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ABSTRACT
The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is the part of the planning application process to protect the environment from potently damaging repercussions from an activity or development.   The effectiveness of EIA has long been the subject of academic considerations, with research identifying a number of reoccurring systemic weaknesses. This research will test for systemic weaknesses thought the review of the Parc Pelenna EIA. After a review of academic literature to identify the reoccurring weaknesses, the Parc Pelenna EIA was critically reviewed using an adaption of the Lee and Colley framework. Comparison of the Parc Pelenna EIA review results against the literature research, illustrating the continuance of the established systemic weaknesses, justifying the continuation of academic research into this EIA effectiveness.
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Introduction 

The purpose of this report is to critically evaluate the process of a selected Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). It will examine the supporting legislation, peer reviewed articles to determine whether the current EIA practice as illustrated by the case study fills the role for which it was intended. 
From the environmental and conservation perspective, the EIA is an essential part of the planning process, as the report details the potential impacts a development project may have on the environment.
The EIA case study for review is for the development of a tourism accommodation development in the Vale of Neath, South Wales. The proposed development is called Parc Pelenna Holiday Resort, situated 2km from Neath, which will comprise of lodges – potentially 120, leisure buildings, and swimming pool. It will require an access road, parking, and associated resort infrastructure (Smith, 2026).
This development was selected as it is a recent project, so the issues are contemporary, and will illustrate how the Welsh Planning Policy applies to ecology, land use, and tourism issues. It is a complex planning application, which includes diverse technical assessments, within a large greenfield site with biodiversity and ecological impacts to be considered alone with impact of rural landscape changes. There are also social-economic impacts and public perception issues to be considered.
To critique this EIA case study, the Lee and Colley (L&C) review framework will be applied as its effectiveness in analysing EIAs is well established (Malepe, González and Retief, 2022). The framework is highly structured and comprehensive, allowing for systematic evaluation, by dividing and sub-dividing sections which are then graded producing a detailed report indicating the strong and weak sections. The standardised system ensures objectivity and has proven to be adaptable for use in other countries. This has seen the framework gain international use as a robust and reliable tool for EIA quality assessment.
The report will begin with a consideration of EIA theory and purpose, followed by an examination of the review mythology, and discussion of the findings.
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Glossary
	EIA 
	Environmental Impact Assessment

	CC
	Climate change

	BL
	Biodiversity loss

	L&C 
	Lee and Colley

	OEP 
	Office for Environmental Protection

	SDG
	Sustainable Development Goals

	FU
	Follow-up

	IAIA
	International Association for Impact Assessment 

	IA
	Impact Assessment 

	PRTR
	Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers 
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Purpose of EIA 
The EIA is a standardised requirement, with its broad applicability; it is applied to a wide spectrum of projects such as infrastructure, tourism, industry, energy, agriculture, to inform planning authorities, developers, communities, and other interested parties of the environmental impacts of an activity or development, and to investigate mitigation options and alternative prior to planning approval (Manuel, 2024). Mandatory for largescale projects in schedule one, such as airports, and for projects which might cause significant impact in schedule two. Conducted at the beginning of the development planning process, it is a tool to aid decision making.
The UK Government advise the EIA is a five-step process, Figure 1 below illustrates the steps from the guidance (Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local Government, Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2020, (National Archives, 2017)). A sixth step is advised in best practice; this is the post-decision monitoring.



