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Quality Assurance in the Review Process of the Swedish EIA System 
 

Abstract 

By 2050, the world population is projected to exceed nine billion and sustainable development measures are 
therefore critical. There has been a clear consensus internationally regarding the importance of assessing 
projects’ environmental impacts as a mean to promote sustainable development. The environmental impact 
assessment (EIA) system has a fundamental role of being a tool for reaching sustainable development. 
Therefore, continuously enhancing its quality by evaluating the system is important. This study focused on the 
quality of the review process in the Swedish EIA system, as it is the last step of quality assurance before the final 
decision-making. Currently, various authorities are responsible for assessing the quality of the environmental 
impact statement (EIS), something that can naturally lead to varied review qualities. The purpose of this Master 
Thesis was to question the quality of the current review process in Sweden’s EIA system and raise awareness as 
to how it possibly can be improved. An approach to promote consistency in the review process exists in the 
Dutch EIA system, where a national independent authority built up of experts is set to critically review EISs of 
complex proposed projects. Objectives of this study were to contribute with research on whether or not Sweden 
should implement an independent national commission to review the quality of EISs, to identify participants’ 
views and attitudes regarding the subject and to analyze whether or not it is favorable and possible to change the 
current system. A comparison with the Dutch review process along with eight semi-structured interviews were 
completed, and results showed that it is likely that the Swedish review process can improve by implementing a 
national independent review authority and thus increase the current quality and uniformity. The study also found 
that it would not lead to any major losses to the current system. By using a national authority, standardized 
working procedures can be developed and independence can be reached through utilizing impartial reviewers. 
However, feasible problems include funding regulations and having to modify Swedish EIA legislation. It is also 
estimated that a national commission would not have sufficient resources to review all incoming EISs, hence, 
restrictions are required. 

Keywords 

Environmental Impact Assessment, Environmental Impact Statement, Quality Assurance, Sustainable 
Development  



Camilla Mällberg 

2 

  



Quality Assurance in the Review Process of the Swedish EIA System 
 

3 

Table of Contents 
Abbreviations ................................................................................................................ 4 

1.0 Introduction ............................................................................................................. 5 
1.1 Aim and scope ................................................................................................................. 6 
1.2 Limitations ...................................................................................................................... 7 

2.0 Research method ..................................................................................................... 8 
2.1 Literature and comparative study .................................................................................... 8 
2.2 Semi-structured interviews .............................................................................................. 9 

3.0 Background ........................................................................................................... 11 
3.1 Definitions of an EIA and EIS ...................................................................................... 11 
3.2 Purposes of an EIA and EIS .......................................................................................... 12 
3.3 The start of the EIA system in Europe .......................................................................... 13 
3.4 The review process in an EIA ....................................................................................... 14 

4.0 Fundamental concepts and previous research ....................................................... 16 
4.1 Sustainable development ............................................................................................... 16 
4.2 Quality assurance .......................................................................................................... 17 
4.3 The precautionary principle ........................................................................................... 18 
4.4 Burden of proof ............................................................................................................. 19 
4.5 Transparency ................................................................................................................. 19 
4.6 Independence ................................................................................................................. 19 
4.7 Previous research regarding the review process in the Swedish EIA system ............... 20 

5.0 Results ................................................................................................................... 22 
5.1 The review process in Sweden vs. the Netherlands ...................................................... 22 

5.1.1 The review process in Sweden ............................................................................... 22 
5.1.2 The review process in the Netherlands .................................................................. 24 
5.1.3 Comparison between the two processes ................................................................ 28 

5.2 Semi-structured interviews ............................................................................................ 31 
5.2.1 The Swedish EIA system ....................................................................................... 31 
5.2.2 Issues with the current EIA system in Sweden ...................................................... 34 
5.2.3 The idea of a national independent authority to review EISs ................................ 36 
5.2.4 Possible improvements to the current Swedish EIA system .................................. 39 
5.2.7 Summary of interview results ................................................................................ 41 

6.0 Discussion ............................................................................................................. 42 
6.1 Implementation of a national independent review authority ......................................... 42 

6.1.1 Current problems in the Swedish review system ................................................... 42 
6.1.2 Possible advantages ............................................................................................... 47 

6.2 Possible losses and problems of an implementation ..................................................... 49 
6.3 Possible designs of a national independent review authority ........................................ 50 

6.3.1 Reviews by random selection ................................................................................ 51 
6.3.2 Reviews restricted to complex projects ................................................................. 51 
6.3.3 Restrictions to merely act as an advisory board ..................................................... 52 

6.4 Additional measures of improvement ........................................................................... 52 
6.4.1 Establish a national database ................................................................................. 53 
6.4.2 Review guidelines .................................................................................................. 54 
6.4.3 Certification in impartial EIS writing .................................................................... 55 

6.5 The EIA system in a broader context ............................................................................ 55 
7.0 Conclusions ........................................................................................................... 57 
References ................................................................................................................... 59 

Appendix 1 .................................................................................................................. 63 



Camilla Mällberg 

4 

Interview information sheet ................................................................................................. 63 
Appendix 2 .................................................................................................................. 65 

Semi-structured interview questions ................................................................................... 65 
 
 

Abbreviations 

 
CEAA 
 
EA  
 
EIA 
  
EIA Decree 
  
EIS 
  
EU 
  
IAIA 
  
NCEA 
  
NEPA 
  
OECD 
  
SEA 
  
UNEP  
 
US  
  

Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency 
 
Environmental Assessment 
 
Environmental Impact Assessment 
 
The Environmental Impact Assessment Decree 
 
Environmental Impact Statement 
 
European Union 
 
International Association for Impact Assessment 
 
Netherlands Commission for Environmental Assessment 
 
The National Environmental Policy Act 
 
The Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development 
 
Strategic Environmental Assessment 
 
United Nations Environmental Program 
 
United States 
 
 



Quality Assurance in the Review Process of the Swedish EIA System 
 

5 

1.0 Introduction  

Despite international agreements regarding sustainable development, the 

environment continues to suffer. Adverse environmental impacts include for example 

loss in biodiversity, degradation of ecosystems and desertification. It is estimated that 

two thirds of the global population will live in cities by 2050. Effective, transparent, 

accountable and democratic institutions are needed throughout the world to minimize 

destruction and ensure a preserved environment (UNEP, 2012). There has been a clear 

consensus internationally regarding the importance of assessing projects’ 

environmental impacts as a mean to promote sustainable development. A statement 

regarding this was confirmed in principle 17 of the Rio Declaration during the UN 

Conference on Environment and Development. It states: “Environmental impact 

assessment, as a national instrument, shall be undertaken for proposed activities that 

are likely to have a significant adverse impact on the environment and are subject to a 

decision of a competent national authority” (UNEP, 1992). The Swedish EIA system 

has been in use for approximately two decades. Its major starting point originated 

from the EIA Directive (85/337/EEC) that Sweden had to conform to when entering 

the European Union in 1995. The current founding principles of EIAs lie in the 

Swedish Environmental Code (Miljöbalken 1998:808) and no major modifications 

have been made in the last twenty years in Swedish environmental legislation.  

An environmental impact statement (EIS) for a project is a document 

describing a suggested development and goes into detail regarding the project’s 

certain and possible effects on the environment. Its primary purpose is to inform 

decision-makers on how new developments affect the environment and thus help 

them be able to make better-informed decisions (Gilpin, 1995). In Sweden during the 

review process, the responsible authority will decide if the EIS is sufficient to make 

an informed decision regarding a project or if supplemented information is needed. 

The EIS is regularly evaluated by either one of the county administrative boards or by 

one of the land and environmental courts, but can also be evaluated by other 

competent authorities, which is determined by law (SFS 2013:251). Examples of 

other review authorities include the Swedish Road Administration, the Swedish 

Energy Agency, the government and municipalities (Lindblom and Rodehn, 2008). 

With 12 deciding county administrative boards in Sweden (Länsstyrelsen i Uppsala 
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län, 2014) and five regional land and environmental courts (Nacka tingsrätt, 2015), it 

is therefore important that there is quality assurance in their work.  

The quality in the Swedish review process can naturally vary with the large 

number of reviewing authorities. Quality and standardization in their working 

procedure is important to ensure that the quality requirements on an EIS will not be 

affected by the location of a project and the assessment of the responsible authority. 

One approach to ensure consistency of quality in the review process of all EISs can be 

witnessed in the Dutch EIA system, where a national independent authority built up of 

experts is set to critically review EISs of complex proposed projects (NCEA, 2011). 

Utilizing an independent national authority for reviewing of EISs in Sweden may 

possibly improve consistency and thus enhance quality assurance. The overall quality 

of an EIA can naturally be enhanced during several steps in the EIA process, such as 

during the consultation phase, the EIS production phase and the EIS review phase. 

Reviewing of the EIS is however the final step before the decision-makers confirms 

the outcome of a proposed project and is therefore a key step for quality assurance.  

To date, there has not been sufficient research that critically examines the 

quality of the Swedish review process. However, many studies can be found on EIA 

effectiveness, analyzing whether or not EIAs lead to sustainable development (e.g. 

Cashmore, 2012; Jay et al., 2007; Runhaar et al., 2013), and research regarding the 

overall quality of the EIS in itself (e.g. Canelas et al., 2005). Research considering the 

review process and quality assurance has been difficult to find. The Swedish EIA 

system can likely be improved by learning from other successful EIA systems in the 

world, such as from analyzing the distinct review process used in the Dutch EIA 

system. Studies that have assessed the review process in EIA systems include e.g. 

Trulsson (2006) who studied the Swedish process, Peterson (2010) who studied the 

Estonian process and Pölönen (2006) who studied the Finnish process.   

1.1 Aim and scope 

This study will research if it would be beneficial to move from the current 

Swedish scheme of several different authorities reviewing the EIS’ quality to a 

uniform national independent commission. The study will also investigate specific 

reasons for why Sweden does not currently have a national independent review 

authority for the review process. Reasons may be concerns related to possible high 

costs, increased time and fear that important local environmental knowledge gets lost. 
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Another reason may be the complication in modifying already existing environmental 

legislation regarding the EIA process. The purpose of this Masters Thesis is to 

question the quality of the current review process in Sweden’s EIA system and raise 

awareness as to how it can be improved. The aim is to analyze and learn from the EIA 

practices of the Netherlands, as well as give suggestions to how the Swedish EIS 

review process can be enhanced and improved. 

With this interdisciplinary study touching upon environmental, social and 

geographical aspects, hopes are to increase knowledge regarding this field. One 

objective of this research is to contribute to the debates on whether or not Sweden 

should implement using an independent national commission to review the quality of 

EISs. A second objective is to identify participants’ views and attitudes regarding the 

current review process in Sweden. A third objective is to analyze whether or not it is 

possible and favorable to change the current system. Finally, hopes are that this study 

can be used both for understanding the current situation and inspiring further research 

on the topic.  

This study addresses the following research questions: 

1. How would a national independent review commission in Sweden affect the 
quality and uniformity of the review process of Environmental Impact 
Statements? 

2. What would the Swedish EIA system lose from implementing a national 
independent review commission like the one in the Netherlands? 

3. Is there room and potential for the Swedish review process to introduce a 
national independent review commission? If so, how?  

1.2 Limitations 

There are two types of environmental impact assessments today; one for 

projects (EIA) and one for plans, programs, and policies (strategic environmental 

assessment, SEA). This thesis has been limited to looking at EIAs for projects, mainly 

because of time constraints. EIAs for projects include for example the planning and 

construction of a new road, industry or facility. Because of time limitations, the 

research has been narrowed down to studying one other review processes and quality 

assurance system that is comparable to the system currently used in Sweden. The 

study has selected to investigate the Dutch EIA system that has been in use longer 

than the Swedish system. The Dutch EIA scheme is based on the systems used in 

North America; contrary to the Swedish system (and most European EIA systems) 

that is constructed from the EU’s EIA Directive (85/337/EEC). Both countries are 
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members of the European Union and thus follow EU legislation. Temporal boundaries 

have been set to look at the progression of the Swedish EIA system along with the 

Dutch EIA system. Therefore, this study will reflect on the last three decades, the 

present, and the foreseeable future.  

2.0 Research method 

To investigate the quality of the current Swedish review system, the study 

compared the review procedure to a similar yet different and successful system. 

Therefore, the Dutch EIA system was selected, as it has been a reliably used planning 

system since 1987 (NCEA, 2011) and is also a member state of the European Union. 

No other European nation has used an independent review authority successfully for a 

longer time period. Therefore, it is valuable to analyze their process to assess if 

Sweden can learn from the different and effective Dutch EIA review process. The 

study was completed in two segments. The first segment contained a review of 

existing literature and collection of information regarding both the Swedish and the 

Dutch EIA system and how the two review processes are structured. A comparison of 

the two systems was correspondingly completed. The second segment encompassed 

semi-structured interviews that were completed with individuals representing different 

fields within the Swedish EIA system.  

2.1 Literature and comparative study 

Information about the current review processes in the EIA system in Sweden 

and in the Netherlands was collected. Previous research was also assembled. Search 

words that were used when exploring related research included: Environmental 

impact statement, Environmental impact assessment, quality, review, Sweden, The 

Netherlands, EIA commission, etc. The literature review and comparative study lead 

to a number of concepts relevant to this study, such as sustainable development and 

the precautionary principle. These concepts were identified (see section 4.1-4.6) as a 

tool to later analyze the Swedish review system. The comparative study was mainly 

based on legislative material governing the EIA system on a national level and 

through the EU Directive. Most of the comparison was thus based on interpreting and 

comparing law texts. The comparison in this study was addressed from an 

environmental studies perspective by emphasizing e.g. environmental, social and 

geographical aspects. It should be noted that a comparison made by a legal scholar 
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from the perspective of emphasizing legal aspects might have reached other 

conclusions than the ones drawn in this study.  

2.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Questions regarding values, attitudes and outlooks were carried out through 

semi-structured interviews with representatives working within the Swedish EIA 

system. The purpose of the semi-structured interviews were to find answers to the 

qualitative part of the study by obtaining reflections and opinions regarding the 

Swedish EIA system and in particular the review process, which current issues the 

interviewees saw, and some ideas concerning how the system might improve further. 

