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Abstract
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) of development projects is considered incomplete without
involvement of potentially affected and interested public. Primarily, public participation in decision
making is a concept imported from western democracies. It is heartening to note that public
consultation and participation are taking place in EIA in Pakistan and many developing countries,
despite undergoing prolonged dictatorship and political instability. The techniques and practices of
public participation in EIA in selected developed and developing countries as well as in Pakistan have
been critically reviewed to have a comparative idea. Analysis of the Pakistani practice is based on
participation in public hearings, EIA workshops and interviews with concerned officials and EIA
experts. Public participation in EIA in developed countries is moderately effective, transparent,
initiated at initial stages of EIA process and reviewed by independent experts. On the other hand,
delayed public involvement and lack of transparency in the EIA decision making process are major
impediments to its effectiveness in the developing countries including Pakistan. Recommendations
have been formulated to enhance its effectiveness in Pakistan on the basis of lessons learnt from other
countries.
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stakeholders‟ views/concerns in decision making, if it
considers appropriate [4].

1. Introduction
EIA is a process of identifying and evaluating
possible bio-physical and socio-economic impacts of
a proposed project on the eco-system of its catchment
areas [1, 2, 3]. Public consultation/participation
during EIA is a mandatory requirement in several
developed and developing countries.

Participation refers to a process through which
the public/stakeholders can influence decisions and
share control over development proposals which may
affect them [5]. In a participation exercise, the shared
analysis, agenda setting and decision making are
normally reached through consensus on the main
issues between the public and the proponent [6, 4].
Participation may also be held at any stage of the EIA
process; rather it includes consultation and offers
more opportunities for a comparatively high degree
of public influence over the EIA related decisions [7,
8]. In this article, both consultation and participation
have been used interchangeably; the theoretical
difference between the two terms is highlighted
where it was felt necessary. Nevertheless, the
techniques and the stages during which the interested
and affected public is involved may vary from
country to country. Public consultation and
participation in EIA in Pakistan is taking place since
the year 2000 but several authors claim that it is, so
far, ineffective in achieving its objectives [9, 10, 11].

Consultation and participation are often used
interchangeably, as both indicate involvement of
people in decision making. But theoretically there is a
difference between both the concepts with respect to
varying levels of involvement and degree of power
attributed to the public. Normally, consultation is a
two-way process of information sharing among the
proponent, responsible agency and various
stakeholders on the potential benefits and adverse
effects of a development proposal. The stakeholders
are also provided with the opportunity to give oral or
written comments on the proposal. Consultation may
be held at any stage of the EIA process. Project
proponent or responsible agency may consider
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Box 1 Criteria/indicators for reviewing
international practice of public participation
in EIA

This article first presents the significance of
public participation in EIA and its popular
techniques. This is followed by critical review of
public participation in EIA in four pioneering
developed countries and four developing countries
having contextual similarities with Pakistan and
where its awareness is growing at a rapid pace. The
developed countries include: USA, United Kingdom,
Canada, and the Netherlands. The developing
countries include: India, China, Thailand and the
Philippines.








2. Research Methodology



Firstly, the literature (including books and
research articles published in peer reviewed journals)
on theoretical context, methods and techniques of
public participation in EIA was reviewed. It revealed
that the EIA originated from the USA‟s National
Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) 1969 as a result of
growing public demand to do something about the
environment [12]. The Canadian EIA system is
appreciated due to its participation funding
programme and public hearing panel [13,14]. The
UK is taken as a representative of the European
Union countries. Also, many British laws have been
enforced in Pakistan even after independence from
the British regime in Indo-Pak Sub-continent. The
Netherlands is considered to have developed the most
„sophisticated‟ and effective EIA system in Europe.
Its openness and independent EIA commission are
acknowledged by many authors [15, 16]. Thus, there
are many aspects of EIA and public participation in
these developed countries which can be learned for
improving the public participation in EIA in Pakistan.

Methods used to inform/invite the public
Accessibility of the EIA related
information
Quality of EIA related information
provided to the public
Public consultation/participation
techniques and stages of EIA
Location and accessibility of consultation/
public hearing venue
Transparency of the decision making
process
Influence of public concerns on the
decisions

To analyse the public participation in EIA in
Pakistan, the guidelines formulated for this purpose
by the Pakistan Environmental Protection Agency
(Pak-EPA) have been thoroughly reviewed. Our
participation in international conferences, national
workshops on EIA, public hearings and interviews
with concerned officials and EIA experts, since the
year 2004 to date, provided with insight into the
actual practice.

