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Abstract: Global environmental quality decline builds up through innumerable decisions at many
scales that cause damage to ecological and social values. Environmental assessment (EA) is a relevant
decision-making framework in this sense. Besides its technical role, EA has a cultural side we should
consider in the pursuit of sustainable societies. Despite its limited reach, EA exemplifies and confronts
some cultural implicit stances that may unwittingly favor the overall decline of environmental quality,
and limit the advancement and efficiency of EA. Many of these cultural traits are well known and
easier to point to than to reverse, namely: (1) too tolerant-to-damage standards of environmental
protection and equality; (2) inadequate criteria to assess environmental performance; (3) tolerance
of the net loss of environmental quality; (4) confrontation between ecological and social values in
decision-making; and (5) neglect of full, in-kind compensation of environmental impacts. EA may
have not only a technical or procedural, but also a cultural role to play in confronting these sources
of unsustainability. A lack of attention to the cultural causes of environmental impacts neglects the
deepest roots of environmental damage. This commentary addresses the topics above and brings
attention to their disregard for environmental values, which should guide EA towards increased
levels of sustainability.

Keywords: environmental impact assessment; net environmental damage; offsets; externalization;
restoration; culture of reparation; environmental ethics

1. Introduction: The Cultural Roots of Environmental Assessment

Born with the United States National Environmental Policy Act, environmental as-
sessment (EA) is nearing half a century of existence. By the beginning of the 2000s there
were already over 100 laws and policies that regulated how EA operates in countries
worldwide [1]. Regarding the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), EA fosters both
ecological aims (such as SDGs 14 and 15) and social aims (such as SDGs 6, 9 and 10). EA
aims to ensure that the environmental implications of some policies, programs, plans, or
projects be considered before decisions are made. Consequently, EA has a dual nature:
both procedural and technical or scientific [2]. Moreover, there is a cultural side to consider
in EA: how it is implicitly understood as currently practiced. This aspect is important to
understand EA’s present role and advance how to adjust and guide it towards the pursuit
of sustainable societies (as stated in the Brundtland’s Report).

Since its inception, EA has materialized a sustained rise on environmental impact
awareness [3]. Environmental and, particularly, EA regulations have evolved with science
advancements towards increasing standards of environmental protection [4]. Environmen-
tal changes (including both social and ecological impacts (e.g., [5,6]), formerly unnoticed or
not perceived as negative, have become environmental impacts no longer acceptable [3,7].
Some of them have been reverted on occasion. This is not just a technical matter, but also a
cultural evolution. Moreover, the cultural side of EA is twofold: EA is both a product of
present culture and an actor in shaping it.
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Any EA system has to ascertain whether a negative environmental effect is tolerable.
A key challenge of any socio-ecological transitioning to sustainability [8] is to attain it by
progressively raising environmental standards that foster the mitigation of those negative
environmental effects. To promote a culture of sustainability, EA performance and environ-
mental practice should decrease progressively the present-day tolerance to socio-ecological
damage. This tolerance changes over time as discernment does: it is dynamic and sensitive
to education and cultural context [9,10]. Albeit slowly, citizens and societies are becoming
increasingly conscious and committed to fight the damage caused by their own way of liv-
ing. This builds up to a climate of growing environmental concern that implicitly demands
EA step up its performance.

In attending this cultural call to foster environmental respect, the best criterion to
assess EA effectiveness should be the level of respect to the multiple values discovered
in the environment. Does EA ensure the preservation of values in the real environment,
or does it actually tolerate their progressive erosion? Procedures and techniques alone
cannot determine how environmental standards should be set and evolve. However, by
focusing on respecting values in the real environment, EA may favor best the challenge of
sustainability in decision-making and through it [11]. The idea of environmental values
as a guide for EA performance calls for revisiting the way we conceive our role in nature.
Humans are not just capable of destroying environmental value; we can also create it.
Disciplines such as ecological restoration materialize this potential.

