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Introduction 
 
The overall aim of this research proposal was to examine the extent to which civil society informs 
environmental decision-making by assessing the public participation process employed in the 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) procedure in two case studies in the Western Cape. This final 
research report documents the research process and findings. 
 
Research process 
 
Although broad overarching principles or “core values” that characterize “good” public participation 
(PP) processes can be identified, there exists no single definition of public participation nor agreement on 
the procedures and/or steps/activities that constitute a “good” public participation process. This lack of 
definition and consensus on procedural aspects has implications regarding how PP processes are 
designed and evaluated, and complicate efforts which aim to assess the extent to which participatory 
principles and processes are followed within EIA practice. For these reasons, this research project has 
focused on developing a Participation Framework which embraces the values, principles and procedural 
elements of what is broadly regarded in the literature, and practically considered to be “best” practice PP. 
The Framework then aims to provide a yardstick against which the PP processes employed in the EIA 
process can be evaluated. Furthermore, this Framework can assess the suitability and integrity of PP 
processes being followed in EIA processes in South Africa.  
 
The authors of this framework do not believe that PP processes employed in environmental decision-
making could, or should, be reduced to a formulaic approach. However they believe that it is valuable to 
take cognizance of the key elements that can be expected to be found in a meaningful PP process in 
environmental decision-making, as captured in this Framework. 
 
The Participation Framework was based on a review of current literature relevant to the theoretical 
debate concerning the role of civil society in environmental decision-making, examination of ‘best 
practice’  PP guidelines and examples, as well as a review of the relevant policies, laws and institutional 
arrangements governing civil society participation in EIA in South Africa. The Participation Framework 
was subsequently workshopped with key stakeholders, including representatives from civil society, 
environmental practitioners and government officials involved in authorising EIA processes. 
 
The Participation Framework aims to: 
(i) Raise awareness and facilitate understanding amongst civil society, environmental authorities 

and environmental practitioners regarding the challenges associated with  meaningful PP in EIA; 
(ii) Raise awareness amongst civil society concerning their roles and responsibilities in the PP 

process; 
(iii) Disclose the expectations of civil society regarding their involvement in environmental decision-

making; 
(iv) Provide a set of key questions against which civil society and relevant environmental authorities 

and any other interested parties can assess the adequacy and integrity of a PP process followed 
within an EIA process; 

(v) Provide guidance to environmental practitioners concerning the PP approach and procedures that 
is expected from civil society and environmental authorities.  

(vi) Foster trust between civil society and environmental practitioners, as both groups of stakeholders 
recognize the need to mutually support each other as they work towards improved PP in EIA 
practice. 

 
The Participation Framework is provided overleaf. 
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The Participation Framework provided the basis for a comparative analysis of the PP processes employed in 
two EIA’s underway in the Western Cape, namely the Pebble Bed Modular Reactor (PBRM) EIA and the 
Darling Wind Farm EIA. These case study analyses are provided in Appendix 4 and 5 of the unpublished 
research report entitled “.Participation Framework: A framework to assess the role played by civil society in 
environmental decision-making in South Africa” completed in January 2005 (EEU Report Number 
11/05/269b).  
 
A paper entitled “Funneling public participation towards more effective environmental decision-making in 
EIAs” (McDaid and Kruger) was presented at the IAIAsa conference in KwaZulu-Natal in October 2004, 
and elaborates an approach proposed to enhance PP in EIA. 
 
Finally, the key elements of the Participation Framework and findings of the case study analyses have been 
summarised and are presented in a popular pamphlet on public participation in EIA. This information is 
presented in Appendix 1 (EEU Unpublished Pamphlet number 11/05/269z). 
 
 
 
Research findings 
 
The elements comprising the PP Framework were (i) the political context; (ii) values and ethics; (iii) 
institutional arrangements; (iv) power relations, and (v) procedures and mechanisms. The key research 
findings and lessons learnt, short term recommendations for improved practice, and long term 
recommendations including policy and legal reforms required, are presented in Table 1 below. 
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Table 1: Key research findings based on case study analysis using the PP Framework  

 
 

1. Political context: The Participation Framework highlights how environmental decision-making occurs within a political context that is 
framed by the political goals and strategies of the ruling party. Furthermore it describes how political affiliations to the project can promote or 
undermine civil society engagement in the environmental assessment process.  