The interviews were thus not meant to find the definite answers to why the Swedish 

EIA system looks the way it does today but to get general thoughts of possible 

reasons along with ideas for improvements. The interviews were grounded on 13 

formulated questions (see Appendix 2) and could be developed during the interviews 

depending on how the interview developed. Many times additional questions were 

added through follow-up questions and sometimes questions were removed because 

they were not suited for the interviewee’s job position or experience. 

The sampling of representatives was made through a snowball sampling 

method, meaning that individuals were found through referrals (Larsen, 2009). 

Interview representatives were found through networking and referrals from 

associates within the EIA field. The aim was to cover different fields of the EIA 

domain. In total, 8 representatives were interviewed, representing different arenas of 

the Swedish EIA system (see table 1). Among these, 3 interviews were done face-to-

face and 5 were completed over the phone, mainly depending on the distance between 

the interviewer and interviewee. One day prior to the interview an information sheet 

was sent to the interviewee with information about the research being done, the 

interviewers background, purpose of the interview, projected time for the interview 

and information about anonymousness and regarding voice recording (see Appendix 

1).   
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Table 1: Chart presenting the interview respondents and which arena of the Swedish EIA system they 
represented. 

  
Respondent 

Representing: 

Environmental 
consultancy Researcher 

County 
administrative 
board 

Land and 
Environmental 
Court 

Land and 
Environmental 
Court of Appeal 

A x         
B   x       
C   x       
D     x     
E     x     
F       x (judge)   
G       x (tech. council)   H     x 

 

Semi-structured interviews were used because they provide an opportunity to 

explore on different topics and give the interviewee a possibility to speak more freely. 

Thus, an advantage of using interviews instead of for example surveys is the 

adaptability; meaning that the interviewees can provide information that otherwise 

would not be revealed in a survey. Also, a survey gives quantitative results and would 

not be beneficial when looking for answers to the qualitative part of this research. On 

the other hand, interviews are very time-consuming, consequently not attaining 

information from as many respondents compared to a survey. It was also noted before 

the interviews were done that there is a danger of bias depending on the construction 

of the questions. According to Lantz (2013), structured questions are more directional 

as it is the interviewer who has decided what is relevant and interesting to discuss. To 

limit the bias, the directional questions were placed in the end of the interview.  

Processing of interview results 

Because of the large amount of data from the 8 interviews, a selection had to 

be made of which data information was significant. It should be noted that a selection 

process is naturally quite subjective and could have turned out differently if someone 

else processed the data. All interviews were recorded (with approval of the 

interviewees) and typed down within one week of the interview. Thereafter the voice 

records were deleted and only the script was saved for data analysis. Important data 

was then marked and moved to a separate document. This raw data was next 

categorized by topic and color coded to simplify the process of compiling, comparing 

and analyzing the results (Gorden, 1992). It should also be noted that this data had to 
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be translated from Swedish to English. The categorization was done by identifying 

common themes that later was color-coded. All interviewees have been kept 

anonymous, however their field of employment has labeled them. Labeling them by 

field of employment was done to be able to identity similarities and differences 

between the fields. 

3.0 Background 

3.1 Definitions of an EIA and EIS 

An EIA is a process, which by the International Association for Impact 

Assessment (IAIA, 1999) is defined as “the process of identifying, predicting, 

evaluating and mitigating the biophysical, social and other relevant effects of 

proposed development proposals prior to major decisions being taken and 

commitments made”. The EIA examines the environmental effects of a proposed 

development before it sets place. According to the European Unions EIA Directive 

(latest 2014/52/EU) Article 1, paragraph 2 the definition of an EIA is: 

“(g) “Environmental impact assessment” means a process consisting of:  
(i) the preparation of an environmental impact assessment report by the 

developer, as referred to in Article 5(1) and (2);   
(ii) the carrying out of consultations as referred to in Article 6 and, where 

relevant, Article 7;   
(iii) the examination by the competent authority of the information presented in 

the environmental impact assessment report and any supplementary 
information provided, where necessary, by the developer in accordance with 
Article 5(3), and any relevant information received through the consultations 
under Articles 6 and 7;   

(iv) the reasoned conclusion by the competent authority on the significant effects 
of the project on the environment, taking into account the results of the 
examination referred to in point (iii) and, where appropriate, its own 
supplementary examination; and   

(v) the integration of the competent authority's reasoned conclusion into any of 
the decisions referred to in Article 8a.”   

The environmental impact statement (EIS), with varying names depending on 

country, is the report that describes the EIA that is evaluated during the final decision-

making process of a planned project. Other names include environmental assessment 

report (EA report), environmental impact assessment report (EIA report), etc. In this 

research paper, the term EIS will be used when referring to the written report. Gilpin 

(1995) describes an EIS as follows: “The EIS is a document, prepared by a proponent, 

describing a proposed development, or activity and disclosing the possible, probably, 
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or certain effects of that proposal on the environment”. The EIS should be objective, 

comprehensive and sufficiently specific for the examiner to determine if the 

proposing project should or should not be carried out depending on its environmental 

consequences (Gilpin, 1995).  

3.2 Purposes of an EIA and EIS 

The purpose of the EIA is according to the Swedish Environmental Code 

(2000:61, Chapter 6, section 3):  

“to establish and describe the direct and indirect impact of a planned activity or 
measure on people, animals, plants, land, water, air, the climate, the landscape 
and the cultural environment, on the management of land, water and the physical 
environment in general, and on other management of materials, raw materials and 
energy. Another purpose is to enable an overall assessment to be made of this 
impact on human health and the environment.”  

As can be read, a large number of aspects affecting the environmental and human 

health have to be taken into consideration during the planning of a new development. 

The primary purpose of an EIA and an EIS is to assist the decision-makers to 

make a well-informed decision about a specific proposed project. The document need 

be able to inform the public, organizations, decision-makers and the government of 

the positive and negative environmental consequences and thus lead the responsible 

decision-making authority to a better-informed decision than would otherwise be the 

case (Gilpin, 1995). A second purpose of the EIA system is prevention. An EIS 

reveals significant unavoidable environmental impacts that may otherwise be too late 

to recover once in place. With this done in advance, unfavorable impacts can be 

reduced through mitigation and alterations and accordingly come to the best possible 

solution for the planned development (Glasson, 2012). The EIA system promotes 

early incorporation to consider environmental values at an early planning stage (Jay et 

al., 2007). The EIA process may seem time consuming and expensive to some 

developers, but through early identification of environmental and social issues the 

process can minimize or eliminate the negative impacts on the environment, 

something that should be of great benefit to the developer. It will most likely also lead 

to a straightforward planning permission process through improved relations between 

the developer, local authority and the neighboring or affected public (Glasson e.al, 

2005).  
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3.3 The start of the EIA system in Europe 

The concept of EIA was first introduced in the US by the National 

Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in 1969 and was presented to Europe in the mid 

1980’s, over a decade later, as the EU implemented the EIA Directive (Hedlund & 

Kjellander, 2007). The directive requires EIAs to be made for all projects that may 

lead to significant environmental consequences. A mandatory list of projects where 

EIAs are always compulsory is stated in Annex I. Annex II lists projects that may be 

subject to an EIA. The European Council Directive (85/337/EEC) has been amended 

three times since its beginning (1997, 2003, and in 2009). These amendments have 

collectively been codified as Directive 2011/92/EU, and were amended in 2014 to its 

latest revision designated as Directive 2014/52/EU. The main modifications to the 

latest amendment include changes in the screening process, scoping process, EIS 

content, monitoring, time limits and penalty fees. The EIA report (EIS) is now 

required to have “accredited and technically competent experts” to generate the 

report, and the competent authority shall have access to sufficient expertise to 

examine the EIA reports. The authorities also need to prove their objectivity to 

prevent any conflicts of interest (European Commission, 2015). 

The start of the EIA system in the Netherlands  

Most of the EU member states implemented an EIA system based on the EIA 

Directive. The first European nation to consider applying an EIA system was the 

Netherlands. They created and shaped their EIA system before the EU’s EIA 

Directive had been put in place (Balfors, 1992). The Netherlands therefore began to 

use EIAs into planning and decision-making approximately a decade before the 

initiation of the EIA Directive. The awareness for sustainable development and the 

introduction of EIA discussion in the Netherlands started in the 1970’s as the OECD 

warned about environmental impacts and gave recommendations to adopt EIA in the 

member states (OECD, 1979). According to Balfors (1992) one reason to the Dutch’s 

growing awareness could be the fast economic growth in the 1960’s that quickly 

expanded the development of projects with big environmental impacts, such as 

nuclear power stations and bigger industrial plants. After the decision was made that 

the Netherlands was going to introduce EIA, they completed comprehensive research 

where they e.g. looked at practices adopted in other countries. Contacts were 

established with different agencies in both Canada and the US, but focus was put on 
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the Canadian EIA system, resulting in a Dutch EIA system shaped from these ideas 

(Arts et al., 2012). The Dutch Environmental Protection Act (Wet algemene 

bepalingen milieubeheer) of 1986 first positioned EIA in law and was later regulated 

by the Dutch EIA Decree (Besluit m.e.r.) that was implemented in 1987. The 

Environmental Management Act (Wet milieubeheer) of 1994 thereafter replaced the 

Environmental Protection Act (Dijk, 2008). The Ministry of Infrastructure and 

Environment works as the central EIA authority. Dutch legislation has since 1990 

gone through a critical evaluation of the Dutch EIA system every fifth year to get a 

dynamic and up-to-date working EIA process (Faure and Niessen, 2006).  

The start of the EIA system in Sweden 

The concept of EIA was introduced to Sweden in the mid 80’s when 

requirements of EIA were initiated in the Road Law, Water Law and in the 

Environmental Protection Act (väglag 1971:948; vattenlag 1983:291; miljöskyddslag 

1969:387). In the 1990’s it was put into additional laws such as the Natural Resource 

Law (naturresurslag 1987:12), Rail Way Law and in the Planning and Building Act 

(järnvägslag 2004:519 & plan- och bygglag 2010:900) (Bjarnadóttir, 2007). After 

joining the EU in 1995 Sweden adapted to the EIA Directive (85/337/EEC), a law that 

consists of minimum requirements. Thus, the Directive gives nations the option to 

apply more strict national laws regarding the subject. This results in varied EIA 

systems and regulations within the different EU member states, and is an explanation 

to why the amount of EIAs per year differs significantly between the countries. 

Sweden is included as one of the EU member states that completes the most EIAs per 

year (Lindblom and Rodehn, 2008). The Swedish Environmental Code, which is 

currently the major environmental law, entered into force in 1999 (Bjarnadóttir, 

2007). According to the Environmental Code, an EIA shall be done for all activities or 

projects that may be harmful to the environment. Because of this statement, EIAs 

have become a common used implementation of today.  

3.4 The review process in an EIA  

 Figure 1 is demonstrating how a general EIA system looks like. However, it 

should be noted that this process is a cyclical activity and should not be seen as a step-

by-step figure. Feedback and interaction occurs between the various steps. The steps 

also vary significantly between different countries. This study focuses on the third 

box down concerning presentation of findings in the EIS, reviewing of the EIS and 
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decision-making. The EIS presentation includes writing and submitting the EIS 

document to the responsible authority, which thereafter reviews the quality of the 

document and possibly returns it for complementation work. The decision-making on 

the project as a whole is thereafter done by the competent authority, which examines 

the EIS together with other complementing material to make a final verdict if the 

proposed project will be permitted or not (Glasson et al., 2012).     

 
Fig 1: Illustration of the general EIA process and steps (Glasson et al., 2012). 
 

The review of the EIS “determines whether the report meets its terms of 

reference; provides a satisfactory assessment of the proposal(s); and contains the 

information required for decision making” (IAIA, 1999). Regulations regarding the 

review process are in place to incite quality of the decision-making material and to 

make sure that the public can trust that inferior EISs are not used for important 
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decision-making processes (Hörnberg Lindgren, 2007). According to the Swedish 

Environmental Code (2000:61), an EIA must be pursued if the project is likely to lead 

to significant environmental impacts. The business that is planning the project should 

consult the possibly affected municipalities, citizens, organizations and government 

agencies. These consultation meetings should be held by the county administrative 

boards and the regulatory authority and discuss the EIA and the structure of the EIS 

(Chapter 6). This is one of the starting points of an EIA and important decisions are 

taken on how the EIA process will proceed.  

The EIS in Sweden is a part of the application submission and is often 

evaluated by either one of the county administrative boards or by one of the land and 

environmental courts, but can also be evaluated by other competent authorities, which 

is determined by law (SFS 2013:251). The decision-maker at the authority doing the 

final hearing shall decide whether or not the EIS cover the necessary information that 

is needed at the final decision-making stage. Consequently, these authorities have a 

stated role as reviewers. Other parties, such as municipalities, environmental 

organizations and local communities can also be seen as reviewers of EISs by making 

their voices heard at consultation meetings (Hedlund and Johansson, 2007). The 

competent authority decides whether or not the EIS meets the laws and regulations. 

There are requirements in the Swedish Environmental Code that the permitting 

authority shall take the conclusions of the EIS together with public opinions and 

consultations with other applicable authorities and organizations into account when 

making the final decision (Bjanadottir, 2007).  

4.0 Fundamental concepts and previous research  

Research regarding the EIA system involves several founding principles, such 

as sustainable development and the precautionary principle. In a broader context, 

these concepts are widely used in environmental and regional planning and are 

therefore important to present. Relevant concepts were selected by studying previous 

research and are introduced below.  

4.1 Sustainable development 

Sustainable development has a central role in EIAs. The Swedish 

Environmental Code (2000:61) brings up sustainable development in the first chapter 

as a purpose of the EIA. The term sustainable development is thus confirmed in law 
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as a fundamental principle of EIA. It reads: “The purpose of this Code is to promote 

sustainable development which will assure a healthy and sound environment for 

present and future generations”. According to the Swedish government, EIAs promote 

more environmentally concerned decision-makings and the EIA should be seen as a 

sustainability evaluation (Hörnberg Lindgren, 2007). The decision-makers should be 

able to make decisions that support sustainable development by looking at how 

environmental conditions are altered by a project. The EIA is therefore a holistic 

assessment of how the environment is affected directly, indirectly, cumulatively and 

in the near and long-term future. It also considers how the environment is affected 

locally, nationally, internationally (cross-border projects), and even globally for large 

and complex projects.     

