organizations	like	CARE.	Usually,	development	assistance	organizations	try	to	involve	as	many	people	
as	possible	in	their	projects.	But	ethnic	minority	women	are	excluded	from	the	process	because	it	is	
hard	to	get	the	information	to	them;	and	even	if	they	hear	about	particular	projects,	it	is	hard	for	them	
to	see	the	value	in	the	activities	which	are	mostly,	if	not	fully,	carried	out	in	a	language	they	barely	
understand.	This	problem	cannot	be	solved	by	using	just	Armenian	or	Azerbaijani	languages,	as	the	
target	municipalities	in	Georgia	are	ethnically	mixed	and	there	are	always	some	Georgians	involved	
in	the	process	who	do	not	understand	the	predominant	(ethnic)	languages	in	their	municipalities.	
Running	multiple	activities	in	smaller,	language-based	groups	is	not	considered	feasible	because	the	
number	of	participants	may	not	be	sufficient.	More	importantly,	splitting	the	society	into	language	
(and	thus	ethnic)	groups	would	inhibit	activities	aimed	at	connecting	local	actors.	Also,	often	the	
key	 local	decision-makers	and	national	experts	who	are	to	be	 involved	 in	the	project	are	usually	
only	Georgian	speaking.	Providing	translation	services	at	meetings	has	been	widely	used.	However,	
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it	doesn’t	solve	the	problem	because	translations	are	usually	done	into	Russian,	a	fairly	common	
second	language	for	all	groups	but	for	which	many	people	also	have	low	proficiency.	As	a	result,	all	
ethnic	groups	and	many	project	stakeholders	find	the	process	difficult	to	follow	and	often	drop	out.	

5. Women are exploited as a means to access financial resources 

Due	to	high	unemployment	levels,	there	is	little	cash	availability	in	households	in	Samtskhe-Javakheti	
and	Kvemo	Kartli.	When	farmers	need	to	purchase	agricultural	inputs,	they	turn	to	banks	for	loans.	
However,	the	annual	interest	rates	for	consumer	loans	at	banks	in	Georgia	range	from	20%	to	36%.	
Nevertheless,	even	with	high	interest	rates,	banks	rarely	approve	loans	for	farmers	because	in	rural	
areas	only	a	few	people	have	formal	jobs,	and	agricultural	land	and	rural	houses	are	not	worth	very	
much;	consequently,	they	cannot	be	used	as	collateral.	

One	of	the	largest	formal	employers	 in	most	villages	 is	the	public	school.	A	typical	village	with	a	
population	of	500	households	will	have	a	school	with	around	25	teachers.	Schools	tend	to	employ	
women	as	teachers.	These	women	have	better	access	to	bank	loans	than	men	due	to	their	formal	
employment,	which	frequently	results	in	their	taking	out	loans	for	agricultural	inputs.	This	means	
that,	at	least	until	after	harvest	(and	sale	of	produce),	women	make	the	repayments	on	these	loans.	
Consequently,	their	independence	within	a	household	decreases.	In	cases	where	a	household	cannot	
pay	off	a	loan	due	to	a	bad	harvest	or	other	reason,	the	salary	of	the	borrower	(i.e.	the	woman)	
is	 ‘frozen’	 and	 they	 therefore	 lose	 their	 financial	 independence	 altogether.	 Such	 exploitation	 of	
women’s	salaries	to	access	financial	resources	for	the	family	is	common.	

6. The out-migration of men means that many women are at risk of increasing 
vulnerability

In	Samtskhe-Javakheti,	there	was	a	very	high	level	of	out-migration	of	men,	typically	to	Russia	for	
construction	work.	As	a	demonstration	of	the	impact	of	this	out-migration,	in	2013	the	municipality	
of	 Ninotsminda	 had	 about	 33,000	 women	 and	 only	 28,000	 men	 (Geostat	 2013).	 Hence,	 many	
households	were	female	headed.	For	development	assistance	organizations,	this	gender	imbalance	
creates	additional	challenges	because	the	gendered	nature	of	project	impacts	are	more	tangible	for	
female-headed	households	(Buvinić	&	Gupta	1997).	An	example	of	this	is	the	gendered	nature	of	
commercial	transactions.	When	a	family	needs	to	hire	a	tractor	to	plough	or	harvest	a	piece	of	land,	
men	usually	make	the	necessary	negotiations.	Female-headed	households	typically	have	to	rely	on	
male	relatives	to	do	this	for	them.	In	a	traditional	setting,	it	 is	particularly	difficult	for	women	to	
negotiate	such	issues	because	they	are	not	normally	expected	to	deal	with	technical	issues	(men’s	
business)	and	consequently	they	often	do	not	have	the	appropriate	experience	in	selecting	the	right	
equipment,	 negotiating	 the	 price,	 or	 organizing	 other	 logistical	matters.	 Hence,	women-headed	
households	have	a	greater	risk	of	lower	productivity	and	in	being	exploited.
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5.7 CONCLUSION: TOWARDS A GENDER-AWARE SOCIAL LICENCE 

Corporations	are	expected	 to	conduct	 impact	assessments	 to	 identify	negative	consequences	 to	
mitigate	and	opportunities	to	enhance.	Effective	 impact	management	 is	one	means	to	achieve	a	
social	licence	from	a	community.	Based	on	the	case	we	discussed	in	this	paper,	it	is	apparent	that	
development	 assistance	 organizations	 can	 also	 benefit	 from	 focusing	 on	 their	 social	 licence.	 In	
our	view,	there	is	not	one	single	social	licence,	but	multiple	social	licences	which	an	organization	
needs	to	take	into	account	before	implementing	a	project.	In	this	paper	we	focused	on	a	gender	
perspective	when	considering	a	social	licence	and	we	highlighted	issues	which	can	be	addressed	by	
development	assistance	organizations.	We	emphasised	that	the	benefits	local	communities	might	
obtain	–	 in	 terms	of	 infrastructure	development,	agricultural	productivity	or	economic	growth	–	
have	a	gendered	impact	that	needs	to	be	taken	into	account.	In	traditional	societies,	development	
assistance	organizations	can	avoid	worsening	women’s	dependence	on	men	by	acknowledging	and	
addressing	the	risks	of	creating	gender-differentiated	outcomes	of	their	activities.	

Being	 female,	 of	 course,	 is	 not	 the	only	 source	of	 vulnerability	 in	 rural	 communities	 in	Georgia	
or	 elsewhere.	Development	 assistance	projects	 have	differing	 effects	 on	 various	 groups	 such	 as	
ethnic,	religious,	 language,	and	sexual	preference	minorities,	as	well	as	the	aged,	the	young,	the	
unemployed,	and	persons	with	disabilities.	The	real	challenge	for	development	organizations	is	to	
make	sure	that	the	interests	of	all	vulnerable	groups	are	not	neglected.	When	an	organization	starts	
to	work	in	a	community,	 it	 is	relatively	easy	to	connect	with	active	people	in	dominant	positions	
and	with	organised	community	groups,	but	 it	 is	difficult	 to	 reach	out	 to	 those	who	are	quiet	or	
unable	to	advocate	their	interests.	In	the	Georgian	context,	such	groups	include:	(1)	women	who	
can	barely	 leave	 their	houses	because	 they	need	 to	undertake	 their	daily	housekeeping	 chores,	
including	looking	after	children,	the	aged,	or	sick	household	members;	(2)	persons	who	do	not	speak	
fluent	Georgian	and	therefore	find	it	hard	to	understand	the	changes	in	their	own	community;	and	
(3)	people	who	live	in	remote	areas	and	cannot	easily	travel	to	the	municipal	centres	where	the	
majority	of	activities	tend	to	be	undertaken.	

There	are	no	readily-available,	immediate	solutions	for	development	assistance	organizations	to	assist	
them	in	addressing	the	challenges	of	developing	a	comprehensive	social	licence	that	takes	account	of	
gender	issues,	and	the	specific	strategies	will	always	depend	on	the	local	context.	However,	we	can	
draw	some	general	conclusions	and	recommendations	based	on	our	discussion	above.	

First,	 to	 get	 past	 the	 barriers	 created	 by	 the	 established	 cultural	 protocols	 and	 gender	 roles,	
development	assistance	organizations	should	consider	the	gendered	impacts	of	their	activities	before	
they	plan	their	projects.	For	example,	in	considering	projects	aimed	at	creating	job	opportunities	
in	a	local	community,	development	organizations	should	ensure	that	either	some	female-specific	
jobs	are	created,	and/or	ensure	that	women	are	specifically	encouraged	and	enabled	to	apply	for	
the	job	vacancies	in	general.	Other	actions	can	include	helping	various	sub-groups	to	organize	and	
identify	common	interests.	For	example,	increasing	potato	production	could	be	done	in	a	way	that	
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benefits	the	community	as	a	whole,	and	the	capacity	of	women	is	built	through	providing	education	
and	training	 in	management	and	marketing	for	potato	production.	Such	a	strategy	will	also	help	
to	alleviate	 the	conflict	between	different	sub-groups	 in	a	community	as	an	organization	will	be	
supporting	a	common	interest.	

Second,	development	assistance	organizations	need	to	seek	to	increase	the	participation	of	women	
in	local	decision-making.	CARE’s	experience	shows	how	such	measures	can	be	implemented	–	by	
introducing	minimum	quotas	for	female	participation	and	enhancing	the	decision-making	capacities	
of	those	women	already	working	in	the	local	government.	

