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FREE PRIOR & InFORMED COnSEnT
What is FPIC?
FPIC (Free Prior and Informed Consent) is the principle that communities have the right to give or 
withhold their consent to actions that will affect them, especially proposed projects that affect the natural 
resources, territories or lands they customarily own, occupy or otherwise use. This implies that prior to 
a project taking place on any customary lands, the proponents of the project must enter into informed, 
non-coercive negotiations with the local communities to seek their consent. Under this principle, the 
communities have the right to decide whether they agree with the project or not, once they have received 
a full and accurate understanding of the project and its implications on their traditional lands. Over 
the years, FPIC has become an integral part of many sustainability initiatives and is a key principle 
in international law related to the rights of indigenous peoples. It is recognised as a best practice in 
conservation and development which is crucial in avoiding conflicts and grounding projects in equitable 
agreements with local communities. Under the RSPO’s New Planting Procedure and Principles and 
Criteria, no new plantations may be established on local people’s lands without their express free, prior 
and informed consent.

What does FPIC entail?  
FPIC entails four key interlinked elements:

Free: The process should be free from coercion, intimidation or manipulation and local communities 
should have the right to consent to the action or otherwise.

Prior: The process should take place before the planned project commences. Sufficient time should be 
allowed for the consultation process and there should be respect for the time requirements needed for 
local populations to consult and reach a consensus on their collective position and make a decision as it 
relates to the proposed project. 

Informed: Full information about the proposed project should be disclosed and explained to the 
community in a language and manner that is clearly understood, culturally appropriate and preferably 
from an independent source. This information should at least include details about the nature and scope 
of the proposed project and activities, areas that will be affected, potential environmental, economic, 
social and cultural risks and benefits and the organisations and actors that are likely to be involved in the 
project.

Consent: The community has the right to be represented through organisations of their own choosing 
such as customary institutions or novel organisations or a combination of these. There should be an 
effective system for communicating among all the affected members in the community about the known 
impacts of the project. Decisions should be made using the customary or other community chosen 
decision-making procedures. It requires that the affected parties are able to say yes or no to the execution 
of the project. Consent should result in an equitable agreement and should form part of an ongoing 
process of communication and negotiation, rather than a one-off action. 
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Resource tenure - who owns the land?
Whereas ownership over a piece of land may be proven in many places with a land title, certificate or 
other document serving a similar purpose, local communities in many parts of the tropics tend to have 
a parallel system of land ownership which is usually undocumented and which is passed down over the 
generations by virtue of long term use and occupation of the land and its associated resources. This 
system of land use is usually governed by a set of customary laws that vary in structure and application 
in different countries- from collective communal land ownership, through individual or family ownership 
to forms where land is not considered as a property to be owned but as a domain to be mastered for 
societal survival. Regardless of the perception and relationships with the land, traditional societies 
continue to depend on the land for their basic livelihoods and survival. 

Developmental projects that change the nature of the natural environment, or restrict or curtail the rights 
and access of local communities to the land could have an adverse impact on the survival and wellbeing 
of local communities and create conditions for long term social conflict. Though many projects may come 
with prospects of alternative livelihood structures and infrastructural development for local populations, 
it is only through the extensive consultations entailed in the FPIC process that the acceptability and 
appropriateness of the proposed project may be acknowledged, risks reduced, benefits maximised and 
adequate compensations agreed where appropriate.

Why is FPIC important
Depending on how they are thought out and implemented, projects may support or undermine the 
livelihoods and cultures of local populations. A thorough and well implemented FPIC process has 
numerous advantages for the project developer, local communities and governments; helping to avoid 
long term conflicts and allowing stakeholder inputs to address relevant concerns during the project design 
phase and implementation.

Firstly, FPIC allows communities to guard against the negative impacts of projects. Beyond giving or 
withholding their consent, local communities are also able to make specific inputs into project design 
and implementation during consultations in a way that helps to ameliorate anticipated negative impacts 
on their livelihoods and environments. For example, the FPIC process can help identify areas within the 
landscape that serve as a critical component of the community’s livelihoods or cultural heritage and help 
to preserve such areas or values.

Secondly, FPIC helps to provide security for projects and ensure less risky investments. The process of 
obtaining consent in a transparent manner also ensures that the buy-in of local communities for projects 
is secured, helping to avoid long term conflicts. Local buy-in and support is one key element that helps 
to ensure the long term security of investments. Where FPIC results in negotiated and documented 
agreements, these agreements can serve as a basis for shaping corporate-community relations.  

Thirdly, the communication channels opened during FPIC help provide the foundation for effective 
community engagement during the implementation of the project. This, when maintained is crucial and 
useful in addressing local concerns on benefit sharing, grievance resolution and conflict management.  
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