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This research evaluates Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report quality for a selected
sample of development projects in South African national parks. It applies an adapted version
of an international EIA report quality review package to 24 developments within 10 national
parks, across three EIA regimes. The results suggest good EIA report quality across all four
quality review areas, with improvement over time, but also highlight particular weaknesses in
terms of dealing with waste and, to a lesser extent, with significance and mitigation. To build
on this research, the development of a sector-specific EIA report quality review package is
recommended, with more emphasis on the strategic context, waste and water-related aspects.
The conclusion is that EIA is well positioned to remain an important decision support
instrument for developments within national parks.

Conservation implications: The results show that EIA reports for developments in South
African national parks are generally of sufficient quality for decision-making that
benefits conservation. However, weaker performance regarding waste, significance
determination, water-related impacts and a lack of consideration of strategic context requires
a conservation-specific EIA report quality review package to improve report quality in
the areas of weakness and thereby increase the value of EIA as an instrument for
environmental governance and sustainable development in conservation areas.

Keywords: Environmental Impact Assessment; report quality; protected areas; national parks;
South Africa.

Introduction

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) has been conducted internationally and in
South Africa since the 1970s and is recognised as one of the most successful environmental
policy interventions of the 20th century (Kidd, Retief & Alberts 2018; Morgan 2012; Roos et al.
2020). Originally conceived as an instrument to protect and conserve the biophysical
environment, its mandate has since been broadened in many countries to also include the
promotion of sustainable development more broadly (Cilliers et al. 2020). Today over
200 countries have some form of mandatory impact assessment system (Bond et al. 2020; Yang
2019). The overall aim of EIA is to inform decision-making by pro-actively considering and
predicting consequences of actions on the environment before decisions are made (International
Association for Impact Assessment and Institute of Environmental Assessment [IAIA] 1999).
The actions for which mandatory EIA is required differ between countries. In South Africa,
EIA is required for the so-called listed activities described in the EIA Regulations (most
recently amended in 2017). Once an activity is listed, it means that actions in relation to that
legally defined activity are subject to government authorisation and therefore must undergo
an EIA process to inform the eventual authorisation decision.

In South Africa, infrastructure development in protected areas has been subject to mandatory
EIA for more than two decades. With a rapidly increasing global population and a steadily
growing middle class, protected areas are increasingly under pressure as tourist destinations
(Morrison-Saunders et al. 2019; Steffen et al. 2015). Governments, especially in the global south,
are understandably keen to exploit the opportunity for economic development and job creation.
This is particularly true for a country such as South Africa, which boasts arguably some of the
best and most diverse nature-based tourism opportunities in the world (De Witt, Van Der
Merwe & Saayman 2014). The country has a complex system of protected areas, managed by

How to cite this article: Sandham, L.A., Huysamen, C., Retief, F.P., Morrison-Saunders, A., Bond, A.J., Pope, J. et al., 2020, ‘Evaluating
Environmental Impact Assessment report quality in South African national parks’, Koedoe 62(1), a1631. https://doi.org/10.4102/koedoe.
v62i1.1631

Copyright: © 2020. The Authors. Licensee: AOSIS. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution License.

http://www.koedoe.co.za . Open Access


http://www.koedoe.co.za�
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7670-8377
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-9957-3188
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-7164-9593
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-3560-0164
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-3809-5805
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-0099-854X
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6840-4405
mailto:luke.sandham@gmail.com
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.4102/koedoe.v62i1.1631=pdf&date_stamp=2020-09-16
https://doi.org/10.4102/koedoe.v62i1.1631�
https://doi.org/10.4102/koedoe.v62i1.1631�

agencies in the municipal, provincial and national spheres
of government. However, the 21 national parks managed by
the South African National Parks (SANParks) agency are
the flagship of South Africa’s protected areas network. With
an increasing demand for tourism and tourism-related
infrastructure development in protected areas, effective
functioning of existing governance mechanisms aimed at
planning and implementing infrastructure in a sustainable
way is essential (Arrow et al. 1995; Swemmer & Taljaard
2011). A suite of governance mechanisms for protected
areas includes strategic plans, conservation plans, park
management plans, species management plans and norms
and standards. Many developments in protected areas in
South Africa trigger mandatory EIA, and therefore, EIA is
an example of an already existing governance instrument to
assist with planning and implementing development in
protected areas in a responsible and sustainable manner.

