Summary of Remarks by David A. Burack
 to Washington Area Branch of the International Association for Impact Assessment, Delivered at the Inter-American Development Bank, Washington, D.C., March 7, 2002
“When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.” –John Muir, My First Summer in the Sierra, 1911 
I’m embarking on a somewhat philosophical but nevertheless operationally relevant discourse today, addressed perhaps more to task and project managers than to policy makers, as well as to environmental impact assessment (EIA) practitioners. For each of these audiences, however, some off-the-cuff, not to say out-of-the-box thinking should be salutary, or at least provocative. The ideas herein are in a preliminary state of organization, so this presentation is indicative, rather than comprehensive. My attempt here is to stimulate thinking and discourse, so it may be just as well that some points are left hanging. 

Here is my theme:

· The development community, which includes environmental impact assessment (EIA) professionals, is debating with increasing intensity new directions for the future. These directions increasingly drive toward comprehensive, holistic approaches to development. 

· Truly comprehensive integrated approaches to development imply a sharp departure from customary analytical and discipline/sector-specific procedures, and perhaps more important raise the question of leadership and management roles. There is an important emerging opportunity for environmental impact assessment practitioners to play a proactive role in this new development paradigm by standing traditional EIA on its head.

Let’s spend a few minutes on each point, and then open it up for discussion.

1.
The development community, which includes environmental impact assessment (EIA) professionals, is debating with increasing intensity new directions for the future. These directions increasingly tend to drive practitioners toward comprehensive, holistic approaches to development. 

A few samples of the trend are attached in Annex 1 to these remarks.  This trend is healthy and in accord with the bases of EIA thinking, which has always been to add the missing environmental and social dimensions to projects and programs. However, neither EIA professionals nor the development community at large have presumed to follow this direction to its logical conclusion of dealing with every integral parameter of a given development issue. 
One corollary of dealing with more parameters is that in order to be successful, holistic projects must correspondingly narrow their geographic focus to the region, river basin, or local level. A further implication of this corollary is that country-level comprehensive approaches are at just the wrong geographic scale for success. 

Digression: One can also ask how country-level comprehensive framework drafters will manage to avoid the top-down or outsider approach that they so often condemn. In my experience, successful projects tend to lead to policy reform at least as often as the other way around. It is rather more likely that operational comprehensive, country-level frameworks will emerge from regional and local approaches than the other way around. The river basin study mentioned above, for example, became one justification and basis for a whole family of coastal zone management policies and plans and was accompanied by, rather than preceded by, requisite sector reforms and new enabling environmental legislation.

It is for this reason that the concepts of “place-based” or “spatial” planning are often coupled with discussions of the need for holistic, integrated approaches. In a way, this is the heart of the matter: We must turn from sectoral, as well uni-sectoral approaches if we are to have real success stories to tell in the battle for sustained and sustainable poverty reduction, environmental enhancement, and development. 

Why is this so? You all may be familiar with examples of development that did not work, due to the lack of provision of ancillary “software” or “social infrastructure” requirements. Many task managers are familiar with the example of the rusting wastewater treatment plant, fallen into disuse through inattention at the planning as well as implementation stages to the concomitant operations and maintenance (O&M) needs. The predecessor requirements of O&M are operator training accompanied by the prospect of jobs. This in turn implies the need for revenue, willingness of the affected population to pay, financial capacity of the responsible governments, a rule of law and other measures to attract and safeguard public and private sector investment, et cetera. A project or program without these antecedents or ancillary provisions is generally doomed to failure.

I concede, by the way, that the conditions for some of these antecedents must be established at the national level. Positive environmental impacts can occur when, for example, an over-valued currency is adjusted so that domestic nature-based tourist services are promoted, or when public subsidies to polluting industries are dismantled.  Adverse environmental effects can occur when these reforms are undertaken in the context of unchanged institutional and market failures. My point is not that central policy reforms are not necessary; it is that they are not sufficient conditions for successful poverty-reducing development projects.

