FEEDBACK ON THE DEAT CONFERENCE:

10 years of Environmental Impact Assessment in SA.

The DEAT conference in Somerset West (24 - 25 November) last week provided a retrospective view of EIA as a tool for environmental impact management in South Africa since the promulgation of environmental assessment regulations.  It also offered a platform for discussions on matters related to EIA and addressed the overall future of environmental impact management.  An environmental impact management strategy and action plan was outlined, which will direct environmental impact management in South Africa.

The conference was well attended, with over 500 delegates from all over South Africa.  Perspectives were presented from many of the sectors active in EIA in South Africa, including government, business, academics, NGO and consultants.  Presentations were also given by ELAsa and IAIAsa, looking at the contribution of IAIAsa to EIA over the last ten years.

The common concerns raised at the conference related to:
· need to move away from total reliance on site-specific and activity-based EIAs to a more holistic, integrated and strategic approach that took into account the overall consequences of a development beyond its geographic location; 

· need to supplement EIAs with tools such as strategic spatial instruments, bio-regional plans and spatial development and environmental management frameworks (Martunus Van Schalkwyk, Minister of Environmental Affairs and Tourism);
· long delays in the EIA process despite numerous legislative amendments intended too improve the situation. The costs for business were increasingly onerous and could act as a deterrent to investment (Laurraine Lotter Business Unity SA representative);
· “unrealistic demands by NGOs”, the increase in project costs due to delays in processing applications, and high consultancy fees (Laurraine Lotter);

· overly bureaucratic environmental management system which has eroded the participation of professionals and civil society and consultation with the public.  It has resulted in a system that is “unduly complex and convoluted” (Richard Fuggle, Emeritus Professor of Environmental Studies, University of Cape Town);
· greens groups and professional environmentalists feel increasingly alienated from the system of environmental governance in SA (Richard Fuggle); 
· ‘minuscule’ budgetary [from the Treasury to DEAT] allocation for environmental management (Richard Fuggle);
· lack of capacity and skills in the authority sector (Nosipho Ngcaba, Director General of DEAT); 

· need to drive the regulation of practitioners to assure standards of competence.

· weak compliance monitoring and enforcement and overload of the system due to large numbers of applications for “insignificant” activities (Nosipho Ngcaba);

· corruption, the too frequent and “undue influence” on politicians by applicants or proponents (Nosipho Ngcaba); 
· public input into the EIA process is not taken seriously or properly reported. Environmental issues are downplayed considerably and I&APs can really only use process issues to “fight” a development, as environmental issues have no standing (Andy Gubb, WESSA);
· EIA, which is designed to assess impacts of a proposal at a project level, is being expected to provide answers at a strategic level (Nick King, Global Biodiversity Information Facility);

· the question “ what contribution will a development make to sustainability goals” is seldom asked of a project (Nick King);

·  we can no longer afford to merely minimise impacts in project proposals, we need to ensure a positive environmental contribution - positives must out-last the project in order to achieve environmental equity and net gain into the future (Nick King).
Copies of presentations made at the conference can be found at: http://www.mongoose.co.za/eia/papers_and_presentations.html
The issues summarized above, and many more, will be used in the formulation of the environmental impact management strategy and action plan.  Representatives of the various stakeholder groups will be represented on the Project Steering Committee and the various task groups, and the proposal is to have the plan in place within the next two years.

The proposed schedule:
1. The Conference Proceedings and the EIM strategy “outline” report will be uploaded to the DEAT website by the 10 January 2009:  www.deat.gov.za :  HOT ISSUES
2. Sectors to nominate representatives to the Project Steering Committee by 15 February 2009
3. Comments on the EIA Review of Efficiency and Effectiveness (REE) Draft to DEAT by 15 February 2009 [Details at:  www.deat.gov.za:  HOT ISSUES]

4. Finalisation of REE report by 15 March 2009.
IAIAsa recognises and thanks DEAT for providing the industry in general with an opportunity to engage over the future of environmental management in South Africa, and we commit to being part of a constructive process for improvement in the system.

