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National systems for environmental and social 
impact assessment (ESIA) are designed to improve 
the environmental and social performance of proj-
ects and support countries’ sustainable development 
strategies. National governments deploy a broad set 
of strategies, institutions, laws, regulations and proce-
dures to assess, avoid, mitigate and manage the envi-
ronmental and social impact of government policies 
and public or private investment.  Within this broader 
ecosystem, national systems for ESIA help predict and 
manage social and environmental impacts. The World 
Bank Environmental and Social Framework (ESF) 
requires Borrower countries to implement Bank-fi-
nanced projects in accordance with the Environmental 
and Social Standards (ESSs), including an assessment 
of the project’s environmental and social risks and 
impacts. (See, e.g., World Bank 2017, ESS1, para. 14). 
In addition, the ESF states that the World Bank sup-
ports efforts to strengthen, and, as appropriate, utilize 
Borrower countries’ environmental and social systems 
in the context of Bank-financed projects. (World Bank 
2017, Policy, paras. 23-29). Similarly, the International 
Finance Corporation’s Performance Standards envision 
private sector ESIA processes that align with national 
ESIA systems. (IFC 2012, PS1, para. 6). The use of ESIA 
by multilateral development banks like the members of 
the World Bank Group has catalyzed the expansion of 
national ESIA systems and nearly every country now 
utilizes national systems for ESIA. (UNEP 2018, 19).

The objectives of this Literature Review are to identify 
trends, findings and gaps in global literature focused on 
national systems for ESIA. The Review analyzes global 
ESIA literature in an effort to inform the World Bank’s 
response to Borrower country requests for assistance in 
strengthening national systems for ESIA, provide input 
to broader World Bank country strategies and identify 
priority areas for future World Bank engagement. The 
Review concludes with recommendations for how the 
World Bank Group can support Borrower countries, in 
partnership with civil society, proponents and the public, 
in efforts to strengthen national systems for ESIA.  

This Review focuses on literature related to national 
systems for ESIA as opposed to individual ESIA 
reports. A national system for ESIA is defined by the 
Netherlands Commission for Environmental Assess-
ment (NCEA) as (i) the regulatory environment, (ii) the 
capacity of organizations within that environment and 
(iii) the quality of a set of core functions necessary for 
effective ESIA. (NCEA 2017, 1). In this way, national 
systems extend beyond a single ESIA report or process1  

and encompass both the assessment of environmental 
and social impacts as well as the implementation of 
processes to manage and monitor these impacts.  
Figure 1, below, visualizes how national systems for 
ESIA are rooted in goals and principles and involve 
a range of relevant actors and standards which are 
incorporated into the scope of this review.  

Figure 1.  Illustrative National System for ESIA

1  The World Bank ESF defines ESIA as “an instrument to identify and assess the potential environmental and social impacts of a proposed project, evaluate alternatives, 
and design appropriate mitigation, management, and monitoring measures.” (World Bank 2017, ESS1, Annex 1; emphasis added). 

Executive Summary

Goals: Effectively identify, avoid, minimize, reduce or mitigate the environmental and social risks of projects.

Principles: predictable, purposive, practical and relevant, adaptive and flexible, comprehensive, integrated, 
participatory, transparent, capable and credible, efficient and cost effective and accountable.

Core functions: screening, scoping and preliminary assessment, impact assessment, mitigation and 
management, the impact assessment report and management plan, review, decision making and licensing, 
adaptive management and monitoring and auditing.

Government institutions: executive , environmental ministry, finance ministry, planning ministry, sectoral 
ministries, judiciary, ombudspersons, grievance mechanisms, among others.

Relevant stakeholders: project proponents, project-affected people, indigenous peoples and historically under 
served traditional local communities, civil society organizations, financiers, among others.

