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Abstract

Ex-ante Impact Assessment (IA) was officially introduced into European 
Commission (EC) policy making in 2002. It is understood as a formal pro-
cedure to analyse potential effects of new policies before their adoption. 
The two main drivers behind this EC initiative are the EU Sustainable De-
velopment Strategy and the Better Regulation agenda. IA is carried out on 
policy level by the Secretariat General of the EC. 

In parallel, Environmental Impact Assessments (EIA) and Strategic En-
vironmental Assessments (SEA) exist. They are based at EC Directorate of 
Environment. EIA analysis impacts of project on the environment and 
SEA is concerned with impacts of plans and programmes mainly on the 
environment.  

The EU project SENSOR develops ex-ante Sustainability Impact As-
sessment Tools (SIAT) to support decision making on European land use 
and environmental policies. The project relates directly to the efforts of the 
EC, on behalf of the European Union (EU), to integrate all single sector 
policy assessment into one impact assessment procedure.  

This article outlines the historical background of impact assessment and 
it presents the three IA procedures simultaneously in use by the EC, their 
level and scope. It aims to provide the reader with a classification helping 
to identify the role of IA tools as developed in SENSOR for EC decision 
making.
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1 Introduction 

SENSOR is a research project, funded by the European Commission, and 
its objective is to develop an ex-ante sustainability IA tools (SIAT) to sup-
port decision making on policies related to land use in European regions. 
Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA) seeks to identify possible eco-
nomic, environmental and social effects of proposed policies and their 
consequences with respect to sustainable development. 

SIAT provides political decision makers with land use scenarios which 
present comprehensive, clear and comparable information on possible con-
sequences, trade-offs and indirect affects of their available courses of ac-
tion.

There are two main drivers behind the Impact Assessment (IA) proce-
dure of the European Commission. The first is the EU Sustainable Devel-
opment Strategy (CEC, 2005a); which focuses on the assessment of policy 
impacts on the economic, social and environmental dimension, including 
tradeoffs. Secondly, there is the Better Regulation agenda (EU Better 
Regulation Action Plan (CEC, 2002); which sets out initiatives to promote 
effective and efficient regulation, and aims to fulfil the Lisbon objectives 
for a competitive European economy. SENSOR allows for both of these 
basic EU policy initiatives in the land use policy arena. 

The objective of this paper is to provide the reader with an overview on 
IA procedures carried out at different levels in the EC. The paper outlines 
historical backgrounds of IA and shows major differences concerning 
scope, impact and procedure. 

2 Sustainability Strategies and Impact Assessment 

At the Earth Summit (UN Conference on Environment and Development, 
UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, 178 UN member countries adopted 
major agreements concerning the change from traditional free market ap-
proaches to Sustainable Development. A key role was given to Agenda 21, 
which includes a comprehensive plan of proposed actions at global, natio-
nal and local level to achieve these changes. In order to implement § 8 of 
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the Agenda, the “Integration of environment and development into decisi-
on making”, countries are required to develop a National Sustainable De-
velopment Strategy (NSDS). Agenda 21 states that NSDS should not result 
in new strategies but should “improve and restructure the decision-making 
process, so that economic as well as social and environmental issues are 
fully taken into consideration and stakeholder participation is assured” (§ 
8.3). NSDS should be designed to convert mainstream environmental con-
cerns into policy (Brodhag and Taliere, 2006). 

By 2006, 40% of UN member countries had developed and and/or partly 
implemented NSDS (Silveira, 2006). At the most recent 2005 World Sum-
mit in New York, 170 states reaffirmed their commitment to Sustainable 
Development (SD), additionally establishing clear links to the Millennium 
Development Goals (MDG). It was repeatedly stressed that each country 
had to take primary responsibility for its own development and that the 
role of national policies and strategies was of utmost importance for the 
achievement of SD (Silveira, 2006). This demonstrates that; although the 
urgent need for NSDS is widely acknowledged; workable procedures for 
implementing Sustainable Development are still in their infancy. SD as a 
concept has been kept rather vague. This ensures its transferability to dif-
ferent local and global contexts, as well as to contrasting cultures and re-
gions of the world; however, it also restricts its usefulness as an opera-
tional concept, particularly at international level (Cordonier Segger, 2004).  