Third,	the	mobility	barrier	faced	by	women	should	be	specifically	addressed.	Echoing	an	initiative	
voiced	in	one	of	the	women’s	focus	groups	we	conducted,	development	organizations	can	facilitate	
the	gaining	of	specific	skill-sets	that	are	locally	in	demand.	For	example,	in	rural	Georgia,	teaching	
tractor	skills	and	providing	car	driving	instruction	to	women	could	be	a	good	start.	

Fourth,	 it	 is	very	challenging	 for	development	assistance	organizations	 to	provide	 resources	and	
information	 to	 people	 who	 spend	most	 of	 the	 time	 at	 home.	 This	 emphasizes	 the	 importance	
of	 an	 active	 information	 campaign	 for	 any	 kind	 of	 project,	 including	 disseminating	 information	
and	resources	 in	women-friendly	places	such	as	schools,	small	shops	and	marketplaces.	 In	some	
cases,	depending	on	 the	context,	development	assistance	organizations	might	 consider	going	 to	
households	directly	to	make	sure	that	women	are	not	excluded,	but	receive	the	information	and	
resources	that	might	be	useful	to	them.	

Fifth,	 addressing	 the	 lack	 of	 financial	 resources	 in	 local	 communities	 is	 difficult.	 The	 role	 of	
development	 assistance	 organizations	 here	 could	 include	 explaining	 the	 nuances	 of	 getting	
loans	 from	 banks	 to	 ensure	 people	 fully	 understand	 the	 relevant	 banking	 concepts,	 including	
compounding	interest	rates.	They	could	also	discuss	the	options	for	borrowing	that	are	available	to	
local	communities.	

Sixth,	in	communities	where	out-migration	of	men	is	a	big	issue,	development	assistance	organizations	
should	take	specific	measures	to	alleviate	the	problems	experienced	by	female-headed	households.	
The	 initial	 steps	 should	 be	 to	 identify	 such	 households	 and	 maintain	 an	 accurate,	 up-to-date	
database.	Discussions	should	be	held	with	them	to	determine	their	needs	and	how	assistance	can	
be	rendered.	Then,	special	activities	can	be	designed	to	provide	assistance	consistent	with	those	
needs.	

For	development	assistance	organizations,	 there	are	 challenges	 in	obtaining	a	SLO	 from	women	
and	 vulnerable	 groups	 in	 traditional	 societies.	 Even	well-intentioned	projects,	 aimed	at	bringing	
development	to	a	local	community,	can	pose	a	significant	risk	of	further	disadvantaging	those	who	
are	already	disadvantaged.	We	hope	that	our	paper	will	help	development	assistance	organizations	
to	be	more	gender-sensitive	when	designing	projects.	
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6.1 INTRODUCTION

The	objective	of	the	PhD	research	was	to	develop	an	understanding	about	the	concept	of	Social	
Licence	to	Operate	(SLO),	and	to	assess	whether	it	 is	a	useful	concept	to	apply,	not	only	to	large	
infrastructure	projects,	but	also	to	non-profit,	non-governmental	projects.	To	address	this	research	
question,	I	used	an	expanded	version	of	the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011)	model	of	SLO,	which	I	
tested	on	two	infrastructure	and	two	non-governmental	projects	in	Georgia.

The	findings	from	my	research	lead	to	two	broad	conclusions.	First,	when	retroactively	applied	to	
an	existing	project,	 regardless	of	 its	 form,	 the	SLO	framework	helps	 in	understanding	the	extent	
to	which	 the	project	 is	 legitimate,	 credible	and	 trustworthy,	 and	how	specific	actions	of	project	
proponents	can	be	interpreted	and	analysed	in	this	light.	Second,	once	understood	and	proactively	
applied,	the	SLO	approach	can	help	in	identifying	and	avoiding	many	challenges	that	projects	and	
project-affected	people	face.	

For	this	PhD	research,	it	was	important	to	appreciate	the	difference	between	large	infrastructure	
projects	(such	as	Hydro-electric	Power	Plants	or	oil	pipelines)	and	NGO	projects	with	a	much	smaller	
physical	 footprint.	My	 aim	was	 to	 establish	whether	 the	 SLO	 concept	 could	 be	 applied	 in	 both	
situations	and	to	draw	broader	conclusions	and	recommendations	about	the	applicability	of	 the	
concept.	

In	 large	 infrastructure	 projects,	 significant	 physical	 impacts	 are	 inevitable	 (Vanclay,	 2002).	 The	
potential	 negative	 environmental	 and	 social	 impacts	 of	 such	 projects	 have	 been	 identified	 and	
acknowledged	 for	 many	 decades.	 Moreover,	 large	 infrastructure	 projects	 are	 often	 criticised	
for	 their	 lack	of	 adequate	engagement	with	project	 affected	people	 and	 for	not	having	 a	 social	
licence	from	local	communities	(Dare	et	al.,	2014).	Some	projects	may	require	the	resettlement	of	
families	or	even	whole	communities,	which	often	results	in	the	impoverishment	of	the	displaced	
people	(Vanclay,	2017).	To	minimise	the	negative	social	impacts,	it	became	apparent	that	adequate	
safeguard	mechanisms	had	 to	be	established.	One	 important	milestone	 for	 identifying,	avoiding	
and	mitigating	severe	negative	impacts	came	in	1969	when	the	National	Environmental	Policy	Act	
(NEPA)	 in	 the	United	States	essentially	 instituted	Social	 Impact	Assessment	 (SIA)	 (Esteves	et	 al.,	
2012).	Many	countries	 took	 the	 lead	and	soon	SIA	became	either	a	 stand-alone	 requirement	or	
part	of	Environmental	Impact	Assessment	(EIA).	From	the	1980s,	International	Financial	Institutions	
(IFI)	started	developing	more	specific	safeguard	standards,	such	as	the	World	Bank’s	Operational	
Policies	on	environment,	resettlement,	and	Indigenous	Peoples.	The	Performance	Standards	of	the	
International	Financial	Corporation	(IFC)	are	often	regarded	as	the	benchmark	for	environmental	and	
social	assessment	(Vanclay,	2017).	Despite	these	mechanisms,	it	became	apparent	that	obtaining	
legal	permits	and	licences,	and	ticking	boxes	for	bureaucratic	procedures,	can	still	leave	the	affected	
communities	vulnerable,	disadvantaged	and	worse-off	as	a	result	of	the	project.	The	concept	of	SLO	
became	increasingly	popular	to	capture	the	acceptance	of	projects	from	local	communities,	beyond	
legal	licences	and	the	paperwork	(Jijelava	&	Vanclay,	2014a).	



121

  6

On	the	other	hand,	projects	with	small	or	no	physical	impact	generally	remain	overlooked	in	terms	
of	social	impact.	Instead	of	a	SIA	or	SLO	lens,	NGO	projects	are	often	analysed	using	the	Monitoring	
and	Evaluation	discourse	(Conlin	&	Stirrat	2008;	Benjamin,	2012).	Because	the	general	assumption	
is	that	such	projects	are	designed	to	bring	benefits	to	local	public,	there	is	no	discussion	about	SLO	
or	the	social	impacts	a	project	might	bring	to	a	community.	I	make	the	case	in	this	PhD	that	such	
humanitarian	projects	can	still	have	important	impacts	on	social	structures	and	the	lives	of	people	
in	 local	 communities	 and	 therefore,	 just	 like	 large	 infrastructure	 projects,	 need	 to	 be	 carefully	
considered	in	order	to	mitigate	negative	impacts	and	enhance	the	positive	benefits	of	projects.	

I	modified	the	SLO	framework	developed	by	Thomson	and	Boutilier	(2011)	and	applied	it	in	four	case	
studies.	All	case	studies	were	from	the	same	geographic	area,	Georgia,	and	had	similar	economic,	
social	and	political	contexts.	However,	the	differences	between	the	selected	projects	help	answer	
important	questions	about	the	SLO	concept.	

6.2 SLO IN THE CONTEXT OF A BROADER LITERATURE AND 
CONTRIBUTION OF THE PHD RESEARCH

The	concept	of	SLO	is	related	to	multiple	academic	discourses.	Primarily,	the	concept	is	embedded	
within	the	SIA	discourse.	One	of	the	key	elements	of	SIA	is	the	adequate	consideration	of	the	views	
from	local	communities	and	developing	strong	community	engagement	mechanisms	for	building	
trust	and	respect	Vanclay,	2002;	Hanna	and	Vanclay,	2013;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015;	Smyth	and	Vanclay,	
2017;	Esteves	et	al.,	2017).	Moreover,	the	SIA	literature	increasingly	focuses	on	the	importance	and	
usefulness	of	the	SLO	approach,	rather	than	traditionally	applied	top-down	approaches	that	project	
proponents	often	use	in	large	infrastructural	projects	(Vanclay	et	al.,	2015:	20).

The	discussion	on	SLO	is	also	important	for	the	Development	Induced	Displacement	and	Resettlement	
(DIDR)	discourse.		Displacement	and	resettlement	are	among	the	major	social	impacts	and	achieving	
SLO	with	the	affected	community	has	principal	importance.	No	resettlement	process	can	be	considered	
successful	if	there	is	not	enough	social	support	and	acceptance	of	the	project	by	the	local	communities	
and	the	project	affected	people	(de	Wet,	2001;	Cernea,	2003;	van	der	Ploeg	and	Vanclay,	2018).

