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Second announcement and calls for abstracts extended 

Reimagining approvals - Strategic approaches to support Impact Assessment 

Dates: February 15 & 16, 2018. Location: GHD offices, 180 Lonsdale St, Melbourne. 

Introduction 

You are invited to attend and submit an abstract for the fourth symposium for Australian IA practitioners and researchers. 

Worldwide impact assessment (IA) is the pre-eminent tool for assessing the sustainable development potential of new proposals. 
However, IA is mostly reactive rather than strategic. This symposium will explore ways to broaden strategic thinking in IA in 
Australia. 

Strategic thinking in IA can include: 

Strategic environmental assessment (SEA) which seeks to provide input on the potential environmental and social impacts to 
decision-makers at the strategic level, which typically means it is applied to plans, policies and programmes; 

• Identification of strategic data and its collection; 

• Strategic use and timing of project IA; 

• Strategic policy making in support of project IA or arising from project IA; 

• Strategic application of the avoid–mitigation-offset hierarchy (e.g. strategic offset corridors)  

• Strategic thinking in the formulation of an approval for a project IA (for example creative condition setting); and 

• Strategic engagement with the community and stakeholders. 

There may be many other ways to think strategically within an IA, and avenues to apply strategic thinking and goals as part of IA.  

The key question for this symposium is “how can we deliver positive strategic outcomes from IA?”  

You are invited to submit an abstract that either describes case studies of how be more strategic in IA or proposes new ways of 
thinking and doing IA that delivers positive strategic outcomes. The symposium will be more than just a presentation of papers, 
but will include a round-table discussion of how we can move forward on this question, with the presentations providing the 
starting points for that discussion. 

Extended calls for abstracts and expressions of interest 
You are invited to submit an abstract that: 

• describes case studies of how be more strategic in IA, or 

• proposes new ways of thinking and doing IA that delivers positive strategic outcomes. 

The symposium will also include a short session on the state of IA across Australia. You are invited to submit an 
expression of interest to provide a 1-2 page paper on the state of IA in your jurisdiction. 

Calls for abstracts have been extended. Abstracts for proposed papers (max 300 words) and EOIs for the State of IA in Australia 
by jurisdiction are invited by Friday COB January 19, to Dr Garry Middle, garrymiddle@vision-environment.com . See below for 
specific details. 

Cost, registration and payment 
Registration options are available for both days or a single day. 

 Both days Day one only Day two only 

EIANZ/IAIA members $110.00 $60.00 $50.00 

EIANZ/IAIA student members $55.00 $30.00 $25.00 

Non members $165.00 $90.00 $75.00 

Please register and pay via the EIANZ website – clink on this link: https://www.eianz.org/events/event/impact-assessment-
symposium  
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A comment from 2000…

A potential weakness with the EIA process adopted by 
the EPA in Western Australia is that it risks being 
reductionist. 

There is a danger that, by breaking each proposal 
down into discrete parts and assigning environmental 
objectives to them, it may not adequately represent 
overall environmental functions. 

(Morrison-Saunders & Bailey, 2000, p270)

Morrison-Saunders, A. and J. Bailey 2000. 
Transparency in EIA Decision-Making: Recent Developments in Western Australia. 

Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 18(4), 260-270.



Holistic Impact Assessment
New provisions in 2016 EIA policy and 
guidance…(no change to EPAct)
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For the Proponent…
3.1.2.1 Content of the Environmental Review Document
…
An Environmental Review Document includes the following sections:
1. Introduction
2. The proposal (including key proposal characteristics)
3. Stakeholder engagement
4. Environmental principles and factors. For each preliminary key 
environmental factor: 

• EPA factor and objective
• Relevant policy and guidance
• Receiving environment
• Potential impacts and assessment of impacts
• Mitigation (application of mitigation hierarchy of avoid, minimise, 

rehabilitate)
• Predicted outcome (including discussion of offsets)

5. Other environmental factors or matters
6. Offsets
7. Matters of National Environmental Significance
8. Holistic impact assessment

EIA Procedures Manual 2016, s3.1.2.1



i

Purpose of these instructions
To assist proponents to prepare an Environmental Review Document, which is required where 
the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) has decided that the proponent must undertake an 
environmental review under section 40(2)(b) of the Environmental Protection Act 1986 (EP Act).  