Findings and Lessons Learnt Short Term 
Mechanisms To 
Improve Practice 

Long Term 
Recommendations (including 
policy and legal reform) 

Both case study analyses supported the theory that political context influences EIA process.  
 
In the Darling windfarm case, these political factors included non-transparent beaurocratic 
processes (which resulted in delays that cannot be accounted for); decision-making operating 
within a vacuum; and the lack of opportunity for negotiation in order to settle differences.  
 
The PBMR case demonstrated political influence through, for example, cabinet stating (in 
the press) that the PBMR would have a positive economic impact on South Africa- before 
reviewing the EIA report; the diagrammatic representation of the EIA process presented 
upfront in the draft Scoping Report indicating a final outcome as “Project approval”; and the 
description of the EIA objectives appearing to justify the project to the public (rather than 
being used as a decision-making tool). 
 
In response to this political climate, civil society are more frequently preparing for an EIA 
process that will end in an appeal, rather than engaging in the process in a constructive 
manner.  This has resulted in escalating levels of conflict associated with EIAs, and 
increasing numbers of appeals being received by the relevant political authority. (Over 60 
appeals associated with the PBRM ROD were received).  
 
Both case studies illustrated limited ability for civil society to respond to the political 
elements influencing the EIA process. Unless civil society works though organised and well 
resourced representative bodies who are informed of their rights concerning the promotion of 
administrative justice, (and aware of the channels through which to move in order to assist 
them in accessing these rights), civil society is relatively powerless against the political 
forces influencing environmental decision-making. (Also see section 4: Power relations). 

- Additional 
political 
commitment 
towards a fair and 
meaningful 
participation 
process is required. 
Presently this 
requires additional 
resources being 
made available to 
support 
organisations 
engaged in 
ensuring 
environmental 
justice.  
 

- An EIA process is one 
development tool within the 
political economy. It is 
recommended that further 
studies should be 
undertaken in order to 
investigate the relationship 
between EIA processes and 
political directives. 
 
- Research into 
investigating current 
support mechanisms, or 
lack thereof, for decision-
makers experiencing 
political pressure, should 
also be undertaken. 
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2. Values and Ethics: The Participation Framework describes the potential value of stakeholders acknowledging (i) the existence of diverse 

value systems, and (ii) the implications of personal values, with respect to engaging in meaningful participation that promotes sustainable 
development.  The Participation Framework proposes that the very act of acknowledging these differences may allow people to think past 
immediate conflict, recognise other perspectives, and potentially move towards a common solution. 

Findings and Lesson’s Learnt Short Term Mechanisms To Improve Practice Long Term Recommendations  

The Darling Wind Farm case study analysis could not 
comment directly on the role that stakeholder values and ethics 
have played in the public participation process. However, 
whilst explicit discussion regarding stakeholder interests, needs 
and values was not undertaken, interested and affected parties 
were provided with an opportunity to investigate other 
stakeholders’ points of view, as expressed in any written 
format. Furthermore a socio-economic impact assessment 
specialist study was undertaken and compiled in the EIA 
Report, and these captured some stakeholder perceptions 
regarding the proposal for the wind farm. In general the belief 
that South Africa must pursue renewable energy options was 
for many stakeholders a strong motivation for supporting the 
wind farm proposal, and this outweighed any concern for local 
environmental impacts. However, for some local directly 
affected residents, the local impacts (such as noise and visual 
impacts), outweighed the renewable energy agenda. 
 
The PBMR case provided a good example of how the 
consultants failed to be sensitive to different value systems. 
Instead, it could be argued that the consultants imposed their 
own value system on the process. For example, although many 
stakeholders raised issues concerning the burden to be placed 
on future generations, the EIA did not address public concern 
by commenting on the ethical issues associated with 
radioactive waste disposal. Analysis of the case study suggests 
that the environmental practitioners held a technocratic view 
(with the ethical side of the debate thus being unworthy of 
discussion).  Their response to the issue of nuclear waste was a 
technical one - that a policy and plan must be made to store it, 
rather than engaging a specialist to address the public's 
concerns. 