Impact Assessment (IA) is one of the major tools through which the 
NSDS are implemented (CEC, 2006a). The “Guidance in preparing a 
NSDS (UN, 2002)”, elaborated at the World Summit on Sustainable De-
velopment, describes IA as a tool to reveal comprehensive and long-term 
consequences of policies. The guidance further states that the procedure of 
IA provides feedback mechanisms whose results cannot easily be ignored 
by decision makers. The consideration of IA criteria and results, on the 
contrary, supports concise and tuned decision making processes. The guid-
ance stresses that the participation of local stakeholders in an IA and their 
interpretation of criteria are key to meaningful IA outcomes. 

In general, IA supports decision-making and tries to ensure that poten-
tial development options are environmentally and socio-economically 
sound. IA deals with identifying, predicting and evaluating the foreseeable 
impacts, both beneficial and adverse, of public and private policy-related 
development activities. IA is concerned with alternatives and mitigation 
measures and aims to optimise positive impacts and eliminate or minimise 
negative ones. It therefore differs from goal oriented impact evaluation
which assesses the effectiveness of policy options in reaching a defined 
policy target.  
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IA needs to be process-oriented, multidisciplinary and interactive. It is 
increasingly being viewed as an instrument to involve different stakeholder 
groups (Donelly et al., 1998). 

Many different forms of IA exist today which have mainly evolved from 
the assessment of economic impacts (or of regulations) and the assessment 
of environmental impacts. However, both strands developed in parallel to 
other assessments, e.g., gender, social and health. Recent developments 
endorse the integration of different assessment types into one approach. 
Abaza (2003) states that the need for integrated, comprehensive ap-
proaches towards IA has never been more urgent, considering the growing 
claims of globalisation and the challenge of unifying sound economic 
growth, social equity, and environmental protection – while simultane-
ously alleviating poverty and enhancing trade opportunities. 

Integrated assessment and sustainability IAs consider the evaluation of 
impacts on all three sustainability dimensions - economic, social and envi-
ronmental - in a systematic, multi-disciplinary approach. 

A very recent introduction is Integrated Sustainability Assessment (ISA) 
which is considered in a number of EU research projects. ISA is based u-
pon the principles of transition management. It is mentioned here for the 
sake of completeness, but will not be described further.  

3 Ex-ante impact assessments at different levels in the 
European Commission (EC) 

In the EC, IA has high priority on the political agenda. Currently, several 
ex-ante IA procedures are being applied simultaneously, covering different 
levels and objectives. Three of them are mandatory: 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), a directive to be implemented 
by EU Member States, coordinated by DG Environment; 

Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), a directive to be implemen-
ted by EU Member States, coordinated as EIA at DG Environment; 

the EC IA procedure, implemented by the European Commission itself 
(all Directorates General), coordinated by the Secretariat General. 

In Figure 1 the three IA procedures and their different levels and scopes 
are shown. Further details concerning each procedure are described in the 
following paragraphs. 
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Fig. 1.  Classification of EU Assessments (EIA (CEC 1985), SEA (CEC 2001a) 
and IA (CEC 2005b)) to EU decision-making hierarchy and broad trends in the 
nature of the different assessments. IA: EU Impact Assessment, EIA: Environ-
mental Impact Assessment, SEA: Strategic Environmental Assessment, ENV: En-
vironmental Sector, SOC: Social Sector, ECO: Economic Sector, DG: Directorate 
General 

3.1 Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 

Background 

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was enacted in the first National 
Environmental Protection Act (NEPA) of the United States in 1969 
(Modak and Biswas, 1999). Today NEPA is considered as the cradle of all 
IAs: it provided the legislative background and formulated essential com-
ponents of EIA. One of NEPA’s main purposes was to facilitate the use of 
science for decision making. The procedure of EIA requires the identifica-
tion of potential alternatives to any specific proposal, the analysis of im-
pacts, and a justification of why the preferred action was chosen (Pope,  
2007). EIA was meant to be applied ex-ante to all actions with a potential 
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effect on the environment, extending from project proposals to policy ap-
praisals. EIA spread rapidly to other countries, e.g., Canada (1973), Aus-
tralia (1974), former West Germany (1975) and France (1976) (Therivel et 
al 1992). Today it has been established in more than 100 countries at dif-
ferent institutional levels as an important decision support tool (Donelly et 
al., 1998).  

