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	 Since COP21 in December 2015, financing of more than 200 airport-related projects has 
been approved by the major multilateral development banks (MDBs)1 in developing countries 
and emerging markets and economies, including a total of at least 16 airport expansion projects 
(AEPs)2. They are located in various geographical areas, from Rodrigues, in Mauritius3, the eastern 
part of the Indian Ocean near Madagascar, to Timor-Leste in South-East Asia4. These projects 
are worth more than 3.15 billion euros5, and are often co-financed6 with bilateral, multilateral 
and private donors. As these AEPs raise many questions in light of sustainable development, 
the purpose of this advocacy paper is to briefly underline the advantages and shortcomings of 
these AEPs. Then it will propose some insights on what the international climate change regime 
is, could and should be, if we want it to be part of the solution to tackle climate change, and 
not part of the problem.

On the one hand, these expansions are crucial to foster economic growth. In this way, they induce 
several positive, direct and indirect, social and economic effects.
Direct effects are, for example, job creation-temporary during the construction works as well 
as permanent when the works are finished-and enhanced mobility-because, by increasing 
capacities, more passengers can travel, as it becomes easier and often cheaper. Indirect effects 
are, for instance, spillover effects on the local economy and craftsmanship thanks to tourism, 
generated by easier access to transportation. In addition, these infrastructures are crucial for 
islands or landlocked territories, as they might be decisive tools to access prosperity7. These 
positive aspects of expansion projects are automatically highlighted in project documentation 
and press releases8.

On the other hand, AEPs are extremely sensitive projects, because they will generate huge 
greenhouse gas emissions and pollution, during the works and at the operational and functioning 
stage9. In this sense, they unambiguously threaten the +2°C goal commitment of the Paris 
Agreement (PA) - when EIAs mention it10.
Obviously, since expansion projects will substantially increase air traffic, they will have a terrible 
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effect on the environment. In particular, air pollution will contribute to global warming and 
affect air quality, which could result in public health issues in the medium-/long-term. They 
may even reinforce a vicious cycle, as illustrated by the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
of the Presidente Nicolau Lobato International Airport Expansion Project, in which specific 
concerns were raised about the risks of sea level rise to the infrastructure itself11. In fact, even 
if airports and airline companies, as well as States, undertake to achieve goals such as carbon 
neutrality or carbon compensation, these efforts cannot escape the increased emissions these 
expansions will cause, and will not be sufficiently attenuated by research and development on 
energy efficiency in the sector12.

Once again, we are confronted with the never-ending problem of reconciling the conflicting 
stakes encompassed in the paradigm of sustainable development13. So the question here is 
quite simple: How can the current international climate change regime help us to get out of 
this dead-end?

Airport expansions raise several legal issues concerning the fight against climate change, which 
cannot be fully covered in a short advocacy paper, but some are relevant regarding MDBs, States 
and international environmental law. In this regard, one of the core principles of contemporary 
international environmental law is relevant: the common but differentiated responsibilities 
principle.

Introduced in Stockholm, reinforced in the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development14, 
and integrated in many multilateral environmental agreements, this principle acknowledges the 
need for a differentiated treatment of developing countries15. Notably, it has historically been 
used as a means to modulate the international obligations of Parties to multilateral environment 
agreements, including technical and financial assistance, flexibility, presumed obligations or 
extended deadlines for developing countries. In contrast, this principle acknowledges the 
primary responsibility of developed countries for the occurrence of global warming. With this 
in mind, several treaties have included only obligations required of developed countries, which 
can be viewed as negative differentiation against developed countries. Therefore, an underlying 
rationale is to understand this principle as a means for positive differentiation and redistributive 
justice, in favor of developing countries.

The UNFCCC and the Kyoto Protocol, as the former climate change regime, embraced this 
principle. The Kyoto Protocol drew a clear distinction between Annex 1 and non-Annex 1 countries, 
because only the former - which included developed countries - had substantial obligations to 
reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 5%, using 1990 as the year of reference. The modern 
climate change regime evolved from this simplistic differentiation between developed and 
developing countries to individual differentiation16 in the Paris Agreement, embodied in the 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs), the voluntary promises of States to reduce their 
greenhouse gas emissions. This individual differentiation is deceptive, “since it strengthens 
the tendency of countries to negotiate on the basis of self-interest rather than in a spirit of 
partnership and collective bargaining”17. This evolution reflects the main problem with pursuing 
equity and fairness within the framework of the traditional concepts of public international law. 
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This framework has been built, and continues to rest, upon the sovereignty axiom, whereas “the 
nature of the challenge demands that States adopt a completely different perspective”18. But 
what could this perspective be, when applied to AEPs? Some might say that there are many 
options left to be considered.