- Environmental practitioners should undertake 
reasonable measures to obtain information 
concerning stakeholder interests, needs and 
values. Whether this information is submitted 
through organised civil society groupings, or 
from individuals, information describing 
stakeholder perceptions of the potential trade-
offs (with respect to their perceptions of the 
positive and negative impacts) should be 
documented. Furthermore a specific section of 
the EIA/Scoping Report should discuss and 
justify the methodology adopted for engaging 
with the stakeholders, and provide an analysis 
of the approach following its implementation. 
In this way authorities would be provided with 
additional insights, and civil society’s concern 
that technical issues receive the most attention 
(with value based opinions accorded less 
attention and lesser importance), would move 
towards being addressed. Finally, where an 
SIA is required, an analysis of stakeholder 
interests, needs and values should be explicitly 
called for in the Specialist terms of reference. 
 
- More developers should embrace the 
principles of sustainability, as it is likely that 
they will receive greater civil society support 
(through the principles of sustainability being 
more aligned with the ethics and norms of civil 
society).   

- Environmental practice must 
strive with greater impetus 
towards implementing the 
shift in development 
approach, as called for in 
NEMA, away from the purely 
technical and economically 
driven value system, towards 
an understanding of the 
interrelations between society 
and the natural resource base.  
 
- Case studies of success 
stories illustrating genuine 
efforts to integrate ecological 
constraints and development 
needs need to be highlighted, 
and awareness raised 
concerning the potential for 
win-win development 
opportunities where consensus 
was reached. 
 
- EIA-related case law should 
be compiled, analysed and 
interpreted such that it may be 
used to improve EIA practice. 
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3. Institutional arrangements: The Participation Framework concludes that current institutional arrangements contribute towards the state of 

powerlessness experienced by environmental practitioners. This sense of powerlessness in turn enhances civil society’s perceptions of 
environmental practitioner bias and lack of independence. 

Findings and Lesson’s Learnt Short Term Mechanisms To Improve Practice Long Term 
Recommendations  

The Framework showed that existing institutional arrangements do 
not allow for environmental practitioners to be perceived as 
independent and fair by civil society. This perception was evident 
amongst certain stakeholders linked to the Darling case study, 
however in general, the relative “independence” of the 
environmental practitioner (relative to many other environmental 
practitioners in practice), was evident since, in this case, the 
environmental practitioner was not dependant on managing EIA 
processes in order to generate a livelihood.  
 
The institutional shortcomings identified in the Participation 
Framework are evident in the PBMR case study analysis, which, 
with the current institutional arrangements, highlights the near 
impossible task of any environmental practitioner being 
considered “independent”. The reality that the services of the 
environmental practitioners are paid for by developer creates a 
dependency relationship that cannot be ignored. Several of the 
accusations associated with this real or perceived sense of 
environmental practitioner bias during activities associated with 
the PBMR EIA were evident during the analysis.  
 
Reading around the case studies suggested that the (i) increasing 
levels of conflict, (ii) increasing numbers of appeals, and (iii) 
rising number of court actions, are a direct result of the inability of 
any environmental practitioner to be perceived as truly 
independent. Finally, it was found that a lack of alignment 
amongst planning processes results in stakeholders being unaware 
of the reality that failure to repeatedly raise their objections in all 
(apparently disparate) institutional processes compromises their 
ability to influence the final outcome. 

- It is of the utmost urgency that 
environmental practitioners be removed from 
a direct dependency on the developer, and that 
the public be given a greater say over the 
appointment of environmental practitioners 
and the evaluation of the integrity of EIA 
processes. 
 
- The possibility of the full EIA process being 
managed by a public participation practitioner 
who sub-contracts relevant specialists, 
including an environmental assessment 
practitioner, might be explored. In this way, 
the public participation expert is more likely 
to be perceived as having more authority, with 
more power to engage with the proponent on 
behalf of the stakeholders. 
 
- The possibility that companies who have the 
potential to benefit from the proposed project, 
(should it be given approval), not being 
allowed to manage the EIA process and/or not 
being allowed to tender for any work 
subsequent to project approval, should also be 
explored. 
 