The output of the EIA process in South Africa is a so-called EIA
report. Because the EIA report provides the basis for decision-
making, the quality of the content of the EIA report is critical if
good authorisation decisions are to be made. The underlying
assumption is that good quality EIA reports enhance the
likelihood of achieving good decisions (Alberts et al. 2020;
Bond et al. 2016). For this reason, the quality of EIA reports has
been a particular focus of international and South African EIA
research (Barker & Jones 2013; Bond et al. 2018; Jalava et al.
2010; Sandham et al. 2008a). Evaluating EIA quality should not
be confused with EIA effectiveness or efficiency, which rely on
good quality EIA reports in order for EIA to achieve its
objectives (effectiveness) within available time and resources
(efficiency) (Pope et al. 2018; Retief 2010). A wealth of literature
exists on EIA report quality in South Africa for different
national and regional contexts as well as for different sectors
such as mining, housing, agriculture, energy and tourism
(Boshoff 2019; Kidd et al. 2018; Sandham et al. 2008a, 2008b;
Sandham et al. 2013b; Sandham & Pretorius 2008; Wylie,
Bhattacharjee & Rampedi 2019). Furthermore, the quality of
biodiversity specialist inputs to EIA in areas with high
biodiversity value has also been researched (Hallatt, Retief &
Sandham 2015; Swanepoel et al. 2019). However, there has
been scant overall reflection on the contribution of EIA to the
conservation sector and more specifically protected areas.

As a first step towards gaining a better understanding of the
potentially broader contribution of EIA to responsible
decision making in protected areas, this research aims to
evaluate the quality of EIA reports for a selected sample of
developments in SANParks.

Methodology

Environmental Impact Assessment report
selection

This research is concerned with EIAs for developments
within theboundaries of national parks. However, SANParks
does not maintain a central database for EIAs conducted in
national parks, which means that an accurate representative
sample cannot be identified. For this reason, it was necessary

Page 2 of 9 . Original Research

http://www.koedoe.co.za . Open Access

to apply the so-called replication logic that relies on a general
point of saturation where the addition of more reports is
unlikely to change the general patterns that emerge from the
data (Yin 2003). Based on other quality review studies
identified in the literature, a sample of between 20 and 30
reports is usually sufficient to reach a valid level of saturation
(Hallatt et al. 2015; Sandham et al. 2013a; Swanepoel et al.
2019). Ultimately, 24 EIA reports across 10 national parks
were included in this study (see Figure 1).

The 24 EIA reports included in the evaluation reflect a range
of activities and development types, over different EIA
regimes spanning 20 years (1997-2017) (see Table 1). To
simplify the data analysis, the five periods of legal changes
to the EIA legislation over the past two decades are grouped
into three regime periods, namely the ECA 1997 regime,
NEMA 2006/10 regime and the NEMA 2014/17 regime (see
Kidd et al. 2018). Six reports reflect the ECA 1997 regime, of
which two are the so-called beefed-up scoping reports! akin
to an EIA report; 10 reports reflect the NEMA 2006/10
regime; and eight reports reflect the NEMA 2014/17 regime.

Environmental Impact Assessment report
quality review package

Quality review packages are widely used to evaluate the
quality of EIA documentation such as scoping reports,
environmental statements and specialist studies across
different sectors and in different contexts (Barker & Jones
2013; Canelas et al. 2005; Cashmore et al. 2002; Lee et al.
1999; McGrath & Bond 1997; Sandham et al. 2008a, 2008b,
2013a; Sandham, Carrol & Retief 2010). A package typically
consists of different report quality review criteria against
which the quality of EIA reports can be evaluated. The Lee
and Colley review package is probably the most widely
applied internationally and consists of multiple criteria
arranged in a four-level hierarchical structure that consists
of an overall report grade, review areas, categories and sub-
categories (see Figure 2; Lee et al. 1999). The Lee and Colley
review package was adapted by Sandham et al. (2013a) to
create a generic EIA report quality review package suitable
for the South African EIA system. As the original Lee and
Colley review package evaluates best practice as well as
EIA report quality (Lee et al. 1999), the adapted package
retained all the original Lee and Colley review topics and
added a number of sub-categories to cater for the unique
features of the South African EIA system. It was not deemed
desirable for this research to further adapt the Sandham et
al. (2013a) review package specifically for conservation or
protected areas because this would have made comparison
with other report quality and longitudinal® studies difficult.