Figure 1Illustration of the EIA Process
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Conceived in the 1960s, due to concerns around environmental degradation, EIA was formalised in 1969 in the US National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) as the first legal requirement for federal projects. During the 1980s – 1990s its use was spread internationally, becoming law in Europe with the Impact Assessment Directive in 1985 (Directive no. 85/337), it now used internationally (Pinheiro, 2024).
Jha-Thakur and Fischer (2016) complied a review of the UK EIA process, critiquing its development through a SWOT analysis. 
· In 1985 EU Directive 85/337/EEC introduced a mandatory EIA framework, which was formally adapted here in the UK in 1988 and saw the production of around 300 ES per year. Then in 1997, the 97/11/EC Directive expanded the Annex 1 & 2 project lists, adding rigour to the screening and scoping sections, here the practice is maturing, the number of ES increases as with the evolution of the professional ES consultancy. Glasson produces the first 10-year review. 
· Between 2000-2008, the use of ES continued to grow, and did the consultancy but weakness such as poor monitoring and following up persisted. 
· In 2008 came the Nationally Significant Infrastructure Projects which increased public participation requirements on major projects and in 2011 there was the Consolidation EIA Regs, to update and simplify the system. 
· The UK EIA Stakeholder Survey in 2011 showed most responders thought EIA did raise environmental awareness and affected planning decisions, but more experienced practitioners were less convinced. 
· In 2013, a 25-year review found weaknesses identified in 1999, such as monitoring, and alternatives, are still weaknesses, and it is thought EIA reports are becoming overly technical, and under-delivering. 
· The Directive 2014/52/EU to be mandatory by 2017, worked to correct the persistent weakness, for example by requiring at least two alternatives and a zero option. 
· Alternatives are important, as their consideration ensure the best options are chosen. Persistent weaknesses in EIA reports illustrated in the academic research on EIA evolution, reinforcement needed for this review to see if the weaknesses still persist. 
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The section above examined historical weaknesses, this section will examine contemporary academic views of the EIA.
Rweyendela (2021) proposes EIA as presented in academic literature, is not robust enough tool to meet Sustainable Development Goals due to its reductionist nature, it cannot manage complex issues such as BL or CC. They are not alone; current academic literature highlights the numerous fundamental issues. The first to be examined is its lack of effectiveness and substance, research points to EIA being seen as a legal compliance, a box to be ticked, which leads to complacency and weak, superficial EIA reports with poor analysis of alternative and mitigation proposals, based on dated studies, and limited field data. This type of EIA lacks the substance to halt damaging projects (Barker and Jones, 2013; Nita et al., 2022; Nita, Fineran and Rozylowicz, 2022).
Wright et al. (2013), study found poor production of the reports, the incoherent, over long and over complex reports, and the recycling of content in reports compromises the value of the EIA as a decision-making tool. Research also noted a lack of the follow-up impact monitoring, that monitoring ended at the point of decision.
Concerning public involvement, Nita et al. (2022), studies show a lack of engagement with external stakeholders, yet studies have shown the greater the public involvement the better the environmental outcomes.
The fourth issue relates to a perceived conflict of interest. It is proposed reports which are commissioned by the developer will hold a bias towards the project, that the authors employed will be swayed by the need for future employment. 
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Justification for using Lee and Colley (1990)
The Lee & Colley (1990) framework will be used as it is internationally recognised as adaptable for use evaluating divers contexts and sectors, suitable for both the descriptive and the analytic elements of an EIA, revealing the gaps in areas such as public participation, mitigation, and continuing monitoring as discovered by Malepe, González and Retief when they used an adapted vision to evaluate EIA reports on conservation and tourism in the Kruger to Canyons Biosphere Reserve (2022). Choji et al. (2022) chose it to evaluate eighty telecommunication EIAs in Nigeria, as it was highly adaptable, and its systematic structure, hierarchical, stepped format, which supports structured scoring and qualitative judgements, led to them discovering uniform weakness in three of the four review areas. 
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In the L&C package, EIAs are divided into four review areas, broadly covering the description of the project/ environment, the identification and evaluation of the projects impact, what alternatives or mitigation is included in the report and how well the report is communicated. Then there are seventeen review categories, spread across the four review areas and below the categories are fifty-two review subcategories. Each subcategory is then graded A – F, see figure 2, the scores aggregated to determine a review category score, this step is repeated to determine the review area score, then again to determine the overall score.

