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 Implementing sustainable impact assessments 

Having outlined all the steps involved in conducting an SIA, in this final chapter we 
summarise some of the practical points to bear in mind when implementing them. 

When can SIAs be used? 

It is vital that an SIA is executed right at the beginning of the policy development 
process. An SIA allows for better-informed decision making throughout the policy process 
and raises awareness of a wide range of policy challenges related to sustainable 
development. Furthermore, it helps to reinforce existing debates and the quality and 
coherence of policy proposals; to set the agenda for sustainable development; to identify 
critical issues, such as future challenges and impacts; to show key trends and set priorities; 
to deliver results on the ground; to raise the level of dialogue and participation; and to 
increase transparency of the policy decision-making process at large. It can be applied to 
different targets, including policies, projects and regulations, and at different levels, 
including local, regional, national, and international, although this guidance document has 
mainly looked at national policies.  

An SIA can support both the further integration of sustainable development principles 
into sectoral policies and programmes and the development of national sustainable 
development strategies (NSDS). In fact, SIAs should be an integrated element of NSDS as 
well as sustainability strategies at sectoral, regional and other levels. As identified in Good 
Practices in the National Sustainable Development Strategies of OECD Countries, “[s]ound 
analysis is important in helping to identify the underlying trade-offs between economic, 
environmental and social objectives in priority-setting and policy making for sustainable 
development. Such assessments seek to develop information on changing economic, 
environmental and social conditions, pressures and responses, and their correlations with 
strategy objectives and indicators” (OECD, 2006b). SIAs should build on the NSDS 
institutional framework to ensure high-level political support for the assessment process, 
the full participation of relevant agencies, and transparency and public participation. As a 
key decision-making tool, SIAs help to frame problems, identify policy impacts on all 
dimensions and scope solutions. In this, sustainability impact assessments can contribute 
to the co-ordination and integration of policies and better governance for sustainable 
development. 

Practical considerations for effective implementation 

In order to assure an effective implementation of the SIA, the following practical 
aspects need special attention (for more information see EEAC, 2006): 

• Symmetries and balance. SIA demands an integrated approach. This implies that 
social, ecological and economic impacts of policies are typically subject to more 
detailed scrutiny than solely the one dimensional effects (e.g. ecological) of 
sectoral policies. Furthermore, a balanced input (formal or informal) by NGOs and 
experts from various sectors as well as business partners should be guaranteed. 

• Enlarged framing. The scoping and framing of assessments is a particularly 
crucial phase in the process. There is a risk that the leading department can 
sometimes neglect the concerns of other departments or sectors and as a 
consequence can overlook alternative, innovative and integrated policy options. 
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• Adequate quality assurance. When installing the SIA process and procedures, 
sufficient “separation of powers” needs to be safe-guarded. This applies to the 
assessment unit and the decision-making entity, and to proper arrangements for 
independent review. A conflict of interest can occur if the same people are 
responsible for deciding on the scope of the SIA, conducting the actual screening 
and then implementing the policy or plan. Lack of time and resources or the 
complexity (variety of knowledge required) of the policy may push those involved 
to choose a more superficial SIA. It is impossible to ensure a fair and 
comprehensive SIA if the balancing of interests is conducted by an individual 
person without any input from others in the form of conflicting opinions. 
Shortcomings in quality assurance are exacerbated by a lack of transparency in 
the assessment process. 

• Sufficient capacity. Sound and high quality assessment, especially of complex 
and far-reaching proposals, is demanding of time, resources and skills. These are 
not always adequate. Additional training and capacity building for executing SIAs 
and cross-sector working may be needed to assure quality and improve staff 
skills and capacities. 

• Opportunities for learning. There is considerable potential for deliberation, social 
learning and innovation from a more open and pluralistic assessment process. 
This leads to better practice and more sound integrated policies, thereby 
enhancing sustainable development. Unfortunately, SIA is still too often used for 
the ex post legitimation of policies and decisions. An ex post evaluation implies 
that the policy has already been decided upon or executed and possible impacts 
or trade-offs cannot be prevented and are more difficult to repair. Therefore, an 
ex post evaluation is less desirable from a sustainable development point of view 
(and bearing in mind the precautionary principle). 

For further information, following are some helpful reference points for SIAs (also 
referenced in the previous chapters):  

• European Commission’s Impact Assessment website:  
http://ec.europa.eu/governance/impact/index_en.htm;  

• OECD (2008b), Conducting Sustainability Assessments, OECD, Paris; and 

• Sustainability A-Test Webbook: www.SustainabilityA-Test.net. 