The EIA Directive  

EIA was first introduced into EU legislation in 1985 (CEC 1985) to iden-
tify and assess the effects and consequences of public and private projects 
(see box 1) on the environment before authorisation is given. It was 
amended in 1997 (CEC, 1997) and had to be converted into EU Member 
States directives by March 1999 (CEC, 1985). The participation of public 
opinion was possible in respect of certain projects. In 2003 it was assured 
through the Aarhus convention (CEC, 2003). The EIA Directive covers a 
broad range of activities ranging from industrial to infrastructure projects. 
A list of respective projects is given in Annex II and III of the Directive.  

Article 2 of the directive requires that „Member States shall adopt all 
measures necessary to ensure that, before consent is given, projects likely 
to have significant effects on the environment by virtue inter alia, of their 
nature, size or location are made subject to an assessment with regard to 
their effects.“ Furthermore, the directive demands that the results achieved 
in the EIA „must be taken into account in the development consent proce-
dure. “

These main requirements are further elaborated in the directive, and in 
the different EIA systems existing in the Member States. Although proce-
dures adopted may vary, the stages are generally similar.  

The EIA procedure 

Screening is the first stage in which a “competent authority1” decides 
whether or not an EIA is required for a particular project. The require-
ments for screening are described in Article 4 of Directive 97/11/EC. EIA 
is mandatory for some projects and is based on individual Member State 
decisions for other projects. Screening results must be made public. The 
following stage, called Scoping, is mandatory only in some Member 
States. The Directive proposes that the project proponent may require a 
scoping opinion by the “competent authority”. At this stage the authority 

                                                     
1 A competent authority is one designated by the Member State as responsible for 
performing the duties arising from the EIA directive 
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identifies which matters have to be covered in the “environmental informa-
tion”. Referring to the required information, the project proponent has to 
carry out environmental studies which will be delivered to the “competent 
authority”, together with an application for development consent (Submis-
sion of Environmental Information to Competent Authority). In a large 
number of Member States the environmental information is presented in an 
Environmental Impact Statement. The collected environmental information 
must be presented to authorities with environmental responsibilities and to 
other interested organisations as well as to the public. This stage is called 
Consultation with Statutory Environmental Authorities, other interested 
parties and the public. It is followed by the Consideration of the Environ-
mental Information by the Competent Authority in which the authority 
must reach a decision which is finally announced and made public (An-
nouncement of the Decision). Measures to mitigate potential adverse envi-
ronmental effects need to be described. For Natura 2000 sites special EIA 
rules apply. 

Guidelines on scoping, screening and the environmental statement re-
view are published by the Commission, and provide authorities, develo-
pers, consultants, researchers, organisations and the public with relevant 
information and checklists. 

EIA scope 

EIA is associated with decisions relating to projects. Usually, decisions 
concerning the location and the design of a project are taken before the 
construction work starts. Instead of prevention strategies, mitigation meas-
ures are often adopted. Later in the process, feasible alternatives to the pro-
ject intervention are often limited to a minimum (BEACON, 2005). EIA 
outputs are detailed and the key data sources used are often from field 
work or sample analysis. Data tend to be qualitative and assessment 
benchmarks are often legal restrictions and best practices (BEACON, 
2005).

EIA is defined by its reactivity because it applies after the developer or 
proponent has already finished the proposal (Pope et al 2004). The devel-
oper or proponent of the project itself is responsible for carrying out the 
requested environmental studies identified in the scoping process by the 
corresponding authorities (Sheate et al., 2001). In conclusion, EIA is a 
proponent driven, reactive approach (Pope et al., 2004). 
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3.2 Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) 

Background 

SEA aims at integrating environmental concerns into strategic decision 
making. Thereby, public and environmental authorities are fully involved 
in the planning process. SEA evolved in parallel with EIA and was initially 
carried out when the scope of EIA seemed too narrow for the assessment 
of a given proposal. This could be in terms of allowing for sound, sustain-
able, and global decision making (Partidário, 1996), or in regional or land-
scape level assessments, where the spatial requirements went beyond the 
EIA approach. Recently, it was argued that SEA has the capacity to sup-
port the development of policy and planning practices stressing the envi-
ronmental component. SEA may therefore play a fundamental role in pro-
moting sustainable principles and practices, since it considers cumulative 
and side effects (Eggenberger and Partidário, 2000). 

