e sl Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tiap20

©

Taylor & Francis

Taylor & Francis Group

Response to Dusik and Bond

Roel Slootweg

To cite this article: Roel Slootweg (2022) Response to Dusik and Bond, Impact Assessment and
Project Appraisal, 40:2, 99-101, DOI: 10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534

% Published online: 17 Feb 2022.

\]
C;/ Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 298

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data (&'

CrossMark

Ea Citing articles: 1 View citing articles &

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalinformation?journalCode=tiap20


https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=tiap20
https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/tiap20
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534
https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tiap20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=tiap20&show=instructions
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17 Feb 2022
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534&domain=pdf&date_stamp=17 Feb 2022
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534#tabModule
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/citedby/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534#tabModule

IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND PROJECT APPRAISAL
2022, VOL. 40, NO. 2, 99-101
https://doi.org/10.1080/14615517.2022.2038534

1AIA

International Association
for Impact Assessment

Taylor &Francis

Taylor & Francis Group

PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE PAPER

Response to Dusik and Bond
Roel Slootweg

SevS natural and human environment consultants

ABSTRACT

Dusik and Bond introduce the EU taxonomy on green finance as an opportunity to kick off the
much-needed revolution in environmental impact assessment (EIA). The persistent weaknesses
of EIA lead to negative trade-offs between the social, economic, and environmental domains. In
my response, | attribute the apparent weakness of EIA to processes in society, and not so much
to the instrument itself. Weaknesses that may hinder the implementation of the EU taxonomy
as well. Yet, there seems to be a window of opportunity in society, to move from the limited
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and flawed ‘do not harm’ approach to a transition-focused ‘do good’ approach. The taxonomy
provides a way forward, and EIA has the potential to avoid the taxonomy from becoming
a green washing instrument. But it is the EIA community that has to take the necessary steps;

the financial world will not look to the EIA for help.

In their paper, Dusik and Bond introduce the EU tax-
onomy as a way to move decision-making on invest-
ments away from only avoiding negative impacts (do
no harm) towards an approach that aims at contribut-
ing to the necessary societal transition (do good). The
taxonomy is appealing in its straightforward metho-
dology and simplicity: contribute to one of six environ-
mental domains and do no significant harm to the rest.
Presently, this framework is being filled with practical
rules and guidance material, sector by sector, and
subsequently submitted to the European Parliament
for decision-making (see, for example, https://ec.
europa.eu/sustainable-finance-taxonomy/tool/index_
en.htm). In this contribution, | provide some rapid and
rather chaotic first thoughts on the stated linkages
between the taxonomy and impact assessment, and
whether the appearance of the EU taxonomy could
trigger a much-needed revolution in the use of envir-
onmental impact assessment (EIA).

The text up to section 3 is clear and pertinent,
although | would like to rephrase the main message
as follows: EIA has been corrupted by allowing too
many trade-offs at the end of the mitigation hierarchy.
Instead of focusing on avoidance (do no harm) and
mitigation (reduce remaining impacts), most efforts
are put into compensation, further expanding it to
offsets that often have little relation with the original
losses (this holds particularly for biodiversity).

Shortcomings such as limited consideration of long-
term trends and cumulative impacts, and the limited
ability of EIA to deliver environmental protection have
little to do with the instrument itself, but, moreover,
are a problem of society. EIA is well equipped to deal
with such issues, if only the scoping and terms of

reference for the study are defined in the proper man-
ner, taking into account all the interests, while safe-
guarding the functioning of ‘planet earth.” This ideal
picture of EIA is of course obscured by everyday reality.
EIA is applied to inform decision-making on large
investments and consequently interferes with the
interests of often powerful players in society. EIA (and
decision-making for that matter) is exposed to lobby,
power play, or outright corruption. Players with vested
interests may do anything to bend the EIA process to
their needs. The EIA practitioners community does not
have the formal power nor the courage to oppose
these pressures.

