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Abstract 

This paper attempts to study the role of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) ; which is  the assessment 

of the environmental consequences of a plan, policy, program, or actual projects prior to the decision to move forward 

with the proposed action. The term "environmental impact assessment" (EIA) is usually used when applied to actual 

projects by individuals or companies and the term "strategic environmental assessment" (SEA) applies to policies, 

plans and programmes most often proposed by organs of state.   It is a tool of environmental management forming a 

part of project approval and decision-making.  Environmental assessments may be governed by rules of 

administrative procedure regarding public participation and documentation of decision making, and may be subject 

to judicial review. The purpose of the assessment is to ensure that decision makers consider the environmental 

impacts when deciding whether or not to proceed with a project. The International Association for Impact Assessment 

(IAIA) defines an environmental impact assessment as "the process of identifying, predicting, evaluating and 

mitigating the biophysical, social, and other relevant effects of development proposals prior to major decisions being 

taken and commitments made".  EIAs are unique in that they do not require adherence to a predetermined 

environmental outcome, but rather they require decision makers to account for environmental values in their decisions 

and to justify those decisions in light of detailed environmental studies and public comments on the potential 

environmental impacts.  

On 27 January 1994, the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests (MEF), Government of India, under 

the Environmental (Protection) Act 1986, promulgated an EIA notification making Environmental Clearance (EC) 

mandatory for expansion or modernisation of any activity or for setting up new projects listed in Schedule 1 of the 

notification. Since then there have been 12 amendments made in the EIA notification of 1994.  The MoEF recently 

notified new EIA  legislation in September 2006. The notification makes it mandatory for various projects such as 

mining, thermal power plants, river valley, infrastructure (road, highway, ports, harbours and airports) and industries 

including very small electroplating or foundry units to get environment clearance. However, unlike the EIA 

Notification of 1994, the new legislation has put the onus of clearing projects on the state government depending on 

the size/capacity of the project. Certain activities permissible under the Coastal Regulation Zone Act, 1991 also 

require similar clearance. Additionally, donor agencies operating in India like the World Bank and the ADB have a 

different set of requirements for giving environmental clearance to projects that are funded by them.  
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Introduction 

Environmental threats do not respect national borders. International pollution can have detrimental effects on the 

atmosphere, oceans, rivers, aquifers, farmland, the weather and biodiversity. Global climate change is transnational. 

Specific pollution threats include acid rain, radioactive contamination, debris in outer space, stratospheric ozone 

depletion and toxic oil spills. The Chernobyl disaster, precipitated by a nuclear accident on April 26, 1986, is a stark 

reminder of the devastating effects of transboundary nuclear pollution.  

 

Environmental protection is inherently a cross-border issue and has led to the creation of transnational regulation via 

multilateral and bilateral treaties. The United Nations Conference on the Human Environment (UNCHE or 

Stockholm Conference) held in Stockholm in 1972 and the United Nations Conference on the Environment and 

Development (UNCED or Rio Summit, Rio Conference, or Earth Summit) held in Rio de Janeiro in 1992 were key 

in the creation of about 1,000 international instruments that include at least some provisions related to the 

environment and its protection.  

 

The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe's Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a 

Transboundary Context (Espoo Convention) was negotiated to provide an international legal framework for 

transboundary EIA.  

 

However, as there is no universal legislature or administration with a comprehensive mandate, most international 

treaties exist parallel to one another and are further developed without the benefit of consideration being given to 

potential conflicts with other agreements. There is also the issue of international enforcement.  This has led to 

duplications and failures, in part due to an inability to enforce agreements. An example is the failure of many 

international fisheries regimes to restrict harvesting practises.  

 

Objective: 

This paper intends to explore and analyze Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) ; process of evaluating the 

likely environmental impacts of a proposed project or development, taking into account inter-related socio-economic, 

cultural and human-health impacts, both beneficial and adverse. 

EIA in India 

The Indian experience with Environmental Impact Assessment began over 20 years back. It started in 1976-77 when 

the Planning Commission asked the Department of Science and Technology to examine the river-valley projects from 

an environmental angle. 
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Till 1994, environmental clearance from the Central Government was an administrative decision and lacked 

legislative support. On 27 January 1994, the then Union Ministry of Environment and Forests, under the 

Environmental (Protection) Act 1986, promulgated an EIA notification making Environmental Clearance (EC) 

mandatory for expansion or modernisation of any activity or for setting up new projects listed in Schedule 1 of the 

notification. 

The Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate Change (MoEFCC) notified new EIA legislation in September 

2006. 