Purpose of an Environmental Review Document
To provide a report on the environmental review to the EPA, to meet the requirements of section 40(2)
(b) of the EP Act.

The EPA requires that proponents use the Environmental Review Document template for all 
Environmental Review Documents. The EPA also encourages proponents to use the Environmental 
Review Document template for supplementary reports provided with a referral.

How to prepare an Environmental Review Document (ERD)
Template
The template provides the structure of the ERD and the minimum requirements for an ERD (including 
tables and figures). The EPA expects that the ERD contains the content outlined in the template and the 
proposal-specific requirements specified in the approved Environmental Scoping Document. 

The EPA expects that proponents follow the ERD template.

This template is to be used for new, revised and strategic proposals.

Advice
Proponents may contact EPA Services, Department of Water and Environmental Regulation (DWER) if 
they need assistance to prepare an ERD. 

Refer also to the EPA’s Administrative Procedures and Procedures Manual for more information about 
the process relating to ERDs. 

Environmental Protection Authority
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relation to the environmental 
principles and the EPA’s 
environmental objectives.
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principles and the EPA’s 
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Main elements of EIA in WA
[repeat slide]



Holistic impact assessment

• impacts on whole environment 
• connections & interactions
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The PEC is also closely associated with the Lyons River, pastoral bores and Aboriginal heritage values 
of the Lyons River.  Concerns of groundwater contamination associated with the geochemical nature 
of the tailings were raised during consultation with pastoralists and traditional owners.  
Characterisation of tailings waste revealed that two of the tailings streams will have elevated 
radionuclides.  Design and management of the tailings storage facilities will ensure risk of 
groundwater (as well as land and air quality) contamination is mitigated (as described in the 
Radiation Waste Management Plan).  Human health was also considered as a result of the naturally 
occurring radionuclides and the concentration of these in the processing plant. Mitigation of 
potential impacts will ensure the EPA’s objectives are met: 

x Terrestrial Environmental Quality: To maintain the quality of land and soils so that 
environmental values are protected. 

x Inland Waters Environmental Quality: To maintain the quality of groundwater and surface 
water so that environmental values are protected. 

x Human Health: To protect human health from significant harm. 

Impacts associated with waste management have been considered more broadly.  The polluter pays 
principle has been applied to ensure Hastings bears the cost of containment and encapsulation of 
tailings with elevated radionuclides in accordance with relevant policy and guidelines.  The principle 
of waste minimisation has been and will continue to be applied to minimise the generation of waste.  
Waste management (i.e. waste rock landforms and tailings storage facilities) is also a key 
consideration in the closure phase of the proposal. As such, a Preliminary Mine Closure Plan will be 
further developed in consultation with relevant stakeholders (including the EPA and DMP).  

The consideration of risks associated with implementing the proposal against environmental factors 
have been assessed (sections 4 and 5).  A conservative approach has been taken to determine the 
management of potential risks to the environment.  As such the precautionary principle has been 
applied and will continue through the implementation of an Environmental Management System 
(aligned with the international standard ISO 14001) during construction, operations and closure 
phases of the proposal.   

Review of risks, identification of information gaps where there is a lack of full scientific certainty and 
application of the precautionary principle will be on-going throughout the life of the proposal, 
including closure.  Management plans will therefore remain dynamic and will be reviewed annually 
to ensure the continual improvement of management performance in meeting environmental 
objectives (goals) and targets.  

  

Yangibana Rare Earths Project 

Environmental Review Document 

[128] 

 

8 HOLISTIC IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
The greatest benefit of this Project is its contribution to a more sustainable energy market and 

progress in medical technologies (amongst other technologies and innovations), which plays a key 

role in satisfying the principle of intergenerational equity.  

