
Session 3: 
Environmental Impact Assessment:  

A Framework for Environmentally Sound 
Design and Management  



Session Objectives: 

• Define Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA);  
• Understand EIA key concepts & the EIA process 
• Show that the EIA process provides a systematic, 

internationally accepted framework to achieve 
Environmentally Sound Design and Management 
(ESDM); 

• Explain that USAID’s environmental procedures are a 
specific implementation of the general EIA process. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Introduce objectives for this session.




Why this session? 

Isn’t this workshop about USAID’s Environmental 
Procedures, not EIA? 
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• USAID’s environmental procedures are a 
specific implementation of the general 
Environmental Impact  Assessment  
process 

• Understanding this process makes 
USAID’s procedures much easier to 
understand. 

• Core EIA skills are required for effective 
compliance during USAID project design 
and implementation.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
This workshop deals largely with the core skills required for effective compliance. It is meant to be an overview of the skills; you will not be expected to actually carry out the tasks related to environmental compliance, but you will be better informed about what to look for when designing projects, and what agency oversight is when IPs implement programs.



Environmental Impact Assessment 

 Environmental  
Impact Assessment is 
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A formal process for identifying: 

•likely effects of activities or 
projects on the environment, 
and on human health and 
welfare. 

•means and measures to 
mitigate & monitor  these 
impacts 

 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points (define environmental impact assessment (EIA): 
Environmental impact assessment is a general term, used everywhere that environmental impact is an issue.
EIA begins when there is enough information to do an assessment – if you’re soliciting proposals for a broad area of development and you’re not sure what you will receive in response, bidders need to know that there is the possibility that an EIA will need to be conducted. Or, if USAID already knows, implementing partners need to be made aware. 

EIA provides a structure for clearly listing environmental review requirements. Such review requirements are “safety checks” for environmental soundness. 
The documentation required by the EIA forms a basis for anyone making an environmental evaluation of a project’s design and implementation. 
Assessors may include funders, regulatory agencies, and the implementing organization itself. 
The systematic nature of the EIA process reduces the errors and oversights which are likely when people use ad hoc approaches to environmental design. 

One way to think about it is that the goal of any EIA process is environmentally sound design.*

*Source: Extracted from Environmental Guidelines for Small Scale Activities in Africa.  Part 1, Chapter 2. Introduction to Environmentally Sound Design.

Emphasize that environmental impact assessments are a formal process.

“Means and measures” are strategies for minimizing negative environmental impacts. 



Environmental Impact Assessment:  
a universal requirement 

• From its beginnings in the 1970 US National 
Environmental Policy Act. . . 

• Most countries & almost all donors  
(including USAID) now have EIA 
requirements 

• EIA now extends beyond government works 
to 
• Infrastructure and economic development  

projects funded by the private sector & donors 
• Analysis of policies, not just projects 

• In many developing countries, EIA is the core  
 of national environmental regulation 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
About the beginnings of EIA: rooted in the environmental crisis that affected all industrialized economies in the 1950s/60s/70s. E.g.:
* 1952 “Killer fog” kills 4,000 in London
* 1963 Silent Spring documents the effects of DDT
* 1966 Cuyahoga River burns for the 3rd time in Cleveland, Ohio, USA

Looking back from today, the causes were obvious: 
Population Growth
Natural Resource Pressures
Urbanization
Industrialization
Which combined to create unprecedented environmental damage with consequent effects on human health and welfare.

EIA was one response: First national EIA requirements: 1970 US National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) requires EIA for US government projects.
Other responses: regulation of industry, environmental treaties. . .

EIA has an even more central environmental protection role in many developing countries than it does in the US and other wealth economies.:

In the US and many wealthy economies, environmental management requirements for industry and infrastructure in operation are established by operating permits under media-specific pollution laws. For example, the Environmental Protection Agency requires environmental impact assessments as part of its policies.

In many developing countries, operating requirements are established almost solely under the EIA process. 




Key EIA concepts 

• Defining “impact” 
• Characterizing baseline conditions 
• Defining “activity” 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
Next we will talk about key concepts in environmental impact assessments. 

The following slides provide detail on:
Defining “impact” of an activity on the environment
Determining what the current, baseline, conditions are 
Defining what we mean when we talk about development “activities”



Key EIA concept: What is an impact? 