The	SLO	concept	is	also	sometimes	viewed	as	complementary	to	the	Corporate	Social	Responsibility	
(CSR).		For	achieving	high	standards	of	CSR,	having	a	SLO	is	important	(Mineral	Council	of	Australia	
2005;	Warner	and	Sullivan	2004).		Gunningham	et	al.	(2004)	view	SLO	as	‘reputation	capital,’	claiming		
that	maintaining	SLO	by	project	proponents	will	lead	to	better	relationships	with	government	and	
regulators,	and	attract	less	hostility	from	community	and	NGO	stakeholders.	Morrison	(2014)	goes	
further	in	assessing	SLO	and	claims	that	it	is	more	useful	than	CSR	concept	because	it	‘requires	any	
business	to	ensure	its	activities	respect	the	rights	of	all	of	those	in	any	community’	(Morrison,	2014:	
online	article).	Traditional	approaches	to	CSR,	on	the	other	hand,	have	failed	to	address	the	basic	
legitimacy	and	trust	issues	with	local	communities	(Morrison,	2014).
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It	 is	 important	 for	 SLO	 to	 have	 clearly	 defined	 who	 the	 stakeholders	 are.	 Thus,	 literature	 on	
stakeholder	engagement	 (Clarkson,	1995;	Mitchell	 et	 al.,	 1997;	 Freeman,	2010)	 is	 important	 for	
understanding	and	developing	the	SLO	concept.	

Because	my	aim	in	this	PhD	research	is	applying	the	SLO	concept	to	NGO	projects,	it	is	also	important	
to	 link	 the	 concept	 with	 Development	 Assistance	 and	 Monitoring	 and	 Evaluation	 literature.	
Traditional	top-down	approaches	in	development	assistance	projects	are	gradually	yielding	to	more	
community-centred	 monitoring	 and	 evaluation	 approaches	 (Conlin	 and	 Stirrat	 2008;	 Benjamin,	
2012).	Yet,	there	is	much	room	for	further	elaboration	of	the	mechanisms,	particularly	by	employing	
the	SLO	framework.	

The	 contribution	 of	 this	 PhD	 research	 is	 further	 developing	 the	 SLO	 concept	 and	 expanding	 its	
application	 to	 the	 non-profit	 projects.	 Furthermore,	 the	 contention	of	 this	 PhD	 research	 is	 that	
there	needs	to	be	nuanced	approach	to	SLO	to	incorporate	such	aspects	as	gender.	

6.3 RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The	main	research	question	of	this	PhD	research	was	whether	the	SLO	concept	is	applicable	not	only	
to	 large	 infrastructure	 projects,	 but	 also	 to	 non-profit,	 non-governmental	 projects	where	 there	 is	
little	physical	impact.	Furthermore,	I	considered	whether	and	how	the	SLO	framework	can	be	applied	
in	 different	 contexts,	 and	 what	 can	 be	 learned	 from	 the	 large	 infrastructure	 projects	 where	 the	
concept	of	SLO	had	been	traditionally	applied.	I	selected	four	different	case	studies,	but	all	in	a	similar	
geographic,	social,	political	and	economic	context,	which	was	rural,	mostly	mountainous	regions	of	
Georgia.	However,	 before	being	 able	 to	 answer	 these	overarching	questions,	 I	 needed	 to	 address	
certain	specific	questions,	listed	below.	A	summary	of	my	key	findings	are	provided	in	the	next	section.	

What	is	SLO?	What	are	the	key	components	of	SLO	and	how	can	it	be	obtained?	What	should	SLO	
look	like	in	the	Georgian	context?	Are	there	any	effective	practices	in	my	Georgian	cases	that	can	be	
used	elsewhere?	These	questions	were	discussed	at	length	in	Chapter	2:	Legitimacy, credibility and 
trust as the key components of a social licence to operate: An analysis of BP's projects in Georgia. 

What	does	a	failed	SLO	look	like	in	the	Georgian	context?	What	lessons	about	dealing	with	local	
communities	 can	 be	 learned	 from	 failure	 and	 avoided	 in	 other	 projects?	 These	 questions	were	
addressed	in	Chapter	3:	How a large project was halted by the lack of a social licence to operate: 
Testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier model. 

Can	the	SLO	concept	be	applied	to	NGO	projects?	What	benefits	does	application	of	the	SLO	concept	
have	when	applied	to	NGO	projects?	These	questions	were	addressed	in	Chapter	4:	Assessing the 
social licence to operate of development cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in 
Samtskhe-Javakheti, Georgia.
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Does	a	community	have	a	single	SLO	or	are	there	multiple	SLOs	in	a	community?	This	question	was	
addressed	in	Chapter	5: Social licence to operate through a gender lens: The challenges of including 
women's interests in development assistance projects.

6.4 SUMMARY OF KEY FINDINGS

What is a SLO? What are the key components of SLO and how can it be obtained? What would a 
SLO look like in the Georgian context? Are there any successful practices in Georgian that can be 
replicated? 

The	first	case	study	(Chapter	2:	Legitimacy, credibility and trust as the key components of a social 
licence to operate: An analysis of BP's projects in Georgia)	 established	 that	 when	 a	 company	
uses	a	SLO	approach,	there	is	a	greater	chance	for	good	relations	with	the	local	communities	and	
successful	 implementation	 of	 the	 project.	 I	 reviewed	 BP’s	 Baku-Tbilisi-Ceyhan	 (BTC)	 oil	 pipeline	
project	in	Georgia	and	found	that	several	factors	contributed	to	the	granting	of	a	partial	SLO	by	local	
communities.	These	factors	 included	the	company’s	reputation	and	credibility;	good	 information	
delivery	about	why	the	project	was	important	for	the	country	and	to	local	communities;	ongoing	
interaction	with	local	communities;	empowerment	of	local	watch-dog	organisations	in	monitoring;	
and	 using	 international	 supervision	mechanisms	 to	 increase	 transparency.	 In	 the	 Georgian	 and	
international	contexts,	this	case	provides	a	sort	of	a	baseline	for	what	SLO	can	or	should	look	like.	
While	BP’s	projects	also	face	many	challenges,	 its	experience	provides	useful	 lessons	for	private,	
governmental	and	non-governmental	projects.

While	analysing	BP’s	SLO	activities,	 I	defined	what	should	constitute	a	SLO	and	how	the	concept	
can	be	operationalized.	The	main	idea	of	this	chapter	was	identifying	the	attributes	of	a	SLO	and	
how	it	can	be	obtained.	I	elaborated	the	key	concepts	of	legitimacy,	credibility	and	trust.	These	are	
the	concepts	around	which	the	SLO	discourse	tends	to	revolve.	In	addition	to	assessing	BP’s	SLO,	I	
also	analysed	what	lessons	can	be	learned	and	replicated	for	other	projects	in	a	similar	geographic,	
social,	economic	and	political	environment.	

How does a failed SLO look like in the Georgian context? What are the lessons that can be learned 
from the failure and avoided in other projects when dealing with local communities? 

In	the	second	case	study	(Chapter	3:	How a large project was halted by the lack of a social licence to 
operate: Testing the applicability of the Thomson and Boutilier model),	I	found	that,	if	the	principles	
of	SLO	are	not	applied	by	project	proponents,	there	is	a	higher	risk	of	conflict	with	local	communities	
and	of	delays	to	or	stoppage	of	the	project.	The	case	study	helped	to	establish	what	factors	might	
lead	to	a	failed	SLO.	In	the	case	of	the	Khudoni	Hydroelectic	Dam	project,	the	major	factors	were:	the	
lack	of	clear	justification	of	the	project	in	the	eyes	of	the	local	community;	the	lack	of	transparency,	
particularly	in	terms	of	ownership;	the	lack	of	effective,	quality	interaction	with	the	local	community;	
failure	to	demonstrate	technical	competence	or	commitment	to	social	performance.	The	case	was	
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important	in	understanding	what	challenges	projects	and	project	affected	persons	might	face	and	
how	the	SLO	approach	helps	us	understand	and	overcome	these	challenges.	The	case	also	provided	
valuable	lessons	about	the	application	of	the	SLO	concept.	

Can the SLO concept be applied to NGO projects? What benefits does such application of the SLO 
concept have? 

In	 the	 third	 case	 study	 (Chapter	 4:	 Assessing the social licence to operate of development 
cooperation organizations: A case study of Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, Georgia), I 
selected	an	on-going	NGO	project	with	significant	 impact	on	a	community	 to	see	whether	the	
SLO	concept	would	be	applicable	to	such	projects.	This	was	one	of	the	first	papers	to	be	published	
to	discuss	 the	application	of	SLO	beyond	 traditional	 infrastructure	projects.	The	application	of	
the	SLO	model	in	this	NGO	context	helped	analyse	community-donor	relations	in	a	broader	light.	
Specifically,	 the	 case	helped	 to	understand	what	 constitutes	a	 SLO	 for	 the	 local	 community	 in	
the	context	of	the	development	intervention.	Themes	that	emerged	included:	transparency	and	
accountability;	 access	 to	 information;	 the	 potential	 benefits	 and	 dangers	 of	 innovations;	 the	
inspirational	effect	of	the	presence	of	an	external	organization;	risks	associated	with	loans	and	
grants;	and	the	reliability	of	intermediaries.	Although	Monitoring	and	Evaluation	tools	are	usually	
actively	used	to	assess	NGO	activities,	much	can	be	missed	by	not	using	the	SLO	approach.	While	
NGO	projects	tend	to	have	smaller	physical	impacts,	their	activities	can	still	have	long-term	social	
and	economic	impacts.	Thus,	it	is	equally	important	for	NGO	projects	to	achieve	a	SLO	from	the	
communities	they	work	with.	