At a global scale, present day economies fall short of reaching the desirable, sustain-
able respect to environmental values (see [12,13]). Economies tend to externalize much of
their negative environmental effects [14], making them affect lands and peoples other than
the beneficiaries of each particular piece of progress. These beneficiaries are frequently
more influential than the negatively affected ones in assigning the location and tolerance
to value damage. The unequal distribution of environmental quality and welfare existing
across society and lands testifies to this lack of sustainability, at any scale [15–17]. Com-
plementarily, environmental justice initiatives grow (see [18,19]) (pp. 55 and ss.). They
remind us that, in a sustainable society, tolerance to environmental damage and its unequal
distribution across lands and peoples should decrease and vanish eventually. How do we
make progress in this direction from the limited reach of EA?

2. The Assessment of Environmental Performance

The cultural role that EA plays in fighting environmental damage may pass by partly
unnoticed and be fading away. The European Directives on EA, as presently expressed by
the European Commission, reads as follows:

“The Directives on Environmental Assessment aim to provide a high level of protection
of the environment and to contribute to the integration of environmental considerations
into the preparation of projects, plans and programmes with a view to reduce their envi-
ronmental impact” [4].

In tune with this conception, Wood’s book on environmental impact assessment
(EIA) [1] depicts EIA from this viewpoint:

“It should be emphasized that EIA is not a procedure for preventing actions with sig-
nificant environmental impacts from being implemented, although in certain circumstances
this could be the appropriate outcome of the process. Rather the intention is that actions
are authorized in the full knowledge of their environmental consequences.” (p. 3)

These lines, in their own context, did not justify environmental damage. A few pages
before, Wood had clarified the following:

“Effective EIA alters the nature of decisions or of the actions implemented to reduce
their environmental disbenefits and render them more sustainable. If it fails to do this, EIA
is a waste of time and money” (p. xvi).

These statements exemplify, a first cultural understanding of EA. They provide some
criteria to assess EA performance and effectiveness over time. Measuring against that “high
level of protection of the environment”, what is the effectiveness of EA to date? The answer
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may be ambivalent [20]. When the focus is on the effect attributable to EA implementation,
there is no doubt EA has caused many positive environmental outcomes that would not
have occurred with no such systems at work [1] (p.8). Environmental impact prevention
and mitigation enforced throughout EA procedures are assets to account for in this respect
(see [21]). Project, plan, or policy implementation denials on environmental rationale extend
this positive count. Nonetheless, when the focus is on the resulting net environmental
value change of the land that accommodates the EA authorized projects, plans, programs,
and policies, the environmental outcome is frequently negative, which demands that we
come to grips with cumulative effects [22,23]. Even when those impacts are not too large,
their progressive accumulation in the environment can never be sustainable. However, also
cumulative environmental assessment has its shortcomings and, just as any other form of
EA, needs some cultural change to develop its full potential effectively [24]. Here looms a
problem that requires a constant answer: how to put an end to the loss of environmental
quality, from project to global decision-making scales, through the systems at work?

3. The Net Loss of Environmental Quality

The above quotes from the European Commission and Wood exemplify a step forward
towards sustainability along the first decades of EA implementation, from a procedural
and cultural perspective. However, it may be counterproductive to keep their current
formulation for too long, in present-day EA policies and guidelines. Currently, EA does
not avoid the progressive erosion of environmental quality [12]. “Even when every effort is
made to avoid, minimize and restore, human activities can still have negative impacts on
biodiversity” [25], and beyond it. Consequently, it urges to rethink the formulation of the
aims of EA, and of environmental practice at large.

To attain sustainability today, “a high level of protection of the environment” seems
too vague an aim. It easily compromises with some degree of damage that even resilient
ecosystems cannot assimilate cumulatively and indefinitely. The door remains open to an
equivocal or loose EA implementation that results in net damage to the environment. The
aim that, during the first stages of EA, manifested political wisdom—yet seeking at its core
to promote progressively an ever-higher level of environmental care—may now become a
hindrance to preserve environmental quality, if not put to date and reformulated in a more
demanding way.

