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In 1970, the USA brought the environment into legislation and enacted National Environment Policy Act - NEPA (US Department of Energy, 2023), and for the first time the significant effects on the environment had to be considered during development planning. Since then, slowly at first, Environmental Impact Assessments (EIAs) have been used around the world. The UK eventually transposed the European Directive 85/337/EC  into law in 1988 with the Town and Country Planning Regulations (Glasson, 1999) and since then has gone through extensive changes. The development that this report intends to critique is in Wales so will utilise the ‘The Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2017’ (Welsh Government, 2017a) to guide policy knowledge along with the EU Directive 2014/52/EU (European Union, 2014) and various best practice guidance. 
Parc Pelenna is a proposed leisure and tourism development in rural Neath, South Wales. The developer is Trivselhus Holdings UK and the agent assigned to the EIA process is The Urbanists. 
There are seven stages to an EIA and each stage can have several components which makes the process lengthy and complex if carried out in accordance with best practice. Therefore, to provide an in-depth yet concise evaluation of the Parc Pelenna EIA process, three key components will be addressed: screening and scoping, alternatives and public engagement. Within each subsection a comparison will be made against both best practices and a comparable EIA, in this case, Swansea’s Skyline. 
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Projects that require land use planning permissions are required by law to take into consideration any environmental impacts that the project may have (Welsh Government, 2017a). The process for this is an Environmental Impact assessment (EIA) and any project that is deemed to have significant impacts on the environment will to go through this process to provide an Environmental Statement (ES) to accompany the planning application.  
The regulation behind this process comes from the EU Environmental Impact Assessment Directive 2011/92/EU which was later amended in to become 2014/52/EU to provide simplicity for the assessments and further to that, regulation in Wales implements the EU Directive into Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2017, (Senedd Research, 2022). 
These regulations screen projects into either Schedule 1 where an EIA is always needed such as a major power plant, waste disposal or intensive poultry farms. Schedule 2 is where an EIA may be needed due to factors such as size and design, cumulation with other developments, use of natural resources, location and impact. The thresholds for both options are set out in the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2017 (Welsh Government, 2017) and are readily accessible. The Planning Inspectorate Advice Notes (UK Government, 2020) state that an applicant for development is required to either request a screening opinion or state that they intend to provide an environmental statement stating the development falls under Schedule 1 or Schedule 2. If a development falls under schedule 2, it is best practise and recommended that a screening opinion be provided as not all Schedule 2 developments require an EIA. 
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The Urbanists (2024a) acting on the behalf of the developer Trivselhus UK Holdings Ltd requested a screening opinion from the local planning authority (LPA), Neath Port Talbot Council (NPTC) in March 2024 as their project came under Schedule 2 of the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2017, more specifically - in the description of Category 12(c) ‘Holiday villages and hotel complexes outside urban areas and associated developments’ (Welsh Government, 2017). There are specific pieces of information set out in Part 2, section 6 of Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2017 that the screening request must provide and The Urbanists have clearly and comprehensively carried this out. They have been thorough in their description of the development site offering aerial photos, maps and surveys along with the history of previous planning applications which includes a smaller approved holiday chalets with a justification that this much larger project is more financially viable. The request describes the aspects of the environment that could be affected by the development covering aspects such as ecology, landscape character and visual, archaeology and heritage and others. With each aspect there is a full description of ‘potential likely environmental effects’ and at the end of each section a statement in bold suggesting that effects would not be significant and therefore not requite an EIA. Subsequently, the screen opinion returned from NPTC was that and EIA was required. Whilst the Urbanists stipulated the mitigation measures they intend to implement, an EIA is the formal process of evaluating the potential effects of the development so the relevant decision maker can make informed decisions and ensure mitigation of negative impacts and boost positive impacts (Howard, 2025). The (The Urbanists, 2024c) highlights several aspects that could have significant impacts such as size and design with potential alterations to the landscape, cumulative effects with regards to noise from local wind farms and effects on transport with the Rheola House redevelopment, an agricultural land survey is needed along with a peat assessment. This is particularly important as there is a difference of opinion on the level of peat despite the developer planning to safeguard it. 