Does a community have a single SLO? Or can there be multiple SLOs in a community?

In	the	fourth	case	study	(Chapter	5: Social licence to operate through a gender lens: The challenges of 
including women's interests in development assistance projects),	I	focused	on	women	in	traditional,	
rural	 communities	and	analysed	what	would	 constitute	a	SLO	 for	 them.	Every	 community	has	a	
large	proportion	of	women,	and	 in	traditional	societies	their	voices	are	often	not	heard	strongly	
enough.	This	can	lead	to	false	conclusions	by	project	implementers	when	implementing	activities.	
Sometimes,	projects	intended	to	benefit	the	community	as	a	whole	may	worsen	the	situation	for	
women.	When	designing	projects,	 it	 should	be	explicitly	 stated	how	 the	project	will	 affect	each	
of	the	various	groups	within	a	community	and	efforts	should	be	made	to	secure	a	SLO	from	each	
group.	

In	all	four	case	studies	I	explored	the	usefulness	and	applicability	of	the	SLO	concept.	The	challenges	
with	the	concept	are	discussed	below.	However,	two	main	conclusions	from	the	PhD	research	are	
that,	whether	SLO	is	explicitly	adopted	by	project	proponents	or	not,	researchers	can	retroactively	
apply	 the	 concept	 to	projects.	 The	SLO	 framework	provides	help	 in	understanding	whether	and	
how	a	project	was	legitimate,	credible,	and	trustworthy	in	the	eyes	of	the	local	communities.	The	
framework	also	helps	to	identify	gaps	or	errors	made	during	the	implementation	of	projects.	The	
second	key	finding	is	that,	if	project	proponents	proactively	use	the	SLO	approach,	the	chance	of	
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having	a	 successful	project	 and	good	 relations	with	 local	 communities	 is	higher.	 This	 is	because	
using	the	SLO	approach	encourages	projects	proponents	to	consider	and	apply	the	key	elements	of	
SLO,	rather	than	simply	ticking	the	boxes	for	bureaucratic	permits	and	licences.	

6.5 CHALLENGES IN OBTAINING A SLO

While	exploring	the	SLO	concept	in	different	contexts,	I	identified	several	challenges	that	remain	in	
the	effective	application	of	the	concept.	Below	I	present	these	challenges	and	analyse	the	differences	
between	infrastructure	and	NGO	projects.	

Legitimacy issues

The	legitimacy	aspect	of	SLO	goes	beyond	adherence	to	national	laws	and	legislation	and	implies	
that	people	should	be	convinced	that	there	will	be	adequate	compensation	and	that	supporting	the	
project	is	the	right	thing	to	do	(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2018).	This	economic	and	social	dimension	of	
legitimacy	is	a	major	challenge	in	all	types	of	projects.	Often,	projects	provide	some	sort	of	social	
development	programmes,	but	they	fail	 to	appreciate	how	project	 impacts	might	affect	strongly	
contextualized	local	social	patterns.	

One	 of	 the	 specific	 challenges	 projects	 face	 is	 that	 they	 usually	 fail	 to	 appreciate	 the	 unique	
context	of	each	particular	project.	Communities	differ	from	each	other	in	many	ways.	So	designing	
contextualized	approaches	to	grasp	adequate	understandings	of	local	social,	cultural	and	political	
context	is	essential,	but	often	missing.	Project	advocates	need	to	demonstrate	that	they	understand	
the	 local	 context	well,	 and	 that	any	decisions	made	 take	account	of	 any	 specific	 local	dynamics	
(Prno,	2013).

Projects	also	fail	in	providing	enough	local	content	(Esteves	and	Vanclay,	2009;	Esteves	and	Barclay,	
2011),	 even	 though	 project	 documents,	 such	 as	 Environmental	 and	 Social	 Management	 Plans,	
Resettlement	Action	Plans,	or	Project	Proposals	produced	by	NGOs,	often	have	bold	 statements	
and	promises.	

Another	 challenge	 is	 that	 projects	 usually	 have	 limited	definitions	 of	who	 counts	 as	 a	 project	
beneficiary	 (in	 case	 of	 NGOs)	 or	 impacted	 person	 (in	 case	 of	 infrastructure	 projects).	 Thus,	
projects	tend	not	to	seek	a	SLO	from	the	wider	community	where	they	(intend	to)	operate.	In	such	
circumstances,	it	is	likely	that	the	perception	of	fairness	will	be	low	or	even	absent.	Interactions	
and	transactions	between	the	project	advocates	and	the	local	community	members	are	often	not	
sufficiently	transparent	(Kemp	and	Vanclay,	2013;	Bice,	2014;	Vanclay	et	al.,	2015).	As	a	result,	a	
vicious	circle	is	formed	where	the	lack	of	due	procedure	feeds	into	the	lack	of	legitimacy,	which	
then	 contributes	 to	 the	 unacceptability	 of	 the	 actions	 of	 the	 project	 proponents	 to	 the	 local	
community.
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To	 identify	 and	 avoid	 these	 challenges,	 there	 needs	 to	 be	 quality	 communication	 between	 the	
project	proponents	and	the	local	communities	not	only	on	every	stage,	but	continuously,	from	the	
very	early	stages	of	the	projects	(Moffat	and	Zhang,	2014).	

Credibility issues

In	a	SLO	context,	credibility	can	be	defined	as	belief	in	a	community	that	project	proponents	have	a	
‘high	level	of	technical	competence	and	a	high	level	of	skills,	and	a	commitment	to	social	performance’	
(Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2017:	1078).	All	these	elements	need	to	be	present	for	a	community	to	grant	
a	SLO	at	the	credibility	level.	

The	experience	of	the	four	cases	showed	that	one	of	the	main	challenges	is	to	make	sure	that	the	
local	communities	know	or	have	access	to	detailed	information	about	who	is	behind	the	project,	
who	benefits,	 and	 specifically	whose	 interests	 are	being	 served.	 For	 example,	BP’s	 projects	had	
very	specific,	well-known	stakeholders,	while	in	the	Khudoni	HPP	project,	the	ownership	remained	
obscure.	When	projects	proponents	do	not	have	experience,	and	are	basically	piloting	the	project,	
while	 fundamentally	affecting	 the	 lives	of	hundreds	of	households,	 credibility	 is	 very	 important.	
Community	uncertainty	about	their	future	was	a	main	reason	why	the	Khudoni	HPP	project	did	not	
have	credibility.	

NGO	projects	can	also	face	credibility	issues.	Both,	Mercy	Corps	and	CARE	International	are	well-
established	 international	 development	 assistance	 organisations	 who	 have	 been	 implementing	
projects	in	Georgia	for	many	years.	Thus,	these	particular	NGOs	didn’t	face	major	credibility	issues	
in	their	projects.	But	not	all	NGO	projects	have	good	record	with	credibility	in	the	country.	This	also	
affects	operations	of	well-established	and	experienced	organisations	 like	Mercy	Corps	and	CARE	
International.	

Effective	community	engagement	 is	pivotal,	and	underpins	all	aspects	of	credibility,	especially	 in	
relation	 to	 the	 community’s	perception	of	 the	 social	 and	 technical	 competency	of	 the	 company	
(Dare	et	al.,	2014).	While	projects	differ	in	their	use	of	community	engagement	mechanisms,	my	
review	of	the	four	cases	showed	that,	for	a	SLO	to	be	obtained,	it	was	essential	for	many	community	
engagement	mechanisms	to	be	deployed.	

Trust issues

In	essence,	trust	is	a	strong	form	of	credibility,	but	can	only	be	developed	after	an	extended	period	
of	quality	 interaction	 (Jijelava	and	Vanclay,	2017).	 In	 the	Thomson	and	Boutilier	model,	 it	 is	 the	
highest	and	hardest	to	achieve.	It	is	very	rare	that	a	project	can	claim	trust,	but	it	is	still	a	useful	
benchmark	towards	which	all	projects	should	align	their	activities.	

The	challenge	in	achieving	trust	is	that	the	project	first	needs	to	demonstrate	strong	presence	of	
legitimacy	and	credibility.	Without	a	high	 level	of	 legitimacy	 in	the	eyes	of	the	 local	community, 
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and	without	adequate	demonstration	of	credibility	from	the	project	proponents,	trust	cannot	be	
achieved.	Where	 the	 trust	 level	 is	 achieved,	 the	 local	 communities	 and	 project	 proponents	will	
consider	themselves	as	part	of	the	same	team,	with	common	interests	and	goals.	In	infrastructure	
projects	and	NGO	initiatives,	community	development	is	largely	exercised	in	a	top-down	approach.	
But	in	order	to	achieve	the	trust	level,	local	communities	need	to	be	entrusted	with	their	own	fate,	
and	be	encouraged	to	work	together	with	the	project	proponents.	 In	other	words,	only	through	
putting	trust	in	local	communities	can	project	earn	trust	from	local	communities.	

One	major	 difference	 between	NGO	projects	 and	 infrastructure	 projects	 is	 that	 the	 life-span	 of	
NGO	projects	tends	to	be	much	shorter,	usually	from	three	to	five	years,	except	of	very	exceptional	
cases.	In	such	circumstances,	building	trust	becomes	more	challenging.	It	is	often	a	case	that	every	
new	project	in	a	place	of	an	old	project	basically	starts	from	the	beginning,	and	there	is	rarely	any	
coordination	between	various	NGOs	working	on	same	issues	within	a	same	locality.