In an international context the term SEA refers to a formalised procedu-
re assessing the impacts of policies, programmes and plans. While SEA 
practises within EU countries is formalised by the EU SEA directive 
(CEC, 2001), no international standard has yet been established. Currently 
many existing SEA procedures are closely related to or based on EIA and 
the EC SEA directive. Similar policy tools and strategic approaches, wide-
ly present in developing countries, diverge from the European formal defi-
nitions of SEA but integrate parts of their characteristics and elements. For 
the further development and international standardisation of SEA all exist-
ing approaches should be considered equally (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler, 
2004).  

The SEA Directive  

The EC elaborated the SEA directive “to help to reach the goal of sustain-
able development” (CEC, 2001a). It was adopted in 2001 and required 
Member States to implement SEA by 2003. SEA ensures that the envi-
ronmental consequences of plans and programmes (see box 1) are identi-
fied and assessed before their implementation. For some of these, descri-
bed in the directive, SEA is mandatory, whereas in other cases Member 
States have to make the decision case by case. Public and environmental 
authorities are fully integrated in the planning phase to improve transpa-
rency within the decision making process.  

The objective of the SEA Directive as described in Article 1 is: „to pro-
vide for a high level of protection of the environment and to contribute to 
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the integration of environmental considerations into the preparation and 
adoption of plans and programmes with a view to promoting sustainable 
development”.

The SEA procedure 

SEA follows a similar procedure to EIA. After a Screening phase, investi-
gating the necessity of a SEA, the Scoping phase determines which issues 
need to be addressed in the assessment, and by what means. During the 
third phase of the procedure, called Environmental Assessment, impacts 
and their significance are examined. Furthermore, alternatives to the pro-
posed measure are stated and discussed. Findings of the Environmental As-
sessment are published in a report. The Environmental Report is a key fea-
ture of SEA. The Directive describes in detail which information has to be 
included. In the next stage of the assessment, the report is reviewed by en-
vironmental and other authorities and by the public. After this stage the 
decision maker approves or refuses the plan or programme, making refe-
rence to the SEA. Proposed implementation and monitoring methods are 
discussed and evaluated. Consultation and stakeholder participation is cri-
tical to the success of SEA and is carried out in tandem with the procedure 
from the early stages onward.  

SEA scope 

In contrast to EIA, which is initiated in response to a proposed plan, SEA 
serves as a support tool for decision-makers. SEA considers wider ranges 
of impacts and looks for alternatives to the proposed measure. It is a pro-
active tool and accompanies the planning of the proposed measure itself, 
allowing for the development of sustainable solutions. 

The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) con-
siders SEA as a key tool for Sustainable Development, because it is under-
taken earlier in the decision making process than EIA. The SEA protocol 
was adopted by the ESPOO Convention paying special attention to trans-
boundary contexts (UNECE, 2007). Hence, being advocated by strong or-
ganisations, SEA will most probably gain wider importance in the near fu-
ture.

A detailed review of the relationship between EU EIA and EU SEA Di-
rectives is given in (Sheate et al., 2005). 
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Box 1: A proposed definition of policy, plan and programme in an IA context 

Proposed definitions for Policies, Plans and Programs

According to Wood (1991), a policy can be defined as an inspiration and 
guidance rationalising the course of action of a government …A plan can 
be defined as a set of linked proposed actions – with a time frame – to im-
plement the policy ….Finally a programme can be defined as a set of pro-
jects that specify the geographical and temporal design criteria of the plan 
objectives.
The example “High Speed Rail” Policy: Development of a High Speed 
Rail network to promote the shift of passenger traffic from air to rail 
Plan: Where and when to implement the High Speed Rail? 
Program: Concrete proposal to build a High Speed Rail track between city 
A and city B. 
from BEACON Manual (2005)  

3.3  EC Impact Assessment (IA) 

Rationales – Sustainable Development and Better Regulation 

Research in IA originated only a few years ago, in Canada, the UK and the 
EU (Buselich, 2004). So far the challenge of adapting existing environ-
mental assessment, or regulatory approaches, to the requirements of 
Sustainable Development in its full complexity has not been carried out. 
Nor have newly developed approaches succeeded in fully integrating soci-
al, economic and environmental impacts and their interrelations at any 
level. Furthermore, the large number of different approaches and the al-
phabet soup of acronyms make for a confusing picture (Dalal-Clayton and 
Sadler, 2004).  

