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36 Abstract

37 Aimed at conserving biodiversity and sustainably managing natural resources, the 
38 International Finance Corporation’s (IFC) Performance Standard 6 (PS6) is a key 
39 environmental safeguard for development projects. Among the species most affected 
40 by projects subject to PS6 are great apes, whose survival depends on stringent 
41 conservation measures. Of these great ape species, the three orangutan species are 
42 rapidly declining due to habitat loss and fragmentation and unsustainable mortality 
43 rates. We assessed the types of net outcomes PS6 requires when development 
44 projects affect the habitat of Critically Endangered orangutans (Pongo spp.), which are 
45 highlighted in the PS6 for special protection needs. While PS6 may require relative 
46 gains—for example, slowing the rate of biodiversity decline compared to a deteriorating 
47 baseline—it falls short of requiring the absolute gains necessary to halt biodiversity loss 
48 by 2030, in line with international commitments such as the 2022 Kunming-Montreal 
49 Global Biodiversity Framework. Implementation of PS6 in areas of critical orangutan 
50 habitat is therefore unlikely to prevent further losses for species like orangutans. In the 
51 context of a review of the IFC’s Performance Standards, which were last updated in 
52 2019, we recommend revisions that align PS6 with global commitments to absolute 
53 improvements in biodiversity.

54

55
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56 Introduction

57 Non-human great apes (‘great apes’ hereafter) are facing existential threats. Those that 
58 remain are concentrated in regions characterized by rapid population growth, poverty, 
59 and food insecurity, where they are under intense pressures from agriculture, mining, 
60 infrastructure development and poaching (Meijaard et al. 2023). Orangutans (Pongo 
61 spp.) are especially vulnerable due to a combination of slow reproductive rates and 
62 high mortality from habitat destruction, killing and removal from the wild (Emery 
63 Thompson and Sabbi 2024). Over two decades, an estimated 100,000 orangutans were 
64 lost, despite USD 1 billion in conservation investments (Santika et al. 2022; Voigt et al. 
65 2022). To prevent further decline, it is essential to avoid habitat destruction, implement 
66 strict threat management, and ensure effective long-term habitat conservation 
67 (Meijaard et al. 2022) – an especially challenging task in the face of human 
68 development imperatives.

69 The challenge of reconciling the pressure to develop with the imperative to protect 
70 species like orangutans is reflected in policies and guidance of development project 
71 financiers including the International Finance Corporation (IFC), a part of The World 
72 Bank Group. The IFC finances private-sector projects in emerging economies, including 
73 in orangutan range states. In recognition of the risk of undesirable impacts from these 
74 projects, IFC requires clients to adhere to a series of performance standards. The IFC’s 
75 Performance Standard 6 (IFC 2012), is often considered the industry’s best practice 
76 standard for safeguarding biodiversity. Over 37 other development banks and 130 
77 private banks (Equator Principle Financial Institutions) have benchmarked their 
78 financing requirements against the IFC standards (Narain et al. 2023). IFC Performance 
79 Standards (PS) are applied to billions of dollars in project financing globally on an 
80 annual basis, with 16.7 billion USD routed through IFC in 2023 alone (IFC 2024).

81 Launched in 2012 (IFC 2012), with updates in 2019 (IFC 2019), PS6 recognizes that 
82 protecting and conserving biodiversity, maintaining ecosystem services, and 
83 sustainably managing living natural resources are fundamental to sustainable 
84 development. PS6 requires that appropriate avoidance, minimization and restoration 
85 measures are applied. To achieve this outcome in situations where residual impacts 
86 remain after the application of the mitigation hierarchy, it requires biodiversity offsets. 

87 Biodiversity offsets are measures taken to counterbalance negative impacts on biota. 
88 Effective offsetting requires that for a given residual negative impact, an equivalent 
89 benefit in type, amount and duration is created elsewhere (BBOP 2012; Gardner et al. 
90 2013). The aim is to achieve at least no net loss, or net gain. While this sounds 
91 straightforward, net gain can vary in its meaning, depending on the baseline or 
92 counterfactual approach adopted (Bull et al. 2013; Maron et al. 2018). Most offset 
93 approaches only require no net loss, or net gain, to be achieved relative to a 
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94 counterfactual scenario – what would have happened without the impact and the offset 
95 (Maron et al. 2025). It is therefore possible for offsets to achieve relative no net loss or 
96 net gain, but for there to be less of the biota in question after the impact than before it.