The review of an EIA report starts at the lowest level of
the hierarchy, that is, the sub-categories that consist of
simple criteria related to specific tasks and procedures
for which grades are given. Following the review of the
sub-categories, the Review Categories (RC) are evaluated,

‘beefed-up’ scoping reports.

2.This refers to quality review studies that compare quality over time.
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FIGURE 1: Location of national parks included in the sample of Environmental Impact Assessment reports.

followed in turn by the Review Areas (RA) and finally the
overall EIA report grade. For each level, the review is based
on the review grades of the previous level. A summary
description of the EIA report quality review areas and
criteria is provided in Table 3.

Grades are awarded ranging from A to F, depending on how
well a specific task is judged by the reviewer to have been
performed (Lee et al. 1999; Sandham et al. 2013a; see Table 2).
The review relied on an inter-comparison and double
reviewer approach to calibrate markers as recommended by
Lee et al. (1999) and Poder and Lukki (2011). Two reviewers
initially reviewed two of the reports independently, and the
findings were recorded on a collation sheet using the
assessment system of Table 2. After completing the review
independently, the results were compared; differences were
identified, re-examined and discussed; and a consensus was
reached. Several small differences in allocated grades
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occurred at sub-category level, fewer at the category level,
minimal differences at the level of review areas and none at
the overall report level. After becoming familiar with the
use of the adapted review package in the first two reports,
the remaining EIA reports were then reviewed by a single
reviewer.

Ethical consideration

This article followed all ethical standards for a research
without direct contact with human or animal subjects.

Results and discussion

Environmental Impact Assessment report
quality

Table 3 provides a summary of the overall grades, Review
Area (RA) grades, Review Category (RC) and sub-category
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TABLE 1: Summary of Environmental Impact Assessment reports included in the evaluation.

Report number Description Park name EIA regime
Report 1 Proposed development of an Environmental Experiential Centre at Bordjiesdrif. Table Mountain National Park ECA
Report 2 Proposed upgrading of Buffels Bay Recreational Area. Table Mountain National Park ECA
Report 3 Scoping report for the construction of a new entrance gate and security access Kruger National Park ECA
point at Orpen gate.
Report 4 Scoping report for the Phalaborwa entrance gate. Kruger National Park ECA
Report 5 The proposed upgrade of the caravan and camp site for Satara Rest Camp. Kruger National Park ECA
Report 6 Tamboti tents extension project. Kruger National Park ECA
Report 7 Proposed development of Agulhas Lighthouse Precinct. Agulhas National Park NEMA 2006
Report 8 :roposed development of a hotel at the confluence of the Timfenheni and Crocodile Kruger National Park NEMA 2006
ivers.
Report 9 Proposed Safari Lodge near Malelane Gate. Kruger National Park (2 km boundary) NEMA 2010
Report 10 Proposed Skukuza Safari Lodge development and associated infrastructure in Skukuza. Kruger National Park NEMA 2010
Report 11 Proposed upgrades to the Marataba Lodge. Marakele National Park NEMA 2010
Report 12 Proposed construction accommodation units, luxury camping sites, access road, Kalahari Gemsbok National Park NEMA 2010
upgrading of services infrastructure and a landing strip at Nossob Camp, a luxury camp
site Gharagab as well as a luxury camp site at Craig Lockhart (Mata Mata).
Report 13 Expansion of Elandsberg Rest Camp and establishment of staff accommodation. Tankwa Karoo National Park NEMA 2010
Report 14 Africa’s Energy Footprint Solar power 1 project, Camdeboo Municipality. Camdeboo National Park (800 m from border) NEMA 2010
Report 15 RVM 1 Hydro-electric power (Pty) Ltd, Riemvasmaak Hydropower project, Orange River. Parts of the Augrabies Fall National Park NEMA 2010
Report 16 Proposed construction of additional tourism units and associated infrastructure. Mountain Zebra National Park NEMA 2010
Report 17 Proposed upgrade of the Kraalbaai day visitors’ facilities. West Coast National Park NEMA 2014
Report 18 The Development of a tree-house for tourist accommodation, Marataba Safari Lodge Marakele National Park NEMA 2014
in Marakele.
Report 19 Lodge expansion and refurbishment of the Singita Sweni Lodge, in the Singita Private Kruger National Park NEMA 2017
Concession.
Report 20 Proposed Shangoni gate development. Kruger National Park NEMA 2014
Report 21 Proposed Dawid Kruiper Rest Camp and picnic sites at the Veertiende and Bedinkt Kalahari Gemsbok National Park NEMA 2014
Waterholes.
Report 22 Proposed development of the Phalaborwa Wildlife Activity Hub. Kruger National Park NEMA 2017
Report 23 Proposed development of new access roads and staff accommodation in the Marataba = Marakele National Park NEMA 2017
Section of the Marakele National Park.
Report 24 Development of the Kruger Shalati up-market tourism accommodation on and adjacent  Kruger National Park NEMA 2017