The Brundtland Report defines sustainable development as follows: 

“Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (WCED, 

1987). Many times EIA is said to have an ultimate role of being an instrument or a 

tool for sustainable development (Glasson, 2012). There are however researchers that 

question this and many studies have been done assessing the EIA effectiveness by 

looking at how and if EIAs lead to a more sustainable society (e.g. Jay, et al., 2007; 

Runhaar, et al., 2013). Some of the conclusions from these studies include the 

importance of follow-ups of EIAs to ensure sustainable development, ideas of 

implementing requirements of “no net environmental deterioration” (Jay, et al., 2007) 

and that EIA needs strict regulations to achieve sustainable development, as most 

decision-makers rarely go beyond what is stated in environmental legislation. 

4.2 Quality assurance 

In Article 5 of the EIA Directive (revision 2014/52/EU), paragraph 3 discusses 

quality assurance of the EIS in the following way: 

“In order to ensure the completeness and quality of the environmental impact 
assessment report:  

(a) the developer shall ensure that the environmental impact assessment report is 
prepared by competent experts;   

(b) the competent authority shall ensure that it has, or has access as necessary to, 
sufficient expertise to examine the environmental impact assessment report; and  

(c) where necessary, the competent authority shall seek from the developer 
supplementary information, in accordance with Annex IV, which is directly 
relevant to reaching the reasoned conclusion on the significant effects of the 
project on the environment.”   
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Thus, the competent authority has the responsibility to make sure that the EIS is of 

sufficient quality to hand to the decision-makers. In the Netherlands, many consider 

the independent Dutch expert commission to have a large part in assuring quality. A 

study by Runhaar et al. (2013) looked at the EA effectiveness in the Netherlands at 

the system level. From a survey with 443 respondents, they found that 56% consider 

the EIS to be of good quality. They also found that 75% of the respondents considered 

the NCEA to have a very important role for adding to a good quality environmental 

assessment through their advising. Overall, the study determined that EA 

effectiveness is comparatively high since many believed it enhances environmental 

awareness and protection. However, the study found that legal requirements of an EIA 

process often leads to less proponents and competent authorities wanting to go or look 

beyond the environmental law when considering environmental values. 

4.3 The precautionary principle 

The most widely used definition of the Precautionary Principle is from 

Principle 15 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development (United 

Nations, 1992), which reads:  

“In order to protect the environment, the precautionary approach shall be widely 
applied by States according to their capabilities. Where there are threats of 
serious or irreversible damage, lack of full scientific certainty shall not be used as 
a reason for postponing cost-effective measures to prevent environmental 
degradation”.  
 

The Swedish EIA system is based on the precautionary principle. The 

principle is included in chapter two of the Swedish Environmental Code (2000:61), as 

one of the general rules of consideration. Chapter 2, section 3 states: 

“Persons who pursue an activity or take a measure, or intend to do so, shall 
implement protective measures, comply with restrictions and take any other 
precautions that are necessary in order to prevent, hinder or combat damage or 
detriment to human health or the environment as a result of the activity or 
measure… Such precautions shall be taken as soon as there is cause to assume 
that an activity or measure may cause damage or detriment to human health or the 
environment.”  

Therefore, anyone running a business must carry out necessary precautionary 

measures to prevent or constrain that harm is done where there is risk of negative 

affects on the environment or human health.  
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4.4 Burden of proof 

The burden of proof concept is related to the precautionary principle in the 

way that a producer or manufacturer may be required to prove the absence of danger 

(so called reverse burden of proof). This means that one has to show how e.g. a 

planned development is not a danger to the environment and human health. In an EIA, 

the planned activity or project is thus potentially hazardous (from a precautionary 

principle) until proven otherwise (European Commission, 2000).  

Reverse burden of proof is used as a key concept in the Swedish 

Environmental Code. Any activity that may affect or threaten the environmental or 

human health is obligated to show that responsibility is taken to lessen these threats to 

a reasonable extent (Swedish Environmental Code, 2000:61, chapter 2). The 

developer must also demonstrate that the proposed project meets applicable laws. The 

concept can also be tied to an EIA where alternative locations are required. At many 

times the business shows why the planned location is the best location compared to its 

alternatives through reverse burden of proof.   

4.5 Transparency  

According to the IAIA (1999), one of the basic principles on an EIA should be 

transparency, meaning that the EIA process should consist of well defined and easy to 

understand information, guarantee public access and recognize limitations and 

difficulties. Transparency is one of the three founding principles of the NCEA, along 

with expertise and independence. The principles are there to generate an unbiased 

review process in the EIA system (NCEA, 2011). Transparency can for instance be 

presented from publishing the EIS of a proposed project and making it available to the 

public who then has an opportunity to leave comments on the case (Swedish 

Environmental Code, 2000:61). Another type of transparency can be seen in the shape 

of a publically available database where all the material regarding a specific EIA (e.g. 

the EIS, investigations, comments and decisions) can be found at any time. A 

database can be used for learning purposes such as follow-ups and other improvement 

measures.  

4.6 Independence 

The IAIA discusses in its “Principles of EIA best practice” independence as an 

important factor for credibility. It reads: “the process should be carried out with 
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professionalism, rigor, fairness, objectivity, impartiality and balance, and be subject to 

independent checks and verifications” (IAIA, 1999). Independence is another 

founding principle of the NCEA in the Netherlands. To assure that the review process 

is not biased in any way, the independent advisory body selects new compositions of 

working groups for each project from a pool of about 700 Dutch and international 

experts. If a member of the working group later is mistrusted for his/her impartiality 

with regards to the activity or project, the NCEA replaces the member with a new 

independent expert (NCEA, 2011). 

4.7 Previous research regarding the review process in the Swedish 

EIA system 

Currently there is a lack of studies regarding how the review process relates to 

the quality of an EIA. Studies have however been done looking at the quality of the 

EIS by comparing reports to find differences in design, material and thus quality (e.g. 

Canelas et al., 2005). However, these studies do not put much emphasis on the 

process of how the EISs are reviewed and if this process can be improved. Below are 

a selection of research that relates to this study and the review process of Swedish 

EIAs. Issues regarding topics such as impartiality, the need of a database, quality 

differentiations and the establishment of a new review authority in Sweden are 

brought up.   

Hörnberg Lindgren (2007) argues that there need to be tangible regulations on 

what aspects need to be included in an EIS to give relevant information on the 

projects environmental effects from a sustainable development perspective. This 

could be done for example by handing out checklists to the developers. According to 

Hörnberg Lindgren, the reviewing and controlling of the EIS and its content is of 

great importance. The authority that is included in the EIA process should not control 

the quality of the finished EIS. An authority that is independent should instead control 

all projects that will have significant negative environmental impacts. An 

establishment of a new controlling authority in Sweden, comparable to the 

Netherlands EIA Commission, would be a better option than to improve the 

authorities currently in place. This new authority could achieve a consistent and 

reliable reviewing, and lead to requirements that are of the same weight in all regions, 

something that should increase the overall quality of the EISs. Hörnberg Lindgren 

also believes that the current authorities that act as advisors, reviewers and final 
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controllers of the EISs are overloaded with an unhealthy amount of responsibility, 

something that is both difficult and inappropriate (Hörnberg Lindgren, 2007). 

Emmelin (2007a) has written about several problems with the EIA system of 

today. One is that Sweden needs to move the EIA to a “learning system”, implicating 

that current EISs are inefficiently collected and processed and then returned to the 

developers. There is no room for evaluation or learning. However, a learning system 

would require a database for collection of documentation, something that is currently 

lacking in Sweden, but that many other countries have. One alternative would be to 

collect these at Universities, but Universities generally do not have the resources or 

continuity to perform systematic collections over a long period of time. The learning 

system would also strive for collaboration between authorities, research and education 

(Emmelin, 2007a). 

Hedlund and Johansson (2007), looked at the relationship between the 

developer and the consultant during an EIA. The dependency of the consultant agency 

to their client could possibly affect the objectivity in the writing of the EIS. They laid 

down facts that when a group of people know that they will be working with each 

other for a longer period of time they become more eager to reach consensus, and thus 

avoid conflicts. A recurrent developer-consultant relationship can therefore lead to a 

desire to conform to each other’s interests. This is according to their study applicable 

to all actors in the EIA system, including relationships between actors such as 

developers, consultants, reviewers, municipalities and competent authorities. Results 

of a survey showed that the respondents ranked the relationship and interaction 

between the developer and consultant as the most important relation during an EIA 

process. In second place came the relationship between developer and 

reviewer/competent authority. Hedlund and Johansson implied that this relationship 

between developer and consultant has an importance on the quality of the EIA 

process. The developer has the influence regarding how the EIA process should look 

like and has the responsibility of the EIS, but the study found that the consultant 

nearly has just the same level of influence. In summary, the researchers state that 

heavy responsibility on the developers and a heavy dependency on insightful, 

trustworthy and knowledgeable consultants gives indications of a Swedish EIA 

system at risk. The study also discussed that the review of the EIS and its quality can 

depend on who is seeking the permit and whom the developer has hired as their expert 

assistance (consultancy).    
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Trulsson (2006) investigated if the demand of quality and content of an EIA is 

different depending on the applicable Swedish county administrative board. 

Comparisons between EISs were done and interviews with representatives from four 

different county administrative boards were completed. The result from the interviews 

discovered that existing differences can be caused by opinions regarding what an EIA 

should contain, differences in the review practice or that the boards lower their 

demands when a case takes a lot of time. The review process differentiates itself 

between the four studied county administrative boards in the way that some use a 

review template with guidelines of what an EIS should contain, and some don’t. 

There are also differences in the content of these templates. Trulsson (2006) also 

found that the county administrative boards put different weight on different aspects 

of the EIA, such as one board that put heavy weight on requiring that a project’s 

emission rates should be justified with both comparable emission values and a 

discussion about what this means. Another board, as an example, required acoustic 

measurements in greater extent than others. Conclusions suggesting that a compulsory 

quality review package is formed for each industry to be used by all county 

administrative boards. Another suggestion includes compulsory education for the 

employees handling EIA of the county administrative boards, or obligatory use of 

expertise when writing an EIS. 

5.0 Results 

5.1 The review process in Sweden vs. the Netherlands 

5.1.1 The review process in Sweden 

Businesses who have a planned project or activity consult the county 

administrative boards and likely affected individuals at an early stage, before 

submitting an application for a permit and preparing an EIS. The county 

administrative board makes a decision after the consultation process whether or not 

the activity is likely to have a significant environmental impact (Swedish 

Environmental Code, 2000:61, Ch. 6). An EIA procedure is accordingly pursued if the 

project or activity is decided to have a significant environmental impact. Most 

projects or activities are however always obligated to go through an EIA process and 

this is stated in the EIA Ordinance (SFS 2013:251). An EIS is thereafter prepared and 
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Chapter 6 (Swedish Environmental Code, 2000:61) determines the content of what 

must always be included in an EIS.  

 After submitting the application together with a completed EIS, both 

documents should be made available to the public so that they get an opportunity to 

utter their comments before the review process and final decision-making process is 

settled. According to the Environmental Code (2000:61), the review and approval of 

the EIS follows these regulations:  

“The authority that processes an application in a case or matter in which an 
environmental impact statement is required shall, by separate decision or in 
connection with the decision on the case or matter, state whether the 
environmental impact statement satisfies the requirements laid down in this 
chapter. Such decisions may not be appealed against separately, but only in 
connection with an appeal against the decision on the case or matter. When 
examining applications, the authority shall consider the content of the 
environmental impact statement and the result of the consultations and opinions 
referred to in sections 4 to 6 and 8” (Chapter 6, section 9).  

Thus, the applicable authority reviews the EIS and decides if the document includes 

all that should be included, something which can be done in connection to the final 

decision-making process or separately so that the decision-makers have the rightful 

material when making the final judgment to determine if the planned project or 

activity will be approved. A developer with a proposed project normally has to send 

in an application and do an EIA according to the following chapters in the 

Environmental Code (2000:61): 

• Chapter 9: Environmentally hazardous activities and health protection 
• Chapter 11: Water operations 
• Chapter 12: Mining, agriculture and other activities 
• Chapter 7 (section 28a): Protection of areas  

An EIA should also go through an application for a permit under the government 

permissibility assessment according to Chapter 17. An EIA may also be required in 

other cases.  

 The EIA Ordinance (SFS 2013:251) determines which activities and projects 

that require permits, and to what authority the permit should be sent to for the final 

decision-making. Activities or projects categorized as “A activities” are to be trialed 

by the environmental courts, and includes for example building of airports and 

landfills. Activities categorized as “B activities”, such as sewage treatment plants and 

power plants, are to be trialed by the county administrative boards. The municipalities 

act as the investigative authority for projects categorized as “C activities”. Hence, 
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what authority reviews the EIS and thus determines if it is approved or not depends on 

who is delegated the investigative authority for the project/activity. Activities that are 

not classified as A, B or C activities do not need to go through an application process. 

In its place, the municipality acts as a regulator and can at any time for environmental 

or health reasons require actions or investigations (Länsstyrelsen i Stockholm, 2015). 

 Nevertheless, the county administrative board has a large role in any EIA, as 

they are almost always involved in the consultation process (samråd). According to 

chapter 6, section 4 (Swedish Environmental Code, 2000:61) consultations should be 

done with the county administrative board and the regulatory authority, amongst 

others. The consultation process should discuss the project’s location, scope, design 

and environmental impact, along with the content and design of the EIS. The county 

administrative board tries to make sure the EIA and EIS include necessary material 

needed for the permit trial. The county administrative board is in summary always 

involved in the consultation process and the preparation of an EIA for a project, but 

the review process can either be completed by the county administrative board or any 

of the land and environmental courts depending on whether the project is classified as 

“A” or “B” according to the EIA Ordinance. 

 One of the purposes of the consultation process is to increase the observance 

to the laws at an early stage. This also keeps the costs down for the developer, since 

expensive investigations could be rejected if not fulfilling the quality standards. An 

aim of the review process is to increase reassurance for the local people. Reliance on 

that the reviewers make an objective evaluation can help the inhabitants trust that the 

decision-making material is reliable and that the project outcome is not already 

predetermined. Because of this, the reviewer has an important role for assuring the 

best possible quality of the EIS.  