97 The requirements set out in IFC PS6 have been guided by the Convention on Biological 
98 Diversity (CBD) (IFC 2019). However, the 2022 Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity 
99 Framework (GBF) has raised the ambitions of the CBD, to ‘take urgent action to halt and 

100 reverse biodiversity loss to put nature on a path to recovery’. The overarching goal of the 
101 Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework is to halt and reverse nature loss by 
102 2050 from a 2020 baseline (CBD 2024). This is conceptually aligned with Nature 
103 Positive, a global societal goal to have more nature by 2030 than in 2020 (Nature 
104 Positive Initiative 2023).

105 We examined how the provisions of IFC PS6 apply in the context of impacts on an iconic 
106 group of species, the Critically Endangered orangutans (Pongo spp.). All three species 
107 of orangutan (P. pygmaeus, P. abelii, and P. tapanuliensis) are in decline (IUCN 2026); 
108 therefore, any project development impacting them would occur in contexts of 
109 declining past and likely ongoing population declines. More than 50% of wild 
110 orangutans occur outside legally protected areas (e.g., national parks, nature reserves) 
111 (Meijaard et al. 2022), where IFC PS6 or similar standards do not automatically prevent 
112 financing of mining, plantation agriculture, plantation forestry, energy, infrastructure 
113 and other developments.

114 Our key question is whether the IFC PS6 guidelines are designed to result in an absolute 
115 net gain in orangutan populations, measured across impact and offset sites, or whether 
116 the guideline is only likely to yield relative net gain outcomes, such as a slowing of the 
117 rate of decline. The former is necessary for alignment with the GBF and with nature 
118 positive objectives. To examine this question this, we analysed the requirements in IFC 
119 PS6 and its supporting Guidance Notes (IFC 2019) and investigated how they might 
120 apply to the on-the-ground conservation contexts of orangutans. We find that much 
121 more stringent compensation requirements are needed than currently required by IFC 
122 PS6 if absolute gains for orangutans are to be achieved. We recommend changes to the 
123 standard and its use to align with the GBF and nature positive ambitions.

124 IFC PS6 guidance on great apes

125 IFC PS6 requires habitat that may be affected by a proposed development to be 
126 classified as Modified, Natural, or Critical. Potential impacts on each are treated 
127 differently (Table 1). Modified Habitats—areas significantly altered by human activity—
128 are prioritized for sustainable use, while Natural Habitats require careful management 
129 to minimize impact. Critical Habitats, which include areas of habitat crucial for the 
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130 survival of Endangered or Critically Endangered species, are subject to the strictest 
131 standards.

132 Table 1. Key concepts in PS6 and their definitions (IFC 2012, 2019).

Key PS6 
terminology

Definition Passage in PS6 or 
Guidance Note 

Critical Habitat Areas with high biodiversity value, including (i) habitat of 
significant importance to Critically Endangered and/or 
Endangered species; (ii) habitat of significant importance 
to endemic and/or restricted-range species; (iii) habitat 
supporting globally significant concentrations of migratory 
species and/or congregatory species; (iv) highly threatened 
and/or unique ecosystems; and/or (v) areas associated 
with key evolutionary processes.

PS6. Paragraph 16

Natural Habitat Areas composed of viable assemblages of plant and/or 
animal species of largely native origin, and/or where 
human activity has not essentially modified an area’s 
primary ecological functions and species composition.

PS6. Paragraph 13

Modified Habitat Areas that may contain a large proportion of plant and/or 
animal species of non-native origin, and/or where human 
activity has substantially modified an area’s primary 
ecological functions and species composition.