to the Selati Railway Bridge at Skukuza.

EIA, Environmental Impact Assessment; ECA, Environment Conservation Act; NEMA, National Environmental Management Act; RVM, Riemvasmaak.

| Overall assessment |
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Source: Adapted from Lee, N., Colley, R., Bonde, J. & Simpson, J., 1999, Reviewing the quality
of environmental statements and environmental appraisals, Occasional paper number 55,
EIA Centre, Department of Planning and Landscape, University of Manchester, Manchester.
FIGURE 2: Hierarchical structure of the Lee and Colley Environmental Impact
Assessment report review package.

TABLE 2: List of assessment symbols.

Symbol Explanation

A Relevant tasks well performed, no important tasks left incomplete.

B Generally satisfactory and complete, only minor omissions and
inadequacies.

Can be considered just satisfactory despite omissions and/or inadequacies.

Parts are well attempted but must, as a whole, be considered just
unsatisfactory because of omissions or inadequacies.

E Not satisfactory, significant omissions or inadequacies.
F Very unsatisfactory, important task(s) poorly done or not attempted.
N/A Not applicable. The review topic is not applicable, or it is irrelevant in the

context of the statement.

Source: Adapted from Lee, N., Colley, R., Bonde, J. & Simpson, J., 1999, Reviewing the quality
of environmental statements and environmental appraisals, Occasional paper number 55,
EIA Centre, Department of Planning and Landscape, University of Manchester, Manchester.

N/A, not applicable.

grades achieved by the 24 EIA reports, i.e. without
consideration of the three different EIA regimes. The
analysis of the overall quality of the EIA reports for

http://www.koedoe.co.za . Open Access

SANParks projects shows that 92% (n = 22) of the reports
were graded as satisfactory (A-C) and 25% (n = 6) could be
described as ‘well performed’ (A). However, the majority of
the reports, 58% (n = 14), were ‘generally satisfactory’ (B),
and 8% (n = 2) were graded as ‘just satisfactory’ (C) despite
omissions and /or inadequacies. The remaining 8% (n = 2) of
the reports were graded as ‘just unsatisfactory” (D) because
of omissions and/or inadequacies. None of the reports
obtained an E (unsatisfactory) or F (very unsatisfactory)
overall grading.

Figure 3 provides a summary of the quality review
results for the different review areas. The best performance
was achieved in Review Area 4 (Presentation and
communication) with all of the reports being satisfactory
(A—C). This was followed by Review Area 1 (Description
of projectand environment) and Review Area 3 (Alternatives
and mitigation) with 96% satisfactory. However, for
Review Area 1, 88% of the reports were graded as good
(A-B grades), compared with 75% for Review Area 3.
The weakest performance was in Review Area 2
(Impact identification and evaluation), which had the
lowest frequency of satisfactory grades, with 88% of the
reports achieving a C or higher.

