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About the New Zealand Association for Impact Assessment (NZAIA) 

NZAIA promotes and supports impact assessment practice in New Zealand and the Pacific region. It 

is a multi-disciplinary community who all share a deep interest in impact assessment. Some are 

impact assessment specialists - academics, researchers, students, and technical experts – others are 

members of NGOs, public interest groups, or the general public.   Impact assessment is a proven 

decision-support process of applying technical and scientific analysis to the examination of the 

potential implications of proposed actions (be they policy, plan, or project actions) for the natural 

environment, for people, their health and wellbeing, and their social, cultural and economic 

activities and values -- with particular emphasis on the unintended impacts. That analysis is then 

used to modify proposals, inform final decisions about proposals, and to inform impact management 

and ongoing monitoring plans 

The purpose of our submission is to support the continuing role of impact assessment in future 

urban planning provisions, and where possible bring about significant improvement in practices of 

impact assessment in urban planning.  We believe this will ensure that decisions about, and 

implementation of,  plans for housing and business growth and associated infrastructure will result 

in more sustainable social, cultural, economic and environmental outcomes. 

Submission 

We wish to comment in broad terms on the discussion paper, from the perspective of promoting 

good practice impact assessment, rather than responding to each of the questions posed, or 

recommendations made, in the report. 

1. Our over-riding concern is that significant unintended effects of policies, plans and projects are 

recognised and appropriate responses made, before decisions commit to those courses of 

action.   The RMA has at its core the “effects-based” approach.  We strongly support the 

retention of this perspective in whatever future form(s) of planning/resource management 

legislation emerge.    



2. A particular gap at present occurs at the policy and plan levels.  In this regard we note 

Recommendation 12.1: 

A future planning system should place greater emphasis on rigorous analysis of 

policy options and planning proposals. This will require councils to build their 

technical capability in areas such as environmental science and economics. It would 

also require strengthening soft skills – particularly those needed to engage 

effectively with iwi/Māori. 

NZAIA agrees and therefore we suggest greater consideration be given to the use of strategic 

environmental assessment (SEA) as a more robust and internationally recognised approach to 

carrying out such assessments.  SEA could be integrated with policy and plan development, in 

contrast to the s32 analysis conducted after the proposal has been formulated.    

 

The report asks how cumulative effects might be addressed:  

Q8.2:    Would a greater emphasis on adaptive management assist in managing 

cumulative environmental effects in urban areas? What are the obstacles to using 

adaptive management? How could adaptive management work in practice? 

In our view, cumulative effects are best addressed through processes such as strategic 

environmental assessment during policy and/or plan development.  The potential for 

cumulative impacts can be explored while options are still open, and policies and plans 

developed that incorporate strategies to avoid or mitigate their occurrence.   Adaptive 

management is one strategy but should only be used in the context of a wider understanding of 

the source of the cumulative effects that comes from an SEA approach. 

3. NZAIA does not agree with finding F7.7 (bullet 3): 

….an overemphasis in the implementation of the RMA on managing or avoiding 

adverse effects, which does not sit well with the dynamic nature of urban 

environments.  

We feel the emphasis is appropriate, the problem is the poor practice that comes from lack of 

understanding about the AEE process, especially among developers.  This can be addressed  by 

better council guidance on the process, and greater emphasis on early discussions with 

potentially affected parties.  The recommendations of the then Parliamentary Commissioner for 

the Environment, in 1995, on how to improve AEE administration by councils are still very 

relevant. 



On the other hand NZAIA does agree with Recommendation 7.6 (bullet 4): 

…encourage the use of tools that ensure the full spectrum of interests is understood 

in council decision-making processes, and that allow the public to understand the 

trade-offs involved in decisions. 

 We see impact assessment methods being central to this toolkit, from physical and ecological 

impact assessment to social, cultural and health impact assessment: all these can be used at 

policy, plan and project levels, and they feed into an integrated understanding of the 

implications and especially trade-offs that proposals might imply for local communities. 

4. NZAIA notes that the Colmar Brunton opinion survey of councils identified economic impact 

assessment as their main “capability gap”.  We also noted that in the original report of the 

survey, councils were not asked to nominate particular skill areas but were provided with a pre-

determined list, which included economic impact assessment but no other forms of impact 

assessment, and nothing relating to s32 analyses per se. It is not clear to us just what councils 

are calling for,  as “economic impact assessment” is not a mainstream phrase in the impact 

assessment community that deals with ex ante analyses.   It may simply mean the councils 

would like more skills in economic evaluation within their s32 analyses.   We feel a proper needs 

assessment should have been carried out, and suggest that the Productivity Commission not to 

read too much into the result of the simple survey. 

5. Cultural impact assessment is given some prominence in the discussion paper.  NZAIA fully 

supports the use of this method, but also recognises the problems iwi often have in providing 

resources to support its use.   It might be useful to have a national initiative to explore the 

development and resourcing of cultural impact assessment, and to encourage the growth of a 

practitioner community that would work with iwi and hapu to produce these assessments.  

NZAIA would be happy to support such a move. 
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