The impact of an activity is the 
change from the  
baseline situation 
caused by the activity. 
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To measure an impact, 
you must know what the 
baseline situation is. 

! 

The baseline 
situation is the 
existing 
environmental 
situation or 
condition in the 
absence of the 
activity. 
 
The baseline 
situation is a key 
concept in EIA.  



Characterizing the baseline situation. . . 
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The environmental 
components 
 of interest  
are those:  

• likely to be 
affected by your 
activity 

• upon which your 
activity depends 
for its success 

  

Water? Quantity, quality, reliability, 
accessibility 

Soils? Erosion, crop productivity, 
fallow periods, salinity, 
nutrient concentrations 

Flora? Composition and density of 
natural vegetation, 
productivity, key species 

Fauna? Populations, habitat 
 

Special Key species  
ecosystems? 

Env Health? Disease vectors, 
pathogens 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Before showing the entire slide, give the example of an ecotourism activity that is dependent on high water levels in watering holes (so that tourists can see animals as they come to drink). 

Ask: 
What would be an environmental impact that you would be very interested in knowing about? (Obvious answer: the effect of any development on the water levels in the watering holes.) 

That would be an environmental component of interest, in this case.

Before showing yellow boxes, ask: You’ve mentioned water. What are other, general examples of environmental components? 
Take responses and then show the yellow boxes to compare their responses and to show the range of components that characterize the baseline situation in almost any context.

Talking points:
In EIA, the baseline situation is described in terms of environmental components (water, soils, etc) ---but not all environmental components, rather those that are of INTEREST. These are the components which are (1) likely to be affected by your activity, or (2) those upon which your activity depends for its success. 

With respect to the latter: For example, an ecotourism activity might depend on water level in watering holes---but this environmental component is not in fact affected by your activity.




Baseline situation: not just a “snapshot 
in time” 
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This chart of groundwater 
levels shows both 
variability and a trend 
over time.   
 
BOTH are part of the 
groundwater baseline 
situation. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Image: this shallow well features a raised enclosure and a cover, both of which help to reduce the possibility of contamination. Shallow wells provide an easy way to monitor groundwater levels. 

Talking point:
Describing the baseline situation requires describing both the normal variability in environmental components and current trends in these components.




Types of impacts & their attributes 
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• Direct & indirect 
impacts 

• Short-term & long-
term impacts 

• Adverse & 
beneficial impacts 

• Cumulative impacts 

The EIA process is 
concerned with 

all types of impacts and 
may describe them in a 

number of ways 

• Intensity 
• Direction  
• Spatial extent 
• Duration  
• Frequency  
• Reversibility  
• Probability  

 
But all impacts 
are NOT treated 

equally. 
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Provide examples of types of impacts.

Make the point that not all impacts are treated equally, as the next slides will demonstrate.



ESSENTIAL to focus 
on the most 
significant impacts 

Focus! 
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! 

You definitely do not 
have time and 
resources to analyze 
and discuss in detail 
less important ones. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:

Important to focus your limited resources on those impacts that are going to be most significant. As the National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP) says, “be analytic, not encyclopedic.” 
An EIA will help you prioritize.



What is an activity? 
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ACTIVITY: 
market access 
road 
rehabilitation 

ACTIONS: 
Survey, grading, culvert 
construction, compaction, 
etc. . . 

A desired 
accomplishment or 
output 

E.g.: a road, seedling 
production, or river 
diversion to irrigate 
land 

An activity is:  
Accomplishing an activity 
requires a set of actions 

The EIA process examines the impacts of activities. 
 

A project or program 
may consist of many 
activities 



The EIA process 
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• Scope 
• Evaluate baseline situation 
• Identify & choose alternatives 
• Identify and characterize potential 

impacts of proposed activity and 
each alternative 

• Develop mitigation and monitoring  
• Communicate and document 

throughout 

Phase I: 
Initial inquiries 

Phase II: 
Full EIA study  
(if needed) 

Most USAID activities do NOT proceed to a full EIA study 

• Understand proposed 
activities 

• Screen 

• Conduct preliminary 
assessment (if 
needed) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
There are two phases to an EIA. During Phase I, you determine if there is a need for an assessment, and if necessary, conduct a preliminary assessment.

If the preliminary assessment determines that more study is needed, a full EIA is conducted. Most USAID projects and programs do not require a full EIA study.

The following slides give more detail on the two phases of the EIA.