Review area 1: Description of the project and the
environment

The analysis (Table 3) suggests three main conclusions:
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Summary of all review areas, categories and sub-categories

A-C Satisfactory

D-F Unsatisfactory

N/A Not Applicable

% n % n % n
Overall grade report as a whole 92 22 8 2 0 -
1 Description of project and environment 96 23 4 1 0 -
1.1 Description of the development 96 23 4 1 0 -
1.1.1 Purpose and objectives 96 23 4 1 0 -
1.1.2 Design and size 100 24 0 - 0 -
1.1.3 Presence and appearance of completed development 83 20 17 4 0 -
1.1.4 Nature of production processes 8 2 0 - 92 22
1.1.5 Nature and quantities of raw materials 62 15 38 9 0 =
1.1.6 Identification of applicant 100 24 0 - 0 -
1.1.7 Details of EAP to carry out assessment 54 13 46 11 0 -
1.2 Site description 88 21 12 3 0 -
1.2.1 Area of development site 100 24 - 0 -
1.2.2 Demarcation of land use areas 100 24 - 0 -
1.2.3 Duration of different phases 50 12 50 12 0 -
1.2.4 Number of workers and/or visitors 79 19 21 5 0 -
1.2.5 Means of transporting raw materials, products and quantities 88 21 12 3 0 -
1.3 Waste 67 16 33 8 0 -
1.3.1 Types and quantities of wastes 75 18 25 6 0 -
1.3.2 Treatment, disposal and disposal routes 88 21 12 3 0 -
1.3.3 Methods of obtaining quantity of wastes 46 11 54 13 0 -
1.4 Environmental description 100 24 0 - 0 -
1.4.1 Area to be affected by development 100 24 0 - 0 -
1.4.2 Effects occurring away from immediate affected environment 96 23 4 1 0 -
1.5 Baseline conditions 100 24 0 - 0 =
1.5.1 Important components of the affected environment 100 24 0 - 0 -
1.5.2 Existing data sources 100 24 0 - 0 -
1.5.3 Local land use plans, policies consulted 100 24 0 - 0 -
2 Impact identification and evaluation 88 21 12 3 0 -
2.1 Definition of impacts 96 23 4 1 0 -
2.1.1 All possible effects on environment 96 23 1 0 -
2.1.2 Interaction of effects 92 22 8 2 0 -
2.1.3 Impacts from non-standard operating procedure 88 21 12 3 0 -
2.1.4 Impacts from deviation from base-line conditions 96 23 4 1 0 -
2.2 Identification of impacts 92 22 8 2 0 -
2.2.1 Impacts identification methodology 96 23 4 1 0 -
2.2.2 Impact identification method used 84 20 12 3 0 -
2.3 Scoping 96 23 1 0 -
2.3.1 Contact general public and special interest groups 96 23 - 4 1
2.3.2 Collect opinions and concerns of I&APs 96 23 - 4 1
2.3.3 Key impacts 96 23 1 0 -
2.4 Prediction of impact magnitude 79 19 21 5 0 -
2.4.1 Data to estimate magnitude of main impacts 84 20 17 4 0 -
2.4.2 Methods used to predict impact magnitude 79 19 21 5 0 -
2.4.3 Predictions of impact in measurable quantities 54 13 46 11 0 -
2.5 Assessment of impact significance 88 21 12 3 0 -
2.5.1 Significance of impact on affected community and society in general 92 22 8 2 0 -
2.5.2 Significance in terms of national and international quality standards 58 14 42 10 0 -
2.5.3 Justification of proposed methods of assessing significance 84 20 17 4 0 -
3 Alternatives and mitigation 96 23 4 1 0 -
3.1 Alternatives 92 22 8 2 0 -
3.1.1 Description of alternative sites 75 18 8 2 17 4
3.1.2 Description of alternative processes, design and operating conditions 92 22 8 2 0 -
3.1.3 For severe adverse impacts rejected alternative identified 92 22 8 2 0 -
3.1.4 Comparative assessment of all alternatives identified 88 21 8 2 4 1
3.2 Scope and effectiveness of mitigation measures 96 23 4 1 0 -
3.2.1 Consider mitigation of all significant adverse impacts 96 23 4 1 0 -
3.2.2 Mitigation measures 96 23 4 1 0 -
3.2.3 Extent of effectiveness of mitigation when implemented 96 23 4 1 0 -