3. Participatory techniques and
stages of environmental impact
assessment
The purpose of undertaking environmental
assessment of a development project is to identify its
possible adverse impacts on the eco-system as well as
on the socio-economic set up of the concerned
people. It also includes identification of appropriate
measures to mitigate adverse impacts before they
arise. Wood [17] categorically declared that “EIA is
not EIA without consultation and participation”.
Thus, it can be stated that public participation is an
essential feature of EIA.

On the other hand, despite the fact that EIA is
being practiced in several developing countries for
the last thirty years, there is a lack of literature on
public participation. However, it was possible to find
literature on India, China, Thailand and the
Philippines. Moreover, the research on various
aspects of EIA in these countries in increasing and
these countries are either neighbouring or have
similarities with socio-political context of Pakistan.
The criteria/indicators drawn from the literature and
used for critical review of public participation in EIA
in the selected developed and developing countries
are presented in Box 1.

The legislation dealing with EIA of
development projects in several industrially advanced
and developing countries require public consultation
and participation during EIA preparation and review
[18, 19, 20, 21]. It is important that public
involvement should not be a mere formality but
effectively contribute to enhancing the quality of EIA
reports and help in making informed decisions.
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4. Practice of public participation in
EIA in developed and developing
countries

Effectiveness of public participation depends upon:
adopting appropriate techniques of participation;
identifying real stakeholders of the project; managing
conflicts and giving adequate consideration to their
genuine concerns [22].

4.1 The developed countries’ scenario
Public
involvement
before
granting
environmental approval of development projects in
most developed countries is increasingly considered
as an important notion which can possibly enhance
the quality of EIA and acceptability of related
decisions. Various techniques of public involvement
during some stages of EIA process are in practice.
However, in most of the regimes, it is discretionary at
earlier stages of EIA like, scoping and detailed
investigation/study of baseline environmental
conditions. Its effectiveness in terms of influence on
the final outcome also varies from country to country.
Although a lot of research has been done on its
effectiveness, but such studies are few in number as
compared to the literature on the overall effectiveness
of EIA [25, 26].

The EIA process consists of many stages.
Initially, the relevant issues to be studied are
identified during scoping. Data of the baseline
conditions with respect to air and water quality, noise
level, condition of soil, flora and fauna and socioeconomic characteristics of potential affectees are
then collected. The analyses of baseline data are used
to predict and evaluate possible impacts. This is
followed by identification of measures to mitigate
possible impacts. Alternative sites and project design
are also compared just to fulfill the formality. All
these aspects are included in the EIA report which is
submitted to the concerned environment protection
agency for review and environmental approval. It is
generally suggested that public participation should
be associated with all the aforementioned stages of
the EIA process [23, 24].

In USA, the public is informed/invited for
consultation through notification on the internet,
newspapers, direct communication and newsletters.
While, draft EIS is published on the internet, hard
copy is also made available to the public free of
charge or not more than the cost of photocopying.
Consultation techniques used during scoping
generally
include:
telephonic
conversation,
community meetings and/or written comments from
various stakeholder groups both online and on paper.
Public hearings and community advisory groups are
the most commonly used methods of consultation
during EIS review in USA [27, 28]. However, EISs
are often so complex and technical that it becomes
difficult for a common citizen to understand [29].
Public hearing meetings are held at large „fancy‟
places or in the city centre away from the project site.
Consequently, low income communities are not
represented [30]. Overall, the EIA related decision
making is not transparent.

Practically speaking, it is neither financially
feasible nor administratively possible to consult the
interested and potentially affected public during all
these stages. As, public participation in EIA may also
delay a project and increase project cost. It may not
always lead to conclusive decision on a project, since
various interest groups, for example, not directly
affected stakeholders, have different concerns and
priorities or political motives. The decision may also
represent the most voiced group rather than the direct
affectees [2, 4].
Experience in some of the developed countries
shows that overall benefits of public participation and
resultant improvement in the quality of adopted
project can largely exceed its costs, despite the
expenditures and delays associated with public
participation in the EIA process. Perhaps that is why
it is mandatory during one or two stages in most of
the countries. The literature review revealed wide
range of techniques and methods of public
participation being used in decision making in EIA.
The most commonly used techniques include: press
release, questionnaire surveys, public hearings and
focus groups [2, 7, 23, 24].

