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Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) occupies a central position within the United Kingdom planning system as a mechanism for ensuring that the potential environmental consequences of development proposals are properly understood before planning decisions are taken (Leknes, 2001). Rather than operating purely as a technical or procedural requirement, EIA is intended to function as a decision-support tool that promotes transparency, accountability and environmentally responsible development (Glasson, Therivel and Chadwick, 2012). By identifying likely significant effects at an early stage, EIA enables decision-makers to balance social, economic and environmental considerations in a more informed manner.
Within Wales, EIA is governed by the Town and Country Planning (Environmental Impact Assessment) (Wales) Regulations 2017, which transpose the amended EU EIA Directive (2014/52/EU) into domestic law. These Regulations place greater emphasis on issues such as climate change, biodiversity, human health and the monitoring of significant effects, reflecting the evolving role of EIA as a tool for sustainable development rather than simple impact prediction.
This report provides a critical evaluation of the EIA process undertaken for the proposed Parc Pelenna holiday resort development near Neath. The proposal comprises tourism accommodation, access infrastructure and associated facilities located within a rural woodland environment. Such settings are inherently sensitive, particularly in relation to landscape character, biodiversity, tranquillity and local amenity. As a result, the quality of the EIA process is of particular importance in ensuring that potential adverse effects are appropriately identified, mitigated and managed.
It is important to emphasise that this report does not seek to determine whether the Parc Pelenna development should or should not proceed. Instead, the analysis focuses on evaluating the effectiveness, robustness and overall quality of the EIA process itself. The assessment considers whether the Environmental Statement (ES) and supporting documentation reflect the recognised best practice in EIA preparation and delivery, drawing on professional guidance from the Institute of Environmental Management and Assessment (IEMA) and the Chartered Institute of Ecology and Environmental Management (CIEEM), alongside established academic literature.
To contextualise the quality of the Parc Pelenna EIA, the report also incorporates a comparative review of the Kilvey Hill Skyline development in Swansea (ASBRI PLANNING, 2023). This scheme represents a broadly comparable tourism and leisure proposal within an environmentally sensitive upland landscape and was subject to the same Welsh EIA regulatory framework. The comparison provides a useful benchmark for examining relative strengths and weaknesses in EIA practice, particularly in relation to the integration of EIA findings with Environmental Management Systems (EMS) and post-consent environmental governance.
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The quality of the Parc Pelenna Environmental Statement (THE URBANISTS, 2024) has been assessed using the Lee and Colley Review Package (Lee et al., 1999). This framework is widely recognised in both academic research and professional EIA auditing as a robust and systematic method for evaluating the quality of Environmental Statements beyond simple regulatory compliance (Barker and Wood, 1999). Its continued use reflects its flexibility and ability to accommodate evolving EIA practice while maintaining a clear evaluative structure.
The Lee and Colley Review Package assesses Environmental Statements across four principal review areas: Description of the development and the baseline environment; identification and evaluation of environmental impacts; Consideration of alternatives and mitigation; Presentation and communication of findings.
Each review area is subdivided into more detailed criteria, allowing for nuanced assessment of both strengths and weaknesses. Performance is graded from A (very good) to F (very poor). While the grading system inevitably involves an element of professional judgement, it provides a transparent and repeatable basis for critical evaluation. This is particularly valuable in academic and professional contexts, where consistency and comparability are important.
[bookmark: _Toc219485761]Consideration of the Environmental Management System
In addition to the Environmental Statement, this review considers the Environmental Management System (EMS) submitted in support of the Parc Pelenna application (THE URBANISTS, 2024). The EMS forms an increasingly important component of the wider EIA process, particularly following amendments to the EIA Directive that emphasise monitoring and follow-up of significant effects.
An effective EMS translates the predictions and mitigation measures identified within the EIA into practical actions during construction, operation and, where relevant, decommissioning. It also provides mechanisms for monitoring, reporting and adaptive management. The Parc Pelenna EMS is therefore assessed against IEMA guidance on EIA follow-up and international research highlighting the importance of post-consent monitoring and learning (Morrison-Saunders and Arts, 2012).
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The Kilvey Hill Skyline development was selected as a comparator due to a number of shared characteristics with Parc Pelenna. Both proposals involve large-scale tourism and leisure development within environmentally sensitive upland or wooded landscapes in South Wales. Both were subject to EIA under the Town and Country Planning (EIA) (Wales) Regulations 2017 and were determined by local planning authorities operating within a similar policy context.
