Rose-Hulman Award Acceptance

It is a great honour to accept the Rose-Hulman Award. I am joining a select group of recipients, which contains many of the heroes of impact assessment. The President asked me to outline the ‘importance and significance’ of my contribution, and that of the EIA Centre at the University of Manchester (which he was kind enough to call ‘venerable‘) to the ‘field of EIA through the years’. He also asked me to give my view about the future of EIA. Let me begin at the beginning.

I have a degree in chemistry but became a town planner in 1969, when preparations for the United States National Environmental Policy Act, which introduced environmental impact assessment (EIA), were being finalised. My first academic job was in an interdisciplinary research unit at the University of Manchester, where my director was Dr Norman Lee (a previous Rose-Hulman Award recipient). I tried to marry my two disciplines by research on how town planning could contribute to pollution control. In retrospect, this was perfect preparation for work on EIA, though I didn’t know of its existence until 1974.

I had left Manchester to work for Land Use Consultants, chaired by the phenomenal Max Nicholson, who died this year. Just as LUC was beginning to engage with EIA, Norman Lee asked me to help him supervise a master’s degree dissertation on “environmental impact statements as an instrument in British planning”. The student was Karen Raymond, still working on EIA as a director of ERM, the international environmental consultancy. I returned to Manchester and was soon helping Norman Lee with early work on EIA for the European Commission. My first publication on EIA appeared in 1977.

As interest in EIA in Europe grew, so did the number of research contracts coming to Manchester from the European Commission.  Once the European Directive on EIA had been promulgated in 1985, this work further intensified. Norman Lee and I founded the EIA Centre in 1988 and were co-directors until his ‘retirement’ in 1996. Dr Carys Jones, now co-director of the EIA Centre, was its first research assistant. The European Commission provided annually renewed funding for nearly 10 years for research, information dissemination and training in EIA. Its legacy lives on.

Over the years, the EIA Centre has won over £1M in research funds from more than 50 contracts. Research on the five-year review of the EIA Directive led to the amending Directive in 1997. Much of our work was collaborative, involving colleagues from other countries. Early work on the European strategic environmental assessment directive was also done at Manchester, during which I coined the acronym SEA (introducing it to IAIA in 1990).  More recently, research into the effect of EIA on decision-making, into post-auditing and into the effect of SEA on land use plans, has yielded reliable empirical evidence about how EIA and SEA really work in the UK. 

The EIA database started 15 years ago by Carys Jones is available to all on the EIA Centre website (http://www.art.man.ac.uk/eia/eiac.htm) as are the various leaflets and newsletters produced over the years and much more.  The EIA Centre now co-edits the Environmental Assessment Yearbook with the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment. Over the years, the EIA Centre has run innumerable training courses in locations from Albania to Zimbabwe. It has also trained many undergraduate and masters students in EIA at Manchester (there have been well over 100 EIA and SEA masters dissertations since Karen Raymond’s).  Since 1996 the EIA Centre has offered a popular masters degree in ‘Environmental Impact Assessment and Management’. In addition, the EIA Centre has supervised many EIA and SEA PhD topics. 

Over the years, the EIA Centre has been privileged to work with numerous outstanding collaborators, researchers, students and trainees. The ‘Manchester Mafia’ (or ‘sphere of influence’, as Alex Weaver calls it) is pervasive: there are many members here.

The EIA Centre has always endeavoured to publish the results of its research and of its student supervision in books, book chapters, occasional papers, periodical articles, professional journal contributions and conference presentations. The EIA Centre has generated about 170 publications. The best known of these are probably Norman Lee’s and Raymond Colley’s Reviewing the Quality of Environmental Statements published as a Manchester occasional paper, my book EIA: a Comparative Review (now in a second, extensively revised, Prentice Hall edition) and Norman Lee’s and Clive George’s edited book on Environmental Assessment in Developing and Transitional Countries” (Wiley). Apart from honouring Norman Lee and myself personally, IAIA gave the EIA Centre a regional award in 1996 and its institutional award in 1997.

I find it difficult to differentiate my own role from that of the EIA Centre that I have been proud to direct for the last 15 years. Whatever the importance and significance of my contribution, it has certainly been sustained – it is over a quarter of a century, longer than the life of IAIA, since my first EIA publication! It has also been long distance – I have been fortunate that my work on EIA and SEA has taken me all over the world, not least bringing me to Marrakech. My longevity in the field probably won the editorship of IAIA’s journal too: I was proud to become editor of Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal in 1999 and have much enjoyed working with the publisher, Bill Page, latterly with Carys Jones as co-editor. Further progress should spring from the appointment of IAIA President-elect Richard Fuggle as IAPA’s professional practice editor.

There is no doubt that EIA, which is now 34 years old, has successfully changed the way decisions are made, both in the developed world and in developing countries. However, there is also no doubt that EIA has not been as successful as its founders, and those of us working in the field for many years, hoped. Despite the establishment and refinement of EIA systems, and the emergence of SEA, the achievement of sustainable development goals remains elusive. Of course, EIA and SEA cannot achieve sustainable development without parallel activities such as enacting legislation, implementing wider environmental controls, awareness raising, improving data systems, counteracting corruption and providing opportunities for public participation. Nevertheless, there remains a need to strengthen EIA and SEA practice through: 

· diffusion of good practice/ guidance, 

· expanding capacity/ training, 

· research,

· emphasising environmentally sustainable development,

· increasing political will.

The EIA and SEA lessons learned in one country (and by one development assistance agency) must be diffused to others. This is perhaps best achieved by preparing clear practice-based EIA and SEA guidance targeted at particular countries or regions. The role of development assistance agencies is crucial here, not least in ensuring that there is greater co-ordination between different donor EIA and SEA requirements.  

The need for investment in additional personnel and locally provided training to increase the human resource capacity to undertake and review EIA and SEA reports in developing countries remains pressing.  Since the pace of change is so much greater in developing countries, a greater proportion of the world's EIA and SEA expertise and resources must be devoted to them.

There is a continuing need for research on both substantive (methodological) and procedural (including effectiveness) issues of EIA and SEA.  The results need to be widely disseminated to practitioners, trainers and others (especially in developing countries) through Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, the IAIA Newsletter and other vehicles.

The effectiveness of EIA and SEA has not, to date, been assisted by the emergence of integrated impact assessment (IIA).  The integration of economic, social and environmental factors in IIA has sometimes been to the disadvantage of the environment.  Some of us with long memories worry that the subordination of EIA and SEA to IIA may ignore the lessons of history. After all, EIA was originally developed to ensure that environmental costs - previously neglected - were adequately considered in decisions.  It is environmentally sustainable development that EIA and SEA strive to achieve. The effectiveness of EIA and SEA (and of IIA) would be bolstered if their bottom line goal were to be 'no net environmental deterioration'.
Lack of political will is undoubtedly the biggest constraint to making EIA and SEA more effective.  The political resistance and scepticism towards EIA in developing countries may owe much to the perception of EIA as being intrinsically anti-development, an unpopular notion.  As in the developed world, however, only widespread popular demand for environmental improvement will ensure that effective EIA and SEA systems are introduced in developing countries. If the public and politicians truly will the ends, EIA and SEA can deliver the means of achieving more sustainable development.  There remains much for IAIA members, and future winners of the Rose-Hulman Award, to achieve.
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