Another corollary is that the time frame for success is appreciably longer than for single sector or less comprehensive projects. A river basin plan on which I worked 25 years ago has finally produced clean water, protected open space, and a rationalized port transport system—after three generations of political leadership and three corresponding generations of plans and programs. 

A consequence of the broad range of interventions, and the number of players, changes in legislation, varying investment time frames and conditions, cultural resistance, institutional evolution needed, etc., is that change is incremental and takes a long time. This does not accord with political and career agendas.

Both of the above-mentioned corollaries make holistic projects less attractive for those who deal in typical project cycle time scales, or whose agendas are conditioned by electoral cycles and political constraints. These time and geographic scales, however, are the tighter constraints, and cannot be relaxed.

2.
Truly comprehensive integrated approaches to development imply a sharp departure from customary analytical and discipline/sector-specific procedures and, perhaps as important, raise the question of leadership and management roles. There is an important emerging opportunity for environmental impact assessment practitioners to play a proactive role in this new development paradigm, standing traditional EIA on its head.

As indicated, calls for integrated comprehensive development planning are becoming more common and widespread through the international financial institution community.  I played some part in instigating this debate and so feel comfortable in commenting on what I see as an uncertain and halting implementation of the concept.

A not atypical diagram of how baffling comprehensive approaches can be is exemplified by the attached diagram (Figure 1) showing the interrelationships of poverty and environment. While this is an excellent diagram of the relationships, it does not quite break from a static analysis. Much work remains to be done in order to dynamically portray these holistic linkages. (To be fair, the authors point out that “These linkages are context-specific and play out differently depending on numerous factors, including the nature of local communities and civic organizations, macro- and microlevel institutions such as property rights, gender relations, and the role of the state. The . . . links between poverty and the environment vary in different contexts.”
)
The dynamics of EIA, by contrast, have been well elaborated over the years, and are adaptable to holistic planning by making the approach proactive rather than reactive. When you do an environmental impact assessment, (See Figure 2), you first survey the landscape (affected environment), reviewing existing studies, characterize the ambient environment qualitatively and quantitatively, and indicate trends as well as relationships—or at least one should, ideally.

Subjects typically addressed include some or all of the following:

· Land use and tenure – rural, urban

· Water resources, supply and quality

· Air quality and noise

· Biota and biodiversity

· Transportation, telecoms, and other infrastructure

· Socio-economic parameters

· Institutional capacity

Simultaneous with description of the affected environment, a description of the proposed project potentially impacting this environment is obtained. You then go on to predict future impacts of the project in the same subject areas addressed under ambient conditions, to develop measures to mitigate unavoidable adverse environmental and social impacts and, hopefully, to produce an implementation plan to help assure that recommended mitigative measures are implemented. 

Comprehensive, integrated, interdisciplinary planning reverses this process as shown in Figure 3. Here the ambient conditions are instead stated as a set of desired conditions. What were impacts under the EIA paradigm now become interventions necessary to achieve the desired conditions. The EIA process is thus stood on its head.

So, to complete my little essay, I would like to make a pitch for and to EIA practitioners to examine what they might do to adapt their approach to one of proactive, comprehensive planning, as immediately heretofore indicated. 

One of the factors inhibiting implementation of comprehensive sustainable development planning is the unresolved question of who is qualified to carry out interdisciplinary studies and planning. I have been at recent symposia where the following disciplinary advocates have advanced serious claims to be the leaders of integrated approaches to development: 

· Economists

· Engineers

· Anthropologists

· Landscape Architects

· Urban/regional planners

Almost by definition, however, no one discipline—even one so “fundamental” and cross cutting as economics— can lay claim to leadership of interdisciplinary planning. More likely, well rounded individuals, with training in both quantitative as well as qualitative methods of analysis, emerging from one or more of the above disciplinary areas, or other areas not mentioned, and who bear the appropriate mix of management skills, will lead. Their necessarily large and complex interdisciplinary teams will carry out the syntheses necessary to produce truly operational and long-lived comprehensive development programs.