Phase I of the EIA process 
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Screen the 
activity 

 
Based on the 
nature of the 
activity what 

level of 
environmental 

review is 
indicated? 

Conduct a 
Preliminary 
Assessment 

 
A rapid, 

simplified EIA 
study using 
simple tools 

(e.g. the 
USAID IEE) 

ACTIVITY IS  
OF MODERATE 
OR UNKNOWN 
RISK 

SIGNIFICANT 
ADVERSE 
IMPACTS 

POSSIBLE 

SIGNIFICANT  
ADVERSE  
IMPACTS  

VERY UNLIKELY 

ACTIVITY IS LOW 
RISK (Of its nature, 
very unlikely to have 
significant  adverse 
impacts) 

ACTIVITY IS 
HIGH RISK (Of its 
nature, likely to have 
significant adverse 
impacts) 

Phase II Phase I Understand 
proposed 

activity 
 

Why is the 
activity being 
proposed? 

 
What is being 

proposed? 

BEGIN 
FULL 
EIA 

STUDY 

*approval is CONDITIONAL on any mitigation 
specified by the preliminary assessment being 
implemented 

Document 
& submit 

for 
approval* 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
This is the basic process that all agencies, donors and countries follow to do an environmental impact assessment. 

Ask:
Why is it important to understand the objective of the development activity? (It is very important to understand the objective of the development activity, so that you can achieve the desired outcome. If we take the example of the ecotourism project, what is the objective of that project? Is it to increase the neighboring community’s income? Is it to protect the wildlife? Is it to improve the lives of women? If you don’t understand the objectives of the project then you might get unintended consequences, including negative environmental consequences.)

Note: Participants have this flow chart in their workbooks so that you can refer to it in subsequent slides.




Screen the activity 
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Screen each 
activity 

Based on the 
nature of the 
activity, what 

level of 
environmental 

analysis is 
indicated? 

These questions do NOT: 
• require analysis 
• require detailed knowledge of the proposed 
sites, techniques or methods 

SCREENING asks a very basic set of questions 
about the activity.  

Example screening questions:  
  Does the activity involve: 
• Penetration road building? 
• Large-scale irrigation? 
• Introduction of non-native crop or agroforestry 
species? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
Screen the activity mans determining if the impacts will be low, medium or high. 

Ask: 
If you receive a proposal is to develop a curriculum for 6th graders to improve their English language skills, what level of environmental analysis would be required? (Low.)
Following the flow chart in the previous slide, what would you do in that case? (Document the decision and begin implementing the project.)

Ask:
If you receive a proposal to build a road through a national forest where there had never been a road before, what level of environmental review would you indicate? (High.)
What would you do in that case? (Begin a full Environmental Impact Assessment study.)

Ask:
If the proposal is to build latrines at a school, what level of environmental review would be necessary? (Conduct a preliminary assessment. This will help you determine if the situation deserves more attention or not.) What would you assess? (Refer to slide Characterizing Baseline Situation. At minimum, you would assess water, soils, environmental health)

Make the point that one does not need to be an expert to do this level of screening. Common sense and basic knowledge will help you decide.



The Preliminary Assessment (USAID’s Initial 
Environmental Examination) 
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Conduct a 
Preliminary 
Assessment 

A rapid, 
simplified EIA 
study using 
simple tools 

(USAID Initial 
Environmental 
Examination 

(IEE) 

 

Purpose is to provide  
documentation 
and analysis that:  

Screening determines 
whether the preliminary 

assessment is 
necessary 

! 

• Allow the preparer to determine 
whether or not significant 
adverse impacts are likely 

• Allows the reviewer to agree or 
disagree these determinations 

• Sets out mitigation and 
monitoring for adverse impacts 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
If answers to the screening questions are “yes,” then a preliminary assessment is necessary. At USAID, this is called the Initial Environmental Examination, or IEE.
A preliminary assessment lets procurer know if there is a need to do further assessment.



The Preliminary Assessment (IEE) 
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For each activity it covers, a 
preliminary assessment has 3 
possible findings: 
 
The activity is. . . 
•very unlikely to have 
significant adverse impacts. 