A thorough understanding of the surrounding environment has been achieved with baseline studies 

of: 

x Flora and vegetation  

x Fauna, including vertebrates, short range endemic fauna and subterranean fauna 

x Groundwater  

x Surface water  

x Waste, including AMD and radionuclide assessments  

x Soils  

x Baseline radiation assessment (air, soil, water) 

x Air quality, including dust and greenhouse gas emissions 

x Noise  

x Visual amenity  

x Heritage 

A direct impact to flora and vegetation will occur as a result of ground disturbance (approximately 

1000 Ha).  This also represents potential fauna habitat.  Surveys have shown that all flora and fauna 

species, vegetation types and habitat are well represented outside of the development envelope 

and thus the proposal satisfies the EPAs objectives for these environmental factors:   

x Flora and vegetation: To protect flora and vegetation so that biological diversity and 
ecological integrity are maintained. 

x Fauna: To protect terrestrial fauna so that biological diversity and ecological integrity are 
maintained. 

Subterranean fauna species were found within the pit footprint.  Further consideration of their 

interconnections with the broader Gifford Creek Priority Ecological Community (the PEC) instigated a 

regional survey to determine the representation of species outside of the footprint.  A greater 

diversity and species richness was shown to occur in the PEC outside of the Proposal thus 

demonstrating the direct impacts to the subterranean fauna would not compromise the biological 

diversity of the ecological community.  

Groundwater assessments included the characterisation of aquifers associated with the proposed 

mine pit and their interconnectivity with the shallow calcrete aquifer network of the PEC.  The 

fractured rock aquifers associated with the proposed pit dewatering activities were shown to have 

no interconnection with the calcrete aquifers of the PEC.  Consideration of potential impacts from 

water drawdown associated with pit dewatering activities was also undertaken.  A restricted water 

drawdown impact, associated with the fractured rock aquifers within the pit footprints, also 

confirmed the lack of connectivity with the PEC habitat and demonstrated this would have no 

impact on the ecological integrity of the PEC.  As such the principle of the conservation of biological 

diversity and ecological integrity was applied and meets the EPA’s objective: 

x Subterranean fauna: To protect subterranean fauna so that biological diversity and 
ecological integrity are maintained. 

Yangibana Rare Earths Project 
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7. Holistic Impact Assessment 

Overall actual and potential impacts of the Proposal on the environment are not considered to represent a 
significant environmental risk on the basis that: 

• The EP Act principles and relevant EPA guidance documents have been considered in investigating 
and evaluating potential impacts of the Proposal on the EPA’s environmental factors; 

• A comprehensive set of monitoring and management measures have been developed to further 
mitigate potential impacts of the Proposal on the EPA’s environmental factors; 

• The proponent has committed to open and transparent reporting of environmental performance 
throughout the Proposal construction phase; 

• Evaluation of impacts against all relevant environmental factors, including other environmental 
factors determined that the EPA’s objectives were considered to be met. Specifically, for the key 
environmental factors the following outcomes were predicted: 

o Benthic Communities and Habitats - the combined impact of the Proposal activities and the 
consequent outcomes are not considered to pose significant residual risks to the protection 
of BCH and therefore biological diversity and ecological integrity can be maintained.  

o Coastal Processes - the combined impact of the Proposal activities and the consequent 
outcomes are not expected to pose any significant residual risks to maintaining the 
geophysical processes that shape coastal morphology and therefore the environmental 
values of the coast can be protected; 

o Marine Environmental Quality - the combined impact of the Proposal activities and the 
consequent outcomes are not expected to pose any significant residual risks to maintaining 
the quality of water, sediment and biota and therefore the environmental values are 
protected; 

o Marine Fauna - the combined impact of the Proposal activities and the consequent 
outcomes are not considered to pose any significant residual risks to the protection of 
marine fauna and therefore biological diversity and ecological integrity can be maintained; 
and 

o Flora and Vegetation - the combined impact of the Proposal activities and the consequent 
outcomes are not considered to pose any significant residual risks to the protection of flora 
and vegetation and therefore biological diversity and ecological integrity can be maintained. 