6.6 CONCLUSION

The	experience	of	the	four	cases	I	reviewed	clearly	provides	justification	for	wider	application	of	the	
SLO	framework.	The	framework	helps	in	seeing	interactions	with	local	communities	in	a	different	
light,	leading	to	more	sustainable	and	mutually	beneficial	relations	between	project	proponents	and	
local	communities.	The	application	of	the	SLO	framework	does	not	necessarily	mean	introducing	
new	procedures	or	paperwork.	However,	it	means	that	three	main	questions	need	to	be	answered:	

(1)	 what	can	be	done	to	ensure	that	the	project	is	perceived	as	legitimate	by	the	local	communities	
not	only	from	legal	point	of	view,	but	also	socially	and	economically?;	

(2)	 what	 can	 be	 done	 to	 convince	 the	 local	 communities	 the	 project	 is	 credible	 in	 technical	
expertise	and	commitment	to	social	performance?;	and

(3)	 how	can	trust	be	built	over	an	extended	period	of	time?	

More	attention	needs	to	be	given	to	communities	as	a	whole,	rather	than	strictly	focusing	on	project	
affected	persons	 (in	 case	of	 infrastructure	projects)	 and	project	beneficiaries	 (in	 case	of	NGOs).	
Realisation	of	 collective	 identity,	 rights	 and	 interests	 is	 a	 cornerstone	 for	 application	of	 the	 SLO	
concept.	Moreover,	it	is	important	to	identify	particular	sub-groups	in	a	community	who	might	have	
a	higher	risk	of	vulnerability	as	a	result	of	a	project,	but	might	be	less	vocal.	Women	in	traditional	
societies	 is	 one	 such	 example,	 but	 in	 different	 contexts	 there	 will	 be	 different	 sub-groups	 and	
therefore	it	is	important	that	a	SLO	for	each	sub-group	be	obtained. 

Local	communities	have	very	important	part	in	strengthening	their	role	by	applying	the	SLO	approach,	
even	with	projects	generally	considered	to	be	positive.	The	awareness	of	the	local	communities	that	
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in	 addition	 to	 the	 necessary	 legal	 licences,	 project	 proponents	 (such	 as	 large	 companies,	NGOs	
and	the	state)	also	should	seek	SLO	from	the	local	community,	will	lead	to	better,	more	sustainable	
outcomes.	

Compared	to	infrastructure	projects,	NGO	projects	tend	to	be	perceived	more	positively,	which	might	
be	effectively	used	and	enhanced	with	SLO.	However,	NGO	projects	also	tend	to	have	shorter	life	
spans,	making	it	difficult	to	establish	long-term	trust	with	a	local	community.	This	can	be	anticipated	
and	mitigated	in	several	ways.	First,	SLO	can	be	organisation-based,	rather	than	project-based.	Each	
project	should	build	on	a	SLO	that	a	previous	project	has	achieved.	This	is	not	hard	in	cases	when	
project	names	change,	but	 the	geography	and	content	 remains	 largely	 the	 same.	Second,	 there	
needs	to	be	clear	and	effective	coordination	between	different	organisations	so	that	the	work	is	not	
duplicated.	More	importantly,	such	coordination	among	donors	could	lead	to	long	term	planning	
and	more	successful	trust-building	between	the	project	implementers	and	the	local	communities.	
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Achtergrond
Sinds	1997,	toen	het	concept	voor	het	eerst	uiteen	gezet	was,	heeft	Social	License	to	Operate	(SLO)	
zich	 continu	ontwikkelt.	De	SLO-benadering	kijkt	óf,	en	op	welk	niveau,	de	 lokale	bevolking	een	
project	accepteren	dat	een	directe	impact	op	hun	heeft.	Het	SLO-concept	is	belangrijk,	omdat	het	
de	lokale	bevolking	centraal	stelt.	Hoe	groot,	of	belangrijk,	een	project	ook	is,	het	is	essentieel	dat	
de	lokale	bevolking	inspraak	heeft.	Er	is	ook	steeds	meer	bewijs	dat	suggereert	dat	het	bedrijven	op	

de	lange	termijn	meer	kost	per	saldo	als	ze	de	belangen	van	de	lokale	bevolking	negeren.

 
Er	is	geen	uniforme	definitie	van	SLO.	Desondanks	wordt	de	term	steeds	vaker	gebruikt	en	zijn	er	
verschillende	benaderingen	en	begrippen	van	het	concept	ontwikkeld.	Dit	is	zowel	een	sterkte	als	
een	zwakte	van	dit	concept.	Maar	het	flexibele	karakter	van	het	concept	is	precies	zijn	kracht	en	wat	
het	aantrekkelijk	maakt	voor	verschillende	contexten.	Met	het	enorme	aantal	aan	infrastructurele	
en	ontwikkelingsprojecten	in	de	wereld,	is	het	belangrijk	om	dieper	te	gaan	dan	box-tikkende	en	
rigide	normen.	Het	is	veel	belangrijker	om	het	juiste	idee,	de	juiste	aanpak	en	instelling	te	hebben,	
om	ervoor	te	zorgen	dat	de	zorgen	van	de	lokale	bevolking	naar	behoren	worden	overwogen.	De	
zwakte	 van	 het	 SLO-raamwerk	 is	 dat	 project	 voorstanders,	 vanwege	 het	 flexibele	 karakter,	 het	

kunnen	misbruiken	als	een	middel	om	het	publiek	te	misleiden.

Niettemin	 zal	 de	 uitwerking	 van	 het	 SLO-raamwerk,	 het	 onderzoeken	 van	 de	 kernbegrippen	 en	
het	 toepassen	 ervan	 op	 case-studies,	 uiteindelijk	 leiden	 tot	 een	 beter	 geoperationaliseerd	 en	
toepasbaar	raamwerk.	Dit	is	precies	wat	dit	proefschrift	probeert	te	bereiken.	Door	het	ontwikkelde	
model	 van	 Boutilier	 en	 Thomson,	 analyseer	 ik	 SLO	middels	 de	 drie	 kernbegrippen:	 legitimiteit,	

geloofwaardigheid	en	vertrouwen.

Het	doel	van	het	promotieonderzoek	was	om	inzicht	te	krijgen	in	het	concept	van	Social	License	
to	Operate	 (SLO),	 en	om	 te	beoordelen	of	het	 een	bruikbaar	 concept	 is	 om	 toe	 te	passen,	niet	
alleen	 op	 grote	 infrastructuurprojecten,	 maar	 ook	 op	 projecten	 van	 non-gouvernementele	 en	
niet-overheidsorganisaties.	 Om	deze	 onderzoeksvraag	 te	 beantwoorden,	 heb	 ik	 een	 uitgebreide	
versie	 van	 het	 Thomson	 en	 Boutilier-model	 van	 SLO	 toegepast,	 die	 ik	 heb	 getest	 op	 twee	

infrastructuurprojecten	en	twee	niet-gouvernementele	projecten	in	Georgië.

De	 resultaten	 van	mijn	 onderzoek	 leidden	 tot	 twee	 brede	 conclusies.	 Ten	 eerste,	 wanneer	 het	
SLO-raamwerk	 met	 terugwerkende	 kracht	 wordt	 toegepast	 op	 een	 bestaand	 project,	 ongeacht	
de	vorm,	geeft	het	 inzicht	 in	hoeverre	het	project	 legitiem,	geloofwaardig	en	betrouwbaar	is,	en	
hoe	de	specifieke	acties	van	de	project	voorstanders	in	dit	licht	kunnen	worden	geïnterpreteerd	en	
geanalyseerd.	Ten	tweede	kan	de	SLO-aanpak,	eenmaal	begrepen	en	proactief	toegepast,	helpen	bij	
het	identificeren	en	vermijden	van	de	vele	uitdagingen	waarmee	zowel	projecten,	en	de	door	het	

project	getroffen	bevolking,	worden	geconfronteerd.
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Onderzoeksopzet
Het	concept	van	SLO	heeft	noodzakelijkerwijs	een	interdisciplinaire	benadering.	SLO	is	een	belangrijk	
onderdeel	van	de	discussie	omtrent	de	sociale	effectrapportage	(Social	Impact	Assessment,	SIA)	en	
de aangrenzende gebieden, zoals de Development Induced Displacement and Resettlement (DIDR).	
Maar	 er	 wordt	 ook	 vaak	 gekeken	 vanuit	 de	 maatschappelijk	 verantwoord	 ondernemen	 (MVO)	
prisma,	de	betrokkenheid	 van	belanghebbenden,	ontwikkelingshulp	en	de	 controle	en	evaluatie	

sector.

De	 SLO-literatuur	 groeit	 snel,	 hoewel	 deze	 nog	 steeds	 voornamelijk	 wordt	 toegepast	 op	 de	
industriesector	en	niet	zozeer	op	non-profit-	of	overheidsprojecten.	Aanvankelijk	werd	de	SLO	vaak	
gebruikt	in	de	context	van	mijnbouw,	hierna	begonnen	ook	academici	en	onderzoekers	geleidelijk	
het	concept	op	andere	sectoren	toe	te	passen,	zoals	bosbouw.	In	dit	proefschrift,	pleit	ik	voor	het	
toepassen	van	het	concept	buiten	de	mijnsector,	op	alle	projecten	die	een	grote	 impact	kunnen	
hebben	 op	 de	 lokale	 bevolking,	 inclusief	 projecten	 zonder	 winstoogmerk	 of	 door	 de	 overheid	

gefinancierde	projecten.