ANNEX 1

Here are some indications of the holistic, multi-sectoral trend.

Urban Environment and Pollution Control, Mission Statement, Sustainable Development Department, Inter-American Development Bank, October, 2000: “One of the Division's objectives is to encourage a more explicitly integrated quantitative approach to Regional Environmental Quality Management that produces information on the costs and consequences of alternative strategies for improving environmental quality across the environmental media (air, land and water). An effective and efficient multi-sectoral management strategy is needed to solve the decision problem concerning what resources to allocate where, how, and when, in order to produce desired levels of ambient environmental quality which can be expressed in terms of a set of measurable indicators.”
Frame of Reference for Bank Action in Programs for Modernization of the State and Strengthening of Civil Society, Strategic Planning and Operational Policy Department, Inter-American Development Bank [recent]: “Thus, the Eighth General Increase in Resources makes it an objective for the Bank to work under a more integrated perspective of development that consolidates economic reforms at the same time as it promotes domestic socioeconomic integration, modernization of the State, and strengthening of democratic institutions and civil society.”
Poverty Reduction and Environmental Management: Policy Challenges and Opportunities. A contribution to the World Summit on Sustainable Development, Consultation Draft, January 2002: “Poverty and environment issues need to be integrated into strategic planning frameworks such as national poverty reduction strategies, which should ideally become national sustainable development strategies.  This includes the need to integrate pro-poor environmental objectives into sectoral policies and programmes – for example, to ensure that environmental health issues are not overlooked in health programs.  Policy, legislative and regulatory processes need to ensure the effective participation of poor and marginalized groups. Anti-corruption measures are important as corruption can play a major role in the misuse of natural resources and weak enforcement of environmental regulations. . . . Economic decisions need to integrate poverty-environment concerns and be based on the provision of appropriate information, particularly on the value of environmental goods and services.  The role of the private sector needs to be addressed – governments should encourage the private sector to promote environmental efficiency, but ensure that this is pro-poor.”

Guidelines for donor support to national strategies for sustainable development. OECD Development Assistance Committee  “These guidelines define a strategy for sustainable development as comprising “a coordinated set of participatory and continuously improving processes of analysis, debate, capacity-strengthening, planning and investment, which integrates the economic, social and environmental objectives of society, seeking trade-offs where this is not possible.”
Interdisciplinary and Sustainable Development Policy: What We Have Learned, Desmond McNeill from the Centre for Development and the Environment, lecture at World Bank meeting December 3, 2001 < http://www.worldbank.org/wbi/B-SPAN/sub_what_learned.htm A link to the Centre and Mr. McNeill’s papers can be found at this site >  Mr. McNeill presented an overview of the evolution of interdisciplinary and sustainable development and how he views the progress of the concept as a researcher interested in policy. Afterwards, Mr. McNeill led a discussion with World Bank managers who described their perspectives as policymakers interested in research. Precis: Since the early 1990s, the idea of sustainable development (meeting the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs) has been high on the development agenda. In addition, there is a growing consensus that an interdisciplinary approach is crucial for undertaking sustainable development research. To do so involves crossing existing disciplinary lines (field of study, perspective, and methods) and engaging people from different disciplines such as economics, anthropology, sociology and ecology. Over time, as interdisciplinarity evolves, fundamental changes may occur: subdisciplines and hybrids are created, and researchers develop new understandings of their subjects.

The above is all talk, it is true, and is often directed to country level policy wonks, not, as I believe should be true, to the regional and local levels.  But many of you from IDB especially are aware that for some time now these principles have been incorporated in many projects, which have an integrated, river basin, or rural or other geographic or multi sector focus. And what is talked about enough in this town eventually often finds its way into action.
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	Source: Adapted from World Bank, Making Sustainable Commitments: An Environment Strategy for the World Bank. Washington, D.C. (undated), p.140.




Figure 2 – Generalized EIA Process


Figure 3. Generalized Comprehensive Planning Process
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