- A database of environmental consultants, 
public participation practitioners and other 
specialists with details of consultant 
qualifications and experience, and is open to 
public scrutiny, should be developed. 

- An audit of the legal and 
institutional processes 
associated with 
environmental decision-
making within each of the 
three levels of government 
should be undertaken. This 
audit should then inform 
legal reform and 
development of a 
streamlined institutional 
process.  
 
- The establishment of a 
professional body with 
whom both public 
participation practitioners 
and EIA practitioners must 
be registered, should be 
implemented. 
 
- Developers paying for the 
EIA process through their 
contribution towards a fund 
that is managed by the 
relevant authority; and/or 
the relevant authority 
identifying a selection of 
EIA practitioners that 
should be selected from by 
the developer, could also be 
explored. 
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4. Power relations:  The Participation Framework describes an EIA process as one that should provide an opportunity for all stakeholders to 

participate equally.  However it has been observed that, in reality, the opportunities for participation are never equal. The manifestations of 
different power relations (including, for example, the power to be heard, the power to understand, analyse and provide input into the EIA 
process, the power of money and the power of the media) are interlinked and co-dependent. The Participation Framework proposes that these 
power relations should not be overlooked when aiming for a meaningful and fair participation process, and should be reported upon in the 
EIA. 

Findings and Lesson’s Learnt Short Term Mechanisms To 
Improve Practice 

Long Term Recommendations  

The impact the different role players had in terms of power relations 
could not be fully assessed in either of the case studies. However, 
two of the key role players in the Darling case study appeared to 
wield significant power through being financially well resourced and 
institutionally well connected to key decision-makers. The broader 
stakeholder group (including historically disadvantaged 
communities) appeared to have the least power. 
 
The PBMR case study analysis also provided some evidence for the 
influence of power relations on EIA process, as was illustrated by, 
for example, the NGO ‘Earthlife Africa’ engaging the services of the 
NGO called the ‘Legal Resources Centre’ as their legal advisers.  
 
Both case studies required that lawyers be engaged in the process, 
since correspondence written by lawyers is typically regarded more 
seriously (and therefore has more power of influence) than 
correspondence received from ordinary members of civil society. 

- It is proposed that a meaningful 
EIA process must analyse the 
power relations of the various 
stakeholders involved.  Since it is 
assumed that the objective is 
meaningful participation by all 
stakeholders, a process for 
ensuring such full participation 
should be agreed upon by all 
stakeholders, and the necessary 
resources made available in order 
to implement the process. Any 
assumptions and constraints 
limiting full participation must be 
reported on in the EIA. 

- A system whereby environmental 
practitioners are required to receive a 
reference from a well established 
NGO, such as WESSA, or a structure 
linked to the project, such as an 
environmental liaison committee, 
before “closure” on a project, might 
be explored. The possibility that this 
reference is required by the 
authorities in order for the 
environmental practitioner to work on 
their next EIA, could also be 
investigated. Adopting such 
mechanisms might assist in balancing 
the existing power relations. 
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5. Procedures and mechanisms: A lack of effective procedures of reporting and control, at different levels of government, in different 

departments, contributes towards ineffective environmental decision-making in South Africa. The Participation Framework provides three 
tables which aim to assist stakeholders in ensuring that a valid approach to the PP process has been undertaken. 

Findings and Lesson’s Learnt Short Term Mechanisms To Improve Practice Long Term Recommendations  

Both case study analyses illustrate the 
shortcomings of the EIA process due to its 
limitation as a project based planning tool. Both 
EIAs were unable to address critical issues due 
to the absence of policy and/or regional 
guidelines and/or a strategic environmental 
assessment, and decisions on both proposals 
have, as a result, stalled for several years. Both 
cases illustrate how EIAs are being used 
inappropriately as planning tools. 
 
In terms of procedures and mechanisms of the 
existing EIA process, the PBMR analysis 
concluded that PP procedures and mechanisms 
used appear to be designed to be meaningful to 
a well educated, technically competent, working 
adult male (i.e. less than 5% of the population) 
 
In the Darling windfarm case, the overall 
environmental assessment approach, which 
included the PP process to be followed, was 
presented at each public meeting, and a 
meaningful and fair opportunity for stakeholders 
to comment on the methodology and approach 
was provided for. Although there was no 
explicit acceptance from the stakeholders 
regarding the proposed process, the absence of 
any feedback was assumed to indicate broad 
agreement on the approach.  