5.1.2 The review process in the Netherlands 

 Activities that may have serious adverse environmental effects have to go 

through an EIA process (Dutch Environmental Management Act, 2004). The 

regulations regarding the EIA process and procedures are laid down in Chapter 7 of 

the Dutch Environmental Management Act (2004). The details of the Act are 

specified in orders in council. The EIA Decree (Besluit m.e.r., 1994) is such an order 

in council and determines whether or not a project or activity has to go through an 

EIA procedure. According to the Decree, requirements to carry out an EIA are 
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divided into C-list and D-list activities. C-list activities include projects such as oil 

refineries and motorways that need an EIA because of the nature of the activity itself. 

D-list activities on the other hand are assessed individually according to its possible 

impacts on the environment. The responsible authority of the projects depends on the 

project type and its EIA requirements, and can either be accountable to the local 

municipality, the provincial authority or to the central government (NCEA, 2015).  

The objectives of the EIA in the Netherlands are to ensure that the 

environment and environmental impacts of projects are given proper consideration in 

the decision-making process. Objects also include promoting transparency in the 

decision-making and to encourage participation in both the planning and decision-

making process (NCEA, 2015). One body that especially helps reach the transparency 

objective is the Netherlands Commission for Environmental Assessment (NCEA). 

The NCEA was put in place in 1987 and is an independent advisory body built up of a 

large pool of experts, which reviews and advises governments on the EIS’ quality 

(NCEA, 2011). The NCEA provides advice regarding EISs to the permitting authority 

on two different occasions during the EIA process: before and after the EIS has been 

written. The committee helps out on a voluntary basis through answering questions 

regarding the content of the report at the start of the EIA. When the EIS is completed, 

the NCEA controls that the report contains the relevant required environmental 

information and validates the quality of that information. After the EIS has been 

reviewed the EIA Commission also provides the permitting authority with advice on 

how they should assess the EIS’ quality for the final decision (NCEA, 2011). 

 The review process for an EIA in the Netherlands consists of the following 

steps: publication of the EIS, public consultation, consultation between the designated 

authorities and a mandatory or sometimes optional EIS review made by the NCEA. 

The Dutch EA legislation was modernized in 2010, and the modifications allow 

projects with reduced environmental impact to go through a simplified procedure than 

earlier. The simplified procedure makes the presence of the NCEA optional to the 

developer (NCEA, 2015). Several governmental bodies, such as the Infrastructure and 

Environment Ministry, have continuously financed the NCEA review costs. However, 

since the modernization of the legislation, the competent authority is now always 

responsible for paying for the NCEA review directly to the Ministry of Infrastructure 

and Environment. This fee varies from about €3,500 to up to €24,000 for an advice on 

a very large national project (Hoevenaars, 2013). It is in the simplified procedure 
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optional to go through the NCEA review (see table 2). However, all complex projects 

and projects that have been initiated by the government have to be reviewed by the 

NCEA. In 2013 the NCEA reviewed 192 environmental assessment reports but it 

should be noted that this number includes both EIAs for projects and SEAs for plans, 

policies and programs (NCEA, 2014).  

 
Table 2: Illustration of the differences and similarities between the simplified EIA procedure and the 
full EIA procedure in the Netherlands, with the simplified procedure in the left-hand column and the 
full procedure in the right-hand column (Milieueffectrapportage, 2015). 

Simplified procedure Full procedure 
EIA for permits (e.g. Environmental 
Act) 

• SEA 
• EIA for complex projects 
• Government is initiator of the project 
• All projects which require an appropriate 

assessment on the basis of the Dutch 
Nature Conservation Act 

Procedure step-by-step Procedure step-by-step 
Proponent notifies competent authorities Proponent notifies competent authorities (EIA) 
  Public announcement, start of procedure 
Optional: consultation designated 
authorities 

• Consultation designated authorities 
• Public consultation 

Optional: scoping advice NCEA Optional: scoping advice NCEA 
• Write EIA report, including 

description of alternatives 
• Present report to competent authority 

Write EIA report, including description of 
alternatives 

Competent authority publishes EIA 
report and concept decision 

Competent authority publishes SEA/EIA 
report and concept decision 

Public consultation EIA report • Public consultation SEA/EIA report 
• Consultation EIA report designated 

authorities 
Optional: review advice NCEA Review advice NCEA mandatory 
Competent authority publishes decision 
and justification 

Competent authority publishes decision and 
justification 

Evaluation Evaluation 
  

 The competent authority is required to distribute the EIS to the public, and 

announce this in e.g. the newspaper (Dutch Environmental Management Act, 2004, 

Section 7.20). Once the EIS has been submitted to the NCEA, the committee creates a 

working group for that specific EIA project made up of independent experts. The pool 

of experts that the NCEA can use for their working groups consists of over 700 Dutch 

and international experts (NCEA, 2011). Thus, a working group is created for every 

separate project and covers professionals with expertise in fields relevant to the 

project. A designated chairperson and technical secretary keep track of the working 

group’s deadlines and make sure the draft advisory reports are made and submitted. 
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The NCEA uses experts covering all environmental fields that are needed in an 

educated and well-informed review. This includes experts covering topics such as 

ecology, hydrology, environmental law, soil pollution, visual landscape impacts and 

radiation, as well as non-environmental areas such as economics, social issues and 

technical expertise. Information on the working group’s members is presented to the 

competent authority, giving them the right to protest if they are questioning one or 

more of the experts’ impartiality to the project. Consequently, this sometimes leads to 

replacement of one or several members of the working group to ensure neutrality 

(NCEA, 2011).  

 The NCEA working group has a maximum of nine weeks to complete and 

publish the advisory report (Dutch Environmental Management Act, 2004, section 

7.14). In addition, the Committee has to take public comments regarding the EIS into 

consideration in its advisory report. Any person can submit these comments regarding 

the quality of the EIS and these usually consist of remarks regarding inaccuracies 

and/or failure of the EIS complying with the guidelines (Dutch Environmental 

Management Act, 2004, section 7.23 & 7.26). When important environmental 

information is missing from an incoming EIA (or SEA), the NCEA needs to request 

supplementary information. The number of such requests has decreased from 90% in 

2010 to 41% in 2013 (NCEA, 2014). There is no central governmental database for all 

EIA documents in the Netherlands, but the NCEA maintains a database for all EIAs 

that they review. These EIAs are open for the public to learn from previous 

experiences to use for follow-up purposes. However, since all EIA projects do not 

need the full-fledged procedure, simplified EIAs are not saved in any database 

(NCEA, 2015). 

Independent review 

 The Dutch idea of independent review through an expert panel comes from 

Canada (Arts et al., 2012). In 1973, the Federal Environmental Assessment and 

Review Process (EARP) was established in Canada with requirements for 

environmental assessments of projects, activities and programs. The Canadian 

Environmental Assessment Agency (CEAA) is in charge of the EIA process and an 

assessment panel is used when reviewing selected EISs. According to the Canadian 

Environmental Assessment Act (2012), the Minister of the Environment can refer the 

report to a review panel after an EA report has been turned in. The Minister then 
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selects three to seven independent members to an environmental assessment panel for 

assessing the EIS (Clark and Canter, 1997). The panel must be built up of “one or 

more persons who are unbiased and free from any conflict of interest relative to the 

designated project and who have knowledge or experience relevant to its anticipated 

environmental effects” (Canadian Environmental Assessment Act, 2012). One of the 

panel’s duties includes preparing a report of its conclusions of the assessment. If 

information is lacking in the existing EIS made by the proponent, the panel will 

require the proponent to collect the needed information or do more thorough 

investigations. The review panel concludes the review process by submitting a report 

containing conclusions, recommendations, suggested follow-up and proposed 

mitigation measures. Based on this report, the Minister of the Environment makes a 

final decision whether the proposed project will lead to significant adverse 

environmental effects or not (CEAA, 2015).   

5.1.3 Comparison between the two processes 

 Sweden and the Netherlands differ considerably in their country profiles. 

Sweden covers a total land area of a little over 450,000 km2 and has approximately 

9.7 million inhabitants. The Netherlands is about 10 times smaller than Sweden, 

covering a land area of 41,500 km2 but has a population of approximately 16.9 million 

people, which are almost twice as many inhabitants as in Sweden. The climates are 

somewhat similar since they are both positioned in the northern parts of Europe. 

Sweden has a temperate climate in the south with cold winters and cool summers and 

a subarctic climate in the north. The Netherlands is located in a region of a marine and 

temperate climate with cool summers and mild winters (Central Intelligence Agency, 

2014).  

 The amount of development projects done per year in each country is not 

known, however indications show that the amount of EIAs done per year differs 

significantly between the countries. As mentioned earlier, the NCEA reviewed 192 

environmental assessments in 2013 in the Netherlands, however that includes both 

EIAs and SEAs (NCEA, 2014). Additionally, this number does not include smaller 

EIAs that do not need to go through the NCEA review process. The revision in Dutch 

environmental law in 2010 has led to a simplified EIA procedure for projects with 

limited environmental impact. No exact number of completed EIAs was found, but 

according to a working group secretary representative at the NCEA, the number is 
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considered to be around 30 to 50 EIAs done per year for projects. Approximately half 

of these EISs go through the full-fledge procedure where review by the NCEA is a 

requirement  (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April). Moreover, data on annual 

number of completed EIAs for Sweden was found to be approximately 1,600 EIAs 

per year in 2005 and 2006 (Lindblom and Rodehn, 2008). Estimations by 

representatives of the EIA field range between 1,600 and 15,000 completed EIAs per 

year (e.g. Respondent B 2015, pers. comm., 19 March; Respondent A 2015, pers. 

comm., 24 March).  

Whether the difference in amount of completed EIAs per year has to do with 

the size of country, amount of development projects or the difference in governmental 

systems is difficult to find an answer to. Swedish environmental legislation 

determines when an EIA is required. Regulations in the Swedish Environmental Code 

put emphasis on using the precautionary principle when there is risk of harming the 

environment or human health. This may be one of the reasons why so many EIAs are 

done in Sweden. Reverse burden of proof is a concept used in the Swedish 

Environmental Code. It is applied in the law in a way that any activity that may affect 

or threaten the environmental or human health are obligated to show that general rules 

are taken into account and that responsibility is taken to lessen the threats to a 

reasonable extent (Swedish Environmental Code, 2000:61). This concept along with 

the precautionary principle may be reasons for why many EIAs are done in Sweden. 

Explanations for why less EIAs are done in the Netherlands could not be found, 

however a phone conversation with consultant Sjoerd Harkema, working as technical 

secretary at the NCEA, informed that the process in the Netherlands seldom requires 

an EIA. Harkema declared that the competent authority goes through the screening 

process and decides if an EIA is needed. This rarely results in an EIA as these are 

only required for large and complex projects. Out of the approximately 50 EIAs that 

are done yearly in the Netherlands, half of these go through the simplified process 

where the NCEA review is voluntary. The other half goes through a mandatory 

review by the NCEA (see table 2). The national government has decided which 

projects go through what process, and the complexity of the specific project does 

therefore not matter. For example, a proposed power plant development is set to 

always go through the simplified procedure (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April). 

 The five main actors in the Dutch EIA system include the proponent, the 

competent authority, the EIA Commission, the legal advisors and the public (Dijk, 
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2008). The proponent, being the developer or business that wants to undertake the 

activity, exists in both Sweden and the Netherlands. The competent authority is also 

included in both systems, and refers to the governmental organization that makes the 

final verdict. The advisory EIA Commission is however only present in the Dutch 

system. Legal advisors refer to other advisory governmental bodies, which is 

something that is present in both systems. The public is also present in both countries’ 

systems and includes for example individuals and organizations such as non-

governmental organizations. All in all, this comparison has shown that the only 

difference of key actors in the EIA system between Sweden and the Netherlands is the 

presence of the NCEA in the Netherlands.  

There are differences in the wording in law texts of when an EIA should be 

done in the Netherlands vs. Sweden. In the Dutch Environmental Management Act 

(2004), an EIA has to be done for all “activities which may have serious adverse 

effects on the environment”. The EIA Decree (Besluit m.e.r., 1994) determines 

whether or not a project or activity has to go through an EIA procedure. According to 

the Swedish Environmental Code (2000:61), anyone who intends to pursue an activity 

in Sweden has to consult the county administrative board and other likely affected 

individuals at an early stage, unless the project is already determined to go through an 

EIA process determined by the EIA Ordinance (SFS 2013:251). The county 

administrative board then decides if the activity is likely to have a significant 

environmental impact. If so, an EIA should be done. In comparison, the Dutch 

environmental law uses the description “serious adverse effect on the environment” 

whereas the Swedish environmental law uses the description “significant 

environmental impact”. The Swedish description does not state whether or not the 

impact is positive or negative, which the Dutch does. The difference between if the 

word “serious” or “significant” weighs heavier is evidently a question of 

interpretation.  

Lack of EIS database 

 A database containing all EISs is something that Sweden does not currently 

have. To gain knowledge from previous experiences a database containing all 

documents sorted by branch categories could be helpful. According to Wallentinus 

(2007), Sweden has made the same mistake as the US for not constructing a library 

for all written EIA material. However, this is something that the Netherlands 
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Commission has and uses for purposes such as follow-ups of experiences. The follow 

up process in Sweden is thus limited to the people who worked with the project or 

consultants who wrote the EIS. Many EISs can be found online, especially regarding 

infrastructural projects, however they can be difficult to find and not all EISs 

(especially smaller projects) are shared on the Internet (Emmelin, 2007b). 

 The NCEA in the Netherlands collects and saves all the EISs that they review, 

which are available for the public to read. However, since the committee does not 

review all EIAs, only the full-fledge EIAs are saved and there is consequently no 

central database collecting all EIAs in the Netherlands (NCEA, 2015). Smaller 

projects that follow the simplified EIA process are not saved anywhere specific. Even 

though Sweden does not have a central database, the Swedish Transport 

Administration together with the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and 

Regions and the Swedish National Heritage Board have created a website for 

collecting EIAs regarding road projects. This is comparable to a database, and its 

purpose is to be a knowledge center where authorities can share experiences and learn 

from each other. The website consists of full EISs and subchapters of noteworthy 

examples from specific EISs. One of the aims and hopes of the website is that these 

“good examples” will enhance the quality of EISs regarding road projects 

(Exempelbanken, 2015). 

