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| am greatly honoured to be assuming the Presidency of 1AIA in its 25™ year. There can be no
doubt about the Association’s growth and devel oping maturity over a quarter of a century, and
we will, | hope, all be together to celebrate our 25" birthday at next year's annual meeting. Over
the years our Association has grown in membership ailmost 10 fold in terms of numbers and
amost 50 fold in terms of its International representation. The 160 persons who gathered in
1981 Wer% from only two countries, 24 years later over 1500 IAIA members come from 108
countries.

But as we al know maturity is not smply a matter of years and physical growth, important
though these are. With maturity the exuberance and determined single- mindedness of youth
gives way to tempered judgement, deeper insights, and greater understanding of human nature
and the way the world works. With maturity comes recognition that the values that people hold
and use to regulate their relationships are more important than material trappings, that
understanding why people do certain things is as important as knowing what they do and how
they do it. | believe these indicators of maturity are as applicable to organisations as they are to
persons. So | would like to suggest that, as an Association, we give some thought during our
25" year of existence to the way our Association is maturing: some thought to the values we
hold and promote, some thought to the “why” of Impact Assessment rather than to “what it is’
and “how we do it”. | say this because | have the impression, maybe wrongly, that as an
Association and a Profession we have not given the attention that we should to the ethics and
theory of Impact Assessment.

Having said this, one indicator of Impact Assessment’s developing maturity is the theme
Ethics and Quality Assurance in Impact Assessment which has been adopted for our
Association’s 25" Annual Meeting in Cambridge, Massachusetts next year. A second indicator is
the increased extent to which books and papers are being published on environmental ethics and
the ethics of Impact Assessment®. A further indicator of developing maturity is that papers have
started appearing in the literature that probe the “why” of impact assessment, the theoretical and
philosophical basis for what we do*.
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Ethical considerations

To touch briefly on some ethical considerations. |AIA draws together a group of persons
increasingly practising as Professionals, in that we provide a service to society through the
exercise of particular knowledge to achieve our income, status and privileges. What we need to
explore more deeply is the ethical reture of our professiorr. Arewe aservice profession?
Should we align ourselves with doctors and lawyers and adopt the ethic that a client’s needs and
welfare are paramount? Or are we an information profession? Should we be bound to accept
that our primary alegiance is to seeking and disseminating information, rather than to service-
thus aligning ourselves ethically more closely with scientists and journalists? In my experience
many of the tensions between proponents of proposals and Impact Assessmert professionals
arise because project proponents see us as being service professionals with a duty to promote
their interests, while we see it as our duty to analyse and set out the effects of a proposal fully
and truthfully and to hold this value ahead of our client’sinterests. | believe that as an
Association we should be giving our members clear guidance on issues such as these.

For those of us undertaking environmental assessments, what does it mean if we style
ourselves environmental professionals? Does this mean we must adopt guiding principles from
Environmental Ethics?® Do we need to espouse ecocentricity rather than anthropocentricity and
attribute greater moral worth to life-supporting processes than to human needs? Are we ethically
bound to incorporate sustainability, or the precautionary principle, into our professional
judgements and advice?

These are deep and serious questions and the answers give rise to far reaching consequences.
As amaturing organisation we need to examine and promote the values which we hold to a far
greater extent than we have done to date. | believe we need, as an Association, to provide
guidance and leadership to our members on ethical matters. We should, at |east, be providing
training courses in ethics similar to the courses we run on methods and techniques.

Theor etical consider ations

Does IA Work? And if so, how does it work? Does it work in the same way everywhere? Is
there a difference in the way the different variants of Impact Assessment (Environmental, Social,
Health, Technology, Biodiversity) actually perform their function? And what is that function?
Put another way, does Impact Assessment have any theoretical basis?

To develop this theme | will confine mysdf, for illustrative purposes to Environmental
Assessments (EA). The conventional wisdom isthat EA influences the way decisions are taken
in the formal approval process; that it influences the formulation and planning of proposals; that
outcomes are better for society at large if EA is undertaken; and that sustainability is promoted.
However, there is also the cynical view that EA has failed to exert significant influence on the
nature of proposals; that EA serves merely as a means for justifying decisions already made; and
that it removes the rough edges from proposals to make them more acceptable to affected parties.
In this view EA does not serve society at large and does not promote sustainability.

My reading of EA literature suggests that to-date most writing on EA effectiveness has been
focused on procedural matters, that little rigorous evaluation of how EA actually influences
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outcomes has been published, and that little has appeared on the theoretical basis for EA
effectiveness. (Though, as indicated earlier, | acknowledge that a change might have occurred in
2004, as severa papers which examine the theory of EA have recently been published. )

For the first decade of EIA little, if any, explicit formulation of theory occurred. EIA was
implicitly based on a modernist information processing model. It drew upon science and the
rational planning paradigm. It held that EIA added environmental and social dimensions to
economic and technical decisions; that information from EIA led to improved decisions; that
more information led to better decisions; and that EIA made information accessible. These
postul ates were taken to be self evident and there is little evidence of their being tested or
examined critically.

An administrative model for EA effectiveness was proposed in the next decade. EA was seen
to be effective because it forced bureaucratic and administrative reforms. EA allowed
bureaucrats (and politicians) to be held accountable for their decisions and EA enabled groups
outside of government as well as courts of law to intervene in administrative and political
decisions.

Since the 1990’ s a paradigm shift appears to have occurred. Environmental Assessment seems
to have espoused a postmodern model of governance based on political pluralist aswell as
intitutionalist paradigms for planning®. SEA has become the preferred variant of EA and has
come to be seen as a framework for development planning®. SEA has become as much a
political as atechnical device, and is also seen to be important, particularly in devel opment
proposals, because it empowers the marginalized and provides a framework through which they
are incorporated in the planning process. It is also seen to foster equity in the distribution of
benefit and harm resulting from proposals and allow for a process of mutual adjustment between
stakeholdersin the selection and co-design of proposals.

So, from atheoretical perspective EIA isthe variant of Environmental Assessment that has its
originsin an information processing understanding of how Impact Assessment works, while
SEA isthe variant that is based on postmodern theories of governance. Similar theoretical
analysisis needed for the other variants of Impact Assessment-Biodiversity, Health,
Sustainability-to give better understanding of how these in fact work.

In this address | have touched briefly on some ethical matters and outlined three markedly
different notions of how EA operates. | suspect that all the values and mechanisms discussed,
exert a greater or lesser influence in different contexts. The questions | pose for your
consideration during IAIA’s 25" year are: What is IAIA’s understanding of how Impact
Assessment operates? And, what ethical principles should the Association be promoting?

To conclude, | have suggested in this address that as our Association matures it should give
greater attention to the ethical values and intellectual theory on which Impact Assessment is
based. Thisis something to which | will devote energy during my term as President, and is a
chalenge | direct to al IAIA members.

" bid.
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