- A breakdown of stakeholder composition 
(classified in a manner considered meaningful 
with respect to the nature of the impacts and the 
affected parties) should always be part of the 
Scoping and EIA components, as this provides a 
useful overview concerning the representation of 
civil society (and other stakeholder groups) in the 
EIA process. 
 
- The approach taken by the environmental 
practitioner in terms of (i) identifying 
stakeholders; (ii) raising awareness; (iii) building 
capacity, and (iv) responding to cultural, gender 
and language requirements, as well as literacy 
levels, should always be explicitly stated, with all 
assumptions noted (as per Tables 1 to 3 in the 
Participation Framework). In this way civil 
society, authorities, and other stakeholders are 
able to validate the approach.  
 
- It is proposed that investing more resources into 
ensuring an acceptable process up front, including 
identifying the appropriate people to participate in 
the process, will result in savings over time. This 
contrasts with current EIA PP practice, which 
involves a minimalist process at the beginning, 
but which frequently spirals out of control as 
conflict drags out the process. The longer process 
then costs more money and time, and fuels further 
conflict between different stakeholders involved. 

- Strategic Environmental Assessments 
and/or policy and planning guidelines 
should be prepared for regions 
experiencing a high frequency of certain 
types of development applications, and 
for proposals with national interests (such 
as proposals linked to nuclear activity). 
Guidelines already exist for example, for 
the erection of cell phone masts, and 
guidelines are presently being generated 
for golf course and polo field proposals. 
An SEA and/or guideline would then 
provide a framework against which 
proposals can be assessed.   
 
- Civil society organizations and 
previously disadvantaged individuals, are 
lacking in understanding of the EIA 
process and their rights and 
responsibilities.  Since it is government's 
responsibility to ensure that its citizens 
can participate in democratic processes, 
we recommend that, in the same way that 
there was, for example, voter education, 
environmental governance processes such 
as EIAs should also become part of 
continuing education amongst civil 
society.  
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The lack of feedback might however also 
indicate an inadequate understanding amongst 
the stakeholders regarding their role in the EIA 
process, and the potential for their inputs/needs 
to be reflected in the process. 
 
In both case studies, it could be argued that a 
general lack of stakeholder capacity and 
awareness of their rights could have resulted in 
the limited requests for active and focused 
capacity building associated with the case 
studies. 

 (This theory is elaborated on in the academic 
paper provided as Appendix 3). 
 
- The objectives of the public participation 
process (within the EIA process) should always be 
explicitly discussed (and recorded), such that 
there is stakeholder understanding and agreement 
on the approach to be taken by the environmental 
practitioner with respect to each of the 
components listed above. 
 
- The motivation/rational for the PP approach 
taken, including a discussion regarding the 
effectiveness of the approach, should always be 
documented in the Scoping and EIA reports, as 
this discussion should provide useful information 
that supports the credibility of the process. 

- It is proposed that while government 
should ensure that all stakeholders 
understand the EIA process, the developer 
should be required to ensure that all 
stakeholders understand the technical 
detail to the level that is necessary for 
meaningful participation in that specific 
EIA. 
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Research Conclusions 
 
Practitioners engaged in EIA in South Africa (and internationally) agree that adequate and appropriate 
opportunities for public participation in decisions that may affect the environment remains elusive. At the South 
African level, the legislation is broadly framed so as to provide the opportunity for meaningful public 
participation, however this opportunity is often not exploited amongst EIA practitioners. Instead there exists the 
tendency amongst practitioners to undertake the minimum requirements. There exists no commitment or 
interest in ensuring meaningful and fair participation, potentially because this is perceived to generate a process 
that takes more time, requires more money, and potentially creates more problems. It is proposed that the lack 
of explicit legislative PP requirements for EIA, as well as the public's inability/lack of capacity to utilize 
existing legislative mechanisms, undermines PP in South Africa. 
 
