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Technical Note: Public Consultations and Stakeholder Engagement in WB-supported  
operations when there are constraints on conducting public meetings  

March 20, 2020 

 

With the outbreak and spread of COVID-19, people have been advised, or may be mandated by 
national or local law, to exercise social distancing, and specifically to avoid public gatherings to 
prevent and reduce the risk of the virus transmission.  Countries have taken various restrictive 
measures, some imposing strict restrictions on public gatherings, meetings and people’s 
movement, and others advising against public group events.  At the same time, the general public 
has become increasingly aware and concerned about the risks of transmission, particularly 
through social interactions at large gatherings.   
 
These restrictions have implications for World Bank-supported  operations.  In particular, they 
will affect Bank requirements for public consultation and stakeholder engagement in projects, 
both under implementation and preparation.  WHO has issued technical guidance in dealing with 
COVID-19, including: (i) Risk Communication and Community Engagement (RCCE) Action 
Plan Guidance Preparedness and Response; (ii) Risk Communication and Community 
engagement (RCCE) readiness and response; (iii) COVID-19 risk communication package for 
healthcare facilities; (iv) Getting your workplace ready for COVID-19; and (v) a guide to 
preventing and addressing social stigma associated with COVID-19. All these documents are 
available on the WHO website through the following link: 
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/technical-guidance.   
 
This Note offers suggestions to World Bank task teams for advising counterpart agencies on 
managing public consultation and stakeholder engagement in their projects, with the recognition 
that the situation is developing rapidly and careful regard needs to be given to national 
requirements and any updated guidance issued by WHO. It is important that the alternative ways 
of managing consultation and stakeholder engagement discussed with clients are in accordance 
with the local applicable laws and policies, especially those related to media and communication.  
The suggestions set out below are subject to confirmation that they are in accordance with 
existing laws and regulations applying to the project. 
 
Investment projects under implementation.  All projects under implementation are likely to 
have public consultation and stakeholder engagement activities planned and committed as part of 
project design.  These activities may be described in different project documents, and will  
involve a variety of stakeholders.  Commonly planned avenues of such engagement are public 
hearings, community meetings, focus group discussions, field surveys and individual interviews.  
With growing concern about the risk of virus spread, there is an urgent need to adjust the 
approach and methodology for continuing stakeholder consultation and engagement.  Taking into 
account theimportance of confirming compliance with national law requirements, below are 
some suggestions for task teams’ consideration while advising their clients: 
 
Task teams will need to review their project, jointly with the PMUs, and should: 

https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/technical-guidance
https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavirus-2019/technical-guidance
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• Identify and review planned activities under the project requiring stakeholder engagement 

and public consultations.   
 

• Assess the level of proposed direct engagement with stakeholders, including location and 
size of proposed gatherings, frequency of engagement, categories of stakeholders  
(international, national, local) etc.  
 

• Assess the level of risks of the virus transmission for these engagements, and how 
restrictions that are in effect in the country / project area would affect these engagements. 
 

• Identify project activities for which consultation/engagement is critical and cannot be 
postponed without having significant impact on project timelines.  For example, selection 
of resettlement options by affected people during project implementation. Reflecting the 
specific activity, consider viable means of achieving the necessary input from 
stakeholders (see further below). 

 
• Assess the level of ICT penetration among key stakeholder groups, to identify the type of 

communication channels that can be effectively used in the project context.  
 

Based on the above, task teams should discuss and agree with PMUs the specific channels of 
communication that should be used while conducting stakeholder consultation and engagement 
activities.  The following are some considerations while selecting channels of communication, in 
light of the current COVID-19 situation: 
 

• Avoid public gatherings (taking into account national restrictions), including public 
hearings, workshops and community meetings; 
 

• If smaller meetings are permitted, conduct consultations in small-group sessions, such as 
focus group meetings  If not permitted, make all reasonable efforts to conduct meetings 
through online channels, including webex, zoom and skype; 
 

• Diversify means of communication and rely more on social media and online channels. 
Where possible and appropriate, create dedicated online platforms and chatgroups 
appropriate for the purpose, based on the type and category of stakeholders;  
 

• Employ traditional channels of communications (TV, newspaper, radio, dedicated 
phone-lines, and mail) when stakeholders to do not have access to online channels or do 
not use them frequently.  Traditional channels can also be highly effective in conveying 
relevant information to stakeholders, and allow them to provide their feedback and 
suggestions;  
 

• Where direct engagement with project affected people or beneficiaries is necessary, such 
as would be the case for Resettlement Action Plans or Indigenous Peoples Plans 
preparation and implementation, identify channels for direct communication with each 
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affected household via a context specific combination of email messages, mail, online 
platforms, dedicated phone lines with knowledgeable operators;  
 

• Each of the proposed channels of engagement should clearly specify how feedback and 
suggestions can be provided by stakeholders;  

 
• An appropriate approach to conducting stakeholder engagement can be developed in 

most contexts and situations.  However, in situations where none of the above means of 
communication are considered adequate for required consultations with stakeholders, the 
team should discuss with the PMU whether the project activity can be rescheduled to a 
later time, when meaningful stakeholder engagement is possible. Where it is not possible 
to postpone the activity (such as in the case of ongoing resettlement) or where the 
postponement is likely to be for more than a few weeks, the task team should consult 
with the OESRC to obtain advice and guidance. 