In UK, a variety of participation methods are
used depending upon the proponent and nature of the
issue. These include public exhibition, newsletters
and notices in local newspapers, informal
discussions, public meeting, community advisory
committee and public inquiry [19, 31]. Even after
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granting planning permission, liaison committees are
established. Use of such a range of methods is
probably because there are no laid down legal
requirements for consultation and participation
techniques [15]. However, there are instances where
the organization of public meetings was poor and the
participants questioned the effectiveness of such
technique, for example, public meetings during
Winsford disposal site EIA [19]. Generally, public
consultations and EIA itself have a moderate
influence on the final decision of planning
permission/ environmental approval.

authorities publicly state how the EIA and public
concerns influenced consideration of project
alternatives and the final decision. In addition, copies
of the decision are sent to the participants of the
public hearings, statutory consultees and members of
the EIA commission [7, 15].

4.2 The developing countries’ perspective
In India, public consultation through hearing is
mandatory requirement before granting EIA
approval. The quality of information provided in the
EIA report is generally poor and lacking in clear
description of project, interpretation and analysis of
collected data but full of jargons [33, 34]. Access to
the executive summary of projects by the directly
affected public living in rural areas is said to be poor
and public consultations/hearings are somewhat
independent of EIA [33]. Although, public hearings
are executed by a panel representing concerned
departments and affectees, but these are held after
conducting filed surveys and making all important
decisions [35]. Overall, public hearings have become
“fraught with several contextual problems and
procedural deficiencies in India” [33]. Public
consultations have minimal influence on the final
decisions. More often, this develops feelings of
betrayal among the people [34].

In Canada, public consultation during
comprehensive study and EIS review are mandatory.
Nonetheless, method of consultation, like public
hearing, is discretion of the review panel. Public
consultations during initial stages of the EIA process
are left at the discretion of responsible agency and the
Minister. Since, the early opportunities for public
involvement i.e. during screening and scoping are
non-mandatory, project proponents are mainly
responsible for designing and carrying out public
participation activities. In many cases these are not
done satisfactorily. To facilitate public involvement,
the federal government has established a participant
funding program which is open to both who are in
favour of and/or against a project. The literature on
Canadian EIA system also suggests that public
concerns frequently lead to changes in project design,
influence on decisions in the form of approval
conditions, inclusion of mitigation measures and
changes in project sitting [32].

In China, public participation is not only
compulsory during preparation (scoping) and review
of EIA for development projects but also for plans
since 2002 [36]. The project title, date, time and
venue of hearing and availability of EIA report are
required to be included in the hearing notice. In
addition, the State Council of China requires the
availability of environmental quality report and
related information to the public. Questionnaire
survey, expert consultation and testimony hearings
are the techniques suggested for public consultation
in China [37]. But in practice, questionnaires are used
for consultation during EIA process with a small
number of people mainly including potential
affectees of the project in economic terms or those
who are expected to agree with the proposal [38, 39].
There is no hearing panel or provision of translator to
facilitate understanding of indigenous communities.
It is said that the EIA system in China has failed to
empower the public to have serious influence on
decision making [37, 40].