Figure 2 Grading Scale for Adapted L&C Framework
This review uses an adaptive form of the framework. As above, the EIA will be divided into four review areas – description of the development, identification and evaluation of potential impacts, alternatives and mitigation, and the presentation of the report. The review areas will be divided hierarchical into sixteen categories and forty-nine subcategories. 

After the subcategories have been graded, the grades are converted into numeric numbers, A = 5, F = 0, this enables quantitative analysis. To calculate the score of a category, its subcategories (Si) are totalled and divided by the number of subcategories (n).
Category Score =  = 
Likewise, the categories (Cj) in the review area are totalled and divided by the number of categories (m) calculate the review area score.
Review Area Score = 
The review areas are then totalled and divided,
EIA Score = 
 and converted back into the scale to determine an overall grade.

The purpose of this EIA review is to critically evaluate the process of the EIA, not the ecological outcomes.
To limit bias, the L&C framework recommend a minimum of two independent reviewers grade each EIA reports, separately, then discussing the results to unify any disparages. In Cele’s, (2022) study to avoid bias, without a second reviewer, Cele re-assessed half of the EIAs a month later, due to time constraints, the case study in this report will only be reviewed once, by a signal reviewer and the possibility of bias noted.
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Case Study Overview 
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Figure 4 Map of site and location (Sanderson et al., 2024)
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The project selected is Parc Pelenna, described Thomas and Hopkins as a holiday resort, to include 120 sustainably built, eco-friendly lodges, in five different sizes, with covered parking, a pool and hospitality building, another service building, vehicle and pedestrian access, in-nature play and recreation areas, along with protect areas for wildlife and biodiversity enhancement, in the 2024 non-technical report, see the proposed site plan below in figure #. Although the site historically held approval for tourism accommodation, with permission first being granted for a single holiday chalet in 1986, followed by another nine applications for holiday accommodation, excluding this one, of which five where granted, no development of holiday accommodation is visible on the photos in the supporting documents. All previous application were for smaller developments, the largest applied for 32 units (O’Brien, 2026).
[image: ]
Figure 5 Illustrative masterplan, the lodges are in the centre and surrounded by an extensive existing landscape. (Thomas and Hopkins, 2024)
The site is located in the Vale of Neath, between Tonna and Resolen, previous uses include agriculture, forestry, and quarrying. The 23 hectares is covered by woodland with cleared woodland and pasture. It also contains regenerated scrub, broadleaf, mixed and coniferous woodland, along with ponds and residential property with several PRW crossing the property (O’Brien, 2026).
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Critical Evaluation Of Using Lee & Colley Review Areas

Table 1Score for Parc Pelenna
	Score for Parc Pelenna
	Score
	Grade

	Overall
	3.15
	C

	
	
	

	Area 1 Description Of Development, Local Environment, & Baseline Conditions	
	3.68
	B

	1.1
	3.28
	

	1.2
	3.66
	

	1.3
	2.50
	

	1.4
	4.66
	

	1.5
	4.33
	

	
	
	

	Area 2 Identification, Analysis & Assessment of Impacts
	4.21
	B

	2.1
	4.33
	

	2.2
	4.50
	

	2.3
	3.80
	

	
	
	

	Area 3 Alternatives & Mitigation
	2.00
	D

	3.1
	1.00
	

	3.2
	2.00
	

	3.3
	3.00
	

	
	
	