 

o The notification makes it mandatory for various projects such as mining, thermal power plants, 

river valley, infrastructure (road, highway, ports, harbours and airports) and industries including very 

small electroplating or foundry units to get environment clearance. 

o However, unlike the EIA Notification of 1994, the new legislation has put the onus of clearing 

projects on the state government depending on the size/capacity of the project. 

The EIA Process 

EIA involves the steps mentioned below. However, the EIA process is cyclical with interaction between the various 

steps. 

 Screening: The project plan is screened for scale of investment, location and type of development and if the 

project needs statutory clearance. 

 Scoping: The project’s potential impacts, zone of impacts, mitigation possibilities and need for monitoring. 

 Collection of baseline data: Baseline data is the environmental status of study area. 

 Impact prediction: Positive and negative, reversible and irreversible and temporary and permanent impacts 

need to be predicted which presupposes a good understanding of the project by the assessment agency. 

 Mitigation measures and EIA report: The EIA report should include the actions and steps for preventing, 

minimizing or by passing the impacts or else the level of compensation for probable environmental damage or 

loss. 

 Public hearing: On completion of the EIA report, public and environmental groups living close to project site 

may be informed and consulted. 

 Decision making: Impact Assessment Authority along with the experts consult the project-in-charge along 

with consultant to take the final decision, keeping in mind EIA and EMP (Environment Management Plan). 

 Monitoring and implementation of environmental management plan: The various phases of 

implementation of the project are monitored. 
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 Assessment of Alternatives, Delineation of Mitigation Measures and Environmental Impact Assessment 

Report: For every project, possible alternatives should be identified, and environmental attributes compared. 

Alternatives should cover both project location and process technologies. 

 

o Once alternatives have been reviewed, a mitigation plan should be drawn up for the selected option and 

is supplemented with an Environmental Management Plan (EMP) to guide the proponent towards 

environmental improvements. 

 Risk assessment: Inventory analysis and hazard probability and index also form part of EIA procedures. 

 

 

Methods 

General and industry specific assessment methods are available including: 

Industrial products – Product environmental life cycle analysis (LCA) is used for identifying and measuring the 

impact of industrial products on the environment. These EIAs consider activities related to extraction of raw 

materials, ancillary materials, equipment; production, use, disposal and ancillary equipment.  
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Genetically modified plants – Specific methods available to perform EIAs of genetically modified organisms include 

GMP-RAM and INOVA.  

Fuzzy logic – EIA methods need measurement data to estimate values of impact indicators. However, many of the 

environment impacts cannot be quantified, e.g. landscape quality, lifestyle quality and social acceptance. Instead, 

information from similar EIAs, expert judgment and community sentiment are employed. Approximate reasoning 

methods known as fuzzy logic can be used.  A fuzzy arithmetic approach has also been proposed  and implemented 

using a software tool (TDEIA).  

Follow-up 

At the end of the project, an audit evaluates the accuracy of the EIA by comparing actual to predicted impacts. The 

objective is to make future EIAs more valid and effective. Two primary considerations are: 

 

Scientific – to examine the accuracy of predictions and explain errors  

Management – to assess the success of mitigation in reducing impacts  

Audits can be performed either as a rigorous assessment of the null hypothesis or with a simpler approach comparing 

what actually occurred against the predictions in the EIA document.  

 

After an EIA, the precautionary and polluter pays principles may be applied to decide whether to reject, modify or 

require strict liability or insurance coverage to a project, based on predicted harms.  

India and The Commonwealth on Environmental Impact Assessment 

The Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate Change (MoEFCC) of India has been in a great effort in 

Environmental Impact Assessment in India. The main laws in action are the Water Act(1974), the Indian Wildlife 

(Protection) Act (1972), the Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act (1981) and the Environment (Protection) 

Act (1986), Biological Diversity Act(2002).  The responsible body for this is the Central Pollution Control Board.  

 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) studies need a significant amount of primary and secondary environmental 

data. Primary data are those collected in the field to define the status of the environment (like air quality data, water 

quality data etc.). Secondary data are those collected over the years that can be used to understand the existing 

environmental scenario of the study area. The environmental impact assessment (EIA) studies are conducted over a 

short period of time and therefore the understanding of the environmental trends, based on a few months of primary 

data, has limitations. Ideally, the primary data must be considered along with the secondary data for complete 

understanding of the existing environmental status of the area. In many EIA studies, the secondary data needs could 

be as high as 80% of the total data requirement. EIC is the repository of one-stop secondary data source for 

environmental impact assessment in India.  
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The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) experience in India indicates that the lack of timely availability of 

reliable and authentic environmental data has been a major bottleneck in achieving the full benefits of EIA. The 