In the Netherlands, EIA system is open to the
public for provision of information right from its
beginning to the post decision stage. In practice,
public consultations take place at two stages. Firstly,
public meetings arranged to develop scoping
guidelines. Secondly, public hearings during review
of EIA report. A separate period of four weeks is
given to submit comments during each stage of
scoping and EIS review. There is no provision of
funding or transport facilities to members of the
general public.
However, some organized
environmental pressure groups have been provided
funding to participate in selected EIA cases. The
public hearing outcome is presented to an
independent EIA Commission. The competent
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In Thailand, there was no provision of public
consultation/participation in EIA till 1996, except for
NGOs. According to the Public Hearing Regulations
BE2539, project proponent, the government or other
stakeholders may request for public hearing. But the
Regulations do not indicate EIA stages at which
public consultations should be held [41, 42]. The
hearing is conducted by a committee appointed by
the Minister concerned. It is responsibility of the
hearing committee to decide date, place and time of
hearing and to submit its report to the Minister.
Access to information about projects‟ environmental
impacts and public consultation proceedings is
extremely limited in Thailand due to paucity of
sharing such information and cooperation between
concerned agencies and the public [43]. The project
proponents usually fail to inform the public about
projects‟ impacts and benefits. Manowong and
Ogunlana [41] noted that public is involved after the
major decisions are taken regarding the development
project,
thus
providing
extremely
limited
opportunities to influence decisions. Despite that,
some hearings resulted in fairly satisfactory outcome
with respect to varying objectives of the participants,
who generally had a positive attitude towards
hearings as an opportunity to raise their concerns.

developing countries is presented in Table 1
(Appendix-A).

5. Public participation in EIA in
Pakistan
The need for public participation in EIA in
Pakistan was formally recognized in the Pakistan
Environment Protection Ordinance 1983. However, it
was left on the discretion of the concerned
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to involve
concerned public in the assessment of environmental
impact statements [47]. As a result, some mega
development projects were undertaken without EIA
and hence without involving the potential affectees.
Such projects played havoc with the people
particularly living in their proximity. For instance,
Ariyabandu [48] describes the miseries surrounding
the lives of inhabitants of Kot Nizam – a village near
Lahore-Islamabad Motorway in District Hafizabad,
Punjab, for which no EIA or public participation was
carried out, as:
“I learnt that this village is „victim of
development‟. The construction of the motorway…,
has divided the fields into two sections and has
changed the course of the natural water flow of the
village. As a result, over 200 acres of fertile land
which were producing good harvests of wheat and
rice have become uncultivable and barren. Having no
path to flow, monsoon waters stagnate in the village,
turning into a constant pool of mud water around the
houses almost year around. Consequently diseases
are on the rise, general mobility is curtailed, the only
school has become inaccessible to many children in
the months of monsoon, and livelihoods are
affected.”

Philippine is one of the first countries in South
East Asia pioneering the implementation of EIA in
1977. However, public consultation during scoping,
EIS validation and review were made compulsory in
1996 [44]. In most of the cases, EIA related
documents are not easily accessible to the public due
to fear, uncertainty and lack of experience in
handling controversial projects. The EIA process
itself starts much later in the project planning cycle
for “pre-determined locations” of specific projects.
Most of the public hearings are conducted
haphazardly with inadequate and poor presentation
due to time constraints and lack of skills within the
government to handle social issues [45]. The
consultation process is said to be weak in conflict
management/dispute resolution [46]. Nonetheless,
some examples of good practice also exist,
demonstrating social acceptability of the projects as a
result of public consultation and opportunity to
endorse or refuse a project at its initial stage [44].
Based on the above analysis, a comparison of public
participation in EIA in the selected developed and

The Pakistan Environmental Protection Act
(PEPA) 1997 has been the only environmental
legislation of the country. Its Section 12(3) provides
for public participation but during the EIA review
only [49]. However, it was not until the dawn of new
millennium when these provisions became
operational after the promulgation of Pakistan
Environmental Protection Agency (Review of IEE
and EIA) Regulations 2000. Since the 18th
amendment in the Constitution of Pakistan, the
subject of environment protection has been given to
the Provinces [50]. With little modifications,
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listen to the communities‟ responses, and make
prudent changes to the proposal to avoid or mitigate
adverse impacts”[6]. A range of techniques and
objectives of public involvement have been explicitly
stated to facilitate the proponents. Focus groups,
workshops, and review of scope of EIA by concerned
stakeholders have been categorized as the most
effective techniques for achieving the objectives of
public participation. The stated objectives include:
educating and informing the public, identifying
issues, evaluating options, getting feedback and
resolving conflicts to achieve consensus. A number
of other techniques like inviting comments through
press release, public hearings, public meetings and
holding seminars have also been suggested. But these
are not effective in achieving the objectives of public
involvement. Ironically, these comparatively weaker
techniques are being used in Pakistan.

