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ABSTRACT 

This paper discusses the role of the public in the Environmental Impact Assessment 
(EIA) process. It looks at current regulatory requirements and practices and also 
on ways that this principle could be effectively harnessed in order to promote 
development projects viability and sustainability through consensus building from 
project planning and conceptualization to operation. 
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Introduction 

 Environmental Impact Assessment is the assessment of the environmental 

consequences of a plan, policy, program, or actual projects prior to the decision 

to move forward with the proposed action (Bhatt and Khanal: 2010).   The 

primary beneficiary of proper environment and the sustainable development 

effort is man himself. That is, the general public (Munch: 2017). According to him, 

the idea of the public being the focus of the EIA process is the globally accepted 
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principle of participation which requires that decisions should as much as possible 

be made by the communities affected or on their behalf by the authorities closest 

to them. Munch (2017) sees the general public as the instruments, beneficiaries 

as well as victims of development activities. To him, those hit hardest by 

environmental degradations are those less likely able to help themselves. 

Alo (1996), Abazakhaled (2004) independently and separately maintained that 

“sustainable development requires the joint action and awareness of 

governments, the communities and individuals with the individual as the key 

player”.  

Section 6.6 of the National Policy on Environment specifically addressed the 

objectives “to secure the involvement of the citizenry and assure its commitment 

to the principle of sustainable development”. The World Commission on 

Environment and Development (1987) maintained that there are 

interrelationships among the environment, economy and communities which 

they illustrated schematically as shown in Fig. 1. 

Fig. 1: Interplay between Environment, Economy and Community

 

The Main Stages in the Environmental Impact Assessment Process 
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The main technical stages of the EIA process as adopted in many countries is 

shown in generalized form in fig. 2. In some countries, the process is a direct legal 

mandatory requirement whilst in others, it is enforced directly or indirectly under 

general planning or pollution legislation. The stages broadly include; 

(i) Screening: To decide which projects should be subjected to EIA. Criteria 

such as type and size of project and sensitivity of the environment to 

pollution may be used. 

(ii) Scooping: To define the key issues to be considered in the assessment. 

(iii) EIA preparation: Objective analysis of the importance, scale and 

significance of the impacts identified. 

(iv) Review of EIA undertaken by competent authority or independent 

review panel. The review panel may guide the study and then advice the 

decision-makers on the complete and/or deficiencies of the EIA. 

(v) Monitoring: Use as a mechanism to either check that any conditions 

imposed on the project are being enforced to check the quality of the 

affected environment. 

(vi) Auditing is used to test the scientific accuracy of impact predictions and 

to check environmental management practices. 

These broadly defined stages reflect good environmental assessment practice 
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Fig. 2. Stages in Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process based on P. 

Wathern: 1988 
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Participation 

 This is defined by Alo (1996) as “a process through which stakeholders influence 

and share control over development initiatives and the decisions and resources 

which affect them”. According to him, participation is a key requirement in the 

development process. It is necessary because it provides the much needed local 

knowledge and indigenous know-how which should be integrated into the project 

design. Similarly, Hourdequin (2018) maintained that participation enhances 

stakeholder involvement which in turn increases the range of people who are 

committed to the success and sustainability of the projects. 

According to Hourdequin (2018), participating involvement could include debates 

of; 

(i) Desirability or otherwise of project 

(ii) Alternative sites 

(iii) Technology options 

(iv) Indicators for project monitoring 

(v) Willingness to pay for services and level of financial commitment of 

would-be beneficiaries of the project. 

(vi) Risk minimization through improvement in the quality and quantum of 

the facts available for planning and decision-making. 

Objective of Public Participation 

According to the World Commission on Environment and Development (1987), 

the policy goal of participation is to create an environmentally informed/literate 
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citizenry towards sustained development. The commission draw-out the following 

objectives to achieve the goal; 

(i) To promote the acquisition of appropriate knowledge and skills in 

environmental protection and natural resources management. 

(ii) To promote a high level of public awareness in environmental issues 

with a  view to effecting positive attitudinal changes.  

Cost and Risks of Participation 

Public participation has cost and risk implications (Abazakaled: 2004). He 

maintained that consensus building can be costly in terms of time. Delays can 

often be accompanied by cost escalations arising from time wasted during 

consultations as well as from suggested modifications to the original project plan. 

Long debates could also lead to loss of focus, loss of the original integrated 

scientific approach (Alo: 1996). The impact of the participatory approach was 

aptly summarized by Cook and Donelly-Roak (1997) who stated that 

“participation endeavours are never neutral – they always have impact, whether 

positive or negative. 

Regulatory Provisions for Public Participation 

Inspite of the intrinsic need for public participation, there are regulatory 

provisions for public participation. Apart from the provisions of the National 

Policy on the environment, the published Nigeria’s National Agenda 21 similarly 

devoted section 7.1 to issues relating to public participation. Bhatt and Khanal 

(2010) posited that EIA process was to be achieved through the forcing of viable 
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partnership among various stakeholders/interest groups at national and 

international levels. 