The established understanding of IA as a purely regulatory instrument 
(Regulatory Impact Assessment, RIA) for cost-benefit analysis has chan-
ged in many countries over the last decade. There is a worldwide trend to 
integrate environmental, economic and social issues into one IA procedure. 
Even so, IA may still only enable policy makers to choose the policy opti-
on with the greatest benefit at the lowest cost. It remains questionable 
whether a balance can be achieved between the two core aims of Sustai-
nable Development and Better Regulation. A background of disparate is-
sues, actors and institutions in IA hampers the process (Jacob et al., 2006).  
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In the Amsterdam Treaty of 2002, the EU committed itself to “the
achievement of a balanced and sustainable development” (CEC, 2002). 
The EU Strategy for Sustainable Development proposed by the European 
Commission (EC) (CEC, 2001b) was adopted by the European Council in 
Goteborg in June 2001. The 2001 strategy postulated the need “to judge 
how policies contribute to sustainable development”. Additionally, the full 
effects of a policy proposal need to be carefully assessed; including esti-
mates of its economic, environmental and social impacts inside and outside 
the EU. In 1999, Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA) had already been 
adopted by DG Trade in anticipation of the World Trade Organisation 
(WTO) round of negotiations. In the context of WTO, Sustainability Im-
pact Assessment seeks to identify possible economic, environmental and 
social effects of trade agreement outside the EU. The EC pledged itself 
further to develop methodologies for Sustainable Impact Assessment (CEC 
2006b), by contracting consultants who developed a methodology and car-
ried out preliminary assessments on the WTO round. 

The EU strategy for Sustainable Development was revised in December 
2005 (CEC, 2005a) and further renewed. The actual EU Sustainable De-
velopment Strategy (CEC, 2006a) was adopted by the European Council in 
June 2006, and explicitly reinforces the importance of high quality IA as a 
tool for better policy making. It stated that all EU institutions should ensu-
re that major policy decisions are based on proposals which have undergo-
ne an IA, and equal consideration should be given to the social, environ-
mental and economic dimensions of sustainable development. The 
document additionally strengthens the importance of collaboration with 
partners outside the EU, to meet the long standing commitment to global 
sustainable development (CEC, 2006a). 

In the EC context “Better Regulation” means simplifying, improving 
and streamlining the EC regulatory environment. Better Regulation is a 
key to “making Europe the most competitive knowledge-based society of 
the world by 2010” laid out in the EU’s Lisbon strategy from 2002. EU 
Better Regulation initiatives started in 1992, although results have been 
limited due to the complexity of the task and the lack of policy support. In 
a further attempt to lobby for Better Regulation, the EU Action Plan: 
“Simplifying and improving the regulatory environment” (CEC, 2002a) 
was elaborated. It states “By the end of 2002, the Commission will imple-
ment a consolidated and proportionate instrument for assessing the impact 
of its legislative and policy initiatives, covering regulatory impact assess-
ment and sustainable development (in the economic, social and environ-
mental fields) and incorporating the existing instruments and methods”. In
“Impact Assessment: next steps”, the 2004 progress report, the EU IA 
framework is presented as an integrated approach supporting competitive-
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ness and Sustainable Development. Both papers explicitly mention the 
merging of Better Regulation and Sustainable Development into one 
common assessment approach.  

The two main drivers behind the IA procedure of the European Com-
mission are the EU Sustainable Development Strategy and the Better Re-
gulation agenda. The first focuses on the assessment of policy impacts on 
the economic, social and environmental dimension, including tradeoffs, 
and the second promotes effective and efficient regulation, aiming to fulfil 
the Lisbon objectives for a competitive European economy (Franz and 
Kirkpatrick 2006). 

The IA EC Communication 

In response to its Goteborg commitment to implement Sustainable Devel-
opment, and to its commitments at the Laeken council (EU Better Regula-
tion Action Plan (CEC, 2002a) to implement better regulation principles 
(Tamborra, 2003) the EC systematically started the development of an in-
tegrated, centralised IA framework.  