Relevant standards: International law, national laws and regulations, multilateral development bank 
standards (e.g., World Bank Environmental and Social Framework and IFC Performance Standards), industry 
standards (e.g., Equator Principles) and guidelines (e.g., Voluntary Guidelines on the Responsible Governance of 
Tenure), among others.
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The primary audience for this Review is World 
Bank Group teams that are supporting Borrower 
countries to strengthen national ESIA systems. A 
secondary audience consists of government officials, 
civil society representatives and other stakeholders 
interested in effective national ESIA systems. This 
Review intends to complement and inform the range 
of World Bank Group tools and analytical services 
available to Borrower countries to strengthen their 
capacity to manage environmental and social risks, 
including Country Environmental Analyses, Overview 
Assessments, ESF Gap Analyses, Environmental and 
Social Framework Assessments, Country Systems 
Framework Assessments and Project-level Capacity 
Assessments, among others.  

The Review focuses on academic and grey litera-
ture focused on ESIA. It reviews documentation and 
analysis from United Nations bodies, government 
agencies, industry groups, academic institutions and 
civil society organizations. It identified relevant liter-
ature through keyword searches in digital libraries of 
academic journals, books and primary sources. The 
Review examines syntheses and comparative anal-
yses as opposed to country-specific practices.  A small 
number of experts from the academic, multilateral 
and non-government sectors were interviewed to sup-
plement the Review. This methodology has limitations 
in both scope and approach, which are discussed in the 
Introduction.  

The Review focuses on goals and principles, core 
ESIA system functions, and select design features of 
national systems for ESIA. An Introduction describes 
the scope and methodology of this Literature Review. 
Chapter 2 analyzes literature investigating the goals 
and core principles that underpin effective national 
systems for ESIA. Chapter 3 explores the core func-
tions of national ESIA systems including: screening; 
scoping; the ESIA report; review, decision-making and 
licensing; adaptive management; and follow-up, moni-
toring and auditing.  It also reviews literature analyzing 
legal frameworks and public financing strategies 
for national ESIA systems. Chapter 4 explores seven 
design features of national ESIA systems identified 
by the Literature Review team. These design features 
were identified based on consultations with envi-
ronmental and social experts within the World Bank 
and reflect the salient issues and challenges from 
the World Bank’s past engagements with Borrower 
countries to strengthen their national ESIA systems. 

These select design features analyzed in Chapter 4 
are: i) accounting for social impacts in national sys-
tems for ESIA; ii) strengthening public participation; 
iii) improving effectiveness and political economy 
considerations; iv) strengthening expertise, indepen-
dence and accountability; v) assessing transboundary 
impacts; vi) incorporating the mitigation hierarchy into 
national ESIA systems; and vii) managing emerging 
risks and impacts such as climate change and civic 
space. Chapter 5, the conclusion, summarizes findings 
and makes recommendations for possible next steps 
for the World Bank Group, Borrower country and civil 
society efforts to strengthen national ESIA systems.

Findings

The Review finds significant consensus on the core 
principles and functions of national ESIA systems. 
Over the last 30 years, the environmental impact 
assessment field has coalesced around key principles 
that should inform ESIA, including adaptive, participa-
tory and accountable assessment and management 
of impacts and risks. Similarly, the literature consis-
tently describes the core functions of ESIA systems 
as screening and scoping, impact assessment, ESIA 
review, and decision making and monitoring (among 
other functions), with some acknowledged differences 
in approach and emphasis.   

The Literature Review also finds areas of divergence, 
including the ways in which literature recommends 
accounting for social impacts in national systems, 
effectively and adaptively managing risks, and 
enabling the meaningful participation of project-af-
fected communities. For example, some literature 
suggests that social risks should be managed through 
national ESIA systems whereas other literature sug-
gests that social risk presents particularities that are 
better addressed through separate, complementary 
strategies. Other literature critiques ESIA systems 
as being too focused on a regulatory decision in the 
form of a project’s ESIA approval and not sufficiently 
focused on adaptive management and implementa-
tion monitoring. Finally, while there is general agree-
ment that public participation in ESIA processes is 
important, there is significant divergence around 
what it should entail; literature identifies a wide spec-
trum of activities to enable meaningful participation, 
including capacity building and independent support 
to project-affected communities.
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This review also finds gaps in national ESIA systems 
literature. Literature tends to place emphasis on the 
technical aspects of ESIA, for example methods for 
the ESIA report, and comparatively less emphasis on 
assessing the effectiveness of national systems. The 
literature recommends that national systems for ESIA 
should be rooted in countries’ broader governance 
and decision-making structures. However, literature 
focused on the strategies and approaches policy-
makers can take to concretely strengthen ESIA gov-

ernance and effectiveness remains relatively sparse. 
Relatedly, there is a gap in literature focused on mech-
anisms to finance effective, efficient and independent 
national ESIA systems.     