http://www.koedoe.co.za
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Table 3 continues on the next page -
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TABLE 3 (Continues...): Summary of results: Overall grades, review areas and review categories (1 = 24).

Summary of all review areas, categories and sub-categories

A-C Satisfactory

D-F Unsatisfactory N/A Not Applicable

% n % n % n
3.3 Commitment of mitigation 96 23 4 1 0 -
3.3.1 Record of commitment to mitigation measures 96 23 4 1 0 -
3.3.2 Monitoring arrangements 96 23 4 1 0 -
4 Presentation and Communication 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.1 Layout of the report 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.1.1 Introduction 96 23 4 1 0 -
4.1.2 Information logically arranged 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.1.3 Chapter summaries 92 22 4 1 4 1
4.1.4 External sources acknowledged 88 21 12 3 0 -
4.2 Presentation 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.2.1 Presentation of information 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.2.2 Technical terms, acronymes, initials defined 96 23 4 1 0 -
4.2.3 Statement presented as an integrated whole 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.3 Emphasis 96 23 4 1 0 -
4.3.1 Emphasis to potentially severe impacts 92 22 8 2 0 -
4.3.2 Statement must be unbiased 100 24 0 0 -
4.3.3 Opinion as to whether activity should/should not be authorised 96 23 4 1 0 -
4.4 Non- technical summary 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.4.1 Non-technical summary of main findings & conclusions 100 24 0 - 0 -
4.4.2 Summary must cover all main issues 96 23 4 1 0 -

EAP, environmental assessment practitioner; I&AP, interested and affected parties.

|IADBDCIDIEIF
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%
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o
1

RA 1: Description  RA 2: Impact RA 3: RA 4:
of project and identification and  Alternatives Presentation and
environment evaluation and mitigation communication

Review areas

RA, review area.

Note: The black line indicates the critical boundary between ‘satisfactory’ (A—C) above and
‘unsatisfactory’ (D—F) below the line.

FIGURE 3: Grades for review areas of the sample of Environmental Impact
Assessment reports in national parks.

¢ Overall, projects were well described in the EIA reports.
This could be expected for developments in national
parks because of the national and even international
interest in and importance of these areas. This requires
the EIA
development proposal to well-informed, interested and

report to accurately communicate the

affected parties. Moreover, the types of developments
such as visitor facilities, accommodation and access
gates are generally not complex developments per se
and are easily described. Conversely, other research has
shown that project descriptions are weaker for
more complex and large-scale developments such as
those related to mining (Sandham et al. 2008a),

explosives manufacturing (Sandham et al. 2013b) and

http://www.koedoe.co.za . Open Access

large developments impacting on wetlands (Sandham
et al. 2008b).

The description of waste-related aspects was often
unsatisfactorily dealt with in the EIA reports, with only
46% of the reports being satisfactory (A-C) in terms of
sub-category 1.3.3. The analysis found weak
performance with respect to the description of the types
and quantities of waste, treatment, disposal and
disposal routes, and description of methods to obtain
types and quantities of waste. These results suggest
that EIAs for national parks need to significantly
strengthen the consideration of waste-related aspects,
in order
emphasising and promoting best practice waste
management in protected areas (Dunji¢ et al. 2017;
Hockings et al. 2006). Failing in this area could result in
omitting waste-related pollution impacts, which must
be a critical consideration for any development in a
protected area, particularly in national parks. Morrison-
Saunders et al. (2019) showed that waste management
ranks highly in terms of visitor expectations in the
Kruger National Park. Properly dealing with waste
management should therefore underpin developmental
thinking for protected areas. It is worth noting that
dealing with waste also performed poorly in EIA report
quality in other sectors (see, e.g., Sandham et al. 2013a,
2013b).