 

Ditto… but even 
less content
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12. Holistic impact assessment 
Avoidance has been a key approach for CPM in managing the potential environmental impacts associated 
with the Proposal.  Numerous studies within Cape Preston have been utilised in understanding the 
potential impacts of the Proposal and mitigation measures have been formulated to prevent potentially 
significant impacts.  The Proposal activities within the port area have been designed to avoid the critical 
Northern Quoll habitat adjacent to the Proposal footprint.  

For significant flora species, vegetation or habitat that is unable to be completely avoided, disturbance will 
be minimised through the implementation of management measures.  These are outlined in the Draft 
OEMP and include restriction of access and retention of vegetation along creek lines (Appendix 3).   

CPM has undertaken stakeholder consultation throughout planning for the Proposal (see Section 3).  
Consultation will continue to develop as the Proposal progresses into the detailed design, construction and 
operational phases of the project.    

‘Key’ and ‘other’ environmental factors have been considered against EPA objectives and relevant 
guidelines.  The key environmental factors, impacts of the Proposal and mitigation actions to address 
potential residual impacts are summarised in Table 12-1.  Based on the mitigation measures proposed and 
the continuation of existing management measures, the Proposal is considered to meet the EPAs objective 
for each environmental factor. 

The proposed Approval Statement is included in Appendix 4. 
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Table 12-1:  Assessment of preliminary key environmental factors 

Description and potential impacts 
Environmental 
aspect 

Mitigation actions to address residual impacts 
Proposed regulatory 
mechanisms for 
ensuring mitigation 

Outcome to demonstrate that 
Proposal meets EPA objective 

Hydrological processes - To maintain the hydrological regimes of groundwater and surface water so that environmental values are protected. 

Context 

The hydrological regime at the mouth of the Fortescue River 
includes: 

v high variability in natural flow volumes 

v strong tidal flows and high tidal range 

v high velocities and rate of flushing and well mixed circulation. 

Key survey findings 

Modelling of the extent of groundwater drawdown was conducted for 
the Proposal.  Modelling indicated that at the completion of mining 
the vertical profile of the groundwater drawdown will change from a 
steep-sided deep profile to a shallower profile.  The extent of deeper 
drawdown contours (more than 10 m) will contract closer to the mine 
pit but it will result in a minor increase in the extent of the shallower 
1.0 m contour. 

At the end of mining, the depth to groundwater will not be 
substantially different throughout the extent of the model with the 
exception of the mine pit.  The recovery of groundwater is expected 
to result in a pit lake of 250 m in the west pit and 20 m in the east 
pit.  The regional groundwater levels are not expected to be 
substantially affected. 

During mining the predicted inflows that will need to be dewatered 
are 7.5 GLpa.  The Proposal includes the discharge of up to 
8.0 GLpa and will not substantially affect flows of the Fortescue 
River as the natural flows are large, highly variable and have a 
strong tidal influence. 

The development of a Waste Dump adjacent to Du Boulay Creek is 
not expected to increase the velocity of flow. 

Potential impacts: 

v groundwater drawdown from dewatering has potential to modify 
groundwater and surface water flows 

v discharge of groundwater has potential to modify surface water 
flows in the Fortescue River  

v diversion of Edwards Creek will modify surface water flows  

v construction of physical elements will alter surface water flows. 

 

 

Mine 
construction 

 

Groundwater 
drawdown 

Avoidance: 

v incorporate flood modelling data and surface flow 
data into the design of the Proposal to avoid 
impacts to hydrological processes. 