These efforts resulted in the Commission’s Communication on IA 
which introduced an internal process of IA for major proposals in all pol-
icy areas, including trade (CEC, 2002b). One main objective of the EU’s 
IA is to improve the quality of proposals. It applies to all major Commissi-
on proposals which are listed in the Annual Policy Strategy or in the Work 
Plan. In this final document the EC does not promote Sustainability IA per
se but stresses the need to develop an Integrated IA process; streamlining, 
substituting and integrating all the existing, separate IA measures, inclu-
ding sustainability IA. The Commission published internal guidelines in 
2002 ("Impact Assessment in the Commission - Guidelines" and the 
"Handbook for Impact Assessment in the Commission - How to do an Im-
pact Assessment") on necessary procedures when carrying out an IA. On 
15 June 2005 new guidelines were published (CEC, 2005b), replacing the 
Guidelines and the Handbook. These were further amended in 2006, and 
they describe the IA procedure and the six analytical steps of the IA itself 
in detail. 

The IA procedure 

IAs are conducted by the responsible DG (Directorate General) within the 
European Commission. The Secretariat General recommends three 
steps/phases during the EU IA procedure. Firstly, the IA needs to be inte-
grated into the Strategic Planning and Programming Cycle of the Commis-
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sion. This means that the IA of each initiative has to be described in a 
Roadmap and is part of the Annual Work Programme of the Commission. 
The roadmap shows detailed information about the IA procedure. Addi-
tionally, an Inter-Service Steering Group (ISG) needs to be set up. The 
ISG is compulsory for cross-cutting items and always includes the Com-
missions Impact Assessment Unit (SG.C.1). These units, made up of dif-
ferent departments of the Commission, are meant to broaden the perspec-
tive of the assessment. Subsequently, all interested parties must be 
consulted, and expertise needs to be gathered, before the IA can be carried 
out. This latter part of the assessment is also known as stakeholder consul-
tation. Minimum standards for consultation are set out in (CEC, 2002c).  

Secondly, findings of the IA need to be presented in an assessment re-
port, even if the policy initiative itself is withdrawn. Assessment reports 
should summarise the work undertaken for the IA and state assumptions 
and uncertainties. The report should be written in a simple non-technical 
language and technical details, or supporting documents, should be in-
cluded in an annex. Thirdly, the report - together with the policy proposal - 
is disseminated for information to other institutions and summarised in a 
press release. Finally, the report is published on the Europe website by the 
Secretariat General (CEC, 2008). 

The assessment itself is divided into six analytical steps which are de-
scribed in Tabbush et al (2008). 

In 2006, the EC established an IA Board, under supervision of the 
Commission’s president, comprising six officers from different EC de-
partments who had expertise in IA and policy support. The mandate of the 
board is to evaluate individual proposals and guide initiatives throughout 
the political decision-making in the EC. 

By June 2007, the Commission had carried out 230 IAs and had gained 
considerable experience in the area. In spring 2007 the assessment proce-
dure was further tested; with the help of an external evaluation, initiated by 
the European Council. The outcome is the “Strategic review of Better Re-
gulation” which will be presented in spring 2008. Subsequently, the Com-
mission will gradually introduce changes into the existing system. Among 
other things, these changes concern methodologies and data availabil-
ity/quality across the three pillars, stakeholder consultations and Inter-
Institutional aspects in Member States (Day, 2007).  

IA scope 

The goal of the EU IA is to estimate the environmental, economic and so-
cial impacts of a proposed policy in order to provide political decision 
makers with comprehensive and clear information of possible conse-
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quences, trade-offs and other implications. The EU IA assists decision 
makers, but is not a substitute for political judgment. It may include an e-
valuation of the proposal (Will policy objectives be reached?) but mainly 
concentrates on the assessment of possible unforeseen impacts in different 
sectors, trade-offs and ramifications of a given policy intervention. The 
new assessment system replaces all single sector assessments; e.g., busi-
ness, gender, trade, and environmental/ regulatory. It is intended to over-
come the shortcomings inherent to single sector assessment (Lee and 
Kirkpatrick, 2004). 

The new IA guidelines cover the Commission’s work programme (regu-
latory proposals, white papers, expenditure programmes and negotiation 
guidelines for international agreements).  

Although these guidelines still commit the EU IA to the ex-ante analy-
ses of the impacts of policy proposals on the three sustainability dimen-
sions, the assessment system is termed IA (Bartolomeo et al., 2004). The 
focus on the integration of Sustainable Development into EU policy has 
gradually declined. The EC still officially claims to assess potential eco-
nomic, social and environmental impacts of policy options, but reduction 
of costs is becoming increasingly important in regulative issues. Critics al-
ready fear that established social and environmental standards will be un-
dermined by Better Regulation (Paul, 2007).  