The environment to be affected and the baseline were
generally well described. This is not surprising for EIAs
in national parks, especially in the South African
context, in which there is a long history of generating
scientific data and knowledge to inform conservation
management. National parks in South Africa are
therefore data rich in terms of environmental and
baseline data.

to align with international trends of
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Review area 2: Impact identification and evaluation

Based on the quality evaluation results, the following
conclusions are made:

e Impact identification and scoping were generally well
conducted. This could most likely be attributed to the
perceived high profile and sensitive nature of
developments in national parks, resulting in high levels
of public interest and participation. This, combined with
the availability of good quality data and information,
seems to result in good quality impact identification and
scoping, which is a typical for South African EIA report
quality, as public participation is not always well
conducted and project impacts are not always well
scoped (Kidd et al. 2018).

e Significance prediction and assessment scored the
lowest of the five sub-categories in Review Area 2,
notwithstanding that quality was found to be relatively
high when compared to the more general performance
with respect to impact significance in South Africa (see
Kidd et al. 2018, Sandham et al. 2013a). Therefore,
dealing with the prediction of impact magnitude, data
to estimate the magnitude of main impacts and
methods used to predict impact magnitude were
generally satisfactory. Moreover, the assessment of
impact significance on affected communities and society
in general and the justification of proposed methods of
assessing significance were also satisfactory. However,
two sub-categories scored significantly lower. Sub-
category 2.4.3 dealing with the predictions of impact in
measurable quantities achieved a C score for 54% of the
reports, which highlights the subjective nature of
significance ratings and the difficulties in providing
quantitative justification for such ratings (Ehrlich &
Ross 2015). Furthermore, sub-category 2.5.2 dealing
with significance in relation to national and international
quality standards produced a C grade for more than half
(58%) of the reports. This may be attributed to the fact
that such standards do not always exist, especially for
more subjective aspects such as aesthetics, visual,
heritage, sense of place and social impacts.

Review area 3: Alternatives and mitigation

Analysis of the review grades lead to the following
conclusions:

e Alternatives were generally well described and
considered. Although the description of alternative sites
in sub-category 3.1.1 had the lowest satisfactory score of
the research area, it still achieved a 75% satisfactory rating
overall. The location of developments in national parks is
a critical consideration from a mitigation perspective, and
related aspects of aesthetics, architecture and building
design are highly rated considerations of visitors
(Morrison-Saunders et al. 2019) as well as being important
for place attachment (Douglas et al. 2019). Therefore, this
result is encouraging. Ideally, the location for
infrastructure development should be guided by strong
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strategic planning, promoting the location of
development preferably outside of or in buffer areas
surrounding parks. Furthermore, the research showed
that architectural design alternatives were generally well
considered for tourist facilities, accommodation and
access gate developments, which supports attempts to
mitigate aesthetic and sense of place impacts.

e Mitigation was generally dealt with satisfactorily. In the
context of national parks, all impacts are potentially
significant, making the identification and implementation
of effective mitigation measures particularly important.
Moreover, continual monitoring is critical to be able to
gauge the effectiveness of mitigation measures over time.
The commitment to the implementation of mitigation
measures was rated high, which is to be expected,
especially in cases where SANParks was the proponent.
Public interest also most likely drives mitigation
performance in national parks.

Review area 4: Presentation and communication of
results

The communication of EIA information in an accessible
format to stakeholders and decision-makers is a critical
component of a good quality EIA report. All but one report
scored satisfactorily in all categories in this review area,
which can be explained by the following: rigorous public
scrutiny, the oversight role by SANParks and the quality
of available baseline data and information (see Review
Area 1). These results suggest that the high quality of the
report presentation and communication should place the
competent authority in a position to digest, interpret and
consider the content towards making an informed and
justified decision.