 
Table 1 and Table 2 summarize key findings on core 
functions of national systems for ESIA and the ESIA 
system design features identified by the World Bank 
team.

Table 1.  Findings on Core Functions of National Systems for ESIA

FUNCTION FINDINGS 

Screening

•	 Screening advances proportionality by prioritizing ESIA resources for projects with potential for 
significant impacts.

•	 Effective screening may deliver cost-effective environmental and social mitigation measures, 
including deciding when a full ESIA is not needed. 

•	 Screening is unevenly utilized across national systems.

Scoping and 
preliminary 
assessment

•	 Participatory scoping processes help clarify goals and ensure that resources spent on the ESIA 
process are targeted towards priorities agreed upon by stakeholders, including government 
agencies and affected communities.  

•	 Scoping and preliminary assessment present an important opportunity to strengthen ESIA coor-
dination among government agencies and other stakeholders. 

The ESIA report 
and management 
plan

•	 The ESIA report should anticipate impacts, recommend project alternatives and/or mitigation 
strategies and propose ways to monitor and address impacts. 

•	 At this phase, national systems for ESIA should require legally enforceable social and environ-
mental management plans, but enforceable management plans are not utilized consistently 
across countries.

Review, decision 
making and 
licensing

•	 The ESIA system should promote coordinated and independent review and approval of ESIA 
reports and projects; granting sectoral ministries sole approval authority without effective coor-
dination with environmental agencies may trigger actual or perceived conflicts of interest.

•	 Some national systems use a multi-stakeholder mechanism, composed of different government 
agencies and other stakeholders, to review ESIA reports while others rely on an inter-govern-
mental committee or a single agency for review; a multi-stakeholder review mechanism can help 
ensure adequate social, environmental and other sources of expertise at the review phase.   

•	 Some systems conduct only a procedural review of reports (i.e., whether the process outlined 
in the ESIA legislation was followed), whereas others require a review of the substance of the 
report as well as the acceptability of anticipated impacts (i.e., whether the proposal adequately 
responds to the science and public inputs). 

•	 Final decision-making authority varies but is most effective when the criteria for final decision 
are established, project approval conditions, requirements and expected timelines are clearly 
spelled out, and decisions are publicly available.

Adaptive  
management

•	 Adaptive management is a critical strategy for effective and ongoing implementation of national 
systems for ESIA.  

•	 A stronger legal basis is needed for adaptive management to ensure the proponent implements 
the agreed-upon ESIA approval conditions. 

•	 Adaptive management is a multi-stakeholder effort and the regulator, project proponent, 
affected communities, and public all have roles to play.  

Follow-up, 
monitoring and 
auditing

•	 The follow-up, monitoring and auditing of compliance with the license/approval conditions are 
identified as key shortcomings of many ESIA systems.

•	 Transparency and public participation are key elements of effective monitoring and auditing, 
with third-party or external auditing and monitoring as an important external tool.  
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Table 2.  Findings on Select Design Features of National Systems for ESIA

DESIGN FEATURE FINDINGS 

Social Impacts

•	 Social impacts related to a planned project may start to occur before a traditional ESIA pro-
cess begins. 

•	 National systems for ESIA increasingly account for both social and environmental risks; some 
systems pursue an integrated assessment of both types of risks, whereas others consider 
them in parallel assessments with varying degrees of coordination. 

•	 Some national ESIA systems predate the rise in awareness of certain social concerns and 
issues, such as project-related gender-based violence, and thus may be insufficiently tailored 
to those concerns.  

•	 Social practitioners place particular emphasis on community agency and the sufficiency of 
consultations in project planning and implementation.  

Effective  
Participation

•	 Stakeholder participation within ESIA systems is critical; definitions, approaches and require-
ments, however, differ across national systems.

