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A B S T R A C T

The effectiveness of Environmental Assessment (EA) has been intensively discussed in academia and practice. 
However, few studies provided a longitudinal analysis of a country or examined in-depth the interactions with 
the institutional context. This article aims to contribute to the understanding of EA-effectiveness by examining 
the interaction of EA with planning and decision-making institutions. Therefore, we present an in-depth his
torical analysis of how EA together with the planning and decision-making system evolved over time, using 
Estonia as a case. We developed an analytical framework to analyse the various effectiveness dimensions of EA 
(procedural, substantive, transactive, legitimacy, and knowledge& learning) and their interactions with the 
broader institutional setting of planning and decision-making, and conducted document analysis (of regulations, 
policies and evaluations), interviews and a focus group, reviewing the period between 1988 and 2024. Important 
findings include that the dominance of the effectiveness dimensions is dynamic characterized by the interaction 
between the EA-system and the broader institutional setting of the planning system. Furthermore, there is 
interaction between the different dimensions of effectiveness over time. This means that EA effectiveness cannot 
be fully understood by examining one single effectiveness dimension nor by considering EA in isolation; the 
broader institutional context must be considered. To improve EA effectiveness, it is crucial to acknowledge this, 
and to address multiple effectiveness dimensions as well as the broader institutional setting. Perhaps the key to 
enhancing EA effectiveness lies beyond EA itself, which aligns with its original role as an instrument to aid 
decision-making and planning.

1. Introduction

Since its inception over 50 years ago, there has been a quest for 
effectiveness in Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). This relates 
closely to the rationale of doing EIA, as well as its societal acceptance 
(Morrison-Saunders, 2023; Bond et al., 2014; Sadler, 2004). Over the 
years various evaluations have been conducted about EIA-performance 
(Sadler, 1996, 2004; Barker and Wood, 1999; Wood, 2003; Jay et al., 
2007; Morgan, 2012; Fonseca, 2022; Morrison-Saunders, 2023; Gazzola 
and Onyango, 2024) both regarding individual EIAs, EIA-systems of 
jurisdictions, and EIA as a concept in policy, planning and decision- 
making – or what Arts and Morrison-Saunders (2004) called respec
tively micro-, macro and meta-level evaluations. The results of these 
performance evaluations are mixed. EIA as a decision-making tool is 
remarkably successful (Sadler, 2004; Morrison-Saunders, 2023). Since it 
was introduced in the US National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA) in 

1970, EIA: is implemented over worldwide, regulated in some way in 
over 190 countries (NCEA, 2024); is applied by supranational organi
sations (e.g., EU) and international organisations (such as World Bank, 
Asian Development Bank); and gave rise to a suite of other forms of 
impact assessment – such as Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA – 
Fischer, 2007; Fischer and González, 2021). Nevertheless, there is a 
prolonged discussion both in practice and literature about the relevance 
and rationale of doing EIA (Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022; Morrison- 
Saunders, 2023): are formal procedures in place, and followed well?; 
does it influence the decisions and are the resulting outcomes more 
environmentally friendly?; is the effort worthwhile and could it be 
achieved with less input?; is decision-making transparent, inclusive and 
legitimate?; do we gain more insights about environmental impacts, 
learn from EIA and improve?; in short, does it contribute to a sustainable 
world?

Last decade, the discussion on streamlining and simplification of EIA 
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has gained momentum in many countries (Bond et al., 2014; Fischer 
et al., 2023). The core of these discussions can be seen in the ambition to 
shorten planning and permitting processes, and to reduce costs. In 
relation to this discussion about EIA-practice, there can also be seen an 
intense theoretical debate about the effectiveness of EIA (see e.g.: 
Ortolano et al., 1987; Sadler, 1996, 2004; Cashmore et al., 2004, 2009; 
Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013; Lyhne et al., 2017; Pope et al., 2018; 
Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022; Geißler et al., 2019; Bond et al., 2022; 
Caro-Gonzalez et al., 2023) that becomes more and more refined but 
also shows signs of disagreement and confusion in its multiplicities – see 
also Section 2 which elaborates further on this. The discussion above 
shows that the success of regulated EIA seems to backfire and to provoke 
a call for demonstrating why EIA is needed. This proves to be difficult to 
substantiate convincingly, both in practice and theoretically (Bond 
et al., 2014; Jha-Thakur and Fischer, 2016; Banhalmi-Zakar et al., 2018; 
Bice and Fischer, 2020). As a consequence, EIA-regulations and -prac
tices in place seem to be(come) under pressure in many countries. EIA- 
regulations are changed – simplified, ‘streamlined’ – however it is 
debatable whether this enhances EIA’s relevance to planning and 
decision-making (Bond et al., 2014; Alberts et al., 2023; Arts and de 
Vries, 2023; Faith-Ell, 2023; Fischer et al., 2023). On basis of this dis
cussion, we conclude that, although there is intensive discussion in both 
academia and practice about EIA-effectiveness, this discourse seems not 
progressing well and societal acceptance of EIA is diminishing (Bond 
et al., 2014; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2015; Fischer et al., 2023).