Temporal trends in Environmental Impact
Assessment report quality

In terms of EIAs for national parks, Figure 4 shows that
four out of six of the reports for the ECA 1997 regime were
graded as satisfactory (A-C), while all of the EIA reports
under the other regimes were found to be satisfactory.
Moreover, four of the six ECA 1997 reports obtained a
B grading (generally satisfactory) and the remaining two
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FIGURE 4: Overall quality across Environmental Impact Assessment regimes.
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were graded as ‘just unsatisfactory’ (D). In the NEMA
2006/10 sample, three reports were ‘well performed’ (A), five
were ‘generally satisfactory” and two were graded as ‘just
satisfactory’(C). In the NEMA 2014/17 sample, three reports
were graded as ‘well performed’ (A) and the remaining five
were graded as ‘generally satisfactory” (B). In comparison to
the ECA 1997 regime, the NEMA regimes (2006/10 and
2014/17) achieved a higher percentage of satisfactory grades,
as well as an increase in A and B grades.

Therefore, an increase in overall report quality is noticeable
from the ECA regime to the NEMA regimes. Comparing the
NEMA regimes, an increase in overall report quality is also
observed between the NEMA 2006/10 regime and the
NEMA 2014/17 regime, with the NEMA 2006/10 regime
achieving two C grades, while the NEMA 2014 /17 co-regime
only achieved A and B grades.

It is encouraging that EIA report quality for developments
in national parks is increasing over time, in contrast to the
negative trend identified by Sandham et al. (2013a) in
comparing report quality from ECA to NEMA 2006.

Conclusion and recommendations

This research aimed, for the first time, to determine the
quality of EIA reports for a selected sample of developments
in SANParks. An adapted version of the well-known Lee
and Colley EIA report quality review package (Sandham
et al. 2013a) was applied to a sample of 24 EIA reports.
Overall, the EIA report quality for developments in national
parks was high, which is encouraging. However, certain
weaknesses were still evident, especially in relation to the
consideration of waste and, to a lesser extent, in dealing with
significance and mitigation. The overall good quality results
most likely are indicative of certain positive key underlying
inputs to the EIA process such as: a strong oversight role by
the environmental authority and SANParks, quality of data
and information, meaningful public interest and
participation and EIA practitioner competency, but further
research is needed to test this hypothesis.

Nevertheless, despite these positive results, there are still
several cautionary aspects to consider given the
methodology and the quality review package applied.
While the use of the particular review package is fully
justified as it allowed for comparative analysis with
previous research, it is also limited in terms of its lack of a
sector-specific focus. A protected area sector-specific quality
review package would potentially include certain important
aspects not addressed by this research. For example,
consideration of context in the review package applied is
limited to one sub-category (1.5.3) specifically focused on
alignment with local land-use plans and policies, which
does not explicitly reflect the strategic conservation context
or other strategic objectives relevant to tourism in protected
areas, such as alignment with responsible tourism practices
(Pope et al. 2019). The strategic context for national parks is
critical to set cumulative limits and thresholds for
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consideration of significance in relation to, for example,
expanding the number of beds, day visitors, vehicles and
services infrastructure. An emphasis on the strategic context
would also allow consideration of cumulative impacts and
the extent to which aspects such as climate and land use
change have been considered in EIA. It is therefore
recommended that a protected area-specific review package
should include additional sub-categories reflecting other
important components of the strategic context for
development in protected areas.

In view of the weak performance around waste, whilst a
revised package might include waste as a separate review
area, the results suggest a pressing need for capacity
development in terms of waste management in national
parks. This assumes that quality grades are poor because of
a lack of understanding of how best to manage waste, rather
than any other explanation, although this assumption is
untested. In South Africa, which is a water-stressed country,
more emphasis might also be required specifically in
relation to water use impacts and mitigation. Ideally, the
sector-specific quality review package should be designed
to still allow for comparison to other report quality research
findings.

Ultimately, good EIA report quality could significantly
support the potential of EIA to contribute to informed
decision-making for developments in national parks. With
the expected increase in development pressure on national
parks, EIA is therefore well positioned to continue to inform
development decisions in national parks towards more
sustainable outcomes.
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