	Area 4 Communication
	2.73
	C

	4.1
	2.00
	

	4.2
	3.66
	

	4.3.
	3.00
	

	4.4
	2.00
	

	4.5
	3.00
	



The purpose of the review is to assess the competence and quality of the ES, whether public concerns have been considered, all gaps and omissions identified and whether there is enough data to support a decision. To this purpose, Parc Pelenna EIA has been reviewed using the adapted L&C framework as outlined above. The results are shown in the table below.
[bookmark: _Toc226918155]Review Area 1: Description of the Development, Local Environment and Baseline Condition - Good
The section covering the description of the development graded Good overall, with five categories and eighteen sub-categories. The sub-categories ranging from Excellent to Very Poor. The use of maps to identify locations, extensive habitat mapping, multiple years of surveys and species identification. Graded Good for, the design, size, scale, etc., has a clear outline of the proposed lodges, access roads, drainage, and infrastructure, but lacks details on construction principles. The environmental planning in the design is good, consideration given to reducing the lodges environmental footprint, and road placement determined to reduce environmental impact. Does not reference effect of no development. 
Review Area 2: Identification, Analysis & Assessment of Impacts - Good
Review area 2, related to impact identification, analysis, and assessment. It consisted of three categories and fifteen sub-categories and graded Good overall. The report examines the impacts of the development on designated sites, ancient woodland, habitats, and an extensive list of species which inhabit the location, grades Good on identifying factors habitats, species, etc. It was less clear on potential impacts classing most impacts as negatable or minor.
Review Area 3: Alternatives & Mitigation - Poor
In the third area, there were three categories, and eight sub-categories. This review area was graded Poor; this was the result of a lack of available information alternative. In chapter 5 of ES, the report claimed it unnecessary to discuss alternatives a previous planning consent for a tourist resort at the location granted, which established suitability of the project at the location, and information could be found in V1 Chapter 5, here it used previous permission, ownership and location advantages to justify application. Chapter 7 – Ecological Impact Assessment (2024) covers mitigation of negative impacts. The chapter discusses plans to maintain, enhance and promote the natural bounty of the location, with a proposed 10/15-year environmental management plan. To this end, the development was presented as environmental positive. 
Review Area 4: Communication - Satisfactory
This review area has five categories, and nine sub-categories, and achieves an overall grade of satisfactory. The report follows the pre-scripted format, each section has a brief introduction to the development and outlines the purpose of the section, and names the authors. The content is layout well, using minimal technical terms, and includes tables and illustrations appropriate. The report is also long yet lacks substance, frequently repeating the same information. Each section reads as justification for the development, minimalizing impacts and mitigated them into opportunists. Overall, the report promotes the development and lacks objectivity.
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Discussion: The Parc Pelenna EIA and Academic Critics of EIA?   
Section 3.3 identified eight major academic criticisms of application of EIA within planning applications, see table #. The Parc Pelenna EIA aligns with five of academic critics discussed in section 3.3, these are complacence – treating EIA as a tick-box activity, weak analysis of alternatives, poor report production, lack of follow-up and insufficient public participation. This report will consider three failings, Alternatives, Public Participation and Follow-Up.

Table 2 Identified Academic Critics of EIA
	Identify Academic Critics of EIA

	EIA lacks robustness for SD goals
	Viewed as a box ticking exercise
	Weak analytical quality of Mitigation & Alternatives

	Fails to prevent harmful projects
	Poor report production
	Lack of follow-up monitoring

