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Exploring the thought process used to make 
critical judgements in the EIA process     
This explainer arƟcle focusses on the impact assessor thought process, with the aim of improving 
planning officer understanding of environmental effects and the significance judgements they are 
asked to make across a planning authoriƟes environmental impact assessment (EIA) screening, 
scoping, and report examinaƟon acƟviƟes.   

When discussing EIA with planning authoriƟes, focus is commonly placed on the procedures and 
related acƟviƟes that a planning officer needs to undertake to deliver compliant and effecƟve 
pracƟce. However, the ulƟmate outcome of that EIA process for the planning authority is to make a 
reasoned conclusion on the significant effects on the environment that would result from the 
proposed development. The planning authoriƟes EIA significance conclusion must then be 
integrated into its decision-making process that determined whether consent is granted or not. As 
such, there is a need for planning officers to have some understanding of the thought process used 
in the impact assessment process that helps build evidence that enables such significance 
conclusions to be made across their EIA duƟes.   

It is useful to start by explaining four terms that are commonly used in EIA pracƟce and therefore 
will be regularly presented in EIA related submissions. Understanding these terms and their 
relaƟonship with one another is also essenƟal in making reasonable judgements about whether the 
predicted environmental effects of a proposed development are significant or not.  

The four common terms regularly used in the EIA process are: 

 Baseline: The current state and status of the environment/specific environmental receptor 
and any known trends related to it  

 Impact1: A change that would be generated by the proposed development, which could be 
the result of its construcƟon, operaƟon, or even subsequent decommissioning 

 Effect1: A consequence to the baseline environment that is the result of an impact that arises 
from the proposed EIA development (effects can be both direct or indirect) 

 Significant Effect: A robustly jusƟfied decision on the significance of an effect, based on an 
evaluaƟon of the available evidence (e.g. baseline, impacts, and effects), that provides a key 
environmental conclusion in the decision-making process and consideraƟon of miƟgaƟon.  

These fours terms relate to each other and build toward the significance judgements made in the 
EIA process, as set out in Figure 1. This relaƟonship is not explicitly defined in the EIA RegulaƟons2; 
however, it is alluded to within the content of Schedule 3 of the RegulaƟons. Schedule 3 is required 
to be considered by planning officers when making a screening opinion to determine whether a 
proposed development will require an EIA.  

1In pracƟce, EIA documents will use the words impact and effect interchangeably, and this is acceptable; however, the flow of evidence presented 
should sƟll demonstrate the build-up of the concepts in the diagram. 2Town & Country Planning EIA (Scotland) RegulaƟons 2017 are available here: 
hƩps://www.legislaƟon.gov.uk/ssi/2017/102/contents  
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The criteria within Schedule 3 sit under three headings, which relate to the following: 

 CharacterisƟcs of development (i.e. the source of the impacts) 
 The locaƟon of development (i.e. the environmental baseline and its sensiƟviƟes in the 

vicinity) 
 The characterisƟcs of the impact (i.e. the descriptors that help define the consequences of 

an environmental effect).   

  

 

 

 

                                       Figure 1: The relaƟonship between the components within the assessment   

The iniƟal acƟons of the EIA consultants, who developers use to prepare their EIA report, act to 
idenƟfy both the impacts and baseline environment relevant to the proposed development. This is a 
key element of the EIA scoping process and involves developing a good understanding of all aspects 
of the proposed development and also of the environment and its receptors both within and 
around the proposed site.   

AŌer the consultants have idenƟfied the impacts and baseline, they go on to predict and describe 
the likely resulƟng effects on the environment. In some cases, EIA guidance will seek to define the 
way such descripƟons should be made by seƫng out pre-determined descriptors – for example: 
high, medium, and low magnitude, or short, medium, and long-term Ɵmescales.   

Once the environmental effects have been described the EIA consultants will evaluate each effect to 
produce the EIA’s findings, the results of this indicaƟng whether they are considered to be 
significant or not. This evaluaƟon process draws across the evidence gathered considering details 
and descriptors associated with the effect (e.g. whether it is temporary or permanent) alongside the 
informaƟon about the nature of the environmental receptor that will receive the consequences of 
the effect (e.g. its sensiƟvity, designaƟon status, importance).   

Such thinking and judgements are not limited to the EIA consultants work for a developer. The same 
sequence of thinking is a core aspect of how planning officers should form their screening and 
scoping opinions and is criƟcal in ulƟmately making the planning authoriƟes reasoned conclusion on 
the significant effects of the development on the environment [under RegulaƟon 4 (1) (d)]. 
However, this does not mean planning officers are expected to have an equivalent depth of 
knowledge or experience about environmental maƩers as the developer’s EIA consultants as 
recognised within the RegulaƟons.   

Developers are required to use competent experts to prepare the EIA report (as per RegulaƟon 5 (5) 
(a)), whereas a planning authority is expected to have sufficient experƟse to examine the EIA report 
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(under RegulaƟon 4 (7)). The legislaƟon does not go on to further explain either of these terms. 
However, it is clear that having sufficient experƟse to examine something does not equate to the 
same deep of expected knowledge or experienced as someone who would be considered to be a 
competent expert in a parƟcular discipline.  

The difference is perhaps more clear when considering the acƟviƟes required in delivery of EIA 
pracƟce. The developer’s EIA consultants are expected to have the depth of knowledge and 
experience to be able to idenƟfy, describe and evaluate relevant effects from scratch to enable 
them to prepare the EIA report. Whereas a planning officer is expected to have the capability to 
examine the environmental informaƟon available to them and make reasonable judgements that 
draw from this evidence. It is important to remember, that the environmental informaƟon includes 
both the EIA report (plus any addiƟonal informaƟon) and also the responses and representaƟons 
made by statutory consultees, the public and other interested parƟes. PerspecƟve and details on 
environmental baseline, effects and their significance will be found within the responses provided 
by the statutory consultees, providing the planning officer with a useful further source of expert 
informaƟon to consider within the applicaƟon of their professional judgement.   

The thought process for a planning officer in examining the informaƟon presented in the EIA report 
and the other environmental informaƟon (defined in RegulaƟon 2) is similar but there is a 
substanƟal difference in the volume of evidence available by this stage of the applicaƟon process. 
Given the need to make Ɵmely consent decisions, planning officers might iniƟally seek to work 
backwards through the process in their iniƟal examinaƟon of the environmental informaƟon. This 
would involve iniƟally looking for effects that are considered to be significant either within the EIA 
report or within the representaƟons received by the planning authority. By understanding these 
perspecƟves on the proposed development’s significant environmental effects and examining the 
evidence (effects, baseline, and impact informaƟon) that sits behind either agreement or difference 
in views of the applicant and representaƟons, a planning officer can help focus their EIA 
examinaƟon on issues that will be key to reaching the planning authoriƟes own reasoned 
significance conclusion.  

UlƟmately planning officers must ensure they review the evidence and apply their professional 
judgement in making significance judgements across the EIA process. This arƟcle has provided 
insight into how such a thought processes can be structured, and the different elements needed to 
build the evidence to make such judgements effecƟvely.  

 

 

 

Further informaƟon on the NaƟonal Planning Hub’s work on EIA can be found here: Environmental 
Impact Assessment | Improvement Service. 