•	 Emerging good practice includes national systems and proponents offering communities 
capacity building and dedicated funding for active participation within ESIA processes.

•	 Civil society and community groups are key partners in realizing effective and meaningful 
participation.  

Expertise,  
Independence and 
Accountability

•	 National ESIA systems provide options to strengthen the competent, independent and 
accountable review and monitoring of projects.

•	 The certification of environmental and social consultants and firms can be an important 
strategy to uphold basic professional standards. 

•	 Relatively little literature explores how to finance core ESIA system functions in a way that is 
efficient and promotes independence and accountability.  

•	 Transparency is essential for maintaining accountability, including the public dissemination of 
documentation from national ESIA systems.  

Effectiveness 

•	 Relatively little literature documents the extent to which national systems for ESIA influence 
project-related decision making and ongoing implementation.  

•	 There is also sparse literature assessing how national systems for ESIA best connect with 
broader efforts to improve governance or enhance business and investment activities.

Transboundary 
Impacts

•	 Procedures to account for transboundary impacts are increasingly recognized as an important 
element of effective national ESIA systems. 

•	 Transboundary ESIA entails unique challenges, including applying minimum standards found 
in regional agreements. 

Mitigation  
Hierarchy

•	 While a number of national ESIA systems are working to incorporate the mitigation hierarchy, 
it remains infrequently integrated into most national systems. 

Emerging Risks
•	 National ESIA systems are increasingly being called upon to integrate new perspectives and 

emerging dimensions of environmental and social risks and impacts, including civic space, 
climate change and new technologies.  

Recommendations

The Literature Review offers recommendations for 
how the World Bank Group can support Borrower 
countries’ efforts to strengthen national systems for 
ESIA. The Review provides recommendations focused 
on additional areas for research, the development of 
knowledge products and technical, operational and 
financial assistance to Borrower countries to help 
strengthen their national systems for ESIA. 

Efforts to strengthen national systems for ESIA 
should rely on inclusive and participatory processes. 
The identification of strategies to strengthen national 
systems should be informed by the World Bank 
Group’s ongoing engagement with Borrower countries, 
civil society, academia and the private sector. The 
insights of this Review would be strengthened by more 
in-depth analyses of specific country experiences, 
including around the topics highlighted in Table 3.  
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As summarized in Table 3, the Review identifies 
possible additional engagements by the World 
Bank Group across three themes: i) Strengthening 
a Systems Approach to National Systems for ESIA, 
ii) Improving Core Functions of National Systems 
for ESIA and iii) Accounting for Emerging Risks and 

Practices in National ESIA Systems. As the introduc-
tion and methodology explain, further engagement is 
needed with World Bank teams, Borrower countries, 
and broader constituencies to prioritize among these 
engagement options.

Table 3. Recommendations for the World Bank Group 

THEMES POSSIBLE WORLD BANK GROUP ENGAGEMENTS ILLUSTRATIVE POINTS 
OF ENTRY

1.  Strengthening a Systems Approach to National Systems for ESIA

National Systems 
Analysis

Support efforts to comprehensively assess national ESIA system 
performance to identify priorities for system strengthening, 
including calculating costs of delays and inefficiencies as well as 
benefits of effective, efficient and participatory assessments.

Systematic Country 
Diagnostic (SCD),  Country 
Environmental and Social 
Analysis (CEA/CSA) and 
Advisory Services and 
Analytics (ASA)

Improve analysis of national ESIA systems through World Bank 
analytical work and financing instruments, including documenting 
the role of effective national ESIA systems in enhancing business 
and investment activities and achieving environmental and social 
policy goals.

SCD, CEA/CSA, ASA,  
Country Partnership 
Frameworks (CPFs), 
Overview Assessments, 
Country Climate 
Development Reports 
(CCDRs), Investment Project 
Financing (IPF), Development 
Policy Financing (DPF) and 
Program-for-Results (PforR)

Advance empirical research assessing core factors that impact 
the performance of national systems for ESIA, in partnership with 
academia and civil society.