Ik	laat	in	mijn	proefschrift	zien	dat	de	SLO-benadering	zowel	belangrijk	is	in	industriële	als	non-profit	
projecten.	Bovendien	ben	ik	van	mening	dat	er	een	genuanceerde	benadering	van	SLO	moet	zijn,	en	
aspecten	zoals	gender moet	omvatten.	Door	het	concept	op	deze	manier	kritisch	te	bekijken,	wordt	
ook	het	risico	verkleind	dat	bedrijven	SLO	gebruiken	om	de	discussie	te	verleggen	en	hun	acties	te	

rechtvaardigen.

Het	onderzoek	voor	dit	doctoraat	omvat	vier	case-studies.	De	gegevens	voor	elke	case-study	werden	
afzonderlijk	 verzameld.	Alle	 casestudy's	waren	om	verschillende	 redenen	afkomstig	uit	 het	 land	
Georgia.	Ten	eerste	ben	ik	afkomstig	uit	Georgië	en	heb	ik	sinds	2009	voor	een	onderzoeksorganisatie	
gewerkt.	Ik	heb	achtergrondinformatie	over	veel	particuliere	en	non-profit	projecten	in	dit	land;	ten	
tweede	was	één	van	de	voorwaarden	van	het	Nederlandse	Fellowship	Programma	van	de	NUFFIC,	
dat	het	doctoraat	zich	zou	moeten	richten	op	Georgië;	ten	slotte	maakt	het	kiezen	van	casestudy's	

uit	hetzelfde	land	het	ook	mogelijk	om	vergelijkingen	te	maken	en	conclusies	te	trekken	over	SLO.

De	data	die	ik	in	mijn	proefschrift	gebruik	is	verzameld	tijdens	2012-2017.	Voor	de	sectie	omtrent	
BP	is	bepaalde	data	uit	eerder	onderzoek	gebruikt.	Tijdens	het	onderzoek	heb	ik	het	grootste	deel	
van	de	tijd	in	het	land	doorgebracht,	waardoor	ik	veel	aandacht	kon	richten	op	de	ontwikkelingen.	

Hieronder	beschrijf	ik	de	methodologie	voor	elk	van	de	secties	in	dit	proefschrift.

 

Structuur 
Naast	een	inleiding	en	conclusie,	bestaat	het	proefschrift	uit	vier	hoofdstukken	die	logisch	op	elkaar	
voortbouwen.	De	eerste	twee	hoofdstukken	richten	zich	op	particuliere	projecten,	aangezien	SLO	
over	het	algemeen	gebruikelijker	is	in	een	dergelijke	context,	waardoor	we	conclusies	kunnen	trekken	
en	de	bevinding	kunnen	toepassen	op	andere	gebieden,	zoals	het	werk	van	non-profitorganisaties.	
Het	vierde	en	vijfde	hoofdstukken	richten	zich	op	de	toepassing	van	het	concept	in	een	non-profit	
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context.	 In	 alle	 hoofdstukken	 is	 de	belangrijkste	 conclusie,	 dat	 het	 toepassen	 van	de	begrippen	
legitimiteit,	geloofwaardigheid	en	vertrouwen,	van	essentieel	belang	kan	zijn	voor	lokale	bevolking,	
ongeacht	de	aard	van	het	project.	Bovendien	 is	het	gebruik	van	het	SLO-raamwerk	op	de	 lange	
termijn	ook	gunstig	voor	project	voorstanders.	Hieronder	geef	ik	een	samenvatting	voor	elk	van	de	

vier	hoofdstukken.

In	 het	 tweede	 hoofdstuk,	 Legitimiteit, geloofwaardigheid en vertrouwen als de belangrijkste 
componenten van een ‘social licence to operate’: een analyse van BP's projecten in Georgië, 
introduceer	 ik	het	concept	van	SLO	en	werk	 ik	het	theoretisch	kader	uit	op	basis	van	het	model	
van	Thomson	en	Boutilier.	Ik	benadruk	met	name	de	begrippen	legitimiteit,	geloofwaardigheid	en	
vertrouwen.	Vervolgens	pas	ik	het	concept	toe	op	BP's	case,	en	de	activiteiten	in	Georgië	(Baku-
Tbilisi-Ceyhan	 en	 Southern	 Caucasus	 Pipeline-projecten).	 Ik	 ontdekte	 dat	 verschillende	 factoren	
bijdroegen	 aan	 de	 toekenning	 van	 een	 gedeeltelijke	 SLO	 door	 lokale	 bevolking.	 Deze	 factoren	
omvatten	de	 reputatie	en	 geloofwaardigheid	 van	het	bedrijf;	 goede	 informatieverstrekking	over	
waarom	 het	 project	 belangrijk	 was	 voor	 het	 land	 en	 voor	 de	 lokale	 bevolking;	 voortdurende	
interactie	met	 lokale	bevolking;	empowerment	van	 lokale	waakhond	organisaties	bij	monitoring;	
en	het	gebruik	van	 internationale	toezichtmechanismen	om	de	transparantie	te	vergroten.	 In	de	
Georgische	en	internationale	context	biedt	deze	casus	een	basis	voor	wat	SLO	kan	of	zou	moeten	
zijn.	Hoewel	BP's	projecten	ook	met	veel	uitdagingen	worden	geconfronteerd,	biedt	haar	ervaring	

nuttige	lessen	voor	particuliere,	gouvernementele	en	niet-gouvernementele	projecten.

Het	derde	hoofdstuk,	Hoe een groot project werd gestopt door het ontbreken van een ‘social licence 
to operate’: het testen van de toepasbaarheid van het Thomson en Boutilier-model,	onderzoekt	de	
casus	van	een	mislukte	SLO.	Ik	analyseer	de	casus	van	de	Khudoni	Hydroelectric	Power	Plant	(HPP)	
in	Georgië	en	beantwoord	de	belangrijkste	vragen:	waarom	ontbrak	het	project	aan	een	SLO	en	
welke	lessen	kunnen	we	uit	deze	ervaring	trekken.	De	studie	stelt,	dat	als	de	principes	van	SLO	niet	
worden	 toegepast	door	project	voorstanders,	er	een	groter	 risico	 is	op	conflicten	met	de	 lokale	
bevolking	en	op	vertragingen	in	het	project.	De	belangrijkste	factoren	die	kunnen	leiden	tot	een	
mislukte	SLO,	gebaseerd	op	de	case	study,	zijn:	het	ontbreken	van	een	duidelijke	rechtvaardiging	
van	het	project	in	de	ogen	van	de	lokale	bevolking;	het	gebrek	aan	transparantie,	met	name	wat	
betreft	eigendom;	het	gebrek	aan	effectieve,	kwalitatieve	interactie	met	de	lokale	bevolking;	en	het	

niet	kunnen	aantonen	van	technische	bekwaamheid	of	inzet	voor	sociale	prestaties.

Hoofdstuk	vier,	Beoordeling van de ‘social licence to operate’ voor ontwikkelingshulporganisaties: 
een case study van Mercy Corps in Samtskhe-Javakheti, Georgië	,	richt	zich	op	de	non-profit	context.	
Ik	onderzoek	hier	wat	een	SLO	zou	kunnen	betekenen	voor	de	 lokale	bevolking	 in	het	kader	van	
development assistance intervention.	 Thema's	 die	 naar	 voren	 zijn	 gekomen,	 zijn:	 transparantie	
en	 verantwoording;	 toegang	 tot	 informatie;	de	potentiële	 voordelen	en	gevaren	 van	 innovaties;	
de	traditionele	gedragspatronen	veranderen;	risico's	verbonden	aan	leningen	en	subsidies;	en	de	
betrouwbaarheid	van	tussenpersonen.	Hoewel	ngo-projecten	doorgaans	kleinere	fysieke	gevolgen	
hebben,	kunnen	hun	activiteiten	nog	steeds	sociale	en	economische	effecten	hebben	op	de	lange	
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termijn.	Het	 is	dus	net	zo	belangrijk	voor	NGO-projecten	om	een	 		SLO	te	bereiken	met	de	 lokale	

bevolking	waarmee	ze	werken.