It was not possible to make a comparison with Swansea Skyline as the screening request didn’t appear available as only the decision is required to be made public within the ES. However, Swansea Skyline’s screening decision does form the basis of their Environmental Statement as they have decided to use this information rather than the more in-depth scoping request. 
Deemed as the most important stage of the EIA process, scoping can be a lengthy process but if carried out well with a good understanding of the baseline, scoping can lead to a more efficient and cost-effective EIA. While scoping is entirely optional, it is recommended by both government guidelines and best practise (Environment Agency, 2002; ISEP, 2023). 
Since the screening request repeatedly suggested that aspects of the environment were not likely to be significantly affected and therefore an EIA not necessary, with which the LPA disagreed, the scoping request appears arrogant. It’s suggestion that it is “…proposed to have a focused ES, which addresses issues with reasonable potential for ‘significant’ environmental effects and accounting for suitable mitigation.” (The Urbanists, 2024c). There is a suggestion that local planning authorities can be risk averse (ISEP, 2022) and if the agents are well versed in EIA applications, this might account for their apparent under cautionary attitude, only scoping in Alternative Site assessment, Land and Visual Impact and Ecology. The main objective of scoping is to ensure there is a focus on the important issues in the ES while ensuring there is enough information for an informed decision to be made and for it to be understandable to the public (Slootweg and Kolhoff, 2003). 
The scoping decision largely agrees with the factors to scope out, such as arboriculture as an arboriculture impact assessment was provided and found that no significant effects to the ancient woodland and a “submission of a tree survey, planting scheme and maintenance plan” was submitted to the LPA (The Urbanists, 2024d). This assessment was conducted through site-based observations and desk based study.
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There are many alternative options that are considered throughout the early stages of development, including site location, size, layout and a ‘do nothing approach. The discussion of alternatives is considered by the US Council on Environmental Quality as the ‘heart of the Environmental Impact Statement’ according to Glasson, Riki Therivel and Chadwick (2013). 
Under Part 5 section 17 of the regulations (Welsh Government, 2017b) state that “a description of the reasonable alternatives studied by the applicant or appellant, which are relevant to the proposed development and its specific characteristics, and an indication of the main reasons for the option chosen, taking into account the significant effects of the development on the environment” and that this should also be referred to in the non-technical summary. 
Along with a requirement from the EIA Directive (European Union, 2014; European Commission, 2017) it is considered best practise to establish an environmental baseline and outline a ‘do nothing approach’ (IEMA, 2004) which establishes a future baseline where it predicts the environmental conditions should the development not proceed. While several surveys were conducted during the scoping stage of the EIA, a ‘do-nothing’ alternative should have been included in the ES which it is not. However, drawing a comparison to Swansea Skyline’s ES, their do-nothing’ alternative did not mention the environment at all – just that it would have resulted in a huge amount of work being redundant, therefore missing the point of the ‘do-nothing’ alternative. 
The ES states that the scale of the proposal has changed from a previous planning approval of fewer holiday cottages to the current larger scale development (The Urbanists, 2024a). It provides a table of all planning applications (both approved and denied) and is quite clear and straight forward with its reasoning to propose a much greater scale of development. However, the scale of the process wasn’t informed by any significant environmental factors so while this information certainly provides a background to the planning history, it may not have been strictly necessary for the ES. 
Referring back to the developers scoping statement, it highlights the lack of consistent policy and guidance concerning alternative site assessment. While this might be the case, best practice from ISEP, (2023a) describes that where no other site is feasibly considered, then the reasons should be explained. The developer has certainly done this with full transparency and highlighted how this particular site is ideal for a number of valid reasons, including its high-quality landscape and visual character. 
It continues to comment on how the process has involved the local planning authority and taken advice from stakeholders such as the Health and Safety Executive. Frustratingly, it states advice provided is available in Section 3 of Volume 2, along with the figures 5.1-5.5 that show the changes in the masterplan. These are both totally separate documents, with the former missing from the planning portal entirely.  However, to its credit it does explain how there have been changes made to the design of the lodges to flow more with the topography of the landscape, the layout of the design to avoid felling high value woodland and avoid an area of peat. Overall, despite no mention of a do-nothing approach, it is clear that the design has undergone changes due to environmental considerations. 