The cultural role of EA, implicitly present at its birth, goes beyond the environmental
assessment and decision-making on any specific policy, program, plan, or project. EA
should commit itself to approach sustainability [12]. Contrarily, many cultural instances
consent net environmental damage or take it for granted, as inevitable, even in the name
of welfare [26]. The European Commission itself is aware of this problem, addressed
explicitly in its Biodiversity Strategy [27]. Should EA, a tool specifically born to safeguard
the protection of the environment, compromise with net loss of environmental value?
Arguably, not.

Tolerance with net damage may have been instrumental temporarily in introducing
and consolidating EA systems. However, it renders them less efficient than they must
be at present to attain sustainability. As the global environmental quality declines, EA
practice has a substantive opportunity and responsibility in ruling out of its reach any
compromise with net environmental damage tolerance. EA systems face the challenge
to lead environmental culture towards replacing in full and in every instance all the
environmental quality taken out from any given environment, and thus avoid any kind of
damage accumulation and externalization. From a deeper perspective, EA systems may
help us materialize the constructive side of human nature.

Present day economies have provided much wealth and welfare to an increasing
number of people. For many, there is ample reason for optimism [28]. From a contrasting
point of view, the finitude of the planet raises enormous concern over the present and future
of the poorest societies, and of the Earth itself [29]. Aware of the planetary boundaries as
we are, we cannot keep on accumulating negative impacts in our natural environment.
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The economically dominant system knows how to obtain revenue out of the land and the
planet at large. However, it causes net damage that denies sustainability. Therefore, EIA
and EA sit at the core of a challenged yet mainstream culture of externalization, as the
climatic crisis exemplifies. The cultural endeavor for the present time should not be only to
ensure richness to a growing number of people or to enrich certain lands. It should consist
of accomplishing this without causing any residual or externalized impact. In this global
context, EA should pursue the enrichment of each piece of living land involved in every
decision-making instance, and of all the people that may depend on it [30].

The aim of sustainability goes beyond the reach of any EA system. However, EA
shares in the responsibility to transition culture towards sustainable standards. In the
face of global unsustainability and value decline, it is increasingly difficult to justify EA
systems—not to mention any environmental culture—that compromises from the start with
net value loss. A cultural change towards sustainability requires discussing increasingly—
and eventually banning from practice—tolerance of net damage to the environment. This
is difficult to attain effectively, especially within a dominant worldview that does not
emphasize rationality based on non-economic value [31]. EA, a tool to spearhead the
environmental safeguard in decision-making, has a specific responsibility in addressing
this aim foremost, and take advantage of its manageable, case-to-case operability.

EA lacks at present all this cultural conviction, as well as the theory and performing
tools required to implement fully such a principle [12]. Academic efforts should address
not only procedures, but also the deep roots and foundations of EA [32]. A new wisdom
and operability are required to speed it up, balancing the pressing need of sustainability
with the slower rhythms of cultural, technical and procedural changes and developments
towards effective environmental value care. To start in this direction, EA should first not
tolerate net value damage in its aims—not even implicitly. Otherwise, the prospect of
sustainability will remain remote and difficult to materialize much longer.

4. The Confrontation of Social and Ecological Value

Social impact assessment (SIA) emerged with the passing of the United States National
Environmental Policy Act [33]. Ecology and society provide two main poles around
which the amplitude of the environment has been commonly organized or understood.
Inseparable as they are, weaved together in each specific environment, their respective
interests confront each other frequently, even to the point of fracture, when dissected from
each other in decision-making. At root, this situation reflects an underlying fragmented
cultural view of the world that limits our ability to address properly the relationships
among elements of a system [31]. A common example of this situation occurs when
social arguments justify damage to ecologic values in the environment, hindering good
EA practice as a result. Should a given environmental agency authorize, e.g., a new quarry
detrimental to the ecology of a piece of land and its surroundings, in order to secure the job
posts in a nearby factory?