Hoofdstuk	vijf,	Een	‘social licence to operate’ via de gender-lens: De uitdagingen om de belangen 
van vrouwen te behartigen in ontwikkelingsprojecten,	zijn	ook	gericht	op	een	niet-gouvernementele	
organisatie.	 Het	 biedt	 een	 analyse	 van	 het	 SLO-concept	 vanuit	 het	 genderperspectief.	 Vrouwen	
staan	 		voor	 andere	 uitdagingen	 dan	 een	 algemene	 lokale	 bevolking,	 vooral	 in	 traditionele	
plattelandsgebieden.	In	het	kader	van	ontwikkelingshulp,	heb	ik	zes	uitdagingen	geïdentificeerd	in	
dit	hoofdstuk:	culturele	protocollen	en	rolpatronen	en	tradities	benadelen	de	positie	van	vrouwen;	
de	bestaande	 relaties	 tussen	vrouwen	en	 lokale	autoriteiten	beperken	hun	kansen;	de	beperkte	
mobiliteit	 van	 vrouwen	 creëert	 extra	 barrières;	 er	 is	 een	 genderongelijkheid	 in	 de	 toegang	 tot	
informatie	en	middelen;	vrouwen	worden	uitgebuit	als	middel	om	toegang	te	krijgen	tot	financiële	
middelen;	en	de	emigratie	van	mannen	betekent	dat	veel	vrouwen	het	risico	lopen	op	toenemende	

kwetsbaarheid	en	mogelijk	niet	profiteren	van	ontwikkelingshulpprojecten.
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კონტექსტი
სოციალური ლიცენზია მოქმედებისათვის (Social Licence to Operate) ან, უბრალოდ, 
სოციალური ლიცენზია 1997 წლიდან გამოიყენება ინდუსტრიულ სექტორსა 
და აკადემიურ დისკურსში. მარტივად რომ ვთქვათ, სოციალური ლიცენზია 
მოქმედებისთვის არის მიდგომა, რომლის მიხედვითაც ვაანალიზებთ, თუ რამდენად 
მისაღებია ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობისთვის პროექტი, რომელიც უშუალო ზეგავლენას 
ახდენს მათზე. სოციალური ლიცენზიისთვის ამოსავალი წერტილი ადგილობრივი 
მოსახლეობის შეხედულებები და აღქმებია. არ აქვს მნიშვნელობა, რამდენად მასშტაბური 
ან მნიშვნელოვანია პროექტი. მთავარია, რომ ადგილობრივ მოსახლეობას პროექტის 
დაგეგმვის თუ განხორციელების პროცესებში მონაწილეობის შესაძლებლობა ჰქონდეს. 
არსებობს მრავალი მტკიცებულება, რომლის მიხედვითაც ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობის 
ინტერესების უგულვებელყოფა, გრძელვადიან პერსპექტივაში, პროექტს უფრო დიდ 
მატერიალურ ზიანს მოუტანს, ვიდრე მოსახლეობისგან სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიღება.

არ არსებობს სოციალური ლიცენზიის ერთგვაროვანი, საყოველთაოდ შეთანხმებული 
განმარტება. მაგრამ, მიუხედავად ამისა, ტერმინი ფართოდ გამოიყენება და განსხვავებული 
მიდგომები და განმარტებები მრავლად არის შემუშავებული. შეიძლება ითქვას, რომ 
ეს ამ ცნების ძლიერი და, ამავდროულად, სუსტი მხარეცაა. სწორედ მისი მოქნილი 
ბუნება ხდის ამ ცნებას სხვადასხვა კონტექსტისათვის მიმზიდველს. მსოფლიოში 
მრავალ ინფრასტრუქტურულ და განვითარების პროექტთან ერთად, მნიშვნელოვანია, 
გავცდეთ ბიუროკრატიულ პროცედურებსა და მოუქნელ სტანდარტებს, შევიმუშაოთ 
სწორი ხედვა და მიდგომა, რომ ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობისათვის მნიშვნელოვანი 
საჭიროებები სათანადოდ იქნას გათვალისწინებული. მეორე მხრივ,  სოციალური 
ლიცენზიის ჩარჩოს სუსტი მხარე იმაში მდგომარეობს, რომ მისი მოქნილობა პროექტის 
განმახორციელებლებმა შესაძლოა საზოგადოების შეცდომაში შეყვანის მიზნით 
გამოიყენონ.

მიუხედავად ამისა, სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიდგომის დახვეწა, მისი ძირითადი 
კომპონენტების შესწავლა და კონკრეტული შემთხვევების ანალიზი უფრო კარგად 
გაზომვადი და გამოსადეგი თეორიული ჩარჩოს შექმნაში დაგვეხმარება. სწორედ ეს 
არის წინამდებარე დისერტაციის მიზანი. ამისათვის მე ბუტილიე და თომსონის მიერ 
შემუშავებული მოდელი ავიღე და სამი მთავარი ცნება - ლეგიტიმურობა, დამაჯერებლობა 
და ნდობა - გამოვიყენე.

სადოქტორო კვლევის მიზანს წარმოადგენდა სოციალური ლიცენზიის ცნების გააზრება, 
და იმის შეფასება, თუ რამდენად გამოსადეგია სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიდგომა არა 
მხოლოდ მასშტაბურ ინფრასტრუქტურული პროექტებთან, არამედ არაკომერციულ, 
არასამთავრობო პროექტებთან მიმართებაში. საკვლევ კითხვებზე პასუხის 
გასაცემად თომსონისა და ბუტილიეს მიერ შემუშავებული სოციალური ლიცენზიის 
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მოდელის მოდიფიცირებული ვერსია გამოვიყენე, რომელიც საქართველოში ორ 
ინფრასტრუქტურულ და ორ არასამთავრობო პროექტთან მიმართებაში გავაანალიზე.

ჩემი კვლევის მიგნებებიდან გამომდინარე, ორი ზოგადი დასკვნის გამოტანაა 
შესაძლებელი. პირველი, როდესაც სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიდგომას არსებულ 
პროექტთან მიმართებაში (პროექტის ტიპის მიუხედავად) რეტროაქტიულად ვიყენებთ, 
იგი გვეხმარება გავიგოთ, თუ რამდენად ლეგიტიმური, დამაჯერებელი და სანდოა 
პროექტი. მიდგომა გვეხმარება გავაანალიზოთ პროექტის განმახორციელებლების 
კონკრეტული ქმედებები. მეორე მხრივ, სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიდგომის 
პროაქტიულად გამოყენების შემთხვევაში, შესაძლებელია გამოწვევების წინასწარი 
იდენტიფიცირება და მათი თავიდან აცილება.

კვლევის დიზაინი
სოციალური ლიცენზიის ცნება თავისი არსით ინტერ-დისციპლინარულია. ის გარემოზე 
სოციალური ზეგავლენის შეფასების  (Social Impact Assessment) დისკურსის და მისი 
მომიჯნავე სფეროებთან მჭიდროდაა დაკავშირებული, როგორიცაა, მაგალითად, 
განვითარების პროექტებით გათვალისწინებული ადგილმონაცვლეობა და განსახლება 
(Development Induced Displacement and Resettlement). მაგრამ მას კორპორატიული 
სოციალური პასუხისმგებლობის (Corporate Social Responsibility), სტეიკჰოლდერთა 
ჩართულობის (Stakeholder Engagement), ჰუმანიტარული დახმარების (Humanitarian 
Assistance), და მონიტორინგის და შეფასებისა  (Monitoring and Evaluation) დისკურსის 
ჭრილშიც  ხშირად განიხილავენ. 

სოციალური ლიცენზიის შესახებ ლიტერატურა სწრაფად მზარდია, თუმცა, ჯერ კიდევ, 
ძირითადად ინდუსტრიულ სექტორში გამოიყენება და ნაკლებად -- არაკომერციულ და 
არასამთავრობო პროექტებთან მიმართებაში. თავდაპირველად, სოციალური ლიცენზია 
ხშირად გამოიყენებოდა წიაღისეულის მომპოვებელი პროექტების კონტექსტში, შემდგომ 
უკვე აკადემიაშიც დამკვიდრდა და მკვლევრებმა ამ ცნების გამოყენება სხვა სექტორებთან 
მიმართებაშიც დაიწყეს, როგორიც არის, მაგალითად, მეტყევეობა. წინამდებარე 
დისერტაციაში მე ვასაბუთებ, რომ სოციალური ლიცენზიის ცნების გამოყენება ყველა 
იმ პროექტთან მიმართებაში უნდა მოხდეს, რომელიც ადგილობრივ მოსახლეობაზე 
მნიშვნელოვან ზეგავლენას ახდენს. მათ შორის არაკომერციული და მთავრობის მიერ 
დაფინანსებული პროექტებიც იგულისხმება.
 
დისერტაციაში ნაჩვენებია, რომ მნიშვნელოვანია სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიდგომა 
როგორც ინდუსტრიულ, ისე არაკომერციულ პროექტებში გამოიყენებოდეს. ამასთან, 
მე ვამტკიცებ, რომ  სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიმართ აუცილებელია უფრო ნიუანსური 
მიდგომის შემუშავება და ისეთი საკითხების ჩართვა, როგორიც, მაგალითად, 
გენდერია. ასეთი მიდგომა ამცირებს რისკს, რომ კომპანიები სოციალური ლიცენზიის 
საკითხის თავიდან არიდებისა და საკუთარი ქმედებების გამართლების მიზნით 
გამოიყენებენ.



137

წინამდებარე სადოქტორო კვლევა ოთხი სხვადასხვა შემთხვევის შესწავლას მოიცავს. 
თითოეული შემთხვევისათვის მონაცემები ცალ-ცალკე შეგროვდა. კვლევის ყველა ეტაპი 
საქართველოში ჩატარდა, რაც რამდენიმე მიზეზით არის განპირობებული. პირველი, 
როგორც საქართველოს მოქალაქე და მკვლევარი, რომელიც კვლევით ორგანიზაციაში 2009 
წლიდან მუშაობს, დამატებით ინფორმაციას ვფლობ ქვეყნის კერძო და არაკომერციული 
პროექტების შესახებ; მეორე, ნიდერლანდების სასტიპენდიო პროგრამა NUFFIC-ის 
პირობის მიხედვით დოქტორანტის ფოკუსში სწორედ საქართველო უნდა მოქცეულიყო; 
და საბოლოოდ, შესასწავლი შემთხვევების ერთი ქვეყნის შიგნით შერჩევა სოციალური 
ლიცენზიის შესახებ შედარებისა და დასკვნების გამოტანის შესაძლებლობას იძლევა.