5.2 Semi-structured interviews 

5.2.1 The Swedish EIA system  

No collective review guidelines 

 Results of the interviews found that there were currently no collective 

guidelines used during the review process. Respondent B thought that collective 

guidelines for all the reviewing authorities would be good to have as a guarantee for 

not overlooking any important attributes of an EIA. However, guidelines don’t catch 

any specifics since the EIS include different information depending on type of 

industry and location. According to respondent B, Sweden once discussed adopting 

international review guidelines. Guidelines that were used in England were brought 

in, but according to the respondent these were hardly used in Sweden. Respondent C 

said that there was no universal tool for the review process, but that each county 

administrative board has developed their own practices and routines. One might wish 
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that there were more we can learn from each other and hence co-operate more, the 

respondent said. 

 The environmental consultant (respondent A), representing the production 

phase of the EISs, stated that they most often have a checklist of the different parts 

that need to be included when writing the EIS depending on industry or type of 

project. The respondent also mentioned that there sometimes exist networking groups 

between different county administrative boards where they determine what parts they 

want included in an application. Respondent F, representing an environmental court, 

thought the legislation (Swedish Environmental Code, 6.3 & 6.7) provided enough 

guidelines to know what is needed in an EIA when reviewing an EIS and that they 

simply rely on the competence of the reviewers. A reflection drawn from these 

interview results includes that simply relying on someone’s competence can naturally 

lead to different qualities of the review process depending on the entitled reviewer.  

Required competence of a reviewer 

 Thoughts on what experience and expert knowledge that is required by those 

reviewing an EIS differed. According to respondent B, an EIA review needs “both the 

lawyer and scientist. It is not a one-man job”, thus expertise on what the application 

process looks like and conditions for the trial along with how the local environment 

will be affected is needed. It is difficult for a person to sufficiently have both legal 

knowledge and natural science knowledge. Respondent D, F and G matched the reply 

of respondent B regarding needing environmental and legal knowledge of an EIA. 

Respondent D also added that it is not enough to have knowledge on the concerned 

industry. You can then have a tendency to only look at the technical issues. The 

reviewer has to be able to assess the effects on the environment and have experience 

of it.  

 Respondent A stated, “one needs to have an education and experience that 

reflects the fundamental question concerning the EIS that one should review”. 

Respondent C specified the importance of diversity of knowledge. The researcher 

stated that many different skills and experiences are required, so there really is a need 

for a summary of knowledge across disciplinary boundaries, which the respondent 

believed is something that a council entailing different skills and expertise would do. 

According to respondent G, one needs to understand the technical conditions and the 

effects that the project may lead to. If something is missing in the EIS, the reviewer 
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should be able to see that, e.g. this project also generates noise pollution even though 

it was not mentioned in the EIS. Thus the reviewer or reviewers need to have a really 

wide scope of competences to be able to detect something that may be missing.  

Quality differentiations between each review process 

 With no collective guidelines for the review process and a shared opinion on 

that many different skills are needed when reviewing an EIS, one can imagine that 

this may cause quality variations between both different authorities and within 

authorities. Respondent H thought that one could not separate the different authorities 

because they all get a say in the process through submission for comments. The 

authorities have different interests to watch over and have different approaches and 

areas of expertise that they get to express when the environmental court sends out the 

EIS to appropriate authorities for submission for comments regarding the EIS quality.  

Respondent B believed that the quality could vary especially if the authority is 

managing a project that they are not used to, e.g. a rare industry for that particular 

location. Respondent A matched the answer of respondent B and added that county 

administrative boards have little background material and might be inexperienced 

when reviewing new growing industries, such as wind farms. This is something that 

can lead to differences in review quality between Sweden’s county administrative 

boards and is something that the industry notices.  

 Respondent F saw the quality differentiations as depending on the individuals 

reviewing the EISs. The quality thus depends on competence and experience of each 

reviewer. If a new or less experienced administrator does the reviewing it is likely that 

the quality of the review is inferior. Respondent G matched this response of the 

person-dependent variation and said that the big difference is understandable. A 

person that is well educated on the technical areas is most likely not as educated on 

the effects that a project may lead to.   

 Required complementation of information or material on the EIS from the 

county administrative boards (when being the responsible authority) can also differ. 

Respondent B had noticed a lack of benchmarking between various county 

administrative boards so that the level of what they require in as complimentary 

information can vary widely. According to the respondent, some county 

administrative boards request a tremendous amount of formalities that sometimes do 

not have much to do with the trial for the EIA. Some also request more material or 
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complementary material, something leading to big differences in the volume of the 

EIS. However, it should be noted that requesting more material does not equal a better 

quality and does not work as a quality assurance. 

5.2.2 Issues with the current EIA system in Sweden 

 During the interviews, the respondents brought up various criticisms towards 

the current EIA system in Sweden. Respondent B brought up the risk of modified 

performances because of the bond from the purchaser-provider roles. Because the 

consultant, writing the EIS, is hired by the business, the consultant can sometimes be 

tightly controlled and at other times have completely free hands when compiling the 

EIS. The respondent mentioned that some have advocated for implementing a system 

where an agency should choose a consultant and determine the budget to give the 

consultant free hands with that budget and thus cut the purchaser-provider role. 

Respondent B also believed that the high amount of EIAs done in Sweden 

automatically lowers quality of the current EIA system. Because Sweden does so 

many EIAs for both large and small projects it merely leads to a medium overall 

quality level. An increased quality could be reached if we only did EIAs on the 

projects where a lot is at stake, thus when we know for certain that there will be 

significant environmental impacts, just as the EU directive with its mandatory EIA list 

is based on. Respondent F’s view added to this topic in the way that the respondent 

and its associates sometimes feel like the consultant consciously does a poor job 

writing the EIS to receive additional work.   

 Correspondingly, respondent A touched upon the purchaser-provider role by 

mentioning that the consultant wants to write a high quality report and at the same 

time, the business wants to keep the costs to a minimum. The respondent furthermore 

pushed on that the ground of judgment is the main problem in the current EIA system, 

thus how one determines what a large, moderate or small environmental impact is. 

Another problem, according to the environmental consultant, is that many EISs are 

excessively long (in text) and include unnecessary information that has nothing to do 

with the project. “I think it would be beneficial for both consultants and reviewers if 

there could be more boundaries so that only the things that are actually relevant are 

included in the EIS”, the respondent said.    

 Respondent D thought that the overall problem with EIAs is not that the 

review process varies, but that the quality of the EISs varies a lot, something that 
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unfortunately leads to the reviewers having to ask for supplemental information. 

Additionally, many times EISs have a lot of unnecessary text that do not add anything 

valuable to the assessments. The respondent, representing a county administrative 

board, also mentioned that they have had to become tougher because of this and set 

the bar higher from the beginning by nowadays not accepting a submitted application 

if it does not meet a minimum level of adequate quality.  

 Respondent C saw a big issue in that the reviewers sometimes have tunnel 

vision because they only see a checklist of what needs to be included and do not think 

outside the box. The businesses running the projects can be very locked in their ideas 

and new findings or sustainable development ideas that exist for example in other 

countries are not discussed. The respondent also contemplated that it is very bad that 

the Swedish EIA system does not keep statistics of how many EISs are done per year. 

Sweden does not keep track of this and thus has to start from the beginning for each 

EIA compared to the Netherlands who collect and evaluate EISs by looking at what 

has been done well, what has been done poorly, etc. The respondent, representing the 

scholarly world, stated: “The consultants fulfills their job, brings their expertise (and 

material) with them, and leaves”, but then no knowledge is dispersed and has no 

potential to grow from the practices.  

 Respondent G discussed the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency. 

“They previously (15/20 years ago) had both technically savvy people of various 

industries around the world and knew what e.g. Canada and Australia were doing with 

regards to the environment, and had laboratories where they worked closely tied to the 

research world with one foot in research/academia and the other in the applied world, 

something which tied together these areas of knowledge”. At that time, one got very 

competent information when the agency spoke regarding the EIA cases. This is 

something we no longer have, which is why a commission might come in handy. 

However, there are few people that have one foot in academia and another in applied 

environmental research. Another issue is the subjective assessments of level of 

environmental impact. Sometimes assessments are added in an EIS without having 

data to support it and at other times the consideration of environmental impacts and 

how it is connected to human health is lacking. 
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5.2.3 The idea of a national independent authority to review EISs 

 A national commission reviewing incoming EISs could possibly remove any 

variations in quality during the review process. Respondent H believed that the EIA 

trial systems are very different between Sweden and the Netherlands. Due to the 

current Swedish trial process regarding proposed developments, it would be difficult 

to implement a commission. According to the respondent, who represented the Land 

and Environmental Court of Appeal, Sweden is very open and inviting to get reviews 

from the various consulted authorities, which are the expert authorities. The courts 

also have public meetings where the licensing authority along with the county 

administrative board, the environmental protection agency, the applicant, 

environmental organizations and the neighboring public meet to go through the 

application. Since many different authorities and other related parties get their say in 

the trial, even though they are not unbiased, the Swedish EIA system gets its expert 

advice through facts and opinions from these different sources that the court later uses 

in the final decision-making process. Respondent F was also resistant towards a 

commission and wondered what would happen if the commission believes that the 

EIS is complete and passes it on to the deciding authority that then consider the EIS as 

unsatisfactory. The respondent also thought that a commission might rupture the 

current well-defined responsibility relationship between the different parts in the EIA 

process (e.g. developer, consultant, deciding authority). 

 Both respondent A and B brought up the big difference in the amount of EIAs 

done per year in the two counties. Respondent B believed that a national commission 

reviewing all of Sweden’s EISs would not be manageable, however it would be 

interesting to use something similar restricted to complex projects. The respondent 

also commented that the Swedish model is based on an integrated process where the 

EIA process is closely connected to the approval procedure, hence it is natural that the 

authority who is making the final decision also has the responsibility to review the 

EIA, consisting of both the process and report. Respondent A’s answer matched the 

above and added that removing the review to a stand-alone commission would lead to 

a trial at two different places, something that might complicate the whole process. The 

respondent stated “I see it as a problem that the process ends up on two chairs, one 

entity for the EIS, and one for the trial. Those who concentrate on the EIS will then 

only focus on the EIS making sure that the EIS is approved. However, the EIS is 



Quality Assurance in the Review Process of the Swedish EIA System 
 

37 

merely a tool on the way. The EIA is both a process and a report. The EIS is a report 

of its findings after all the investigations.” 

 Respondent G, representing a Land and Environmental Court, brought up both 

the differences in systems and that the difference in amounts of EIAs done per year 

would be a possible problem to implement a national commission in Sweden. 

However, the respondent believed that a commission could work if it is positioned 

like the other authorities that the Land and Environmental Court sends out the EIS to 

for comments, meaning that they would become an additional review authority. This 

way the process would not extend the length in time but be completed parallel to 

current review process. They could thus come in with fresh competence and current 

research from the university world and ideas regarding new technical development, 

etc. Reasons for why we do not have a commission today might be because we are 

afraid that it would take up too much time and that it would complicate the trial 

process. To optimize the system, we want it quick and rational. “Financing this might 

of course be another issue”, said the respondent.  

 Respondent C, representing the scholarly world, had strong views on this and 

affirmed, “I very much advocate for a commission or a comparable advisory body that 

can step in at least in court cases that are very complex.” The respondent thought this 

commission could select projects to review based on the list in annex 1 from the EU 

directive and added that smaller projects are currently already dealt with in a suitable 

way as it stands. Importance was also put on the fact that this new body would be a 

“stand alone” organization and act as an advisory council who is not included in the 

final decision-making process but reviews the quality of the EIS. From their expertise 

they could also bring in new ideas and input from the research world. An international 

commission for the really big questions is also something that might be an option or 

idea, according to the respondent.  

 Respondent D thought that a national commission could likely approve the 

quality and the uniformity in some aspects, but that a question is what the Swedish 

EIA system would lose with such a review process and change in the EIA system. 

One problem of adding a commission might be a possible loss of local environmental 

knowledge. A good thing about implementing an expert commission is that it could 

lead to bringing in new and current research from a group that has an overview of the 

system. They could thus work with continuous monitoring and be able to see the 

flaws where gaps exist so that the EIA system can keep improving. However, the 
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respondent also believed that there is a small risk of having to make the Swedish EIA 

legislation less strict and simply follow the EU directive if moving to a commission 

and thus remove EIAs for smaller projects. This would probably lead to a superior 

quality for the complex projects and their EIAs. However, less complex and smaller 

projects would not go through an EIA process and thus likely result in inferior quality 

levels and a risk of increased environmental damage.   

Local environmental knowledge 

 One of the respondents brought up loss in local environmental knowledge as 

something that could be a negative result of moving towards a national commission 

for reviewing all EISs. However, most thought that this would not be a problem. 

Respondent A, B and D saw the risk of losing local environmental knowledge if 

implementing a national commission. Respondent D brought up the question of how 

we define local knowledge. The respondent deliberated if it may be knowledge that is 

not included in the material or that is not documented, which a reviewer gets through 

colleagues or others. The respondent, who represented a county administrative board, 

mentioned that you as an administrator or reviewer have some local knowledge, plus 

local knowledge from your professional network. Since the consultants writing the 

EISs usually do not have local environmental knowledge it is important that there are 

people who can bring up questions or issues that may not get brought up if you review 

the EIS on a national level.  

 Respondent C on the other hand did not think that there is a risk for loss of 

local knowledge, but that it will lead to complementary knowledge to the already 

existing knowledge that for example the county administrative boards have. 

Respondent F matched the reply of respondent C and added that the local knowledge 

should be pretty easy to pick up when the different authorities, environmental 

organizations and neighboring public get to add their remarks. Respondent G said the 

same thing but believed that local knowledge would not get lost if the commission 

worked parallel with the other reviewing authorities so that everyone gets their say in 

the matter. 

Amendments in Swedish EIA legislation 

 If Sweden decided that they want to implement a national independent 

commission built up of experts to review environmental impact statements, changes in 

environmental legislation would most likely have to take place. Respondent H stated, 
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“I believe it would take a really long time, and moreover, I don’t think that one can 

not simply pluck the question out of its context but it is about how the whole 

legislation is structured.” Respondent A also thought that it could take several years 

but that it can be done. According to respondent F, anything that would make the 

processing time longer would be opposed by the industry and the government, 

however if it is a change that would simplify and accelerate the process it might be 

easier to make the legislative change. Respondent B brought up the fact that Sweden 

has been discussing changes in the EIA legislation and now that there is a new EU 

directive Sweden will probably have to make some changes within the next few years.  