PS6. Paragraph 11

Restoration 
offsets

Restoration offsets remediate past damage to biodiversity 
(due to factors unrelated to the client’s project) via 
rehabilitation or enhancement of biodiversity components 
(or even re-creation of ecosystems and their associated 
biodiversity values) at suitable offset sites.

GN 31

Averted loss 
offsets

Protection or averted loss offsets protect biodiversity and 
prevent its decline in an area demonstrated to otherwise 
be under threat of imminent or projected loss (due to 
factors unrelated to the client’s project).

GN 31

133 IFC PS6 is distinct from other standards in including a guidance note that requires 
134 specific consideration of great apes (GN73). Any area where there are great apes is 
135 ‘likely’ to be treated as Critical Habitat (Guidance Note 6, GN 71) (IFC 2019, Table 1). 
136 Depending on the interpretation of the “substantially modified” part of the Modified 
137 Habitat definition (Table 1), about half of remaining orangutans occur in areas that 
138 would otherwise be considered Modified Habitat (agricultural and silvicultural areas) 
139 with small patches of Natural Habitat, and the remainder in areas otherwise considered 
140 Natural Habitat (timber concessions and protected areas) (Meijaard et al. 2022). 
141 However, as per the provisions (GN73) in Guidance Note 6, these areas should all 
142 ‘likely’ be treated as Critical Habitat (given that orangutans occur there), although they 
143 vary in the extent to which they are modified. 
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144 According to IFC PS6, projects in Critical Habitat areas ‘are acceptable only in 
145 exceptional circumstances’ (GN 73, IFC 2019) and require offsetting measures that 
146 result in a ‘net gain’. Thus, all projects within orangutan range that proceed with IFC 
147 funding—or other funding adhering to the same standard—must establish what 
148 impacts they may have on orangutans and achieve a ‘net gain’ in orangutan population 
149 outcome overall. The Guidance Note 6 also states that ‘where great apes may 
150 potentially occur, the IUCN Species Survival Commission (SSC) Primate Specialist 
151 Group (PSG) Section on Great Apes (SGA) and its Avoid, Reduce, Restore, and Conserve 
152 (ARRC) Task Force must be consulted as early as possible by the client to assist in the 
153 determination of the occurrence of great apes in the project’s area of influence.’ 

154 The meaning of ‘net gain’ in PS6 for great apes

155 The basic starting point for any project adhering to IFC PS6 is to apply the mitigation 
156 hierarchy which offers offsetting as the final option when residual impacts remain after 
157 avoidance, minimization and remediation (Figure 1). Project developers, however, tend 
158 to use offsetting as the preferred option (Phalan et al. 2018). IFC PS6 mandates that the 
159 ‘net gain’ from biodiversity offsets is to be measured against a baseline trajectory. The 
160 trajectory is meant to represent a counterfactual scenario in which neither the impact 
161 nor the offset occurred. This means that, in theory, the baseline trajectory against 
162 which a net gain is measured could be one of declining, stable, or increasing 
163 biodiversity (Maron et al. 2018; IFC 2012). As such, the ‘net gain’ required is a relative 
164 net outcome (Figure 1c), not an absolute increase over time (Figure 1f).
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165

166 Figure 1. Population trends in impact and offset sites, and in net terms across both, 
167 under IFC PS6 and an alternative approach aligned with the GBF and nature positive. 
168 1a) The impact from a project development becomes the residual impact that needs to 
169 be offset. 1b) Using averted loss, even with some absolute population increase in 
170 addition, to counterbalance this loss results in a net outcome (1c) of relative gain, but 
171 absolute loss, even though the gain is greater than the residual impact. An offset that 
172 required the absolute population increase at a site to be larger (1e) than the absolute 
173 decrease at the impact site (1d) would yield an overall net outcome of absolute gain 
174 (1f).