Minimisation: 

v discharging groundwater to the Fortescue River on 
outgoing tides to minimise changes to hydrological 
processes 

v a naturally vegetated buffer will be maintained 
between the bunds around the Proposal elements 
and floodplain channels to limit increases in flood 
levels and velocities, and minimise erosion  

v monitoring will be undertaken to continue to assess 
potential impacts to nearby creeklines 

v an Operating Strategy shall detail the monitoring 
and adaptive management measures for of the 
groundwater drawdown aspects   

v realignment of the southern branch of Edwards 
Creek into two sections to enable the minimisation 
of the disturbance area of the infrastructure. 

A requirement to 
maintain an 
approved 
Environmental 
Management Plan 
(EMP). 

 

This EMP will 
specify the methods, 
procedures and 
management to 
avoid and minimise 
the impacts on 
hydrological 
processes. 

 

Groundwater 
abstraction and 
discharge licence 
(RIWI Act). 

Outcomes: 

v the areal extent of the 0.5 m, 
5.0 m and 10.0 m drawdown 
contours will decrease relative 
to the existing project 

v the recovery of groundwater is 
expected to result in a pit lake 
of approximately 250 m deep 
in the west pit and 20 m deep 
in the east pit 

v the regional groundwater 
levels are not expected to be 
significantly affected 

v no permanent pools will be 
significantly affected 

v the cumulative development of 
all mines on Cape Preston 
would not substantially 
increase the areal extent of 
groundwater drawdown 

v although highly unlikely to 
occur the inclusion of 
additional mines to assess 
cumulative impacts to 
hydrological processes do not 
significantly affect groundwater 
levels; however, Balmoral 
South borefield will increase 
the extent of the 1.0 m 
drawdown contour 

v during mining the predicted 
mine pit inflows that will need 
to be dewatered are 8.0 GLpa 

v the discharge of 8.0 GLpa will 
not substantially affect flows or 
values of the Fortescue River 

v the development of a Waste 
Dump adjacent to Du Boulay 
Creek is not expected to affect 

Same summary list 
approach… (but with 

more detail on each bit)
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Description and potential impacts 
Environmental 
aspect 

Mitigation actions to address residual impacts 
Proposed regulatory 
mechanisms for 
ensuring mitigation 

Outcome to demonstrate that 
Proposal meets EPA objective 

The groundwater quality to be dewatered ranges from brackish 
within the south of the deposit to saline and hypersaline at the north, 
which associated with the naturally occurring saline seawater 
wedge.  

Potential impacts 

v discharge of groundwater has the potential to affect the water 
quality of the Fortescue River estuary. 

 

 or minimise impacts on marine 
environmental quality.  

The Proposal can be managed to 
meet the EPA’s objective for 
Marine environmental quality 
subject to:  

implementation of the EMP  

The Proposal is not expected to 
result in significant changes to 
marine environmental quality and 
is expected to meet the EPA 
objective for this factor. 

 

Flora and vegetation - To protect flora and vegetation so that biological diversity and ecological integrity are maintained. 

Context 

The Development Envelope is within an active pastoral station that 
has historically been adversely affected by weed invasion and 
grazing by stock.  The condition of the vegetation within the Cape 
Preston area ranges from Completely Degraded to Very Good.  The 
majority of the Development Envelope contains vegetation 
communities of moderate local conservation significance (3035 ha) 
within the well-represented Newman, Paraburdoo, Rocklea and 
Horseflats land systems. 

Key Survey Findings 

Extensive flora and vegetation surveys of the Cape Preston area 
have been conducted over approximately 53 000 ha.  

No Threatened Flora species as listed under the WC Act are known 
from within 15 km of the Development Envelope.  Thirteen Priority 
Flora species listed by Parks and Wildlife have the potential to occur 
within the broader Cape Preston area, with one, Goodenia pallida 
(P1) having the potential to occur within the Development Envelope.  
No Priority Flora species were recorded by vegetation surveys 
within the Development Envelope 

Thirteen groundwater dependent vegetation communities have been 
mapped to the west of the Development Envelope, ranging from 
high to low dependence on groundwater. 