 
Investment projects under preparation.  Where projects are under preparation and stakeholder 
engagement is about to commence or is ongoing, such as in the project E&S planning process, 
stakeholder consultation and engagement activities should not be deferred, but rather designed to 
be fit for purpose to ensure effective and meaningful consultations to meet project and 
stakeholder needs.  Some suggestions for advising clients on stakeholder engagement in such 
situations are given below. These suggestions are subject to the coronavirus situation in country, 
and restrictions put in place by governments. The task team and the PMU should:  
 

• Review the country COVID-19 spread situation in the project area, and the restrictions 
put in place by the government to contain virus spread; 
 

• Review the draft Stakeholder Engagement Plan (SEP, if it exists) or other agreed 
stakeholder engagement arrangements, particularly the approach, methods and forms of 
engagement proposed, and assess the associated potential risks of virus transmission in 
conducting various engagement activities; 
 

• Be sure that all task team and PIU members articulate and express their understandings 
on social behavior and good hygiene practices, and that any stakeholder engagement 
events be preceded with the procedure of articulating such hygienic practices. 
 

•  Avoid public gatherings (taking into account national restrictions), including public 
hearings, workshops and community meetings, and minimize direct interaction between 
project agencies and beneficiaries / affected people;   
 

• If smaller meetings are permitted, conduct consultations in small-group sessions, such as 
focus group meetings.  If not permitted, make all reasonable efforts to conduct meetings 
through online channels, including webex, zoom and skype meetings; 
 

• Diversify means of communication and rely more on social media and online channels. 
Where possible and appropriate, create dedicated online platforms and chatgroups 
appropriate for the purpose, based on the type and category of stakeholders;  



4 

 

• Employ traditional channels of communications (TV, newspaper, radio, dedicated 
phone-lines, public announcements and mail) when stakeholders do not have access to 
online channels or do not use them frequently.  Such channels can also be highly 
effective in conveying relevant information to stakeholders, and allow them to provide 
their feedback and suggestions;   
 

• Employ online communication tools to design virtual workshops in situations where 
large meetings and workshops are essential, given the preparatory stage of the project.  
Webex, Skype, and in low ICT capacity situations, audio meetings, can be effective tools 
to design virtual workshops.  The format of such workshops could include the following 
steps: 

 
o Virtual registration of participants: Participants can register online through a 

dedicated platform. 
o Distribution of workshop materials to participants, including agenda, project 

documents, presentations, questionnaires and discussion topics:  These can be 
distributed online to participants.   

o Review of distributed information materials:  Participants are given a scheduled 
duration for this, prior to scheduling a discussion on the information provided. 

o Discussion, feedback collection and sharing:  
 Participants can be organized and assigned to different topic groups, teams or 

virtual “tables” provided they agree to this.    
 Group, team and table discussions can be organized through social media means, 

such as webex, skype or zoom, or through written feedback in the form of an 
electronic questionnaire or feedback forms that can be emailed back.    

o Conclusion and summary:  The chair of the workshop will summarize the virtual 
workshop discussion, formulate conclusions and share electronically with all 
participants.    

 
• In situations where online interaction is challenging, information can be disseminated 

through digital platform (where available) like Facebook, Twitter, WhatsApp groups, 
Project weblinks/ websites, and traditional means of communications (TV, newspaper, 
radio, phone calls and mails with clear description of mechanisms for providing 
feedback via mail and / or dedicated telephone lines. All channels of communication 
need to clearly specify how stakeholders can provide their feedback and suggestions.   
 

• Engagement with direct stakeholders for household surveys: There may be planning 
activities that require direct stakeholder engagement, particularly in the field.  One 
example is resettlement planning where surveys need to be conducted to ascertain 
socioeconomic status of affected people, take inventory of their affected assets, and 
facilitate discussions related to relocation and livelihood planning.  Such survey activities 
require active participation of local stakeholders, particularly the potentially adversely 
affected communities.  However, there may be situations involving indigenous 
communities, or other communities that may not have access to the digital platforms or 
means of communication, teams should develop specially tailored stakeholder 
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engagement approaches that will be appropriate in the specific setting.  The teams should 
reach out to the regional PMs for ENB and Social Development or to the ESSA for the 
respective region, in case they need additional support to develop such tailored 
approaches.  
 

• In situations where it is determined that meaningful consultations that are critical to the 
conduct of a specific project activity cannot be conducted in spite of all reasonable efforts 
on the part of the client supported by the Bank, the task team should discuss with the 
client whether the proposed project activities can be postponed by a few weeks in view of 
the virus spread risks.  This would depend on the COVID-19 situation in the country, and 
the government policy requirements to contain the virus spread.  Where it is not possible 
to postpone the activity (such as in the case of ongoing resettlement) or where the 
postponement is likely to be for more than a few weeks, the task team should consult 
with the OESRC to obtain advice and guidance. 
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