5.2.4 Possible improvements to the current Swedish EIA system  

 A number of ideas for improving the Swedish EIA system, mainly in regards 

to the review process, were discussed during the interviews. According to respondent 

B, general guidelines for the review process could be good and be used as an 

assurance so that no one misses any dimensions of the EIS. However, the reviewer 

still has to be observant to what is specific for the project and the surrounding 

environment that is affected. Respondent B brought up an idea of increasing the role 

of the authorities. This could be done by having different stages in the process that has 

to get permitted on the way, such as producing a scoping report that has to be 

approved to move to the next stage in the EIA process. However, the system will 

become more “locked” with such method, meaning that the process may not be able 

to be tailored and altered to a specific case.  

Implementing a national advisory board of some sort 

 When discussions regarding implementing a national commission for 

reviewing EISs took place, some respondents were positive (see section 5.2.3) and 

others had correlated ideas of implementing a panel of some sort to give advice and 

help improve the EIA system. Respondent A had an idea of having a committee that 

does not review the EISs per se, but works as an advisory board who one can come to 

for advice regarding e.g. fundamentals for how to assess level of environmental 

impact or if a business or developer is stuck in their process and needs help. It could 

be an expert panel that provides training, share documents and are used as a national 

resource. 
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 Respondent D had an idea of implementing a random selection system for 

EISs to be reviewed by an expert panel. This way the current EIA system could be 

kept the same but some EISs are taken in randomly for a review both before it has 

been reviewed by the competent authority and after. According to the respondent, this 

could possibly have a big positive effect on the overall quality of EIAs. It would work 

as some sort of control or monitoring system that has an overview of the system and 

can bring in new available research. This group can thus provide continuous 

monitoring, uncover the flaws and locate where gaps exist so that the system can keep 

improving. The respondent also brought up the MKB Centrum (EIA Center) that was 

in use between 1999 and 2011. It was used as a network for education and research 

and the center also had a phone where one could call for advice. However this was 

shut down primarily due to financial problems. Respondent C mentioned that this 

center unfortunately did not have enough resources to act as a sounding board.   

Establishing a national EIS database 

 If someone, such as the public, a consultant or a business, wants to read a 

previous EIS to learn from former experiences, there is currently no collective 

database for this. Respondent H and B did not think that a database of all EISs is 

necessary as all EIS’ should be unique and tailored to the specific project. Respondent 

H was worried that if there was a database available the EISs may become 

standardized. The respondent expected that developers or consultants might use this 

database to duplicate information. However, six out of the eight respondents thought 

that a database would be a valuable resource. Respondent A and F added that it is 

however not that difficult to find examples online. In addition, respondent D thought 

that a database is well needed and thought that the Environmental Protection Agency 

should finance one for environmentally hazardous activities. Respondent C also 

thought that the Environmental Protection Agency could have an important role in 

this, since there is for example no data on how many EIAs are done per year in 

Sweden. The respondent also advocated for follow-ups every three years or so, to 

evaluate how the EIA system is doing. 

Creating a certification in impartial EIS writing 

 A question that was posed to the respondents was regarding if they believed 

that a certification in impartial EIS writing could increase the quality of the EISs and 

if it would be a desirable idea. According to respondent F, a certification could likely 
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increase the consultation costs and lessen the supply of consultants on the market, 

thus most likely not be a good idea. Respondent H believed that a certification would 

not lead to impartiality since the respondent thought it was impossible to have 

impartial EIAs. With the way the system looks like today everyone is aware that the 

EIS is written by a consultant and that it is later the reviewers’ responsibility to check 

that the quality of the document is sufficient to use in the final decision making 

process. Respondent B and C were also skeptical to certifications. The responsibility 

lies with the business making sure that the EIS is done and complete, not with the 

consultant, said respondent B. Since the consultant is hired by the business they 

cannot be fully impartial. Respondent B also brought up the burden of proof, which is 

used in Sweden as a reverse environmental burden that should show that everything 

that needs to be brought up is laid out on the table.  

 Respondent A stated that you should not have a certification that can be 

misused by consultants, but if there is an available license it should thus require a high 

level of expertise. A certification could be worth trying, but as it is today, many 

consultants already have a status that they get by marketing themselves, since it is a 

part of their job. Respondents D and E were positive to a certification and respondent 

D mentioned that it could be a goal for the consultants to work towards and added that 

it could be a certification that would need to be updated every other year. Lastly, 

respondent G thought a certification might be good help for smaller or new businesses 

who do not know which consultant to turn to. Therefore, a certification can possibly 

be a useful tool for the developers. However, it cannot be a guarantee for quality 

assurance in the EIS production phase, mainly since the developer has the ultimate 

responsibility of the EIS.  

5.2.7 Summary of interview results  

 As can be read from the interview results, there are currently no general 

guidelines for the review process, shaped as e.g. a checklist, to be used as support to 

the reviewer. However, a majority of the respondents did not consider this to be 

essential. The respondents agreed that a reviewer needs a lot of different expertise and 

experience to be able to review an EIS accurately and fairly. Knowledge in regards to 

EIA legislation, natural science and technical conditions are all needed to determine 

the possible consequences and cumulative effects. Opinions regarding quality 

differentiations between reviewers differed. Some respondents considered the 
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variations to be person-based and some mentioned level of expertise or new growing 

industries as factors in determining the quality. Since reviewers might not be used to 

assessing unfamiliar EISs, new growing industries were mentioned as a factor. In 

addition, the required knowledge regarding new industries such as wind farm 

technologies may be incomplete.  

 Some issues regarding the current EIA system in Sweden were also brought 

up. One problem that was seen was the risk of modified performances because of the 

bond from a purchaser-provide role. Another problem was that the large quantity of 

EISs done per year in Sweden for both large and small projects can merely lead to a 

medium overall quality level. A third perceived problem was that EISs often could be 

excessively long and include unnecessary information that has nothing to do with the 

project. A fourth issue was that the reviewers sometimes have tunnel vision and only 

see a checklist of what needs to be included and do not think outside the box. 

 A majority of the respondents did not think that a national independent expert 

commission would be ideal to implement in Sweden. Nevertheless, many had 

supplementing viewpoints that could be based from the idea of a commission, such as 

implementing a panel of some sort to advice and improve the system, but who does 

not review the EIS or make any important decisions. Another idea was to implement a 

random selection system for EISs to be reviewed by an expert panel. Furthermore, 

most respondents did not think that local environmental knowledge would be lost 

from implementing a national independent commission like the NCEA. 

6.0 Discussion  

6.1 Implementation of a national independent review authority 

6.1.1 Current problems in the Swedish review system 

The study has found indications of a review process that currently contains 

limitations. To assess why and if a new national review authority is favorable to 

implement in Sweden, current existing problems in the review process have been 

discussed below. These include a neglected importance of the review process, 

inconsistency in reviews, partiality of reviewers, lack in transparency and authorities 

with overloaded responsibilities.  

Neglected importance 
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The study showed signs that the significance and value of the quality of the 

review process in the Swedish EIA system often is neglected. The main focus of 

studies has regularly been put on the quality of the EIS (e.g. Canelas et al., 2005), 

hence putting the quality assurance factor on the production phase of the EIS. One 

reason for the observation of neglecting the review process was the lack of research 

articles done on the topic. Another reason for this observation came from the 

interview results (e.g. respondent D). Some respondents believed that the review 

process in Sweden is good as it is (e.g. respondent H and F), something that could be 

a reason for why not much critical evaluation is being done. When a process is 

considered operating adequately, one can understand that not much thought or 

reflection is put into questioning its quality. It is however important to evaluate how 

to optimize a process, by for instance studying other successful practices around the 

world. However, research that push on the importance of the review process include 

Hörnberg Lindgren (2007), who states that the reviewing and controlling of the EIS 

and its content is of great importance, and that it is important to look at how the 

current process can be improved. Quality assurance can be secured during several 

steps of the EIA process (see fig. 1), including the consultation stage, the EIS 

production stage and the review stage. Nevertheless, the review process is the last step 

of assuring quality before the final decision-making and thus has the final chance and 

responsibility to finalizing the quality of the EIA as a whole. The review process has 

great importance to quality assurance according to article 5 of the EIA Directive 

(revision 2014/52/EU), where it states that the competent authority has the 

responsibility to ensure that the EIS has sufficient information to reach a well-

informed conclusion on the significant environmental effects of the project. 

Inconsistency  

 Some observations of inconsistency in the Swedish review system were 

discovered from previous research (Trulsson, 2006) and from the interviews. Trulsson 

(2006) found differences in requested material depending on the reviewing county 

administrative board. It is worth knowing that these differences in required material 

by each county administrative board does not per se equal better or worse quality of 

an EIS, but clearly shows that there is inconsistency in work procedures. It is unclear 

whether extended resources lead to better quality of the EIA or possibly some 

redundant work that wastes both money and time.  
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 The interview results brought up a possible lack in benchmarking between the 

different county administrative boards. Additionally, uncommon or new industries in 

a certain area can result in varied review qualities because of inexperience or 

available background material, something that can be understandable. Inexperience in 

reviewing a certain project or inexperience of a reviewer can naturally result in a 

review of inferior quality. Some respondents also believed that review differences are 

person-dependent. The competence and expert knowledge that the reviewers possess 

is thus a vital element to reach quality assurance in the EIA system.  

 Conclusions were reached from the interviews that identified how a review of 

an EIS needs to be assessed from a very wide perspective, such as from a human 

health point of view, an environmental point of view, a lawyer’s point of view, etc. 

The needed competencies depend on the characteristics of the specific project and the 

direct and indirect environmental impacts that the project may lead to. Knowledge 

across disciplinary boundaries can be an answer to possessing a wide scope of 

competencies in the review process. Another reflection is that aspects that may be left 

out in the EIS can likely be overlooked during the review and not be assessed if a 

reviewer lacks necessary knowledge. This could for instance be an EIS that does not 

acknowledge a species of birds that are increasing in that specific ecosystem. This can 

be overlooked if there is no expert included in the review process that can observe the 

missing assessment of how this bird species would be affected by the project.  

Partiality  

The NCEA in the Netherlands is built up of independent expert reviewers and 

the organization is thus not affiliated with any underlying goals or objectives (NCEA, 

2011). The EIS in both the Dutch and the Swedish EIA system is sent out to different 

affected authorities who then gets an opportunity to make their voices heard by 

commenting on the EIS quality and its content. These authorities represent different 

governmental bodies and environmental organizations most often caring for a certain 

subject, such as water health and safety, nature conservation, cultural heritage 

preservation, etc. Since they are representing different causes, they are all partial in 

one way or another. These authorities submit their comments to the competent 

authority that makes the final revisions (Swedish Environmental Code, 2000:61; 

Dutch Environmental Management Act, 2004). Even the Swedish county 

administrative boards are not impartial, but naturally have their own goals and 
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preferences (e.g. Länsstyrelsen Gotlands Län, 2012). According to the European 

Commission (2015), the authorities need to prove their objectivity to prevent any 

conflicts of interests. The current Swedish EIA system cannot fully prove this 

objectivity. The NCEA in the Netherlands proves their objectivity by the added 

impartial review from assembling working groups built up of impartial experts with 

the proper qualifications. The experts and the company, university or organization 

where they are employed have to be 100% unaffiliated with the proposed project (S 

Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April).  

A question that came up during the course of this study concerned how 

important impartiality is to the review process. Independence is one of the founding 

principles of the NCEA (2011) and according to the IAIA (1999), is an important step 

to reach credibility. As cited earlier, the IAIA states “the process should be carried out 

with professionalism, rigor, fairness, objectivity, impartiality and balance, and be 

subject to independent checks and verifications” (IAIA, 1999).  None of the terms 

fairness, objectivity, impartiality or independence can be read in the Swedish 

Environmental Code, which is one of the founding law binding texts regarding EIAs 

in Sweden. According to one of the interview respondents, impartiality is not very 

important, as an objective review is reached through the different authorities and other 

affected bodies getting their say and thus resulting in a collective review. The 

argument is fair, because several bodies caring for different aspects do get to assess 

and give advise on the EIS, which is something that both the Swedish and the Dutch 

system have. The Dutch system utilizes the NCEA as a supplementary independent 

review authority for complex projects. The NCEA sends out the EIS to relevant and 

affected governmental bodies and local authorities to review the EIS in addition to the 

NCEA review (NCEA, 2015).  

According to the European Communities (2011), one of the qualities of a good 

EIS includes an EIS that is “written in an impartial manner without bias”. The 

responsibility of the production and development of the EIS is set to the developer 

who most likely cannot be fully unbiased since they want the proposed project to be 

approved. Most often the developer hires a consulting agency for assistance during 

the EIA process and for the production of an EIS. This results in that the consultants 

in one way or another are in position of dependence to their client. A question of 

quality assurance and objectivity can thus be brought up, in case the consultants are 

affected so that some information regarding the environmental impacts of a project is 
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modified or suppressed in the EIS (Hedlund and Johansson, 2007). In the interviews, 

respondent B touched upon the risk of modified performances because of the 

purchaser-provider bond. Since the developer hires the consultant, the consultant can 

sometimes be tightly controlled and at other times have completely free hands when 

compiling the EIS. Hedlund and Johansson (2007) uncovered that the relationship and 

interaction between the developer and consultant was considered the most important 

relation during an EIA process. They also found that long-term relationships, such as 

the developer-consultant relationship, lead to a desire to conform to each other’s 

interests through willingness to reach consensus and avoid conflicts. Since the content 

of the EIS never is written from a fully unbiased perspective it is essential that there is 

an unbiased review.  

Lack in transparency 

 A small lack in transparency in the Swedish EIA system was noticed during 

this study. This lack in transparency refers to the lack in available material after an 

EIA has been done. However, it should be noted that other shapes of transparency can 

be witnessed in other stages of the EIA process, such as during public consultation 

and participation. As Emmelin (2007a) argued, today’s system is quite inefficient in 

the way that EISs are collected, reviewed and then returned to the developer or 

consultant. There is thus no room for evaluation or learning. There is a need for the 

Swedish EIA system to become a “learning system” (Emmelin, 2007a). Wallentinus 

(2007) believed that Sweden is making a mistake by not utilizing a database. 