	Insufficient public participation
	Conflict of interest concerns
	


Alternatives 
In 2011, the Institute of Environmental Management & Assessment determined EIA was influencing the development designs, in order to limited environmental impacts. The practice of presenting the iterative design process as part of it alternatives removed negative impacts before application submission, making their mitigation redundant, some applications are submitted with earlier designs and the adaptations as mitigations, or plans are submitted presenting with alternatives pre-selected. The report also high-lighted the interpretation of UK directives to minims the alternative section in projects on the site already acquired thereby nullifying the need to offer real alternative options for consideration (Fothergill and Barlow, 2011). 
In Enríquez-de-Salamanca, (2026) work to create a taxidermy of alternatives, it proposed the removal of options equals a remove of choice. From the study, they have identified two major considerations of the alternatives presented in an EIA, are the alternatives reasonable, not false, contrived or subtle, and do the alternatives offered represent the full range of alternatives possible. By providing true alternatives, including a realistic ‘no-action’ option, which have been open to stakeholder participation facilitates real decisions on a development be taken.
A study of EIA alternatives in India found a deficiency of reasonable alternatives presented, where the alternative section is non-exhaustive and lacks rigor. Attributed to lack of practitioner competence, the production standards are still rudimentary 25 years after the introduction of EIA to India, resulting in superficial, ineffective EIA which do not promote environmental protections (Rathi, 2021).
In Parc Pelenna EIA, it is proposed that alternatives do not need to be examined due to previous approval for holiday accommodation development – 11 holiday chalets, despite the development proposed in the application being significantly larger, and more impactful. This is problematic as the latest proposal is significantly different to application which was granted approval. The Parc Pelenna EIA also presents its iterated designs as alternatives, thereby validating its decisions as opposed to offering real opportunities of choice at the public participation level or at planning approval.
Where earlier designs are adapted to incorporate the best alternatives are proposed as mitigation which invalidate the process as it invalidates choice
[bookmark: _Toc226918157]Public Participation
Public participation is an essential aspect of the planning process as it protects the public access to Environmental Justice, maintains public engagement and trust (Yakubu, 2018). The Aarhus Convention with its Protocol on Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers (PRTR) provide people and communities with the legal right to information and involvement in decision-making, and to governments the framework for public engagement, part of the 2030 Agenda for SD (UNECE, 2026). Adopted into UK law in 2006, this means environmental information must be publicly available, public engagement should be occur at the beginning of the planning process, to ensure the plans are developed to mitigate any public concerns, and the third Aarhus pillar environmental justices must be affordable and timely (DEFRA, 2024). In Wales, these are covered in the Environmental Information Regulations 2004, and the Town and Country Planning (EIA) (Wales) Regulation. Kruger and Pohlo, study of biodiversity impacts in mining EIA found stakeholder engagement to be weak with their influence to be non-extant (2022).
The Parc Pelenna EIA contains the responses from over 20 organisations, such as Natural Resources Wales and Woodland Trust, as part of the consultation process. The environmental protection value of this process is limited to the information on the site held by the organisations, 
According to O’Brien, (2026), consultation with stakeholders was sort via advertisement in the press, site notices, and consultations with neighbouring properties, see table 3. The application publicity allowed 30 days for responses, thereby meeting legal requirements.
Table 3 Public Notices for Parc Pelenna Development
	Public Notices for Parc Pelenna Development

	Neighbouring Properties
	Site Notice
	Press Advertisement

	08.10.2024
	08.10.2024
	25.10.2024

	10.02.2025
	28.10.2024
	14.02.2025



From the public notices and neighbours consultation ten responses were received from eight addresses, raising a numerous concern on topics such as ecology, need of development, loss of privacy. A problem with the public participation in this instant is the ruralness of the site means there are few neighbours to complain, so even if all protest the impact is low.
The Parc Pelenna fails to evidence adequate response to public concerns.
Impact Assessment Follow-Up
The International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA) defines Impact Assessment (IA) follow-up (FU) as ‘Understanding the outcomes of projects or plans subject to impact assessment’, it identifies five key elements: monitoring, evaluation, management, engagement and communication, and governance (Arts and Morrison-Saunders, 2022). 
In the UK, EIA monitoring or FU is not mandatory in all cases; it is up the LPA to attach monitoring conditions to approval decisions.  Yet, without FU it is impossible to establish the results of the actions implemented from the IA. FU records the effectiveness on an activity, how mitigation measures or the CEMP preforms, provides information on value of an activity, whether targets, such as reducing BL and/or CC impacts, are meet. Recognising the positive environmental impacts of a development validates consent decisions and whether outcomes have not been meet, the need for improved management plans from the developers and conditions from the LPA (Arts, Caldwell and Morrison-Saunders, 2012).
Parc Pelenna EIA in part meets the management IAIA element, with the reference to the formulation of a 10/15year Habitat Management Plan (HMP) and a Construction Environmental Management Plan (CEMP). It is proposed the HMP will relate to the management of the retained and newly created habitats, such as woodland, purple moor-grass and rush pasture, and a ffridd habitat, to include mowing times and monitoring schedules, while the CEMP will manage impacts during the construction phase (Sanderson et al., 2024, p. 66). The HMP was not available for examination.
The Parc Pelenna EIA lacks clear evidence of how FU of the development will be implemented. Post construction monitoring is restricted to the HMP, which covers biodiversity and ecology impacts, it does not cover the wider development, such as water resource and hydrology (sedimentation, chemical pollution, effectiveness of Sustainable Drainage Systems), geology and soils (erosion control measures), and landscape and visual impacts, nor social and cultural impacts such as noise, increased vehicle and pedestrian activity, local infrastructure, community resource impacts.
In this section, Parc Pelenna EIA does not meet best practices.