Environmental Protection Acts of the Punjab and
Balochistan have been approved and being
implemented. Concerned departments/EPAs of other
provinces are in the process of drafting such acts.
The public is invited through press
release/advertisement in a national and local
newspaper to give comments on EIA report and
attend public hearing. Wherever, the project is
located, copies of the EIA report are placed at a
public library and/or offices of the concerned EPA
and the project proponent. Interviews with the
stakeholders revealed that both the locations are not
easily accessible by most of them due to availability
of EIA report within office timing and no permission
to get a photocopy of even a few pages. Concerned
EPA is also responsible to circulate the EIA report to
the concerned government agencies and consider
their views and of the public before making any
decision. Public hearings are generally held in luxury
hotels, public halls, and offices of Tehsil Municipal
Administration (being a proponent) or sometimes
near a project site. The said venues of public hearings
are either far away from the directly affected
communities or for the EIA experts/well educated
stakeholders, since there is no arrangement of special
transport for this purpose.

EIA Package 1997 of the Pak-EPA provides
separate set of guidelines for public consultation.

The guidelines further suggest that concerned
public should be involved during five stages of every
EIA project (Figure-1). These include: identification
of the need and level of EIA, various steps of the
preparation of EIA report, its review, project
implementation and monitoring of impacts. But as
indicated in the previous section, the public is
consulted mainly during review of EIA report by the
concerned EPA. Moreover, the guidelines discuss
some basic principles to achieve successful outcome
of public involvement. These self-explanatory
principles are presented in Box 2.

The guidelines encourage two way flow of
information between proponents and stakeholders by
stating that “…...proponents should explain their
proposals clearly to affected communities, actively

Despite the legal requirement and availability of
guidelines, actual practice is rather different. An indepth investigation of some of the public hearings
held for industrial and infrastructure related projects

5.1 Guidelines for public consultation

Identification of
the need and
level of EIA

Identification of
issues and
project
alternative

Assessment of
impacts and
identification of
mitigation
measures

Seeking
comments of
stakeholders and
review of EIA
reports

Fig. 1 Stages of EIA at which public should be involved. Source: [6]
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Box 2 Basic principles to achieve successful
outcome of public participation


Provide complete and relevant information in
a simple language.



Give sufficient time to stakeholders for
understanding the information and its possible
implications.



Give sufficient time to stakeholders for
presenting their views.



To build confidence, give due consideration to
the concerns raised by the stakeholders.
Select such timing and venue of public
consultation which encourage maximum
attendance.





applied within the Pakistani public participation
process without determining learning styles of
individuals and organizations. Moreover, knowledge
and skills of the „Players‟ like NGOs and community
groups as well as „Doers‟ including planning
authorities and consultancies can also play significant
role in dialogue and discourse style [56].

6. Conclusions
Public participation in EIA provides an
opportunity to comprehend stakeholders concerns
and expectations so as to ensure that a better decision
may be made and the development initiative
contributes to the welfare of the people. Public
participation in EIA in developed countries is
moderately effective, transparent, initiated at initial
stages of EIA process and reviewed by independent
experts (e.g. in the Netherlands). Mechanisms of
negotiations and mediations, community advisory
committees and focus groups provide the
stakeholders with better opportunities of mutual
discussions and influencing the decisions. Overall, it
has a moderate influence on the project design and
environmental approval conditions.

Provide the stakeholders with an opportunity
for free exchange of views.
Source: [6]

revealed that public hearings may have negative
impact on the participation process due to fierce clash
among vested groups. Moreover, it was found that
comments of experts and well educated stakeholders
had more positive influence on the EIA outcome than
the views of general public [3, 51]. This trend was
also noted while analyzing proceedings of public
hearings held for projects related to sanitary land fill,
hydropower generation, irrigation canals, as well as
oil and gas exploration, situated in the Federal
Capital Territory and different provinces of Pakistan.
Thus, contrary to what is suggested in literature,
regarding who should be consulted/invited to
participate in EIA, i.e. “the wider the better” [22, 52],
it was found that “the represented the better” [3]. EIA
is a technical document and participation of
“everyone” in a developing country‟s socio-political
setting may not prove much beneficial, as is generally
considered.