მონაცემები ძირითადად 2012 წლიდან 2017 წლამდე დროის მონაკვეთში შეგროვდა. 
თუმცა,  BP-ის შესახებ სტატიისათვის წინა კვლევის მონაცემები ხელახლა იქნა 
გამოყენებული. კვლევის განმავლობაში, დროის უდიდესი ნაწილი საქართველოში 
გავატარე, რამაც საშუალება მომცა ყურადღებით დავკვირვებოდი მიმდინარე პროცესებს. 
ქვემოთ წარმოდგენილი თითოეული სტატიის მეთოდოლოგიას მიმოვიხილავ.

თეზისის სტრუქტურა
შესავლისა და დასკვნითი ნაწილის გარდა, დისერტაცია ოთხი თავისაგან შედგება, 
რომლებიც ლოგიკურად ებმის ერთმანეთს. პირველი ორი თავი კერძო პროექტებს 
შეეხება, რადგან სოციალური ლიცენზია, ძირითადად, ამგვარ კონტექსტში გვხვდება. 
ეს საშუალებას გვაძლევს გამოვიტანოთ დასკვნები და მიგნებები ისეთ სფეროებს 
მივუსადაგოთ, როგორიც არასმთავრობო ორგანიზაციების საქმიანობაა. მეოთხე და 
მეხუთე თავებში აქცენტი გაკეთებულია სოციალური ლიცენზიის ცნების არაკომერციულ 
კონტექსტში გამოყენებაზე. ოთხივე თავში მთავარი დასკვნაა, რომ ადგილობრივი 
მოსახლეობისთვის არსებითია პროექტის ლეგიტიმურობის, დამაჯერებლობისა და 
ნდობის საკითხები, მიუხედავად იმისა პროექტი კომერციულია თუ არა. გარდა ამისა, 
გრძელვადიან პერსპექტივაში, სოციალური ლიცენზიის მიდგომის გამოყენება პროექტის 
განმახორციელებლებისთვისაც შეიძლება სასარგებლო იყოს. ქვემოთ წარმოდგენილია 
თითოეული თავის მიმოხილვა.

მეორე თავში - „ლეგიტიმურობა, დამაჯერებლობა და ნდობა როგორც სოციალური 
ლიცენზიის ძირითადი კომპონენტები: BP-ის პროექტების ანალიზი საქართველოში“ - 
განვმარტავ სოციალური ლიცენზიის ცნებას და თომსონიასა და ბუტილიეს მოდელზე 
დაყრდნობით ვავითარებ თეორიულ მოდელს. კონკრეტულად კი, ლეგიტიმურობის, 
დამაჯერებლობისა და ნდობის ცნებებზე ვამახვილებ ყურადღებას. შემდგომ ეტაპზე, 
აღნიშნულ კონცეპტს საქართველოში BP-ის საქმიანობას ვუსადაგებ (ბაქო-თბილისი-
ჯეიჰანი და სამხრეთ კავკასიის მილსადენის პროექტები). როგორც აღმოჩნდა, 
ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობის მიერ მოქმედებისათვის სოციალური ლიცენზიის 
გაცემა რამდენიმე ფაქტორმა განაპირობა. მათ შორის არის: კომპანიის რეპუტაცია და 
დამაჯერებლობა; ინფორმაციის სწორად მიწოდება იმის შესახებ, თუ რატომ არის 
პროექტი მნიშვნელოვანი ქვეყნისა და ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობისათვის; ადგილობრივ 
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მოსახლეობასთან უწყვეტი ინტერაქცია; იმ ადგილობრივი ორგანიზაციების გაძლიერება, 
რომლებიც პროცესების მონიტორინგს ახორციელებენ; გამჭვირვალობის გაზრდის 
მიზნით საერთაშორისო მეთვალყურეობის მექანიზმების გამოყენება. ქართულ 
და საერთაშორისო კონტექსტებში აღნიშნული ქეისი ერთგვარ ათვლის წერტილს 
წარმოადგენს იმის განსასაზღვრად, თუ როგორი შეიძლება იყოს, ან როგორი უნდა იყოს 
სოციალური ლიცენზია. BP-ს პროექტები მრავალი გამოწვევის წინაშე დგას, მაგრამ 
აღნიშნული გამოცდილება  კერძო, სამთავრობო და არასამთავრობო პროექტებისათვის 
კარგ გაკვეთილს წარმოადგენს.

მესამე თავში - „როგორ მოხდა მოქმედებისათვის სოციალური ლიცენზიის ნაკლებობის 
შედეგად მასშტაბური პროექტის შეჩერება: თომსონისა და ბუტილიეს მოდელის 
მართებულობის შემოწმება“ - განხილულია სოციალური ლიცენზიის წარუმატებელი 
შემთხვევა. ანალიზი საქართველოში ხუდონის ჰიდროელექტროსადგურს შეეხება და 
შემდეგ კითხვებს პასუხობს: რამ განაპირობა პროექტისათვის სოციალური ლიცენზიის 
ნაკლებობა და რას გვასწავლის აღნიშნული გამოცდილება. კვლევაში ვამტკიცებთ, რომ 
თუკი პროექტის წარმომადგენლების მხრიდან სოციალური ლიცენზიის პრინციპები 
უგულვებელყოფილია, ადგილობრივ მოსახლეობასთან კონფლიქტისა და პროექტის 
გადავადების რისკი უფრო მაღალია. აღნიშნულ შემთხვევის შესწავლაზე დაყრდნობით 
შეიძლება ითქვას, მთავარი ფაქტორები, რომელიც სოციალური ლიცენზიის 
წარუმატებლობას განაპირობებს შემდეგია: ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობისათვის პროექტის 
მართებულობის შესახებ ცხადი არგუმენტების ნაკლებობა; გამჭვირვალობის ნაკლებობა; 
ადგილობრივ მოსახლეობასთან ეფექტური, ხარისხიანი ინტერაქციის ნაკლებობა; 
ტექნიკური კომპეტენციის დემონსტრირების და სოციალური ღირებულებების 
ნაკლებობა.

მეოთხე თავში - „სოციალური ლიცენზიის შეფასება ჰუმანიტარული ორგანიზაციების 
პროექტებში:  სამცხე-ჯავახეთში მერსი ქორის საქმიანობის შესწავლა“ - აქცენტი 
არაკომერციულ კონტექსტზე კეთდება. ჩემი მიზანი იყო გამეგო, თუ რა უწყობს ხელს 
ადგილობრივ მოსახლეობაში სოციალური ლიცენზიის არსებობას როდესაც კონტექსტი 
ჰუმანიტარულ ინტერვენციას შეეხება. ძირითადი თემები, რომელიც ანალიზის პროცესში 
გამოიკვეთა, შემდეგია: გამჭვირვალობა და ანგარიშვალდებულება, ინფორმაციაზე 
ხელმისაწვდომობა, სიახლეების პოტენციური სარგებელი და საფრთხეები, ქცევის 
ტრადიციული წესების შეცვლა, სესხებთან და გრანტებთან დაკავშირებული რისკები 
და შუამავლების საიმედოობა. მიუხედავად იმისა, რომ არასამთავრობო ორგანიზაციის 
პროექტები ადგილობრივებზე მცირე ფიზიკურ ზემოქმედებას ახდენენ, მათ აქტივობას 
მოსახლეობაზე გრძელვადიანი სოციალური და ეკონომიკური გავლენის მოხდენა 
შეუძლია. ამგვარად, არასამთავრობო ორგანიზაციების პროექტებისათვის თანაბრად 
მნიშვნელოვანია, რომ თავიანთი საქმიანობისათვის ადგილობრივი მოსახლეობისაგან 
სოციალური ლიცენზია მოიპოვონ.

მეხუთე თავში - „სოციალური ლიცენზია მოქმედებისათვის გენდერის ჭრილში:  
ჰუმანიტარულ პროექტებში ქალთა ინტერესების გათვალისწინება: ძირითადი 
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გამოწვევები“ - აქცენტი ისევ არასამთავრობო ორგანიზაციაზე კეთდება. ამ თავში  
სოციალური ლიცენზიის ცნების ანალიზი გენდერული პერსპექტივიდან არის 
წარმოდგენილი. ქალები ზოგადად, მთლიანი მოსახლეობისაგან განსხვავებული 
გამოწვევების წინაშე დგანან. ეს განსაკუთრებით ტრადიციულ გარემოში - სოფლად 
მცხოვრებ ქალებს ეხებათ. ამ თავში, ექვსი ძირითადი გამოწვევა გამოიკვეთა: 
კულტურული პროტოკოლები და გენდერული როლები ქალების ისედაც არასახარბიელო 
ტრადიციულ მდგომარეობას კიდევ უფრო განამტკიცებენ და აუარესებენ; ქალებსა 
და ადგილობრივ ხელისუფლებას შორის არსებული ურთიერთობები ქალების 
შესაძლებლობებს ზღუდავენ; დამატებით ბარიერებს ქმნის ქალების შეზღუდული 
მობილობაც; არსებობს გენდერული განსხვავებები ინფორმაციაზე და რესურსებზე 
ხელმისაწვდომობის თვალსაზრისით; ფინანსურ რესურსებზე წვდომის მიზნით ეწევიან 
ქალების ექსპლუატაციას; კაცების გადინება ნიშნავს, რომ ბევრი ქალი  მოწყვლადობის 
გაზრდილი რისკის ქვეშაა და შესაძლოა ჰუმანიტარული პროექტებიდან სარგებელი ვერ 
მიიღოს.
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