Conclusion 

The role of the EIA is essential in ensuring developments are sustainable and negative environmental impacts are minimal. Since the introduction of EIA in the 1960’s the EIA have evolved, with many studies undertaken to establish best practices and to identifying weaknesses. Academic research into the quality and robustness of EIA reporting has found several internationally re-occurring weaknesses.
[bookmark: _Toc226918158]The purpose of this review was to evaluate the quality of the Parc Pelenna EIA using the Lee and Colley (1990) review framework, and to consider how the case study reflects both the intentions of the EIA and the academic critiques identified in literature. The findings demonstrate that while the Parc Pelenna EIA performed competently in several review categories, particularly in the baseline description and impact identifying, it also contained weaknesses identified as long-standing systemic issues within EIA practices.
The L&C review results show that the Environmental Statement is strongest in RA1 and RA2, where the description of the development, baseline conditions and ecological impacts were generally well presented, supported by multiple years of surveys and clear mapping. This aligns with the wider academic observation that EIA practices has matured in terms of data collection and ecological assessment. However, the weaknesses identified in RA3 and RA4, Alternatives and mitigation, and communication, are more significant and more closely align with persistent criticisms of EIA effectiveness.
The most substantial faults are connected to the alternative, which graded Poor. The ES relies heavily on the historical planning decisions to justify not offering any meaningful alternatives, despite the current proposal being far larger and impactful than the earlier approvals. This approach reflects a boarder pattern identified in the literature, where alternatives are minimised, pre-selected, or framed as iterated design refinements rather than genuine options. As scholars such as Fothergill & Barlow (2011) and Enrigues-de-Salamanca (2026) argue, the absence of reasonable alternatives undermines the decision-making process and restricts the ability of stakeholders and authorities to consider environmentally preferable options.
Similarly, the weaknesses in public participation, limited in scope and influence. Although statutory consultation requirements were meet, rural context meant fewer residents were directly notified, and little evidence of public participation shaping the proposal. Showing this activity was mainly procedural, reducing environmental justice and legitimacy.
Finally, the ES provides no clear framework for follow-up, despite its recognised importance thereby reflecting the lack of improvement in addressing the systematic failures of EIA.
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SCREENING


SCOPING


ENVIRONMENTAL STATEMENT (ES)


PLANNING APPLICATION and CONSULTATION


DECISION 


assessment of the development to determine if it requires an EIA. Projects which come under schedule one all require one, and projects in schedule two which will significant environment impacts (GOV.UK, 2017). 


Identifies potental impacts, and determines what studies and surveys should be included.


This is produced by experts and included; description of the developement, the site, alternatives, assessment of significant effects, mitigation, and non-technical summary.


The ES is then submitted as part of the planning application, and is made public to allow stakeholder to state any concerns or objections.


After the consultation, the planning application, along with all supporting decuments, including ES, is  then considered by the planning authorities, and for applications of national importance by the Secetary of State


POST-DECISION MONITORING


Where the planning authories deem necessary, the developer must implement and monitor the impacts of the project to ensure goals are meet and negative impacts avoided. 



A


Excellent;


No important deficiencies


B


Good;


minor deficiencies


C


Satisfactory:


despite some deficiencies


D


Poor;


With important deficiencies


E


Very poor;


Fundamental deficiences


F


No opinion


insufficient evidence
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