Importantly, the Kilvey Hill EIA and its associated EMS have been cited in professional discussions as demonstrating relatively strong integration between impact assessment, mitigation and post-consent environmental management. As such, it provides a useful benchmark against which the Parc Pelenna EIA can be evaluated. Comparative analysis of this nature is widely recognised as a valuable method for assessing EIA effectiveness and identifying opportunities for improved practice (Phylip-Jones and Fischer, 2013).
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The developer sought a formal screening opinion from the Local Planning Authority (LPA), recognising that the proposal constituted Schedule 2 development under the EIA (Wales) Regulations 2017. Given the scale of the proposed holiday resort, the extent of land take and its location within a rural woodland setting (THE URBANISTS, 2024b), the LPA concluded that the development was likely to give rise to significant environmental effects, particularly in relation to landscape character and ecological receptors.
The screening decision is clearly documented within the planning application file and demonstrates early engagement with the planning authority. This aligns with good practice guidance from IEMA (2017), which emphasises the importance of early dialogue to clarify EIA requirements and avoid unnecessary delay or uncertainty later in the process.
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Following the screening decision, a formal scoping request was submitted to the LPA. The scoping opinion identified key topics requiring assessment, including landscape and visual effects, ecology, transport, construction impacts and socio-economic considerations. Certain topics were scoped out on the basis that significant effects were considered unlikely.
While the scoping process meets the procedural requirements of Regulation 17, the justification provided for some scoping-out decisions is relatively brief. In particular, cumulative effects, long-term operational impacts and potential climate change interactions receive limited attention at this stage. This reflects a commonly identified weakness in EIA practice, whereby scoping is sometimes used to narrow the scope of assessment rather than to explicitly address uncertainty and risk (Wood, 2003).
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[bookmark: _Toc219485767]4.1 Description of the Development and Baseline Environment
The Parc Pelenna Environmental Statement provides a clear and coherent description of the proposed development, including its location, scale, layout and key design components. The site context is well explained through maps, figures and narrative, allowing readers to understand how the proposal relates to the surrounding landscape and settlements.
Baseline environmental conditions are described using a combination of desk-based data and site-specific surveys, broadly consistent with CIEEM guidance (2024). Ecological baseline information draws on habitat surveys and species records, while landscape baseline conditions are informed by published character assessments.
However, there is relatively limited discussion of uncertainty within the baseline data, particularly in relation to seasonal variation in ecological receptors. Given the woodland setting and the potential presence of protected species, a more explicit acknowledgement of survey limitations and data gaps would have strengthened confidence in subsequent impact predictions.
Lee & Colley grade: B 
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The Environmental Statement identifies a wide range of potential environmental effects across both the construction and operational phases of the development. Topic-specific methodologies are applied, and significance is generally derived through an assessment of effect magnitude combined with receptor sensitivity. This reflects standard UK EIA practice and broadly aligns with professional guidance.
However, closer examination reveals several qualitative weaknesses that limit the effectiveness of the assessment as a decision-support tool. While the ES often states whether impacts are significant or not, the reasoning underpinning these conclusions is not always made explicit. For example, thresholds for significance are sometimes implied rather than clearly defined, and the weighting given to different assessment criteria is rarely explained in detail. This lack of transparency is a long-standing critique of EIA practice and can undermine confidence in the robustness of conclusions reached (Barker and Wood, 1999).
The reliance on professional judgement, while inevitable in EIA, is not sufficiently articulated. In several topic chapters, professional judgement appears to substitute for explicit justification, particularly where impacts are concluded to be of minor or negligible significance. Best practice guidance emphasises that professional judgement should be clearly signposted and justified, enabling decision-makers to understand not just what conclusions have been reached, but how and why they have been derived (Glasson et al., 2012).
Cumulative effects assessment represents another area of weakness. Although cumulative impacts are acknowledged, the analysis is largely descriptive and does not robustly explore how Parc Pelenna might interact with other existing or proposed developments in the wider area. Given the increasing policy emphasis on cumulative and in-combination effects, particularly in rural and semi-natural environments, this represents a missed opportunity to demonstrate a more strategic approach to impact assessment.
Temporal aspects of impact are also underdeveloped. The ES tends to focus on short-term construction effects and steady-state operational conditions, with limited consideration of how impacts may evolve over time. Issues such as habitat maturation, changes in visitor pressure, and long-term landscape change are not explored in depth, despite their relevance to a tourism development in a woodland setting (THE URBANISTS, 2024c).
Lee & Colley grade: C
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The treatment of alternatives within the Parc Pelenna EIA reflects a predominantly project-level and reactive approach. Alternatives are largely confined to variations in layout and design within the site boundary, with little evidence that fundamentally different development options or locations were meaningfully explored. While this satisfies the minimum legal requirement to consider reasonable alternatives, it falls short of best practice, which emphasises the early integration of alternatives analysis as a means of avoiding significant environmental effects altogether (Glasson et al., 2012).