According to the interviewees, documents containing technical calculations, legal 

evaluations etc., usually completed by a consultant or legal scholar are currently kept 

in the developers’ possession after the EIA is complete. This can be understandable as 

it is investigations or services that has been paid for. However, when consultants 

bring the knowledge with them after an EIA is done, no new knowledge can be 

extracted or created. Consequently, the current evaluation process is not optimal. The 

follow up process in Sweden is limited to the people who worked with the project or 

consultants who wrote the EIS, unless these documents can be collected in other 

ways.  

Overloaded responsibilities  

 Another possible problem that the study got indications of is that the county 

administrative boards can be overloaded with responsibilities. Hörnberg Lindgren 
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(2007) stated that many reviewing authorities, in particular the county administrative 

boards, have an unhealthy amount of responsibilities. Respondent B stated that the 

county administrative boards are currently overloaded with many diverse 

responsibilities and do not always have time to manage this. These indications of 

overloaded responsibilities can be a sign of an EIA system that needs improvements.   

6.1.2 Possible advantages 

Increased quality and uniformity 

The NCEA, as an independent review commission, has an important role to 

the overall EIA quality in the Dutch EIA system. According to the Universities of 

Utrecht and Groningen and by the consultancy firm Berenschot, the NCEA has a 

significant role as independent guarantor of the quality of an EIS. The quality of the 

EIS is an important factor for quality assurance to the EIA as a whole (NCEA, 2014). 

With the observed review differentiations from the interview results in this study and 

Trulsson (2006), in what reviewers in Sweden assess as important and what 

complementing information they require, a national review commission can likely 

increase the uniformity and reliability of the EIS reviews. Hörnberg Lindgren (2007) 

believed that a new authority could increase the quality by achieving a consistent and 

reliable review process, and lead to uniformity of requirements in all regions.  

Peterson (2010) did a comparison between individual and group reviews of the 

same EIS in Estonia, being another EU member state. His results demonstrated how a 

group assessment was more critical in its review compared to an individual 

assessment. Most likely, group assessments had wider technical expertise and an 

ability to discuss the individual’s subjective values and perspectives. However, this 

analysis was done looking at individual reviewers and thus without them receiving 

comments regarding the EIS from affected authorities, which the reviewers get in 

Sweden. It can therefore not fully be compared to individual reviewers at the county 

administrative boards or land and environmental courts, as they receive expert 

opinions and assistance from other authorities, organizations etc. Nevertheless, a 

group assessment where there is room for discussion amongst expert group members 

is valuable and is something that can be adopted through a national review 

commission. 

Impartiality 
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The idea of implementing an independent national review commission means 

that it would not be affiliated with any own goals or objectives. This would thus 

decrease the partiality that currently exists in the Swedish review process. As 

mentioned earlier, since the production of the EIS never can be fully impartial, it is 

important that the review process is. Independence is one of the fundamental roles of 

the NCEA in the Netherlands, and is an important factor for credibility (IAIA, 1999). 

The NCEA is a stand-alone foundation funded by the government and is a reviewing 

authority along with other governmental bodies and local authorities. The review by 

the NCEA is sometimes required, while the other authorities can choose if they want 

to leave comments on the EIS or not (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April).  By 

implementing a similar commission in Sweden, current bias that may exist can be 

decreased. In addition, an independent commission can be a good way of 

demonstrating objectivity. 

New added knowledge 

The implementation of an independent review commission leads to 

possibilities of an authority that has the room to bring in new knowledge and ideas. 

Currently there is not enough time or resources to bring in new EIA knowledge to the 

EIA process. The NCEA has a pool of more than 700 experts with experience of 

several thousand projects (NCEA, 2011). Some experts work internationally and can 

thus bring in technical expertise from around the globe, and others have local 

expertise that is important when for example looking at endangered species (S 

Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April). According to respondent C, there is a shortage 

in possibilities to discuss potentials that goes beyond the current boundaries. There is 

no proactive operation. An independent board could have time to think outside the 

box, bring in experiences from other countries and discuss new ideas. This way the 

developers could be recommended and informed of new solutions and possibilities to 

take efficient sustainable development actions. The added authority would also have 

the possibility to keep track of the EIA system by collecting the EISs in a database, 

and thus be able to evaluate the quality of the system. Currently there are no numbers 

to be found on how many EIAs are done per year in Sweden as the current system 

keeps no track on this. The NCEA on the other hand assembles the reviewed EISs in a 

database. By doing this, one can look back and assess what has been done well, what 
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can be improved, etc. Why the Swedish EIA system is currently lacking this tool is 

something that can be debatable.  

6.2 Possible losses and problems of an implementation 

A question that came up during this study involved what the current Swedish 

EIA system would lose by implementing a new review organization of some sort. 

Thoughts included possible loss in local knowledge, increased costs and extended 

review time. An additional problem is the large quantity of EISs done in Sweden per 

year compared to in the Netherlands (Lindblom and Rodehn, 2008; NCEA 2014). 

According to Lindblom and Rodehn (2008), ever since the implementation of the 

Swedish EIA system, EIAs are used for almost all project authorizations, regardless of 

the project’s actual environmental impacts. It is likely that a review panel would not 

have the time or resources to review all the incoming EISs. A large country that is 

also using a review panel is Canada (Clark and Canter, 1997; Canadian 

Environmental Assessment Act, 2012). The review panel is however only included in 

complex proposed projects. Consequently, both the review panel in Canada and the 

NCEA in the Netherlands restrict the EIS reviews to only reviewing the complex 

proposed projects. As many EIAs are done yearly in Sweden, a possible new review 

authority would most likely have to set up boundaries of restrictions regarding what 

projects need to go through the implemented review authority.   

As the consultants writing the EISs may not possess specific local 

environmental knowledge it is important that there are people who can bring up 

questions or issues that may not get brought up if one reviews the EIS on a national 

level. The majority of the respondents in the interviews believed that local 

environmental knowledge would not be lost, but that a new review authority will lead 

to complementary knowledge to the already existing knowledge. If the 

implementation of a new review authority would work as an addition to existing 

authorities, it would not replace any existing authorities. Consequently, no local 

knowledge would have to get lost.  

 Realistically, a new review organization could only be introduced if it is 

simple, cheap and does not prolong the time of the EIA process. The interview results 

showed that reasons for why we do not have a commission today consist of worries of 

extended time, complications to the trial process and that it might be costly 

(Respondent A, G, H, F). The time aspect does not have to be a problem, since the 
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new review commission and other affected governmental bodies could review the EIS 

simultaneously. Funding is something that needs to be studied further. In the 

Netherlands, the government funds the NCEA, and the competent authority is 

responsible to pay for the review costs (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April).  

Earlier, the national government paid for all the reviews and there have been 

complaints from various directions regarding the change in Dutch EIA legislation that 

took place approximately 1.5 years ago. Sometimes the competent authority makes a 

private agreement with the project developer to for instance share the review costs. 

This alone can be an issue, since smaller developers may not have the budget to 

compose an EIA let alone hire the NCEA (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April). 

The funding situation if implementing a Swedish authority to review EISs similar to 

the NCEA therefore needs further investigation. Future suggested research 

consequently includes exploring and finding the most efficient funding solution.  

 Adding a new review organization may also require modifications in Swedish 

environmental legislation. Opinions from the interview results found that this would 

most likely take a very long time. According to respondent F, the modification could 

take a very long time if it would complicate the process, however it may be an easy 

change if it would lead to a quicker and simpler review process. A study by Runhaar, 

et al. (2013) found that legal requirements of an EIA process often leads to less 

proponents and competent authorities wanting to go beyond the environmental law 

when considering environmental values. The EIA is fundamentally and primarily a 

legal requirement. The study stated, “actors only go beyond EA or environmental law 

requirements when they are open to environmental values” (Runhaar, et al., 2013). 

Complicating EIA regulations can thus be an undesirable implication for creativity 

and going beyond legislation to strive for a sustainable future. However, strict 

environmental legislation can force actors to go as far as the government sees as 

necessary. The NCEA is according to Runhaar et al. (2013) vulnerable to a current 

Dutch political desire to deregulate, as advisory boards like the NCEA are not 

required by EU legislation. Therefore, some may advocate for stricter environmental 

legislation on the EU level to assure quality on a large scale.  

6.3 Possible designs of a national independent review authority 

 Based on the results of this study it is reasonable to consider implementing 

some type of independent body for the reviewing of EIS’ in Sweden to increase the 
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quality of the current process. In Sweden, the EIA procedure generally looks the same 

for all projects, no matter of its complexity or size. An added review authority can 

lead to an increased quality in the review process and reduce quality differentiations 

between different reviewing authorities that currently exist. Further research is needed 

looking into detail at how such a commission would be designed, what restrictions are 

needed, who should be included in the pool of independent experts, etc. Presented 

below are three feasible ideas of how the new authority could be shaped. 

6.3.1 Reviews by random selection 

 During the interviews, one respondent brought up an idea of implementing an 

expert panel that would work as a random selection review system. The expert panel 

can randomly select EISs to be reviewed and can hence function as a quality monitor 

system. The review can be completed both before and after the competent authority 

has reviewed the EIS and thus assess the competent authority’s review process. By 

randomly assessing the reviewers review practice, the implemented expert panel can 

increase quality assurance to the current system. A limitation to this idea can perhaps 

be that the additional review step would extend the total time of the EIA application. 

The current EIA system would not have to be changed, but some EISs would have to 

go through an additional review step. This group can provide continuous monitoring, 

uncover existing flaws and locate where gaps exist so that the Swedish EIA system 

can keep improving. Hopes are that this could have positive effects of the overall 

quality of the Swedish EIA system.  

6.3.2 Reviews restricted to complex projects 

 With the large amount of EIAs that Sweden completes yearly (Lindblom and 

Rodehn, 2008), it is most likely not reasonable to consider implementing a review 

authority that would review all the incoming EISs, as this would require enormous 

resources. These resources mainly refer to number of available independent experts. 

Implementing an independent review commission that is restricted to complex EISs 

can therefore be a rational suggestion. Successful examples of this can be seen in both 

the Dutch and Canadian EIA systems. The type of projects that have to be reviewed 

by this authority will have to be predetermined. An idea by one of the interview 

respondents was that the complex EISs that will be required to go through the new 

review authority could be based on the annex 1 list from the EU Directive. The review 
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authority can borrow ideas from the design of the NCEA, but not copied as the overall 

EIA systems are distinctive to each country, based on national conditions and 

legislation.   

6.3.3 Restrictions to merely act as an advisory board 

A third possible idea is to implement an advisory board that does not review 

any EISs, but acts as a committee one could consult free of charge. In the interviews, 

a respondent thought it would be great to implement such an advisory board, which 

could help developers, consultants and reviewers when there are insecurities in how to 

assess a specific environmental impact, etc. The board can also collect and perform 

research regarding how to improve the current EIA system further and bring in 

successful sustainable development ideas from around the globe. The NCEA in the 

Netherlands also acts as advisors during the EIA process through an available call 

center and does workshops (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April). This is similar 

to the previous existing “MKB Centrum” (EIA Center), Respondent A, representing 

an environmental consultancy firm, thought that the Swedish environmental 

protection agency or the Ministry of environment can be responsible for this advisory 

board. Another option is to grow the online forum on EIA and Environmental 

Assessment that currently exist, with the help of funding from the government. It is 

unclear if an advisory board will lead to an increased quality in the review process, 

but it can be a good first step to hopefully improve the current system. 

6.4 Additional measures of improvement 

 It is important to always strive for improvement. The interview results along 

with the lack in previous research indicated that there currently does not seem to be 

incentives for a change in the Swedish EIA system. Aims for improvement are 

presently done by the Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, who is completing 

a two-year project aimed at improving the Swedish Environmental Code. This project 

is not specifically aimed at improving the EIA system, but the law that includes 

legislation concerning the system (Naturvårdsverket, 2015). There is also an online 

forum called “Forum on EIA and Environmental Assessment”, whose aim is to 

support an effective and efficient usage of the EIA system. Researchers, 

municipalities, organizations and others with a common EIA interest can use this as a 

gathering point for debates and presentations of ideas. The website is maintained by 
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the department of Urban and Rural Development at the Swedish University of 

Agricultural Sciences and has about 1200 members in its network (SLU: Forum on 

EIA and Environmental Assessment, 2015). However, not that much information can 

be found on the website. For example, the site includes approximately 15 published 

articles. Currently, there are two ongoing research projects at the department that are 

mentioned on the website. One is about the health in the EIA system, and the other 

looks at county administrative boards discretion and power role to influence the 

quality of EIAs for wind power projects. The project is according to the researcher set 

to look at applications regarding the new field of wind power developments in a 

specific county, by analyzing EISs and qualitative interviews (A. Wärnbäck, 2015, 

pers. comm., 4 March). When this project is completed, it would be interesting to see 

how the researcher’s result relate to the results of this thesis, as both the studies look 

at the quality influence by reviewing authorities. There is a need in additional research 

that critically reviews the current EIA system in Sweden to develop and design future 

measures of improvement. Below are three additional ideas of improvement that were 

discussed during the semi-structured interviews and an analysis of their possible 

usefulness.  

6.4.1 Establish a national database  

 Governmental bodies of the Dutch legislation have since 1990 gone through 

critical evaluations of the Dutch Environmental Management Act every fifth year 

(Faure and Niessen, 2006). No information was found regarding if Sweden is going 

through regular evaluations of how the EIA system is working and how it can be 

improved. Lindblom and Rodehn (2008) and Emmelin (2007a) advocated for 

requirements of EIA recordings to assist the legislator and responsible authorities to a 

more efficient follow-up process. Adopting a database could assist the evaluation 

process through easy access to materials that could be used for statistical 

measurements and follow-ups. The interview results discovered that the majority of 

the respondents (75%) thought that a database would be a valuable resource to the 

Swedish EIA system. Its benefits can include increased transparency, available 

material for learning purposes, material for statistical measures and material for 

follow-ups and evaluations for improvements (NCEA, 2015). Detailed investigations 

on how this database would be designed and who would finance and maintain it are 

henceforth needed. A governmental body such as the Environmental Protection 
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Agency could according to two interview respondents have a main role in 

implementing this. Another solution can be that the potential independent review 

authority maintains a database, just as the NCEA does. A third option can be that a 

university or several universities handle this with funding from the government. 