•unlikely to have significant 
adverse impacts with 
specified mitigation and 
monitoring,  

• likely to have significant 
adverse impacts (full EIA 
study is required) 

Typical Preliminary 
Assessment outline 

 
1. Background (Development 

objective, list of activities) 
 
2. Description of the baseline 

situation 
 
3. Evaluation of potential 

environmental impacts 
 
4. Mitigation & monitoring 
 
5. Recommended Findings 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
This slide gives an overview of an IEE. (This will be covered in greater detail later in the workshop.)



When to Proceed 
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We only proceed to  
Phase II of the EIA process 

 IF 
Phase I indicates that  

a FULL EIA STUDY  
is required 

! 



Full EIA study  
(USAID’s Environmental Assessment) 
 
 The full EIA study has 

very similar objectives 
and structure to a 
preliminary assessment. 

However, the full EIA 
study differs in 

important ways:  
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A formal scoping process 
precedes the study to 
identify issues to be 
addressed 

Analysis of environmental 
impacts is much more 
detailed  

Alternatives* must be 
formally defined. The 
impacts of each alternative 
must be identified & 
evaluated, and the results 
compared 

Public participation is 
required 

A professional EIA team is 
usually required 

! 

*includes the project as  
proposed, the no-action alternative, and 
at least one other real alternative 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
Structurally, the full study is the same as a preliminary study, but this formal process is much more detailed and helps decide what is really important and what does not need to be included. 

Defining alternatives means that options must be provided:
What is being proposed
What the impact would be if nothing was done
At least one other reasonable option

Make the point that USAID does not currently have the expertise to do this level of study. Calls on partners to do these. 





3 rules for Environmentally Sound Design & 
Management (ESDM) 

Be prevention-
oriented 

Apply best 
development 
practices to 

environmental 
aspects of the 

activity 

Be systematic 

1 2 3 

Properly done, the EIA  
process makes them a reality.  



Be prevention-oriented 
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Improve agricultural 
productivity 

Project objective: 

Possible methods How do we choose? 

Introduce 
improved crop 

varieties? 

Change use of  
agricultural 

inputs? 
Change cultivation 

practices? 

• Prevention occurs across the project 
lifecycle. . . 
 . . but starts with DESIGN 

• DESIGN starts with the 
 choice of method 

• Environmental impacts  
are 1 factor considered 

1 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Photos (left to right): 
Organic manure application, Vietnam [G. Burpee, CRS]
Improved rice variety evaluation plot, East Timor [credit: M Stoughton/Cadmus)]
Soil conserving slope cultivation techniques, Uganda [credit: M Stoughton/Cadmus]

Ask:
How does prevention occur across the project lifecycle?

Discuss:
Lifecycle element: design
* Make decisions about site, technique and operating practices to minimize impacts

Lifecycle element: Construct/implement
 Implement design decisions
 Build capacity for environmentally sound operation  (this prevents operations impacts arising from poor operation)

Lifecycle element: Operate (may include handover)
Implement and maintain proper operation (assuming good design, proper operation prevents (minimizes) impacts)
Monitor the activity and its impacts (so you can detect any problems at a small stage, and prevent a bigger one from forming)

Decommission (some projects)
* Carry out decommissioning in an environmentally sound manner. 
�
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EIA assures a “prevention orientation” 

Be prevention-
oriented 

1 • Prevention begins with choice of 
method.  
“Consider alternatives” is a key 
principle of EIA.  
 

• EIA forces formal consideration of 
environmental issues during  project 
design.  

Early consideration is key to 
prevention—because that is when 
design changes can be made 



2 

Using a  technically sound design… 

That is suited for the local 
social & policy context 

Building beneficiary capacity & 
stakeholder commitment 

Adjusting what we do as results come in 

. . .to environmental 
aspects of the activity 
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AND design for climate change 

Apply general best development practices. . 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
The same best practices that we follow for designing, implementing and evaluating any development program or project are the same practices that we should be using to conduct EIA. 
In addition, we need to be cognizant of the effects that climate change are having on development. (More about that later in the workshop.)

The following slides provide more detail on how best practices in development apply to environmentally sound design and management. 



Best Practice #1: Technically sound design 

The design must be 
appropriate for local 
environmental conditions 
…. 

Appropriate  
choice of crops or 

trees? 

? 

Appropriate 
choices of 

construction 
materials and 

methods? 

? 

For example. . . 