4 Conclusion 

Three different types of IA exist in parallel at the European Commission: 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) which was first introduced into 
EU legislation in 1985 identifies and assesses environmental effects of 
projects. It is based at DG Environment and carried out at Member State 
level. Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) was adopted 2001 to 
make sure that environmental consequences of plans and programmes are 
assessed before the implementation of such. SEA is also carried out on 
Member State level and is based at DG Environment. Impact Assessments 
(IA) are conducted on policy level and are carried out by the different DGs 
in the EC. The procedure was introduced in 2002 to show potential effects 
of policies before their adoption. 
Impact assessment is implemented at EC level and is meant to integrate all 
single assessments into one comprehensive system for European policy 
making. SENSOR’s sustainability IA tools respond to this approach and 
concentrates on land use and environmental related policies. SENSOR is 
region-based and makes potential impacts on EU member state level 
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(NUT3) visible. It integrates the social, economic, and environmental di-
mension as well as regulation issues. The SIAT developed by the 
SENSOR project, supports decision makers in the EC to perform concise 
and reliable IAs. 

References 

Abaza H (2003) The role of integrated assessment in achieving sustainable devel-
opment.United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP).  

Bartolomeo M, Giugni P, Hertin J, Jacob K, Rennings K, Volkery A, Wilkinson D 
and Zanoni D (2004) Approaches to impact assessment in six OECD coun-
tries and at the European Commission. Ristricted circulation. IQ tools - Indi-
cator and qualitative tools for improving the impact assessment process for 
sustainability. 1-82  

BEACON (2005) BEACON Manual - Building environmental assessment consen-
sus - The SEA manual, a sourcebook on strategic environmental assessment 
of transport infrastructure plans and programmes. http://ec.europa.eu/ 
environment/eia/sea-studies-and-reports/beacon_manuel_en.pdf  

Brodhag C and Taliere S (2006) Sustainable Development Strategies: Tools for 
Policy Coherence. Natural Resources Forum 30, 136-145. 

Buselich K (2004) An outline of current thinking on sustainability assessment - A 
background paper prepared for the Western Australian State Sustainability 
Assessment. 1-56. 2004. Institute for Sustainability and Technology Policy, 
Murdoch University.  

Commission of the European Communities (1985) Council Directive 85/337/EC 
of 27 June 1985 on the assessment of the effects of certain public and private 
projects on the environment 

Commission of the European Communities (1997) Council Directive 97/11/EC of  
3 March 1997 amending Directive 85/337/EEC on the assessment of the 
effects of certain public and private projects on the environment 

Commission of the European Communities (2001a) Directive 2001/42/EC of the 
European Parliament and of the council of 27 June 2001 on the assessment of 
the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment 

Commission of the European Communities (2001b) Communication from the 
Commission, A Sustainable Europe for a Better World: A European Union 
Strategy for Sustainable Development (Commission's proposal to the Gothen-
burg European Council), COM (2001) 264 final 

Commission of the European Communities (2002a) Communication from the 
Commission, Action plan "Simplifying and improving the regulatory envi-
ronment", COM (2002) 278 final 

Commission of the European Communities (2002b), Communication from the 
Commission on Impact Assessment, COM (2002) 276 final 



32      Karen Tscherning et al. 

Commission of the European Communities (2002c), Communication from the 
Commission Towards a reinforced culture of consultation and dialogue - Gen-
eral principles and minimum standards for consultation of interested parties 
by the Commission, COM (2002) 704 final 

Commission of the European Communities (2003), Directive 2003/35/EC of the 
European Parliament and the Council of 26 May 2003 providing for public 
participation in respect of the drawing up of certain plans and programmes re-
lating to the environment and amending with regard to public participation 
and access to justice Council Directives 85/337/EEC and 96/61/EC 

Commission of the European Communities (2005a), Communication from the 
Commission to the Council and the European Parliament on the review of the 
Sustainable Development Strategy - A platform for action, COM (2005) 658 
final

Commission of the European Communities (2005b), Impact Assessment Guide-
lines, SEC (2005) 791 

Commission of the European Communities (2006), Council of the European Un-
ion, Review of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) – Re-
newed Strategy, EU 10917/06 

Commission of the European Communities (2006b), Sustainability Impact As-
sessment, DG Trade, FAQ, http://ec.europa.eu/trade/issues/global/sia/ 
index_en.htm 

Commission of the European Communities (2008) http://ec.europa.eu/governance/ 
impact/cia_2007_en.htm 

Cordonier Segger MC (2004) Significant development in sustainable development 
law and governance: A proposal. Natural Resources Forum 28, 61-74. 