Possible problems to implementing the suggested database include financing and 

privacy issues of consultant’s materials. It should also be noted that if a database is 

implemented, attentiveness is needed to make sure that these official documents are 

not used by developers as guidelines of how a well-written EIS should look like, as 

they should be tailored to their specific surroundings. Future suggested research 

includes looking further into how to best go about implementing, financing and 

designing a possible database, as it can be a valuable resource.    

6.4.2 Review guidelines 

Using guidelines in the form of a checklist or similar was looked at in this study as a 

means to reach quality assurance in the competent authority’s review of the EIS. 

However, it has been concluded that guidelines, which are currently not used in the 

Swedish review process, are inefficient and is therefore not proposed as a helping 

tool. Põder and Lukki (2011) evaluated two commonly used checklists and concluded 

that these caused tunnel vision by reviewers neglecting several important aspects. For 

example, reviewers often looked at the completeness of relevant information but 

missed evaluating the quality of this information. Views from the interview results 

found that guidelines were not essential. Applying review guidelines could perhaps 

help reduce missed or overlooked information. However, guidelines do not catch any 

specifics as the EISs include different material depending on the project and location. 

Because of this, guidelines are not a necessity. Nonetheless, cooperation between 

different reviewing authorities can be a good way of obtaining a more uniform review 

process that varies less than today.  

Both the Swedish and Dutch EIA review processes rely on expertise of the 

reviewers. The NCEA in the Netherlands has a standard working process and relies on 

expertise, experience and use similar projects and how these have been assessed as a 

helping tool (S Harkema 2015, pers. comm., 21 April). An extent in cooperation 

between reviewing authorities and possessing needed knowledge across disciplinary 

boundaries can likely lessen the inconsistency in the review process and stabilize the 

quality of the EIS review between different authorities and individual reviewers.  
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Implementing compulsory education could also be a way to lessen the quality 

differentiations of reviews. Subjects relating to the most important factors of an EIS 

and how to assess certain aspects could be communicated and discussed during the 

training sessions.   

6.4.3 Certification in impartial EIS writing 

 The majority of the interviewees did not think that a certification in impartial 

EIS writing is a necessary or desirable measure for improvement. This certification 

would be aimed at consultants, as they are most often the ones completing the EIS. 

The benefits of a possible certification can be to show that a certain level of standard 

is met, however this is not a guarantee that an EIS will meet a certain level of quality. 

It was found that the current system is based on references and purchaser-provider 

relationships. A certification can possibly be a useful tool for developers, as small 

businesses especially may not know what consultant to turn to. It can also be used as 

an aspiration for consultants to improve. However, a disadvantage is the probability 

that the costs of hiring a certified consultant will rise. In addition, since the developer 

hires the consultant they cannot be fully impartial. A developer may not necessarily 

want an impartial consultant, as it is in their interest to produce an EIS that will lead 

to a permitted project. Even if a certification is possibly not suitable as of today, it is 

worth recognizing, as it may become a desirable tool in the future.  

6.5 The EIA system in a broader context 

 Quality assurance can be obtained in several steps during the EIA process. 

This study has chosen to focus on the review process, as this is the last step before the 

final decision-making. The overall purpose of the EIA system is to promote 

sustainable development, and benefits that the EU member states have seen from 

applying EIAs include resource savings, better project design and increased public 

approval of large projects (GHK, 2010). Sustainable development refers to 

safeguarding an “economically, socially and environmentally sustainable future for 

our planet and for present and future generations” (UNEP, 2012). In 1992, a clear 

international EIA commitment was made during the UN Conference on Environment 

and Development (UNEP, 1992). Despite international pledges of sustainable 

development, the natural world continues to suffer from environmental damage 

(UNEP, 2012). 
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Climate change is one of the largest threats to our environment and 

greenhouse gas emissions continue to rise. Many parts of the world are already facing 

the impacts of climate change, such as severe drought and other extreme weather 

events, rising sea levels, coastal erosion and ocean acidification. Adaptation to climate 

change is thus an urgent worldwide priority. By 2050, the world population is 

projected to exceed nine billion and sustainable development measures are therefore 

critical. Effective, transparent, accountable and democratic institutions are needed 

throughout the world to achieve the sustainable development goals (UNEP, 2012).  

In order to progress towards sustainable development, participation and 

commitment of many actors, such as national and local decision makers, developers, 

researchers and smaller organizations are necessary. The Swedish Government’s 

priorities in regards to sustainable development contain issues including sustainable 

urbanization, a sustainable use of energy and water, accurate pricing of ecosystem 

services, biodiversity etc. (Miljö- och energidepartementet, 2015). Since the EIA 

system has a fundamental role of being a tool for reaching sustainable development 

(Glasson, 2012), optimizing its quality by continuously improving the system is very 

important.  

This Master Thesis led to numerous additional questions that could be subjects 

for further research. Some of the questions include determining how important 

impartiality is to the review system in Sweden, evaluating the level and effectiveness 

of cooperation between review authorities and looking closer at the impacts of the 

purchaser-provider roles between the developer and consultant. Continuing on this 

Master Thesis, it would be valuable to study other successful review processes in EIA 

systems around the world, such as looking closer at the Canadian review process.  

The completed study has added knowledge to the field and can inspire 

representatives within the Swedish EIA system to consider the proposed idea of an 

added review authority as a tool to increase quality assurance in the review process. 

As this has shown to be a topic with relatively little research, this Master Thesis can 

optimistically initiate discussions concerning the review process. Consequently, hopes 

are that this study will motivate further future research on the topic regarding how to 

optimize the Swedish EIA system by continuing this study or by emphasizing other 

relatable aspects. 
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7.0 Conclusions 

 Conclusions of this study were drawn with some uncertainty, mainly as only 

eight interviews were completed because of time constraints. The respondents 

represented different fields within the EIA system with different backgrounds and 

experiences. One should however keep in mind that other conclusions might have 

been reached if additional interviews had been completed. Therefore, suggested future 

research includes complementing this study by collecting additional views and 

opinions from Swedish EIA representatives through interviews. By doing this, issues 

with the current EIA system can be well defined and additional ideas for 

improvements can be determined. 

 The results of this study found that it is likely that implementing a national 

independent review commission would increase the current quality and uniformity of 

the review process in Sweden. A national review board has the capacity to increase 

the uniformity of the review practice and thus decrease the current varying practice 

between reviewers that has been indicated from the interview results and previous 

research. By using a national authority, standardized working procedures can be 

developed and independence can be reached through utilizing impartial reviewers. 

However, there are uncertainties in the level of achievable quality assurance, as a 

system with an independent review authority with standard working procedures does 

not necessarily equal a superior quality compared to the current system utilizing 

several different review authorities. 

The study determined that there presently are no possible significant losses to 

the EIA system if implementing a new authority. However, feasible problems include 

funding regulations and having to modify Swedish EIA legislation. It is also estimated 

that a national commission would not have sufficient resources to review all incoming 

EISs, hence, restrictions are required.  

There is room and potential for the Swedish review process to introduce a 

national independent review commission. Implementing an independent national 

commission as an improvement measure to the current EIA review process in Sweden 

leads to increased quality assurance. The design of the commission ought to be 

investigated in detail to achieve the best suiting structure to be tailored to the current 

EIA system. The suggested national commission can be built up of experts needed for 

a well-educated EIS review covering different EIA topics related to e.g. hydrology, 
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environmental law, ecology, social issues and technical construction. Not as many 

board members or experts will be needed if the authority only operates as an advisory 

board by assisting developers, consultants and reviewers throughout the EIA process, 

and thus do not review any EISs themselves. 
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Appendix 1 

Interview information sheet 
 

Prior to each interview, an information sheet was sent out to the interviewee 
with information regarding the research being done, the interviewers background, 
purpose of the interview, projected time for the interview and information about 
anonymousness and regarding voice recording. Below is a translation of the 
information sheet (from Swedish to English). 

 
 

 
Interview: Information and structure 
 
Brief information about my master thesis: 
In my master thesis I question the Swedish review system of environmental impact 
assessments for projects. I am doing a comparative analysis of the review process in 
the Swedish EIA system and compare this to how it works in the Netherlands. The 
reason for this comparison is that the Netherlands uses a unified commission made up 
of experts who review all the big EIA documents (according to Dutch legislation), 
something that possibly leads to greater consistency/quality. I want to explore why or 
why it would not be appropriate to introduce a uniform national commission in 
Sweden. The purpose of this paper is to obtain a better understanding of why 
Sweden's system looks like it does today, and if it is favorable and reasonable to 
possibly change the current system in regards to the review process, and if this is 
possible. 
 
The following are my research questions: 

1. How would a national independent review commission in Sweden affect the 
quality and uniformity of the review process of Environmental Impact 
Statements? 

2. What would the Swedish EIA system lose from implementing a national 
independent review commission like the one in the Netherlands? 

3. Is there room and potential for the Swedish review process to introduce a 
national independent review commission? If so, how?  

 
Brief information about me: 
My name is Camilla Mällberg and I am studying my last semester at Stockholm 
University where I’m in an interdisciplinary Master's Program called Globalization, 
Environment and Social Change. I also have a Bachelor's degree from a University in 
North Carolina, where I studied Environmental Studies and took a number of courses 
in Business Administration. In my last course called Environmental Impact 
Assessments, we did a localization investigation of the construction of a planned 
district heating plant in Northeast Stockholm. This is when I became interested in the 
EIA system and learned about how it works. More info about me can be found on my 
LinkedIn: 
https://www.linkedin.com/in/camillamallberg 
 
Purpose of the interview: 
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The purpose of this interview is to find answers to the qualitative part of my research 
through questions of values, attitudes and outlooks. The interviews will be done 
through semi-structured interviews set up with representatives from consulting firms, 
regulatory bodies and researchers. Through these interviews I hope to get a better 
understanding on how the Swedish review system looks like today and views 
regarding the subject. 
 
Time of interview: 
Projected time for the interview is about 30 minutes. The interview consists of 13 
formulated questions and may have additional questions if appropriate. 
 
Anonymity: 
Names will not be disclosed in the report. However, the "profession" will be 
specified; e.g. environmental consultancy, review authority, researcher, etc. 
 
Audio recording: 
If approved by the interviewee, the interview will be recorded. This to simplify the 
collection of information. The recording will be saved until transcription has been 
made (maximum 3 weeks from the date of the interview), then erased. 
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Appendix 2 

Semi-structured interview questions 
 
 Below are the prepared interview questions. It should be noted that some 
additional questions were added through follow-up questions on discussed topics and 
sometimes questions were removed because the question was not suited for the 
interviewee’s job position or experience. At those times new questions were often 
formulated and asked during the interview. All interviews were held in Swedish.  
 

1. Vad är din roll? Och kan du berätta lite om din bakgrund (utbildning och 
jobb)? 

What is your role? And can you tell us a little bit about your background (education 
and work)? 
 

2. Hur utförs en granskning av ett MKB dokument? Finns det t.ex. en mall att 
följa? 

How does a review process look like for an EIS? Is there for example guidelines to 
follow? 
 

3. Hur många personer jobbar med granskningen av varje MKB, och hur ser 
processen oftast ut? 

How many people work with the reveiwing of each EIS, and how does the process 
normally look like? 
 

4. Vilken utbildning, erfarenhet och expertkunskap anser du krävs av den/de som 
granskar ett MKB dokument? 

What education, experience and expert knowledge do you think is required by those 
reviewing an EIA report? 
 

5. Anser du att det är skillnad på kvalitén i granskningsprocessen beroende på 
vilka/vem som gör själva granskningen? 

Do you believe there is a difference in the quality of the review process depending on 
who does the review? 
 

6. Anser du att en nationell kommission av X antal experter skulle kvalitetssäkra 
granskningen i Sverige och göra den mer opartisk (då skulle man kunna välja 
ut experter som är viktiga till vardera MKB dokument)? Varför, varför inte? 

Do you believe that a national commission built up of X experts would increase the 
quality assurance in Sweden and make it more unbiased (then you could choose 
experts that are important for each EIA report)? Why, why not? 
  

7. Anser du att den granskande myndigheten har viktig lokal miljöexpertkunskap 
som skulle gå förlorad om man skapade en nationell expert kommission? 
Varför, varför inte? 

Do you believe that the authority doing the review has important local environmental 
knowledge that would be lost if one created a national expert commission? Why, why 
not? 
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8. Hur skulle en nationell kommission påverka den lokala miljökunskapen? 
How would a national commission affect the local environmental knowledge? 
 

9. Varför har Sverige inte en kommission byggt upp av experter för att granska 
alla inkomna MKB dokument? 

Why does Sweden not have a commission built up of experts to review all EISs? 
 

10. Har du några synpunkter på hur lätt/svårt du tror att det är att ändra på svensk 
lagstiftning inom MKB för att ev. börja använda en expertkommission till 
granskningen av alla MKB rapporter i Sverige? 

Do you have any views on how easy/difficult you think it is to change Swedish 
legislation within EIA to possibly begin using an expert commission for the reviewing 
of all EISs in Sweden? 
 

11. Om granskaren beslutar att det behövs göras en komplettering, vad består de 
oftast av (vad är det största ”felen”)? 

If the reviewer decides that the EIS need supplementation, what does this most often 
include (what are the biggest “mistakes”)?  
 

12. Om man vill läsa tidigare MKB rapporter för att som verksamhetsutövare eller 
konsult lära sig så finns det ju ingen samlad databas för detta. Anser du att en 
sådan databas skulle behövas? Varför, varför inte? 

If one wants to read an earlier EIS as a business or consultant learn from earlier 
experiences, there is no collective database for this. Do you believe that such a 
database is needed? Why, why not? 
 

13. Tror du att en certifiering i opartisk MKB skrivande skulle öka kvalitén av 
miljökonsekvensbeskrivningar (som de funderar på att införa i t.ex. 
Storbritannien och Baltikum)? Om ja, varför och hur skulle det påverka 
granskningsprocessen/kvalitén? 

Do you believe that a certification in unbiased/neutral EIS writing would improve the 
quality of the environmental impact assessments (something that they are thinking of 
implementng in Great Britain and in the Batic states)? If yes, why and how would that 
affect the review process/quality? 
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