On the other hand, delayed public involvement
and lack of transparency in the EIA decision making
process are major impediments to its effectiveness in
the developing countries. At the same time, public
awareness about environmental issues and
willingness to participate in decision making is
increasing. This indicates growing realization for a
sustainable development. Moreover, the literature
highlights a few examples of good public
participation practice, for instance in Philippine,
possibly due to the requirement of providing proof of
social acceptability.
As far as the case of Pakistan is concerned, the
guidelines prepared by Pak-EPA are quite
comprehensive but very old and discretionary in
nature. In practice, public participation in EIA is
carried out as a mere formality to meet the regulatory
requirement. It is restricted to the review stage of
EIA in the form of public hearing. Presence of all
stakeholders, especially those who are directly
affected, is not ensured. Even if it is ensured,
somehow, there is no mechanism to make sure that

However, some authors suggest that people
(individuals and organizations) can be effectively
engaged in environmental decision making by
considering their learning style(s) [53]. To this end,
[54, 55] identified four learning styles, including:
accommodating,
diverging,
converging
and
assimilating (further detail can be found in the
references cited herewith). These styles may be
influenced by contextual variations, thus may not be
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the inputs from the stakeholders are incorporated by
the proponent and are adequately considered by the
competent authorities in making final decision.

scoping/preparation of EIA report should be
replaced with focus group discussions.
Similarly, the public hearings held during EIA
review should be replaced with mediation
workshops and advisory committee meetings.

Public hearing is a weak consultation
mechanism as compared to holding mediation
workshops and advisory committee meetings, which
provide more influencing role to the stakeholders in
decision making and opportunities of learning. In
spite of the above shortcomings, public hearing at
least provides an opportunity of two way interaction
among
potentially
opposing
interests.
Its
effectiveness largely depends upon its timings during
the project cycle, the nature of the public involved
and the way it is conducted.



Concerned EPA should display the conditions of
every EIA approval on its website and at notice
board outside its office. Representatives of
directly affected communities and EIA experts
should be provided with copies of the same.



It should be mandatory for every project
proponent to involve representatives of the
directly affected communities and EIA experts
in monitoring the implementation of the
conditions of EIA approval. Necessary
equipment and support for the field staff of
concerned EPA must be provided as and when
needed.



Further research on the learning styles of
Pakistani individuals and organizations is
needed to explore the possibilities of involving
the public more effectively.

7. Recommendations
Based on the preceding analysis and
conclusions, the following recommendations are
made to enhance effectiveness of public participation
in EIA in Pakistan as well as in other developing
countries.








Instead of conducting questionnaire survey of
the affected communities during preparation of
EIA, a public meeting should be held on or near
the project site. The affected communities
should be directly invited for this purpose.
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Table 1:

84

Comparison of public participation in EIA in the selected developed and developing countries

Criteria/indicators Methods used to Accessibility of
for reviewing
inform/invite the the EIA related
public
public
information
participation in
EIA
Selected Developed
Countries (USA,
UK, Canada, the
Netherlands)

Selected
Developing
Countries (India,
China, Thailand,
Philippine)

Public notices
through internet/
newspapers,
newsletters, direct
communication
with stakeholders

Public notices
published in
newspapers

Quality of EIA
related
information
provided to the
public

Public
consultation/
participation
techniques
during EIA
review

Location and
accessibility of
consultation/
public hearing
venue

Transparency of
the decision
making process

Influence of public
concerns on the
decisions

Published on the
internet, hard
copy is also
available in
Environmental
Assessment
Agency
offices/Local
Planning
Authorities/
public libraries

Sometimes
deficiency of
information in
EIA reports,
complex and
difficult to
understand by
common people

Written
comments, public
hearings and
community
advisory groups

Normally held near
city centre
sometimes
expensive to reach
by poor people

Moderately
transparent
(Comparatively
more transparent in
the Netherlands)

Moderate, public
concerns sometimes
lead to minor changes
in project design and
conditions of EIA
approval

Full EIA report
mostly
inaccessible
except its
executive
summary

Generally
imprecise/full of
jargons

Public
hearing/public
meetings

(Comparatively better
in the Netherlands)

Source: Authors‟ own construct based on literature review

84

Normally held near Opaque/lacking in
city centres, mostly transparency
expensive to reach
by poor people
(occasionally held
near project site)

Weak (preference is
given to economic
benefits than to
possible
environmental
impacts)