environment being a multi-disciplinary subject, a multitude of agencies are involved in collection of environmental 

data. However, no single organization in India tracks available data from these agencies and makes it available in 

one place in a form required by environmental impact assessment practitioners. Further, environmental data is not 

available in enhanced forms that improve the quality of the EIA. This makes it harder and more time-consuming to 

generate environmental impact assessments and receive timely environmental clearances from regulators. With this 

background, the Environmental Information Centre (EIC) has been set up to serve as a professionally managed 

clearinghouse of environmental information that can be used by MoEF, project proponents, consultants, NGOs and 

other stakeholders involved in the process of environmental impact assessment in India. EIC caters to the need of 

creating and disseminating of organized environmental data for various developmental initiatives all over the country.  

EIC stores data in GIS format and makes it available to all environmental impact assessment studies and to EIA 

stakeholders.  

 

In 2014, the Government of India proposed a new EIA 2014 Draft, which was widely criticized for heavily diluting 

the EIA.  Many Environmental groups started a campaign demanding the withdrawal of the Draft, in face of these 

campaigns, the Government of India resorted to banning/blocking the websites of these groups.  

The EPBC Act provides a legal framework to protect and manage nationally and internationally important flora, 

fauna, ecological communities and heritage places. It defines this as matters of "national environmental significance". 

The following are the nine matters of such significance:  

 World Heritage properties; 

 National Heritage places; 

 Wetlands of international importance (listed under the Ramsar Convention); 

 Listed threatened species and ecological communities; 

 Migratory species protected under international agreements; 

 Commonwealth marine areas; 

 the Great Barrier Reef Marine Park; 

 Nuclear actions (including uranium mining); and 

 Water resources, in relation with coal seam gas development and large coal mining development. 

In addition to this, the EPBC Act aims at providing a streamlined national assessment and approval process for 

activities. These activities could be by the Commonwealth, or its agents, anywhere in the world or activities on 

Commonwealth land; and activities that are listed as having a ‘significant impact’ on matters of ‘national environment 

significance'.  
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The EPBC Act comes into play when a person (a proponent) wants an action (often called "a proposal" or "a project") 

assessed for environmental impacts under the EPBC Act, he or she must refer the project to the Department of the 

Environment and Energy (Commonwealth). This referral is then released to the public and the relevant state, territory 

and Commonwealth ministers, for comment on whether the project is likely to have a significant impact on matters 

of national environmental significance.  The Department of the Environment and Energy assess the process and 

makes recommendation to the minister or the delegate for the feasibility. The final discretion on the decision remains 

of the minister, which is not solely based on matters of national environmental significance but also on the 

consideration of social and economic impact of the project.  

 

The Australian Government Minister for the Environment and Energy cannot intervene in a proposal if it has no 

significant impact on one of the eight matters of national environmental significance, regardless of any other 

undesirable environmental impacts.  This is primarily due to the division of powers between the states and the Federal 

government, and the Australian Government environment minister not being able to overturn a state decision.  

 

There are strict civil and criminal penalties for the breach of EPBC Act. Depending on the kind of breach, civil 

penalty (maximum) may go up to $550,000 for an individual and $5.5 million for a body corporate, or for criminal 

penalty (maximum) of seven years imprisonment and/or penalty of $46,200.  

 

 

Conclusion 

Environment Impact Assessment or EIA is the study to predict the effect of a proposed activity/project on 

the environment. A decision making tool, EIA compares various alternatives for a project and seeks to identify the 

one which represents the best combination of economic and environmental costs and benefits. In India too, EIA 

review is not upto the marks. The review agency called Impact Assessment Agency (IAA) lacks inter-disciplinary 

capacity. No representation of NGO in IAA, which is a violation of the EIA notification. The expertise in EIA is 

slowly developing. In most cases, students from the developing countries go to the developed countries to gain 

knowledge of the subject. 

 

EIA systematically examines both beneficial and adverse consequences of the project and ensures that these effects 

are taken into account during project design. It helps to identify possible environmental effects of the proposed 

project, proposes measures to mitigate adverse effects and predicts whether there will be significant adverse 

environmental effects, even after the mitigation is implemented. By considering the environmental effects of the 

project and their mitigation early in the project planning cycle, environmental assessment has many benefits, such as 

protection of environment, optimum utilisation of resources and saving of time and cost of the project. Properly 

conducted EIA also lessens conflicts by promoting community participation, informing decision makers, and helping 
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lay the base for environmentally sound projects. Benefits of integrating EIA have been observed in all stages of a 

project, from exploration and planning, through construction, operations, decommissioning, and beyond site closure.  
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