The absence of a clear narrative explaining how environmental constraints influenced the selection of the preferred option is particularly notable. Alternatives appear to have been considered after key development parameters were already fixed, limiting the potential for EIA to shape the proposal in a genuinely proactive manner. This reinforces criticisms that EIA can become a justificatory exercise rather than a tool for shaping more sustainable outcomes (Wood, 2003).
Mitigation measures are identified for most significant impacts and are generally appropriate in principle. The mitigation hierarchy of avoidance, reduction and compensation is referenced, but its application is inconsistent. In several instances, mitigation focuses on reducing impacts rather than demonstrating that avoidance has been fully explored. This is particularly relevant in relation to ecological impacts, where site layout and design could potentially have been used more effectively to minimise disturbance to sensitive habitats.
The Environmental Management System represents a positive attempt to translate EIA commitments into operational controls. Roles and responsibilities are clearly defined, and a range of standard construction management measures are proposed. However, the EMS is weakly integrated with the impact assessment itself. Monitoring measures are not consistently tied back to specific EIA predictions, making it difficult to determine whether predicted effects will be verified in practice.
Furthermore, the EMS lacks clearly defined performance indicators and adaptive management triggers. Best practice EIA follow-up emphasises the importance of measurable indicators and clear thresholds that prompt corrective action where mitigation is not performing as expected (Morrison-Saunders and Arts, 2012). Without these mechanisms, the EMS provides limited assurance that environmental performance will be actively managed rather than passively recorded.
Lee & Colley grade: C
[bookmark: _Toc219485770]Presentation and Communication
The Environmental Statement is professionally presented, clearly structured and supported by figures and tables(THE URBANISTS, 2024a). The Non-Technical Summary (THE URBANISTS, 2024d) is written in relatively accessible language and broadly meets the intent of the EIA Regulations and IEMA guidance (IEMA, 2023). However, its length and residual technical content may still present barriers for some non-specialist readers.
Lee & Colley grade: B
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The Parc Pelenna EIA demonstrates compliance with statutory consultation requirements, including consultation with statutory consultees and opportunities for public comment during the scoping(THE URBANISTS, 2024e) and application stages. However, compliance alone does not equate to effective participation, and deeper critique reveals several limitations in the approach adopted.
Public engagement appears to have been largely linear and reactive, with consultation occurring at defined regulatory stages rather than as an iterative process throughout project development. There is limited evidence that issues raised by the public led to substantive changes in either the development design or the scope and focus of the environmental assessment. This supports critiques that public participation in EIA can become procedural rather than transformative (Arnstein, 1969).
The Environmental Statement provides only high-level summaries of consultation responses, with minimal explanation of how specific concerns were addressed or why certain suggestions were not taken forward. Best practice guidance emphasises the importance of feedback loops, where consultees can clearly see how their input has influenced decision-making. The absence of such feedback risks undermining public trust in the EIA process and reinforces perceptions of EIA as a technocratic exercise dominated by expert knowledge.
In comparison to more participatory models of EIA, the Parc Pelenna approach sits relatively low on Arnstein’s ladder of citizen participation, closer to consultation than partnership. While this reflects common practice within UK EIA, it nonetheless represents a missed opportunity to enhance the legitimacy and social robustness of the assessment (THE URBANISTS, 2024f).
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Comparison with the Kilvey Hill Skyline EIA highlights clear differences in the application of EIA best practice. At Kilvey Hill, environmental constraints are shown to have influenced early design decisions, including layout refinement and mitigation strategy development. The Kilvey Hill EMS also establishes clear links between predicted impacts, mitigation and monitoring, including defined performance indicators and adaptive management responses.
By contrast, the Parc Pelenna EIA demonstrates a more reactive approach, with alternatives and mitigation largely addressed after the development concept had been fixed. Public participation at Kilvey Hill also appears more iterative, with clearer feedback loops between consultation responses and project design.

[bookmark: _Toc219485773]Conclusion
Overall, the Parc Pelenna EIA demonstrates adequate to good practice when assessed using the Lee and Colley Review Package. While procedural compliance with the EIA (Wales) Regulations 2017 is achieved, several qualitative weaknesses limit the effectiveness of the EIA as a decision-support tool.
In particular, the assessment would benefit from stronger consideration of strategic alternatives, greater transparency in significance determination and more robust integration between EIA predictions and the EMS. The comparison with the Kilvey Hill Skyline EIA illustrates that higher standards of EIA practice are achievable within the Welsh planning context and highlights opportunities for improving the role of EIA in promoting sustainable development.
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