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This short paper makes the case that most impact assessment (IA) has sustainable development as the stated goal, but that it doesn’t deliver sustainable outcomes. A key pillar of sustainable development is equity, both intra-generational (defined after Lamorgese and Geneletti (2013, p.119) as ensuring “equity of opportunity for everyone, particularly the poorest and most vulnerable members of the community and seek to create a good quality of life for everyone”) and inter-generational equity (defined after Gibson et al. (2005, p.235) as favouring “present options and actions that are most likely to preserve or enhance the opportunities and capabilities of future generations to live sustainably”). Notwithstanding the importance of intra-generational equity, this paper focuses on the problem that inter-generational equity presents to IA both because of the prevalence of short-term planning, and because approaches developed to deal with inherent uncertainty associated with impacts considered in the long term are overly resource intensive and therefore impractical. A research focus on IA processes that can deal with inter-generational impacts cost effectively might provide the basis on which to develop an IA tool that actually delivers on its stated goal and fits in with current decision-making norms.  

At the Earth Summit in Rio in 1992, governments undertook to develop and adopt sustainable development strategies (Cherp et al., 2004). This pursuit of sustainable development has subsequently been reflected as the goal of numerous forms of IA, for example, Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) (Feldmann et al., 2001), Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) (Sadler, 1996) and Sustainability Assessment (SA) (Pope et al., 2004). Yet no claims are made that an IA has delivered sustainable development. In fact the limit of our expectation seems to be that IA might “make a positive overall contribution towards the attainment of ecological and community sustainability” (Gibson et al., 2005, p.91-92), that is – head in the right direction. As the decision-support tool of choice for implementing sustainable development strategies through decision-making, this calls into question the utility of IA in its present form.

The consideration of inter-generational equity remains a weakness in terms of impact prediction at any level of assessment (Bond and Morrison-Saunders, 2011). The fact that assessment processes are constrained by the duration of the project/plan/policy being assessed is inevitable, and helps to avoid considerable uncertainty associated with predicting into the distant future. However, the short timescales that typify IA exacerbate unsustainability in the longer term. As an example, in the European Union, the Habitats Directive and Birds Directive (Council of the European Communities, 1979; Council of the European Communities, 1992) place a conservation duty on countries to protect conservation of natural habitats and wild species of fauna and flora through designation of Special Areas of Conservation (SACs), and the habitats of naturally occurring wild birds through the designation of Special Protection Areas (SPAs). There is also an obligation placed on Member States to identify SACs and SPAs which, together, form the Natura 2000 network. Member States are required to carry out ‘Appropriate Assessments’ of any proposal potentially affecting the integrity of such sites and cannot proceed unless they can demonstrate imperative reasons of overriding public interest (IROPI) – a difficult test to pass (Thérivel, 2009). As a conservation approach, appropriate assessment is a strong ex ante tool – stronger than most other impact assessment processes because permission is unlikely to be granted if impacts cannot be fully mitigated. This is a powerful conservation tool in the short-term, but ignores the long-term consequences of climate change whereby the range of species in the Northern Hemisphere are expected to move north. The consequence of the Habitats Directive and Birds Directive is thus likely to be increasingly artificial management of protected sites to preserve habitats which will cease to be representative of (or viable in) the climate in which they are situated. Whilst just one example, it illustrates how the short-term nature of existing assessments are ill-suited to the longer timescales over which earth systems operate.

“The established approach to impact assessment is baseline-led, whereby the conditions that are likely to prevail in the absence of a proposed initiative are used as the “benchmarks” for determining the significance of impacts” (Hacking and Guthrie, 2006, p.341). The ‘appropriate assessment’ approach is similar in being baseline-led, however, the current ‘benchmarks’ are clearly not sustainable given the “dominant trends of human activities and their effects are towards deeper unsustainability” (Gibson, 2013, p.3), and don’t accommodate inevitable change and system shocks. Learning from the resilience field (after Holling, 1973), it is clear that whilst socio-ecological systems display resilience to change, this is only true up to a point (normally referred to as a tipping point after Lenton and Schellnhuber, 2007) after which a new system configuration materialises. That is, in socio-ecological systems, the baseline is not a stable end point, nor is it necessarily desirable. The continuing trend for making short-term predictions sidesteps the need to consider these longer-term tipping points, and what society should do to manage for their eventuality. In short, when considering longer-term impacts, there is a strong chance that IA will get it wrong and leave us (and future generations in particular) unprepared for the consequences. 

As well as the weakness of IA in making long-term predictions given the inherent uncertainty resulting from our lack of detailed understanding of socio-ecological systems, Morrison-Saunders et al. (2014) argue that adaptive follow-up is necessary to deal with inter-generational equity. Others argue for a more vision-based IA approach – incorporating the consideration of scenarios rather than being constrained by a developer’s, or authority’s, preferred proposal (see, for example, Gollagher and Hartz-Karp, 2013). Davoudi (2012) has argued for embedding resilience into planning, and Bond et al. (in press) argue for the inclusion of resilience, adaptive management and participatory modelling in order to deal with the uncertainty inherent in long-term planning for a sustainable future. So solutions exist, but the time and expense involved in running such processes is recognised: the participatory approaches required for equitable visioning are extremely time consuming and costly given the diversity of stakeholders that need to be engaged and subsequent data-heavy analysis (Burgess et al., 2007); modelling processes aimed at better understanding of socio-ecological system behaviour are costly in time and money; and adaptive management is potentially a long-term cost commitment (Walters, 1997). This resource intensive approach to IA necessary for developing a long-term vision, in the context of some arguments that impact assessment is already under threat as powerful agents see it as a barrier to development (see Bond et al., 2014), is currently untenable. 

Rein and Schön (1993, p.163) coined the term “cognitive dissonance” where there is a mismatch between beliefs and behaviour; in this context that means that despite a belief that inter-generational equity is important, it is not being considered in IA. What IA needs is a resource-friendly solution to the consideration of long-term impacts, such that outcomes are sustainable and don’t undermine the environment left to future generations. Long and complex IA processes will not be widely adopted given they will be seen as a threat to the development agenda and, therefore, intra-generational equity. So the challenge for researchers is to derive and demonstrate an efficient method for dealing with inter-generational equity. This needs to fulfil each of the following four requirements:

1) Be inclusive and participatory.

2) Consider long-term socio-ecological system scenarios.

3) Accommodate adaptive management.

4) Be equivalent in time and cost to current IA processes.

Solutions exist which can meet any of these requirements individually – but can we meet all of them simultaneously? If the tools can be developed, the next step would be to change the culture of short-term planning. If the tools can’t be developed there is no incentive to change the current culture. Meeting these challenges means that researchers have to engage with practitioners and policy makers; developing tools to meet specific objectives is easy, but developing tools that practitioners will want to use, and policy makers will embrace, is considerably more challenging. 

Even more daunting are the epistemological challenges; it is already problematic balancing the competing needs and demands of different cultures within the current generation in relation to intra-generational equity, and given that the “unborn have neither political power nor representatives” (Padilla, 2002, p.70), how can we possibly understand their needs and demands? Such challenges cannot be ignored; they need to be incorporated into these new tools. Some truly interdisciplinary and inclusive research is required.
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