Modes of Public Participation 

Public participation can be effected via; 

i. Community contacts: Project planners can have periodic formal meetings 

with communities adjoining the planned development. Such meetings 

afford the public the opportunity to familiarize themselves with the details 

of the project and form. An opinion about its perceived benefits and 

negative impacts (Abaza et al: 2004).  

ii. Stakeholders Consultations: A more formal system of ensuring public 

participation is provided for in the EIA Decree, 1992 section 7 which states 

that; “Before the Agency gives a decision on an activity to which an 

environmental assessment has been produced, the Agency shall give 

opportunity to government agencies, members of the public, experts in any 

relevant discipline and interested groups to make comment on the 

Environmental Impact Assessment of the activity”. 

Specific Areas of Public Participation in EIA process 

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) decree No. 86 of 1992 clearly 

recognizes public concerns in the EIA review process, and spells out the procedure 

for notifying the public of this activity and modalities for filling comments (EIA 

decree 86:1992). The decree also details the stages of the review process where 

the public can be involved e.g Consultation, Public display, mediation and review. 



LAJAST: Journal of Environmental Sciences 
ISSN: 2545 -5605 (online) 
Vol. 3 Number 2, October, 2020  
www.asuplafia.org.ng/journal 
 
 

35 | P a g e  
 

(i) Consultation: Consultation in EIA study is usually in the form of public 

forum. This will usually involve adjourning communities within the 

proposed project location and other stakeholders e.g NGOs, 

Government Agencies such as state EPA, LGA Bureau, DPR, FEPA and 

community based organizations, among others. The essence of public 

consultation and participation is to eliminate issues such as sabotage by 

aggrieved groups during project implementation since consensus has 

been reached and communication gaps between the proponent and 

other stakeholders have been bridged.  

(ii) Public Display: This is one of the review methods adopted by FEPA after 

the submission of EIA report. It involves the public display of the EIA 

report for public comments and inputs (FEPA: 1999). The display is 

usually done in the headquarters of the State EPA, LGA and FEPA zonal 

office under which the proposed project is sited. The display and review 

of the report lasts for 21 working days and the invitation of the public 

and other stakeholders for this activity is through newspaper 

advertisement. 

(iii) Mediation: This is an effective tool especially in areas of high 

environmental sensitivity, particularly with aggrieved stakeholders. Prior 

to a typical panel review, the EIA study report submitted by the 

proponent must be referred to the FEPA council for a referral to 

mediation. This is critical because if it is the opinion of FEPA that the 

project is likely to arouse public concerns based on; 
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- Lack of understanding 

- Lack of trust  

- Communication breakdown 

According to Hourdequin (2018), a good mediation should produce a 

win-win solution to all the parties involved. 

(iv) Panel Review: Depending on the outcome of the public review and 

mediation, a panel review is setup which can sit in public where 

stakeholders and interest groups shall be invited for the review. This 

stage affords FEPA the opportunity to sit all the groups under one roof 

for discussion on any areas of disagreement and/or conflict. All issues 

raised at this stage are incorporated into the EIA report. The outcome 

detects to the EIA Technical Committee of the EIA Secretariat to take 

appropriate decisions that can lead to the approval of the project or 

return a non-project verdict. 

Implications of a lack of public participation in EIA process 

The awareness of the Nigerian public to environmental issues is very high today. 

The situation is likely to become more acute in the future (Alo: 1996). A lack of 

public participation in EIA process of any proposed major development project 

poses; 

(i) Distrust: The feeling that someone cannot be relied upon. I.e a doubt of 

honesty or reliability of regard with suspicion. This results to distant 

attitudes and confrontations. 
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(ii) Protests/demonstration/remonstration/remonstrance: This is a public 

expression of objection, disapproval or dissent towards an idea or 

course of action. The public become more vocal and cases of 

communities taking the law into their hands by closing down facilities. 

Protests can take many different forms, from individual statements to 

mass demonstrations. 

Conclusion 

 Public concerns are increasingly growing, and this has led to the proliferation of 

many environmental pressure groups and NGOs charged with the monitoring of 

environmental issues for safeguarding the safety, health and general well-being of 

the general public and the protection of our natural resources. Hourdequin (2018) 

posited that the participation of the public in the EIA process should however, be 

dependent on logical and objective reasoning based on good environmental 

principles, and not sentimental grounds. 

Recommendations 

In the mission statement of FEPA, it is believed that it takes the commitment and 

genuine involvement of all groups in society to make the attainment of EIA goal a 

reality. Thus, 

(i) Broad public participation in policy development combined with greater 

accountability is essential to achieving the goal.  
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(ii) The implementing agencies are urged to initiate such activities that 

would lead to the attainment of the EIA goals. 

(iii) Mounting of effective machinery to enhance environmental awareness 

through public enlightenment and environmental education at all levels 

of the society is imperative. 

(iv) The need to establish environmental data banks and information 

network.  

(v) Establish mutually beneficial relationships with bilateral and multilateral 

environmental bodies including regional and international NGOs. 

(vi) Development of a blue-print by the government for Environmental 

Education (EC) and Public Awareness (PA) through the intervention of 

the Federal Environmental Protection Agency (FEPA) and other affected 

ministries and parastatals.  

(vii) Ensure that environmental education is core in the 6-3-3-4 educational 

system in Nigeria at primary, secondary and tertiary levels of education, 

so that studies on environmental health and the environmental and 

economic impacts of resource use are carried out.  
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