This research has highlighted the need for all stakeholders, including civil society, to: 
 

(1) Recognise that the original IEM process envisaged a strategic level of assessment within which 
development decisions would be made.  EIAs were undertaken to determine potential impacts at the 
project level only after broad development and assessment frameworks were in place, such as Integrated 
Development Plans, Strategic Environmental Assessments, Spatial Development Frameworks and 
Spatial Development Plans. Civil society has repeatedly raised the concern that EIAs are being used to 
justify and/or mitigate developments, i.e. the decision has already been taken that the project is suitable 
and should go ahead.  It is typically too late in the project cycle to be asking, at the EIA stage in the 
development process,  whether an EIA is the appropriate decision-making tool for the development 
context, however, under the current institutional structure it would appear that too often, EIAs are being 
inappropriately used as the decision-making tool.  

 
(2) Recognise that, whilst the EIA process is not a means to correct power imbalances within society, it 

should also not become a means to entrench existing power imbalances.  Sustainable development relies 
on the equitable participation of all stakeholders, and our future economic development depends on the 
decisions we make now. Civil society need to know their rights, recognise meaningful PP, and be 
empowered to challenge processes or decisions taken which reflect powerful 
groups/individuals/interests. 

 
(3) Recognise that the role power dynamics might play in EIA PP processes is only one element that affects 

the process of public participation. Other elements that have been identified as forming part of the 
framework within which public participation occurs are (i) the ethics of the environmental practitioners, 
civil society, politicians  and decision-makers involved in the EIA process; (ii) the political context in 
which the EIA is taking place; (iii) the capacities and skills of various stakeholders; (iv) the procedures 
and methodologies being adopted for engagement of all stakeholders in the EIA process; and (v) the 
institutional and legal arrangements associated with EIA processes. Civil society need to be aware of 
these interlinking elements, and empowered such that they can react when confronted with processes 
which ignore the influence of these elements in undermining a meaningful PP process.  

 
(4) Recognise that ‘participation’ in development processes has been, over the last decade, translated into a 

managerial exercise based on ‘toolboxes’ of procedures and techniques. Like many existing procedures 
and techniques for engaging in PP, this Participation Framework cannot be used as a ‘filter’ that will 
process the elements and procedures of PP within an EIA, and, when applied, ensure the adequacy and 
effectiveness of the PP process. Rather, this Framework can sensitise the stakeholder (be they civil 
society, government authorities, environmental practitioners and developers) regarding the components 
that make up a meaningful PP process, and the elements that should therefore be considered when 
engaging with a PP process. Whilst efforts have been made, most obviously through the discussion on 
methods of PP, to guide the reader in identifying components of the PP process that are typically 
indicative of a ‘adequate’, ‘fair’ and ‘effective’ process, this information alone provides no certainty that 
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the PP process was genuinely ‘adequate’, ‘fair’ and ‘effective’. After all, as noted upfront in the 
Framework, people hold different ideas about what a good PP process is. What is clear however, is that 
all stakeholders (government authorities, practitioners, the proponent and civil society) need to work 
together in order to resolve the tensions and challenges associated with PP in EIA.  

 
(5) Recognise that all stakeholders can only benefit from developing greater familiarity with participation 

methods and resources available, such that the PP methods employed are appropriate, as dictated by the 
circumstances. This will enhance creative thinking and understanding amongst all parties. However 
there are currently few formal programmes that provide training on those skills necessary for engaging 
in an effective PP process, and this situation urgently needs to be addressed.  

 
 
While the authors have emphasised the desirability of empowerment through public participation in EIA, it is 
recognized that current EIA processes remain largely concerned with efficiency. It is hoped that this 
Participation Framework will draw all parties involved in environmental governance into the debate linked to 
clarification of underlying values and principles, and new ways of expressing these values as they are 
associated with environmental decision-making broadly, and EIA processes in particular. Furthermore, that the 
questions associated with each component of the Framework, captured in the popular pamphlet, provide some 
guidance for any stakeholder interested in ensuring that the public participation process within an EIA is 
meaningful and fair. 
 