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Public participation is an integral part of the EIA process and according to Glucker et al. (2013), its importance in environmental decision making has been recognised formally giving the UN Rio Conference as an example which is further exemplified by the Aarhus Convention (UNECE, 1998). The EIA Directive (European Union, 2014) and the Welsh regulations (Welsh Government, 2017c) stipulate that the public need to be informed electronically and by public notices for their effective participation. Best practise is that the public should be considered throughout the EIA process, the earliest opportunity is at the screening stage (April 2024) but should certainly be implemented by the scoping stage (May 2024) – as it is here that experts and stakeholders are considered. 
Evidence of Parc Pelenna public participation is difficult to obtain. It is shown in the (The Urbanists, 2024f) that notices were placed locally and that neighbouring landowners were notified personally, this correspondence is dated 21st June 2024, at the same time the website had gone live. The notification period end date was 28  days later which for planning purposes may be sufficient but for the purpose of an EIA the Directive (European Union, 2014) states a minimum of 30 days for public participation. Unsurprisingly, there were no responses from community consultees, as the posts where the notices were placed are quite rural. 
Unfortunately, ‘The Urbanists’ website no longer has a page for Parc Pelenna, so it is difficult to assess the lengths at which they went to to engage the public in their development. A great example of being accessible would be LanzaTech (2024) Project Dragon where continuous updates are made on their website. Unfortunately, the only website available was a confusing site by Continuum (2024) advertising the 2019 approved development of 53 lodges. It doesn’t look like the public were a meaningful part of this EIA process at all. 
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Referring back to Glasson, Riki Therivel and Chadwick (2013), many planning authorities review an Environmental Statement using their own knowledge and experience and have often already consulted with the relevant experts to verify the statement. However, there are formal review processes that a planning authorities or consultant can utilise for a more structured path to decision making. The Lee and Colley (1991) Review package is based on international best practice, and is widely used. The package is arranged in a hierarchy, with 4 broad ‘Review Areas’ each containing ‘Review Catagories’ and further ‘Review Sub-Categories’. Following is an example covering Review Area 4 – Communication. The assessments from the subcategories are used to inform the Review Area which in turn is used to inform the Environmental Statement. 
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Figure 1 Adapted from Cunningham (2026)
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The full Environmental Statement is quite difficult to read as it is not free flowing. There are usually three volumes to the ES which comprise of a ‘Non-Technical Summary’, ‘Written Statement’ and the ‘Appendices to the Statement’; while there are all three ‘Volumes’ available, each chapter of each volume is a separate document all with varying titles, making it difficult to find each chapter in the correct order, especially if you were not familiar with the layout of an ES. This also makes it difficult to assess if it complete. 
Given that the non-technical summary should be aimed to provide the general public with all the information necessary, it would be expected to be ‘Volume 1’ and at the start, much in the same way as Swansea Skyline’s ES has but this also seems lost in the vast amount of documents associated with the proposed development on the local authorities planning portal. 
That said, they have conducted what appears to be the minimum requirements of an EIA, albeit without much public engagement. And while Swansea Skyline’s EIA process is quite different, they have both misconstrued aspects of the process that are fundamental, such as exploring alternatives and including public participation. 
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4.2 Layout: the layout of the report enables the reader to find and assimilate information | Rating
easily and quickly. External data sources are acknowledged.

4.2.1 There is an introduction briefly describing the project, the aims of the environmental assessment and how those aims are to be achieved. C

4.2.2 Information is logically arranged in sections or chapters and the whereabouts of important data is indicated in the table of contents or index. Terms of reference
and data used in assessment are included in appendices. The study team members are identified.

4.2.3 When data, conclusions or quality standards from external source are introduced, the original source is acknowledged at that point in the text. A full reference is D
included in a footnote orin a list of references.

Symbol Explanation

A Relevant tasks well performed,no important tasks left incomplete.

B Generally satisfactory and complete, only minor omissions and inadequacies.
C Can be considered just satisfactory despite omissions and/or inadequacies.

D Parts are well attempted but must, as a whole, be considered just
unsatisfactory because of omissions or inadequacies.

E Not satisfactory, significant omissions or inadequacies.

F Very unsatisfactory, important task(s) poorly done or not attempted.

NA Not applicable. The Review Topic is notapplicable or it is irrelevant in the
context of this Statement.
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