Dalal-Clayton B and Sadler B (2004) SEA Experience in developing countries. In 
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA): A sourcebook and reference 
guide on international experience. 205-298. 

Day C (2007) Enhancing Impact Assessment - European Commission Impact As-
sessment - Discussion with Stakeholders 28 June 2007, Centre Borschette, 
Brussels, Secretary General of the European Commission. http://ec.europa.eu/ 
governance/impact/docs/key_docs/speech_cd_rev2.pdf  

Donelly A, Dalal-Clayton B and Hughes R 1998 A directory of impact assessment 
guidelines. International Institute for Environment and Development, London. 

Eggenberger M and Partidário M R (2000) Development of a framework to assist 
the integration of environmental, social and economic issues in spatial plan-
ning. Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal 18, 201-207. 

Franz J and Kirkpatrick C (2006) Integrating sustainable development into EC 
policymaking: An evaluation of recent impact assessments. Working Paper 
Series 17/2006, 1-21. 2006. Institute for Development Policy and Manage-
ment School, School of Environment and Development, The University of 
Manchester.  

Jacob K, Hertin J and Volkery A (2006) Considering environmental aspects in in-
tegrated Impact Assessment - lessons learned and challenges ahead. In Impact 
Assessment for a New Europe and Beyond. Edward Elgar Publisher. 



Ex-ante Impact Assessments (IA) in the European Commission      33 

Lee N and Kirkpatrick C (2004) A pilot study of the quality of European Commis-
sion extended impact assessment. Impact Assessment Research Centre Insti-
tute for Development Policy & Management The University of Manchester, 
UK October 2004 Working Paper No. 8. 2004. Impact Assessment Research 
Centre.  

Modak P and Biswas AK (1999) Conducting Environmental Impact Assessment 
for developing countries. 

Partidário MR (1996) Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) current prac-
tive, future demands and capacity building needs - Course Manual. 1-69 Lis-
bon, Portugal, International Association of Impact Assessment 

Paul J (2007) Langwieriges Ringen um bessere Gesetze - Die EU-Initiative Better 
Regulation. Bertelsmann Forschungsgruppe Politik 2, 1-17 

Pope J (2007) Facing the Gorgon: Sustainability assessment and policy learning in 
Western Australia, A thesis presented to the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. 
2007. Institute for Sustainability and Technology Policy, Murdoch University, 
Western Australia.  

Pope J, Annandale D and Morrison-Saunders A (2004) Conceptualising sustain-
ability assessment. Environmental Impact Assessment Review 24, 595-616 

Sheate W, Byron H, Dagg S and Cooper L. The relationship between the EIA and 
SEA Directive - Final Report to the European Commission. 1-113. 2005. Im-
perial College London  

Sheate W, Dagg S, Richardson J, Aschemann R, Palerm J and Stenn U . SEA and 
integration of the environment into strategic desicion making / Executive 
summary. 1-9. 2001. ICON Consult.  

Silveira M P (2006) Introduction National sustainable development strategies: 
Moving from theory to practice. Natural Resource Forum 30, 86-89. 

Tabbush P, Frederiksen P, Edwards D (2008). Impact Assessment in the European 
Commission in relation to multifunctional land use. In: Helming K, Tabbush 
P, Perez-Soba M (eds) Sustainability Impact Assessment of Land Use 
Changes. Springer, 35-54 

Tamborra M-L Socio-economic tools for sustainability impact assessment – The 
contribution of EU Research to sustainable development, Environmental and 
sustainable development programme, Policy aspects – Unit l.1, European 
Commission/RTD. 2003  

Therivel R, Thompson S, Wilson E, Heaney D and Pritchard D (1992) Strategic 
Environmental Assessment. Earthscan Publication, London 

UN Guidance notes in preparing a National Sustainable Development strategy - 
Managing Sustainable Development in the new millennium 
http://www.un.org/esa/sustdev/publications/nsds_guidance.pdf Background 
Paper No. 13. 2002. Division of Sustainable Development UNDESA 