How a government engages civil society in decision-making through the environmental assessment “window” 
is an indicator in the NEPAD peer review process which is used to measure the progress a government is 
making with respect to democratic reform (Draft Situation Assessment of participation of civil society in 
environmental assessment in southern Africa, SAIEA, 2003). Developing a framework that might assist those 
charged with environmental decision-making, as well as guide civil society as they seek to engage in EIA 
processes, can only move South Africa one step further along the pathway towards sustainability. 
 
 “More than ever before in human history, we share a common destiny. We can master it only if we face it 
together”1.  
 
 
 
Lynette Kruger   Liz McDaid 
Appendix 1:  

                                                 
1 Kofi Annan, Ghanaian diplomat, seventh secretary-general of the United Nations, 2001 Nobel Peace Prize 
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Appendix 1: What can civil society expect from a Public Participation process within an Environmental Impact 
Assessment? A guide to public participation in EIAs (EEU Unpublished Pamphlet number 
11/05/269z) 
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What can civil society expect from a Public 
Participation process within an 

Environmental Impact Assessment? 
 

A guide to public participation in EIAs 
 

Introduction: 
Research conducted using practical experience and drawing on international best practice has led the authors 
to develop a framework which aims to assist civil society and other stakeholder assess the adequacy or 
effectiveness of a public participation process2  The framework identifies five key elements, all of which inter 
relate to each other and which should be looked at in order to decide whether a public participation process is 
fair and meaningful.3 These five components affecting the participation process are outlined below. 
 
1. Political context 
Decisions about the environment are taken in the context of the current political priorities.  Public views and 
processes are sometimes overridden by politicians for various reasons. 
 
2. Institutional arrangements 
Institutional arrangements consist of both the legislative requirements and administrative issues.  Legislation 
provides the framework within which the EIA must be carried out. Administrative plans, policies, programmes 
and procedures subsequently support (or undermine) meaningful and fair public participation processes.  
 
3. Values and Ethics 
Environmental issues make us emotional as they strike at the core of what we believe in. 
There are different ways of viewing the environment, such as: 

- anthropocentric view (the environment must be useful to humans) 
- intrinsic view (the environment has value because it exists) 
- radical view (the environment and humans interlinked, neither more important than the other). 

 
4. Power Relations 
The EIA process should provide an opportunity for all stakeholders to participate equally However, in reality, 
the opportunities for participation are never equal.  Rather, the most powerful stakeholders are typically in a 
position to lever more influence over other stakeholders, and thus impact on the outcome of the process.   
 
5. Procedures 
Internationally and nationally, many studies have analysed the problems of public participation. 
Government and civil society have also tried to produce some guideline procedures to try and ensure greater 
participation in processes. 

                                                 
2 The Framework was developed with reference to Environmental Impact Assessment processes.  
3 A FAIR process is recognised as being “fair” when all stakeholders are able to agree that an EIA process was fair, despite, having different values 
and despite not agreeing on the final outcome of the decision. (WESSA, 2000a). 
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Certain key questions, linked to each component affecting participation processes, have been developed. 
These aim to enable participants in any process to establish the fairness of the process they are participating 
in.  The authors believe that answering these questions will help participants in their attempts to participate in 
the often complex and confusing EIA process. 
 
Political Institutional  Ethical and Values 

1. Does approval of the 
project fit within the 
current national 
development aims or 
policies? 

 
2. Have key political 

figures promoted the 
development publicly- 
prior to its approval? 

 
3. Have there been any 

special meetings, 
events, overseas trips, 
paid for by the 
developer and which 
decision-making 
politicians or officials 
benefited from. 

 
4. Is there tension between 

officials and politicians 
over the decision? 

 
5. Was there political 

intervention associated 
with the Record of 
Decision? 

 
6. If there was a 

subsequent appeal 
process, was there 
political intervention in 
this decision-making 
process?  

1. Does the proposed 
development align 
with any spatial 
planning 
frameworks for the 
area? 

 
2. Does the public 

participation (PP) 
facilitator have the 
necessary powers 
to change the 
process in response 
to public need? 

 
3. Do the 

environmental 
practitioners have 
experience/ skills 
relevant to this 
particular 
development? 