Human rights matter in EA [34,35], as ecology does. However, “accepting loss of
biodiversity as a tradeoff for socioeconomic gains means that the global ecological deficit
continues to grow” [12]. Damage to ecology accumulates when securing social gains at
an ecological cost. Ecological costs may only slow down, at best, when EA just secures
“a high level of protection of the environment”. Unfortunately, at local scales as well as
for entire regions in the world, like Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC), “progress
is likely taking place at the expense of the natural environment in many cases” [36]. As
irretrievable damage to the natural environment eventually depletes the natural basis of
emerging economies, ecological damage leads to inequality and human rights erosion.

The implicit cultural challenge is to prevent securing social gain on ecological loss.
To neglect this challenge manifests a cultural shortcoming deeply seated at the roots of
unsustainability:
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“Our tools are better than we are, and grow better faster than we do. They suffice
to crack the atom, to command the tides. But they do not suffice for the oldest
task in human history: to live on a piece of land without spoiling it.” [37] (p. 410)

To revert the cultural causes of the showdowns between social and ecological quality
goes beyond the reach of EA. However, EA should fight them back, denying the autho-
rization to projects that do not seek a complete offset of all quality loss, be it ecological
or social. How to reach this scenario of high environmental demand is not clear. In any
case, EA regulations should have in mind the need to adopt as soon as possible a zero
tolerance policy to net quality loss on the grounds of a particular social gain and accept the
challenge of “living on a piece of land without spoiling it”. We need to nurture a culture of
reparation that assumes environmental restoration as the basis of a new business-as-usual.
EA procedures offer a very distinctive opportunity to build such a culture piece by piece,
from each project, plan, program, or policy.

5. Environmental Offsets

How can EA systems foster the cultural rise of environmental standards in each
decision-making instance? The mitigation hierarchy [38] establishes that the optimal
sequence to confront and reverse environmental impacts should be: (1) avoid, (2) minimize,
(3) restore and (4) offset, as a last resort, the damage that any project, plan, program, or
policy will cause.

In most cases, even when fully applying avoidance, minimization, and restoration
measures, a residual impact is unavoidable. Environmental offsets are the only means
of fostering no-net-loss at this point [39]. Therefore, net environmental quality loss will
remain across EA systems unless they apply fully in each decision-making instance the
mitigation hierarchy. Even more, if we want to preserve the net environmental value
of an area, EA should prioritize in-kind (like-for-like) compensation over any kind of
trade-off, as best practice recommendations and some offset policies already do [40]. “In-
kind” means that environmental gains are the same as (or very similar to) the residual
losses [41]. For example, payments—which may be indispensable to compensate impacts
on income—are not acceptable to offset the parallel loss of any non-monetary environmental
quality (see [42]). Along these lines, zu Ermgassen and collaborators [43] warn about the
detrimental ecological effects of increasing offset trade flexibility.

There are many instances where compensation operates soundly. Experiences at
a variety of scales grow [44–46]. In a few decades, ecological restoration has become
an essential part of the response to sustainable development of human societies [47].
However, compensation, as an applied tool, does not guarantee complete sustainability
through EA implementation yet [48]. Where explicitly addressed, compensation is not
always implemented soundly (see, e.g., [49]), and there is still a need to improve evidence
of its effectiveness [50]. There are many cultural and technical difficulties to confront
(see, e.g., [51,52]). How do we measure up what is the right amount of compensation to
implement on each occasion? What is the meaning of total or complete compensation?
At present, EA does not usually incorporate in-kind compensation in full [53]. Moreover,
many countries lack legal requirements to offset impacts [54]. At the same time, countries
that are raising the standards for approving development projects (such as the UK and their
biodiversity net gain requisite) are finding a governance gap when it comes to enforcing
such requirements [55]. This results in net environmental damage and externalization of
costs from project level to policies on a regular basis, except on occasion [55,56].