Silo thinking further undermines the effectiveness
of EIA. An example from within the impact assessment
community is introduced by Dusik and Bond them-
selves. They state ‘The weak sustainability focus ...
does not acknowledge that healthy ecosystems are
a critical foundation for effective economic develop-
ment.’ Very true, but this has been a message shouted
out by the biodiversity community for decades (the
CBD was established in 1992; the Millennium
Assessment in 2006), and in impact assessment since
1998 by the work of IAIA’s biodiversity section in their
preparation of Decisions and Guidelines on biodiver-
sity in impact assessment, adopted by the Convention
on Biological Diversity (CBD), the Convention on
Migratory Species (CMS), and the Ramsar Wetlands
Convention. The famous SDG'’s figure below is a more
recent illustration of it.

Yet, the impact assessment community was hardly
interested. Concepts like ecosystem services describ-
ing the link between people and the biophysical envir-
onment, the ecosystem approach (or the more recent
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and elaborate landscape approach) as a way to accom-
modate various societal demands in a functioning bio-
physical environment, or the excellent elaboration of
the precautionary principle for biodiversity, have been
around for decades and still do not make it into day-to-
day impact assessment practice. At maximum, they
have been silo-ed in a separate section of the EIA,
thus effectively ruining their capacity to provide an
integration framework for assessment, following the
logic of the SDG pyramid from the figure of the
Stockholm Resilience Centre below (Figure 1).

So in short, | do not agree that EIA has been
designed to facilitate trade-offs between social,
environmental, and economic domains. It is politics,
decision-making, silo thinking among experts, and
society in general that forced us to aim for the most
attainable outcomes in EIA, creating a race to the
bottom. The three basic principles of EIA, i.e. scien-
tifically valid information, meaningful stakeholder
involvement, and transparency in decision-making,
still make it an instrument with formidable potential
powers. Since EIA is a procedural framework without
content it can accommodate any kind of question,
methodology, and required outputs, as long as the
right questions are posed, the right minimum
requirements are established, and also the less
powerful stakeholders have access to the procedure
(including future generations!).

This long exposé about the effectiveness of EIA is
not to downplay the role of EIA, but moreover an
example of what may also happen to the taxonomy.

The described power play is increasingly visible within
the EU taxonomy. The devil of the taxonomy is in the
details, for example on how to define what is a positive
environmental contribution. Discussions in the
European Parliament resulted in natural gas being
defined as a good contribution to combat climate
change. Logical from the perspective of countries
depending on coal as a source of energy but highly
contested by other countries that are phasing out
natural gas by switching to ‘truly’ clean electricity
from wind or solar. The fact that the debate only
addresses GHG emissions points towards silo thinking.
Do no harm in other domains remains a challenge.
Wind power negatively interferes with marine and
avian biodiversity, solar often occupies fertile agricul-
tural lands, and the potential consequences of hydro-
power are too complicated to go into any detail.
A similar ongoing debate is about the use of nuclear
power, clean from a GHG emission point of view, but
for obvious reasons also contested on the ‘do no sig-
nificant harm’ aspect in other environmental domains.
We are watching an unfolding political trade-off dis-
cussion between nations with vested interests in or
easy access to gas, nuclear power, or renewables. This
is not different from the lamented trade-off practice
in EIA.

The taxonomy’s simplistic elegance forces us to
think in terms of doing more good. But, it only applies
to ‘green finance’ so it will only make a difference if
actors and investors in society demand for green
finance. Such a trend is visible in some industrialised

Figure.1 The SDGs wedding cake - source: Stockholm Resilience Centre



Two issues that do not fit in the story line:

SEA, the elephant in the room? It is unclear whether flows of public
finance will ever be subjected to the taxonomy. The link with
strategic government planning is clear. Programme, sector, and
budget support are things that can be subject to SEA. As with EIA,

I think SEA principles and steps remain valid. We have to find ways to
suggest screening criteria that force governments to include financial
flows in the assessment: SEA for policies, plans, programmes, and
payments? A successful introduction of the taxonomy and expansion
of its mandate may provide an entry point for such type of
assessments.