175 For orangutans, the counterfactual scenario is commonly one of declining populations 
176 (Figure 1), because very few populations are stable, and none is demonstrably growing 
177 (Meijaard et al. 2018). This means that net outcomes are likely to be evaluated against 
178 expected declines rather than a stable population baseline. Because of this, an offset 
179 that prevents decline, or reduces a rate of decline, at a site can be used to compensate 
180 for the loss of a population elsewhere, and the outcome of this exchange referred to as 
181 ‘net gain’. This is despite the fact that the net result is still one of fewer orangutans after 
182 the development than before. This approach—called ‘averted loss’ offsetting (Table 
183 1)—means that an overall net outcome of orangutan decline across the impact and 
184 offset site combined can still be considered a successful net gain outcome (Figure 1b). 

185 Relative net gains that result in absolute declines mean that a growing gap appears 
186 between the desired societal outcome of halting and reversing nature losses, and the 
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187 realized outcomes from development activities. Instead, to meet global biodiversity 
188 targets, ‘absolute’ no net loss or, indeed, absolute net gain (Figure 1f) is required 
189 (Simmonds et al. 2020). The IFC requirements do not, at present, align with this.

190 Generating absolute net gains for orangutans

191 While absolute gains for orangutans are theoretically possible, achieving this through 
192 offsetting is highly challenging in practice. Achieving absolute gains requires 
193 improvements in the target biota over time at the offset site, in a quantity that is greater 
194 than the absolute residual losses at the impact site (Figure 1d). Conservation strategies 
195 differ significantly, however, in their ability to generate gains for orangutans (Santika et 
196 al. (2022).  

197 Orangutans have low reproductive rates, which result in low population growth rates. 
198 Orangutan populations under no external threats can theoretically grow at a maximum 
199 of 2% annually (Marshall et al. 2009), but most orangutan populations are at ~5% 
200 annual rates of decline and at unnaturally low densities (Sherman et al. 2022), because 
201 threats are not effectively negated, even in legally protected areas (Meijaard et al. 
202 2012). If all threats would be eliminated, detectable population growth could occur 
203 over decades (Seaman et al. 2024). 

204 Achieving absolute gains for orangutans—absolute population increase across the 
205 impact and offset sites over time—is challenging, but possible. It requires direct, 
206 effective in-situ management to fully mitigate threats causing declines, in conjunction 
207 with increasing populations in areas where past declines have reduced them below 
208 carrying capacity. This goal is now more attainable as deforestation rates on Borneo 
209 and Sumatra have slowed (Gaveau et al. 2022), though achieving the required 
210 population growth also demands further reduction of mortality rates through ongoing 
211 patrolling and law enforcement (Seaman et al. 2024; Sherman et al. 2022). The easiest 
212 absolute gains could be achieved in landscapes where organizations implement 
213 effective management activities in areas over which they have long-term tenure rights. 
214 These gains are most likely to be achieved if delays in implementing conservation 
215 management are minimized. Ideally conservation management should start even 
216 before the conservation impact is created, i.e., the residual impacts are predicted and 
217 the conservation strategies to offset them initiated before the impacts occur (Bekessy 
218 et al. 2010). As the actual impacts are then quantified during project implementation, 
219 the conservation strategies can be amended. 

220 Offset multipliers for orangutans

221 Generating gain through offsets generally requires offsets that are much larger than the 
222 impacted areas (Bull et al. 2017; Moilanen and Lehtinen 2025), primarily because of 
223 implementation delays, uncertainty and additionality considerations (Laitila et al. 
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224 2014). Such multipliers vary in practice from less than 1 to about 10, although greater 
225 multipliers exist (Bull et al. 2017). Such multiplier considerations, however, do not 
226 generally consider species-specific reproductive parameters. Here we show through a 
227 simple example that such considerations result in even greater multipliers.