The aforementioned shortcomings indicate that environmental compensation is fre-
quently still more a concept, or an ineffective desire, than an applied full-fledged tool able
to fight back effectively any residual impact [48]. In other words: residual impact remains,
firmly. This is both a symptom and a main operating reason why EA is far from stopping
net environmental quality loss in its own ambit. Even so, offsets’ low rates of success
should not prevent EA from demanding them. Beyond their technically limited tangible
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results, offsets can at any rate constitute an effective tool to express and foster a culture of
reparation.

EA needs to develop tools –following renewed, updated aims and guidelines– than
can afford EA professionals with more and more detailed yet adaptive offset protocols. A
culture of reparation must rise, overcoming present-day inertias that prevent compensation
development. To attain it, a value-rationality is to be introduced [31]. EA regulations
should aim effectively at complete compensation of all value damage and enforce it. A first
step in this direction could be to enforce the preparation of complete and detailed value
loss inventories in each EA case and attach to each of the items lost the offsets intended to
revert that transitory value loss. A close public participation inspection would secure the
application of demanding standards better in this respect.

6. Conclusions: Environmental Value and the Cultural Role of EA

The global reach of environmental challenges points towards the cultural roots of how
we live on the land and spoil it. Deep cultural insights can always inspire the quest for
sustainability. From contemporary ethics about technology, it has been advanced that there
is a need to overcome those philosophies focused exclusively on the human being—which
mostly tend to set aside the biological and environmental phenomena—or on scientific
biology alone, which ignore the inner dimension of human life [57] (p.9) and the cultural
world. Be that as it may, the cultural origins of environmental impacts stem from this
interiority, creative and purposeful, not only of technical or procedural initiatives but of a
new culture and standards. We should not focus only on reversing the immediate causes of
environmental impact via scientific, technical or procedural approaches.

The cultural causes of environmental impacts permeate their physical or tangible
manifestation on ecology and society. Subject to debate, difficult to notice, radical, and
difficult to eradicate, these cultural causes lie behind the noticeable social and ecological
impacts, somehow inseparably. Any land use is born within a cultural milieu with in-
grained environmental standards. They are at work and express themselves in the specific
outcomes that we identify partly as environmental care and partly as negative impacts.
The coexistence of both contradictions, care and impact, reveal implicit, intangible social
tolerance to environmental value damage (Section 1). It reveals as well the degree of
respect—or its absence—for ecological and social values (Section 2), the capacity to identify
net value loss (Section 3) and revert it efficiently (Section 5), and the need to harmonize
social and environmental values (Section 4).

Present-day technological power has become as promising as menacing; it claims for a
new culture to guide it that may provide voluntary restraint to human beings, in order to
avoid potential disaster. Environmental performance should move beyond mere prudence,
and be rooted primarily in respect [58]. To the extent that these statements of Jonas are true
for present day culture, the environmental impact has been alerting us of disaster for a long
time—be it local or increasingly global—and thus has been playing a key role in shaping
the new culture that may eventually lead towards sustainability.

Moreover, through the growing evidence of environmental impact, EA cooperates in
showing that the integrity of human essence is at stake [59]. Devaluing the land tangibly
not only leads to disaster eventually, but also devalues instantly the person, institution
or country, the culture accountable for the value loss. Any cultural trait damaging to the
environment—as intangible as human standpoints are, at root, before becoming action
or manifesting themselves in impacts—result only consequently in tangible damage on
ecology and society. This damage transfers then—and is unequally distributed in—to the
future or to other lands, which suffer the consequences, externalized from human inner
experience that is unseen such as the wrongs of cultures.

It is debatable to what an extent EA frameworks and practice assume and foster all
this cultural significance of environmental impacts on a daily basis, be it out of habit or
out of intent. However, this EA cultural call remains. Difficult as it is, EA systems should
adopt a more demanding cultural role than the present one: to embrace as a principle
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zero tolerance with net environmental damage, nourishing a culture of reparation towards
increased sustainability. This is a difficult task, which EA cannot accomplish on its own.
Nonetheless, EA should not deflect this cultural role.
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