Deep ecological framing does not accept any ecological losses under any
circumstance. This touches upon one of the fundamental struggles,
particularly for ecologists/biologists working in impact assessment:
any human action leads to changes in the biophysical environment,
it creates shifts in the dynamics of ecosystems, and it may influence
the resilience of ecosystems to resist change, now or in future. Deep
ecological framing is principally impossible. In this respect, it is a pity
that we have never been able to give practical hands and feet to the
concept of carrying capacity. The deep ecological perspective asks
us: how much pressure can a system withstand before it collapses, or
better, before it shifts into another stable state that we consider less
favourable or valuable (nature does not give values and will always
continue to adapt and evolve)? Resilience science is making slow
progress in this complicated field.

(and rich!) countries, but definitely not in more rapidly
developing parts of the world with a perceived right to
‘catch up’ with the industrialised countries. So again, it
is not the instrument but society that determines the
success of an instrument that may in its design be
perfectly fit for purpose.

In the light of the present European awareness on
the need for a transition to a more sustainable world,
I do think the taxonomy can be a game changer, as
long as it is backed by firm political commitment from
all EU member states (similarly so for the overarching
European Green Deal). As long as the regulatory power
of the EU remains globally important it may also lead
to changing practices in global financial flows. The ‘do
good/do no harm’ principles can easily be turned into
the basic mindset in EIA systems. Use the EIA processes
to not only prevent environmental degradation but
also to address existing degradation through environ-
mental enhancement measures that need to be inte-
grated into a development process. The problem
obviously is how such thinking can be effectively oper-
ationalized within regular EIA procedures. In this
respect section 4 provides a key remark: ‘EIA has to be
used in a decision context that embraces “do no signifi-
cant harm” rather than facilitating trade-offs. In my
opinion, this has always been the role of EIA, but the
decision context did not support such mindset. The
question is whether the taxonomies have a better
chance in the investment community that has largely
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focused only on weak sustainability. The EU Taxonomy
has been designed to push strong sustainability into
the heart of ‘sustainable investments’ but its imple-
mentation will require proper analyses and prevention
of greenwashing. Here, EIA systems may have a role to
play.

How do we turn EIA into an effective instrument to
implement the taxonomy? The very beginning - inte-
grating the taxonomy into the EIA steps — is relatively
simple. One can integrate any kind of approach into
the EIA process because EIA has no contents, it only
organises the flow of information. One can imagine
that taxonomy principles are applied to EIA as the
bottom line for assessment, the extreme version. Or,
a little less ambitious, the principles may lead to
a requirement to include an environmental improve-
ment alternative in all EIAs (the EIA alternative), to
sensitise decision-makers on the opportunities that
large investments provide in doing good in other
domains. It is the regulatory/political context that
determines the level of ambition in EIA. | do not think
we need to change much on the EIA process, simply
add more ambition to do the right thing.

The taxonomy itself can provide the starting point
for enhanced screening criteria; scoping can remain
the same but will need different contributors and
may have to deal with confidentiality; the study
phase will see the need for and application of differ-
ent tools (life cycle assessment?); review will again
run into the dilemma of confidentiality versus public
interest. It should not be too difficult to actually do
such assessments; the challenge is to find key actors
to do it. In this respect, EIA may have to fight against
its reputation of being ineffective, slow, and produ-
cing unwieldy and endless documents. In other
words, it is the impact assessment community that
should make the first steps in finding ways to have
taxonomy and EIA mutually reinforce each other. If
not, | am convinced the taxonomy will easily find its
way in the financial world where many powerful
actors will be highly interested and capable of devel-
oping their own procedures and verification systems.
They actually are already doing that. In other words,
the EU taxonomy is a very useful framework but will
not bring us automatically a revolution in EIA; we
will have to make the revolution ourselves!
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