… Rainfall, temperature, soils, 
flood, drought and 
earthquake potential. . .  
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Best Practice #2:  
Design for the policy & social context   
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with national and local 
environmental laws and 
policies 

Compliance 

Activities utilizing land and 
other natural resources 
must be compatible with 
local NRM and land tenure  

Natural resource 
manngagment and land 
tenure 

Environmental 
management measures 
must be matched to 
capabilities 

Language, literacy 
land and resource 

rights are often gender-
specific 

Environmental 
applications: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Note: projects must often comply with different laws/regulations and policies that have conflicting purposes. (e.g., Environmental protection legislation and agricultural-economic development policies) 








Best Practice #3:  
Build commitment & capacity. . .   
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Local beneficiaries need to be 
trained and committed to: 

• environmentally sound operation. 
• maintaining the equipment/ 

structure 

Proper maintenance and 
operation are critical to 
controlling environmental 
impacts.  

! Environmental application: 

Who will maintain it? 
Who will operate it? 



Ethics require it 
(environmental justice) 
 

. . . and involve the local community  
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Local residents must 
live with the 
environmental impacts 
of activities! 

• How often does the river 
flood? 

• How often are crops 
rotated? 

• Is there a land tenure 
problem? 

• What do people value and 
need? 

LOCAL KNOWLEDGE 
is critical  

LISTEN to the 
community 
 
TALK to both 
men and women 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
ESDM process requires involving stakeholders in assessing and designing the project so that they are committed to implementing and maintaining it after completion.

Sometimes the term “Environmental Justice” is used to describe the ethical obligation to ensure that environmental risks and access to benefits are distributed equally and that access to information, participation in decision making, and access to justice in environment-related matters are enjoyed by all. 



Best Practice #4:  
Practice Adaptive Management 

Environmental dimension: 
If our activity has 
unintended adverse 
environmental 
consequences, we need to 
DO SOMETHING ABOUT 
IT! 
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“Adjust what we do as 
results come in” 

• Funding for 
environmental monitoring 
in project budget 

• flexibility to adapt the 
project in response to 
unanticipated adverse 
impacts  

• Adjusting implementation 
based on the experiences 
of others 

Requires: 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
Project implementation has to remain flexible enough to adapt to unanticipated adverse impacts 




Best Practice #5:  
Design for Climate Change 

 Already mentioned: future baseline conditions will 
change—design projects to be ROBUST to meet these 
changes 
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But in 
addition 

While  individual projects are rarely 
significant contributors to gobal climate 
change. . . 

. . .climate change is driven by the sum 
of many small actions.  

So even small-scale projects should 
seek to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions/ increase sequestration/ 
reduce climate vulnerability in the 
local area in a manner consistent 
with their development objectives.  
 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking points:
We have already mentioned that future baseline conditions will change, Projects need to be robust enough to respond effectively to those changes. 



Best Practice #5: Design for Climate 
Change 
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Reduce 
greenhouse 

gas emissions  
 

Reduce 
climate 

vulnerability in 
the local area 

 
Increase 

sequestration  

Use alternative energy (PV, 
windmill water pumping, etc) 

Improve thermal performance in 
building design  

Prioritize water efficiency to 
reduce a project’s contribution to 
the area’s future water stress  

Tree-planting 

Example actions in small-scale projects: 

Soil carbon measurement by 
hand in Senegal 

Land management sustainable 
grazing, cropping 



How does EIA make “Rule 2” a reality?  
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Apply best development practices to 
environmental aspects of the activity 

Technical soundness 

Stakeholder commitment 

Adaptive management 

EIA requires characterizing 
environmental conditions 

Stakeholder consultation is 
central to EIA 

EIA requires a systematic 
approach to field 
monitoring 

2 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Talking point:
The process required by EIA supports environmentally sound design and management.



Be systematic 

3 

Rule 3 for achieving ESDM. . . 
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 Take a systematic look at: 
• the possible adverse  

environmental impacts of an 
activity 

• ways to reduce these impacts. 
 
The best way to be systematic:  
Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA)! 

 



EIA: Best practice – and the law! 

EIA: the internationally accepted process  to 
achieve Environmentally Sound Design & 
Management  

• Systematic process to be prevention oriented & assure 
that environmental aspects of development best 
practices are applied 

AND 
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EIA is: 
• REQUIRED BY LAW in most 

countries.  
• REQUIRED by almost all donors. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The three basic rules for achieving ESDM are summarized in the statement: “EIA is a systematic framework to be prevention oriented & assure that environmental dimensions of development best practices are applied”. 
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