ASA

Legal frameworks

Develop internal publication for World Bank teams clarifying interna-
tional, regional and national legal bases for national ESIA systems.    

ASA

Document concrete strategies to strengthen the legal basis and 
enforcement of select national system principles and functions, 
including proportionality, meaningful participation, adaptive 
management and monitoring.    

ASA, IPF, DPF, PforR

Financing and
Political Economy

Research and document public financing strategies that improve 
independence within national ESIA systems.

ASA

Support interested Borrower countries in efforts to pursue public 
financial management reforms to strengthen national ESIA systems 
and improve effectiveness.

IPF, PforR and DPFs

Research linkages between national ESIA system effectiveness and 
business regulations.  

ASA

Launch new interdisciplinary research, including political economy 
analyses, to understand how to effectively and independently 
finance ESIA systems and integrate ESIA systems into broader 
systems of governance.

ASA
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THEMES POSSIBLE WORLD BANK GROUP ENGAGEMENTS ILLUSTRATIVE POINTS 
OF ENTRY

Standards and 
System Alignment

Research the role, relation and coordination of national, international, 
industry and civil society standards for national ESIA systems.

ASA

Develop publications on ways to strengthen overall ESIA system 
performance as part of Overview Assessments and the use of all or 
part of a Borrower’s environmental and social framework under the 
ESF.

ASA

Convene a working group with other multilateral development banks 
to coordinate research and capacity building initiatives related to 
national ESIA systems. 

ASA

2.  Improving Core Functions of National Systems for ESIA

Adaptive  
Management and 
Monitoring

Document good practices for adaptive management in national ESIA 
systems, including strengthening financing for adaptive manage-
ment and incorporating adaptive management commitments into 
binding licensing conditions.

ASA

Document good practices for monitoring in national ESIA systems, 
including strengthening independent financing for monitoring, 
incorporating monitoring commitments into licensing conditions, 
improving monitoring coordination, and expanding community and 
third-party monitoring models to strengthen supervision.

ASA

Support Borrower countries interested in strengthening the 
supervision, monitoring and adaptive management functions of 
their national ESIA systems, including through licensing conditions, 
financing mechanisms, coordination and community and third-party 
monitoring measures. 

IPF, DPF, PforR

Social and  
Environmental 
Coordination

Analyze and document select country experiences in coordinating 
and/or integrating social and environmental aspects in ESIA 
systems.  

ASA

Support Borrower country efforts to operationalize social and envi-
ronmental coordination or integration, including through guidelines 
for institutional mechanisms to strengthen sectoral collaboration as 
well as good practice examples of key operational levers, including 
terms of refence, tender documents, and budget tools.  

ASA, IPF, PforR and DPFs

Strengthen internal World Bank coordination among safeguards, 
legal, environmental, social, governance, and public financial 
management teams to provide integrated client support for national 
systems for ESIA.  

ASA

Public  
Participation

Research and document good practices and recent innovations in 
public participation within national systems for ESIA, including 
civil society partnership models, community capacity building and 
strategies to provide independent legal and technical assistance to 
communities to support effective public participation in national 
ESIA systems. Also document and analyze costs of weak public 
participation.

ASA

Support interested Borrower countries in their efforts to strengthen 
public participation in national ESIA systems, including through the 
above strategies.

IPF, PforR, DPFs

3.  Accounting for Emerging Risks and Practices in National ESIA Systems

Climate Impacts

Research and document strategies to integrate climate change 
analyses into national ESIA systems and use national ESIA systems 
to advance national and international climate change goals. 

ASA, CCDRs

Support operational programs for Borrower countries looking to 
integrate mitigation hierarchy, cumulative impacts and broader 
climate change analyses into ESIA systems.  

IPF, PforR and DPFs

New Technologies

Research recent innovations and deployment of new technologies in 
national systems for ESIA.

ASA

Support operational programs for Borrower countries to integrate 
new technologies into national ESIA systems.

IPF, PforR and DPFs

Other Areas
Research the issues that were beyond the scope of the Review, such 
as the links between national systems for ESIA and corruption, social 
inclusion and civic space, governance, procurement and benefit sharing.  

ASA 