 
4. Were issues 

concerning 
environmental 
practitioner bias 
raised, and how 
were they 
addressed? 

 
5. Does the 

environmental 
practitioner stand 
to gain financially4 
should the EIA be 
authorized to 
proceed? 

1. Have the 
stakeholders 
acknowledged their 
own value system, 
and made it 
explicit? 

 
2. Have different value 

systems amongst 
various 
stakeholders been 
made explicit? 

 
3. Have stakeholders 

agreed on a 
common value 
system within 
which the EIA will 
be implemented.   
(For example, the 
stakeholders may 
agree that a 
specialist be 
engaged to 
determine the 
ethical 
considerations 
regarding locating 
a  pork abattoir 
next to mosque.) 

 

                                                 
4 ( e.g. Have shares in the company which could tender for the engineering works.) 
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Power Relations Procedures 
1. Have the different power relations 

been identified and described? 
That is: 

a. Who has the resources in 
terms of time and money? 

b. Who has the knowledge to 
understand technical 
jargon? 

c. Who has logistical support 
and institutional support?  

 
2. Have steps been taken in order to 

address inequitable power 
relations? 

 
3. Has the issue of power relations, 

and its potential influence on the 
findings of the EIA report, been 
explicitly addressed during the 
EIA process.  Is the means of 
addressing it discussed in the 
report?  Is there a report on 
whether the mechanisms 
proposed were adequate? 

 
4. Were appropriate measures put in 

place in order to deal with the 
range of cultural, gender and 
language requirements, as well as 
semi-literacy or illiteracy levels 
amongst the stakeholders 

 
 
 

1. Is an EIA the appropriate decision-making tool? 
2. Have reasonable and appropriate efforts been made to 

raise awareness amongst all stakeholders, so that there 
information dissemination, participation and conflict 
resolution in all phases of the investigation and 
assessment of impacts can occur. 

3. Was reasonable notice (i.e. at least 2 weeks) provided for 
involvement in the public participation process? 

4. Did the level of advertising/notification reach all 
stakeholders? 

5. Were the public consulted before any exemptions were 
granted? 

6. Was the objective of the public participation process 
clearly explained to all stakeholders from the beginning? 

7. Was agreement reached amongst all stakeholders 
regarding the EIA process and the manner in which they 
would participate? I.e. was the public participation plan 
collectively developed? 

8. Was there identification and agreement on conflict 
resolution mechanisms? 

9. Were timeframes adequately explained and accepted?  
10. Were the stakeholders in agreement regarding the 

specialists to be used and their terms of reference? 
11. Was there equitable access to information? 
12. Have all key stakeholders (specifically authorities, NGOs, 

and CBOs with specific mandates or areas of jurisdiction, 
as well as people who regularly use, have rights or 
claims to the affected area) been part of the process? 

13. Have the key issues, needs and concerns of the different 
stakeholders been captured and addressed in a balanced 
way?  If not, is explanation for not addressing them 
accepted by public? 

14. Have any inadequacies in the public participation 
process, as identified by any stakeholder groups, been 
addressed to the satisfaction of the stakeholder groups? 

15. Is there a process to ensure that all stakeholders receive 
feedback on the reasons for the decision? 

16. Have all stakeholders been assisted in the appeal 
process if required? 

17. Have all the stakeholders been assisted to understand 
and implement the EMP? 
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Where to go for more information: 
 
If you want to know more about the EIA process, contact the Department of Environmental 
Affairs and Tourism.  They have produced a series of guidelines which provide an in depth 
explanation of the EIA process itself.   Tel:  012-3103911 or 
www.environment.gov.za 
 
If you want to contact other civil society organizations who have produced various booklets 
or guidelines on the EIA process, try the following: 
 
Wildlife and Environment Society  - Tel: 021 7011397 or www.wildlifesociety.org.za 
 
Legal Resources Centre - Tel: 021-4813000  or 031-3017572 or www.lrc.org.za 
 
Environmental Justice Networking Forum - Tel: 011-4038978 or www.ejnf.org.za  
 
Local authorities and provincial Government departments responsible for environmental 
management also have guidelines in some cases. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This booklet was designed with the idea of improving public participation and the authors would 

welcome feedback. 
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