One option is to go back to 1992 to Working Group III, and consider the second paragraph 
of the draft Rio Declaration Principle 7 that China and Pakistan supported but which was 
abandoned: “(…) The major cause of the continuing deterioration of the global environment is the 
unsustainable patterns of production and consumption, particularly in developed countries. All 
countries, particularly developed ones, shall make commitments to address their unsustainable 
patterns of production and consumption”19. The AEPs of already big airports are spectacular 
illustrations of unsustainable patterns of consumption. Therefore, the continued expansion of 
airport capacities by developed countries throughout the world also represents a triumph of 
self-interest that is endangering the fight against climate change. One can easily find examples 
of this. In 2022, Joseph Biden, President of the U.S.A ., on the basis of a federal act, the Bipartisan 
Infrastructure Law, announced massive funding of approximately 5 billion US dollars for airport 
terminal development projects. This budget includes building new terminals and increasing 
capacities in more than 100 airports20. In France, several projects have been funded by EIB to 
extend airports, for example ADP Orly Airport Development 2016-202021. In the Netherlands, 
the Schipol Airport was granted a 175 million euro loan in 2017 to build a new terminal22, and it 
has been more or less the same in Denmark with Copenhagen Airport and in Iceland with the 
Keflavik Airport Extension. But the EIB changed its approach to civil aviation, and decided in its 
bold Roadmap to stop financing airport expansions23. This brave but isolated deed reveals that 
the current climate change regime is not enough.

If we are considering the atmosphere as common heritage - or at a least common concern24 
- of humankind25, it must be taken into account that proper management requires that the 
developmental needs of the international community be balanced in favor of developing countries, 
and that developed countries slow down their greenhouse gas emissions by halting new AEPs.
A second option is to use MDBs as agents for change. From an international relations point 
of view, we can conceive MDBs as vehicles that diffuse international law and practices, and in 
doing so, contribute to their effectiveness26. This is especially relevant regarding the post-2015 
climate change regime, since the environmental and social safeguards - designed to manage 
the environmental and social risks of development operations over the whole project cycle - 
include national obligations defined in ratified multilateral environmental agreements - such 
as the Paris Agreement - among the environmental requirements27. This is a role that States 
give them and that they take on themselves, according to the Paris Agreement, to which they 
are not parties, in its article 2§1c): “making finance flows consistent with a pathway towards 
low greenhouse gas emissions and climate-resilient development”. In this sense, MDBs worked 
together to develop recent Joint MDB Methodological Principles for Assessment of Paris 
Agreement Alignment (PAA)28 of New Operations29. The assessment process for alignment with 
the mitigation goals is built on a two-step approach, initial screening and specific assessment. 
The first step is based on the identification of operations or activity types that are considered 
to be universally aligned or not aligned. AEPs do not fit into either category, so they have to go 



UNIVERSITÉ CÔTE D’AZUR • Commitments towards the Sustainable Development Goals164

through the specific criteria assessment. This step of the process asks five questions in parallel, 
related to the consistency of the project or economic activity with the Paris Agreement30, and 
a negative answer results in a non-alignment. The linking of this assessment process with the 
commitment of the MDBs to align their activities with the Paris Agreement remains crucial. For 
example, AIIB31 and WB32 have committed that all new operations after July 1, 2023, will meet PAA 
requirements. However, there is cause for concern about the overall flexibility that the current 
methodology offers. Relying on the States’ will to share information, their NDCs and Long-Term 
Strategies (LTS), might lead to a decrease of the usefulness of the process for AEPs33. China, for 
example, is highly criticized for the lack of clarity of its commitments in its new NDC strategy34. 
SC4 may become the safeguarding question, but it will also depend on how MDBs interpret the 
terms “prevent opportunities to transition”.

If we are considering MDBs as essential actors in the fight against climate change35, their tools 
and approaches must not be diluted in a “business as usual” continuity but reflect a paradigmatic 
shift. They could and should help developing countries to achieve their NDC and LTS goals with 
technical assistance and financing, aligned with the PA but also beyond.
To conclude, the most efficient way to tackle climate change may actually be to engage in some 
serious thinking about society and the consumption schemes underlying civil aviation uses. This 
is especially true when it comes to tourism, because the mutations of economic development 
relying on tourism lead to massive environmental damage36, and deeply alter socio-cultural links37.
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