Potential impacts 

v clearing of native vegetation has potential to affect regional 
representation of vegetation communities and flora species  

v clearing has potential to introduce/spread weeds  

Clearing of 
native 
vegetation 

 

Introduced 
weeds 

 

Groundwater 
drawdown 

 

 

 

Avoidance: 

v inspection of the site for the presence of Mesquite 
or Parkinsonia prior to any machinery being moved 
to a site   

v maintenance of adequate fire breaks across the 
mine site and around working areas. 

Minimisation: 

v restricting clearing to approved areas through the 
implementation of an internal ground disturbance 
permit system 

v restricting all vehicles and equipment to within 
designated tracks and parking areas 

v restricting all earthworks and movements of 
machinery and vehicles to within marked clearing or 
disturbance boundaries 

v requirements for all earthmoving machinery to be 
inspected as clean and free of weed and seed prior 
to entry and exit from a site 

v monitoring of GDE vegetation as outlined in the 
GDVMP (Astron 2015) will be conducted and 
contingency responses activated when trigger 
levels are exceeded 

Rehabilitate: 

v progressive rehabilitation of any disturbed areas not 
required for other future mining activities, sourcing 
topsoil for rehabilitation from areas of lowest weed 

A requirement to 
maintain an 
approved 
Environmental 
Management Plan 
(EMP). 

 

This EMP will 
specify the methods, 
procedures and 
management to 
avoid and minimise 
the impacts on 
vegetation and flora. 

Outcomes: 

v approximately 7366 ha of 
vegetation will be cleared by 
the Proposal with the majority 
of this occurring in habitat of 
low to moderate conservation 
significance and well 
represented in the region 

v loss of 121.51 ha of vegetation 
from the Horseflat Land 
System, a Priority 3iii 
Ecological Community 
although this will not result in a 
significant reduction in the 
extent of this community with 
total clearing in the Roebourne 
Subregion less than 0.5% 

v no Threatened Flora species 
listed under either the WC Act 
or EPBC Act will be affected 
by the Proposal 

v no Priority Flora species as 
listed by Parks and Wildlife will 
be affected by the Proposal 

v no change to GDE health is 
predicted with implementation 
of the GDE the monitoring plan 
and related adaptive 



• description of proposal and key characteristics
• context of proposal in its surrounds, including 

cumulative impacts
• stakeholder consultation and public input.
• assessment of each key environmental factor.
• holistic assessment of acceptability of whole 

proposal:
• interconnected nature of environment
• s4A principles of EP Act
• objectives for key environmental factors
• cumulative impacts with other proposals
• impacts that integrate across proposal (e.g. mine 

closure)
• significant residual impacts and offsets.

• MNES (if a bilateral EPBC assessment)
[(Procedures Manual, s4.2, p34)]

For the EPA… (assessment report)



Factors addressed 
separately and 
then…



EPA don’t engage at all! 
(no ‘holistic assessment of 

acceptability of whole 
proposal’)



[appendix table does 
include multiple factors 
in relation to principles]
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What might a truly holistic IA look like…?
A systems approach to sustainability assessment   307

However, these loops are offset by loop R3. If  higher average living standards (wealth) 
in the more rapidly growing developing world occur in a way that reduces average global 
equality, they will also suppress the demographic transition which is a prerequisite for 
stabilising population. This results in a reinforcing loop linking living standards and 
population via equality and the demographic transition (loop R3). Growth in this loop 
merely exacerbates the threats to sustainability from our current patterns of economic 
production.

In this simplified depiction, human wellbeing is dependent on multiple feedback loops. 
It is the net effect of all these feedbacks that will determine the trajectory of the system 
over time. This highlights the linear thinking problem, that is, that Action A related to 
(say) pollution control in isolation will contribute to sustainability. It may or may not; 
quite simply it depends on everything else that happens. This is why separate  economic, 
social and environmental assessments cannot be added up to give a sustainability 
score for some or other proposal. Even though the outcome of such assessments may 
spawn well- intentioned initiatives taken in the name of sustainability, most fall into the 
necessary- but- insufficient category.