228 The size of an offset area required for generating absolute population gains sufficient to 
229 counterbalance a given area of loss will depend on the density of orangutans at the 
230 impact site at the time of the impact, the density of orangutans at the offset site prior to 
231 the offset intervention, the amount of time that passed between impact generation and 
232 offset implementation, and the extent to which management can effectively negate 
233 threats so that positive population growth is achieved. If we assume that impact and 
234 offset population densities are the same, then over, for example, 5 years (from 2025 to 
235 2030 when absolute gains are needed for CBD), a population growing at 2% annually 
236 increases by (1.02)5 ≈ 1.104, or a ~10.4% net increase. This means the 5-year 
237 population gain per km² is 0.104 × offset population density (d). To replace the 
238 individuals lost from 1 km² of habitat, the offset area (A) must satisfy: 0.104 × d × A = d, 
239 giving A ≈ 9.6 km². In other words, about 9.6 km² of habitat at the same starting 
240 population density, managed to sustain 2% annual growth for 5 years, is needed to 
241 offset the population decline from 1 km² of habitat lost, assuming threats are fully 
242 controlled, so growth is actually achieved. If no area-based multiplier is used, so 1 km2 
243 of impact area is compensated with 1 km2 of offset, it would take 35 years to reach 
244 absolute gains. This, however, would require that offset site populations start 
245 enormously below habitat carrying capacity and that carrying capacity is very high. 
246 Once carrying capacity is reached, only habitat improvements or dispersal into 
247 adjacent areas can generate absolute gains.

248 If starting densities in the offset area are lower than in the impact area, or if growth falls 
249 below 2%, the required area increases accordingly. For example, a low starting density 
250 in the offset area of 0.5 individuals/km² would require a multiplier of 19.2 at 2% annual 
251 growth, and if annual growth was only 1%, as it often is in low-quality habitat (Marshall 
252 et al. 2009), at a density of 0.5, a multiplier of 39.1 would be needed. All these 
253 estimates assume that orangutan densities in offset areas are below carrying capacity 
254 so that population growth is possible. Once carrying capacity is reached, growth can 
255 only occur through spill-over into adjacent areas with depleted populations or by 
256 increasing the carrying capacity. Finally, further increases in the above multipliers may 
257 be needed to reflect uncertainty and time delays.

258 Way forward

259 Standards such as IFC PS6 can play a critical role in biodiversity conservation. There 
260 are instances where their application has prevented project financing, such as a 
261 hydroelectric dam in the habitat of the Tapanuli orangutan (P. tapanuliensis), which IFC 
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262 and the Norwegian state pension fund declined to support (Jong 2023). Although other 
263 banks filled the gap, analysis suggests they failed to meet IFC’s environmental 
264 benchmarks (International Rivers 2021). This underscores the need for international 
265 harmonization of robust standards and effective enforcement (Narain et al. 2023).

266 Current IFC standards require updating to reflect the global shift toward nature-positive 
267 outcomes, as emphasized in the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework. The 
268 upcoming review of PS6 (Geary and Willis 2025) is a timely opportunity to mandate 
269 absolute biodiversity gains from a 2020 baseline, replacing the current focus on relative 
270 gains. Avoidance should be prioritized in the mitigation hierarchy. Critical Habitat 
271 supporting viable orangutan populations should be off-limits for development, as 
272 successful offsetting in these areas is extremely unlikely. Where development is 
273 unavoidable, offsets must be large, initiated early, and financed over the long term 
274 (Pope et al. 2021). Effective orangutan management requires long-term institutional 
275 authority, secure funding, and clear accountability, supported by transparent 
276 monitoring of measurable outcomes (Meijaard et al. 2022). Ring-fenced trust funds 
277 should finance only proven, like-for-like conservation actions that deliver demonstrable 
278 gains. 

279 While our case study focuses on orangutans, it likely applies to all great apes and other 
280 species with similar reproductive and ecological characteristics. The IUCN Red List of 
281 Threatened Species, for example, lists 3,465 Critically Endangered species, many of 
282 which are associated with steep (> 80% over three generations) population declines 
283 and require habitat protection, and IFC policies should reflect their recovery needs.

284 We recommend revising IFC PS6 to mandate clear, measurable gains against a 2020 
285 biodiversity baseline, strengthen avoidance, and ensure any necessary offsets are large 
286 enough (requiring a multiplier), robustly managed and perpetually funded. 
287 Development banks and other financial institutions should adopt these stringent 
288 conservation goals to align with the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Framework's 
289 objective to halt and reverse biodiversity loss by 2030. By implementing these 
290 recommendations, the IFC and its partners can support a truly nature-positive future, 
291 preserving essential habitats and species.
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