13.5   A SYSTEMS APPROACH TO SUSTAINABILITY 
ASSESSMENT

If sustainability assessment is generically a process that directs decision making towards 
sustainability (Hacking and Guthrie, 2008), how can systems thinking in general and the 
above ‘rules’ be usefully applied to this end? If  the central sustainability goal is endur-
ing human wellbeing, or anything similar, any sustainability assessment must include all 
key influences on that outcome. Figure 13.21 is a simple depiction of the influences on 
wellbeing. These influences must therefore be part of any sustainability assessment. They 
represent both the purely social influences (e.g. health, social cohesion) and the interface 
of the human world with the non- human world, which is the critical relationship that will 
determine the future of humanity. We argue that sustainability assessment should have 
the following characteristics:

Figure 13.21 Influences on human wellbeing
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13. A systems approach to sustainability assessment
William Grace and Jenny Pope

13.1 INTRODUCTION

In recent years there have been increasing calls for impact assessment to better recognise 
the interconnectedness of the various components of socio- ecological systems, and to 
adopt a systems approach to conducting impact assessments. This is particularly the case 
for forms of impact assessment process that focus upon sustainability, since sustainabil-
ity itself  is a holistic concept in which social and environmental concerns are inherently 
intertwined, regardless of which particular definition of sustainability, or sustainable 
development, is adopted. This call is reflected in the first of Gibson’s sustainability cri-
teria from his seminal book on sustainability assessment, and from other related works 
(Gibson et al., 2005; Gibson, 2006a, 2006b), which is socio- ecological system integrity, 
one of the implications of this being the ‘need to understand better the complex systemic 
implications of our own activities’ (Gibson, 2006b, p. 174).

Since then, various authors have recognised the potential of a systems approach to 
address the vexing challenge of how and when to integrate the potentially competing 
dimensions of sustainability within an impact assessment process, a concern that has been 
at the heart of debates about sustainability assessment since its inception (Eggenberger 
and Partidário, 2000; Feldmann et al., 2001; Lee, 2006; Morrison- Saunders and Thérivel, 
2006; Weaver and Rotmans, 2006). For example, Audouin and de Wet (2012, p. 268) argue 
that: ‘A significant step towards improving the integration of the various components of 
a social- ecological system could be to develop initial contextually- relevant concepts of 
this system early in the environmental assessment process.’

Others have suggested that systems- based approaches can support not just integration 
but consideration of future scenarios and cumulative impact assessment (Haywood and 
de Wet, 2009). In the specific context of cumulative impact assessment, Franks et  al. 
(2013) highlight the need for understanding feedback loops, adaptive responses and 
thresholds of acceptability, all of which are systems concepts, while Gunn and Noble 
(2011, p. 157) explicitly argue that effective cumulative impact assessment and manage-
ment require ‘a shift away from the perception of [environmental] concerns as being 
point and project specific, toward an awareness and understanding of regional social–  
ecological system dynamics, including limits, targets, and indicators of change’.

Simultaneously the notion of resilience, a characteristic of a system that reflects the 
ability of the system to adapt to change while maintaining functionality, has also received 
attention from the impact assessment community, particularly in relation to sustainabil-
ity. Hermans and Knippenberg engaged with the relationship between resilience and sus-
tainability assessment as far back as 2006, when they proposed that sustainability could 
be represented by two core concepts, resilience and justice, and discussed the implications 
of this for sustainability assessment (Hermans and Knippenberg, 2006). More recently, 
following several successful workshops on the topic at conferences of the International 
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THANK YOU

Discussion opportunity

Holistic impact assessment

Is something comparable happening in 
EIA in your part of the world…?

If so, how does it play out in practice?