What is striking in this debate, is that the wider institutional setting 
of EIA, and its interactions with this setting, appears to be little dis
cussed. This despite the origins of EIA, in which EIA was just part of a 
larger institutional arrangement – cf. NEPA – and was framed as a tool 
for decision-making and planning (Caldwell, 1982; Taylor, 1984; Mor
rison-Saunders, 2023). Current discourse in EIA literature seems to focus 
mostly on EIA itself. Sinclair et al. (2022) and Gazzola (2022) emphas
ised that a comprehensive understanding of the broader aspects of EIA, 
including its effectiveness, context and institutional considerations, 
should be developed through an expanding foundation of experiential 
evidence and reflective exercises. In this article we argue that there is a 
need to enlarge the picture and to look carefully at the broader insti
tutional context – the spatial planning and decision-making system (and 
the related regulations, procedures, organisations, policies, practices, 
processes, codes, guidance) – when searching for effective EIA (and 
SEA). Similar challenges can be seen within the field of Strategic Envi
ronmental Assessment (Runhaar and Driessen, 2007; Van Doren et al., 
2013; Chanchitpricha et al., 2019, 2021; Fischer and González, 2021; 
Thérivel and González, 2021, 2024; Sadler and Verheem, 2023). 
Therefore, we will focus both on EIA and SEA, and in the remainder of 
this article we use the generic term Environmental Assessment (EA) – 
unless more specific use of terminology is warranted considering the 
context.

There have been calls for the need for longitudinal research – see e.g., 
Chanchitpricha et al. (2019), Getty and Morrison-Saunders (2019) in 
relation to EA effectiveness; and more general calls for longitudinal EA 
research by Morrison-Saunders and Retief (2015), and Fischer and 
Noble (2015). We acknowledge that this has been addressed in some 
studies that analysed longer time periods (such as: Arts et al., 2012; 
Runhaar et al., 2013; Jha-Thakur and Fischer, 2016; Aparacida Veronez 
and Montaño, 2024). However, most of these focused on (only some of) 
the EA effectiveness dimensions and less on the dynamics between EA 
effectiveness dimensions. The latter is especially relevant as the inter
action between planning and EA seems to be dynamic, both from the 
side of EA and from the side of planning and decision-making. To un
derstand this, in-depth insight in the dominant discussions and dis
courses at both sides is important.

The aim of this article is to contribute to the understanding of EA- 
effectiveness by examining the dynamic interaction of EA with plan
ning and decision-making institutions. To this end, we provide an in- 
depth historical analysis of how EA together with the planning and 

decision-making system evolved over time in Estonia (i.e., an analysis at 
the systems level, the macro-level). More specifically we address the 
dynamics in the perceptions of practitioners and scholars about EA 
effectiveness in relation to planning and decision-making.

We use Estonia as a case because the country has undergone rapid 
development from Soviet blue-print, ‘maestro-planning’ of late 1980s to 
modern institutional frameworks for participatory planning and EA 
within a few decades. Also, the social and political dynamics are easy to 
follow since the country experienced quite some spatial-economic 
development and is relatively small in size and population. Our anal
ysis of the Estonian EA system and practice addresses both project- 
related EIA and SEA for policies, plans and programmes, since EIA and 
SEA have become intertwined in Estonian planning practice. Conse
quently, this article adopts an institutional perspective, to get a sharper 
view about the societal performance of EA, focussing on the discourses – 
a ‘perceptive history’ – within the field of EA and planning in Estonia, a 
country that is used as an exemplar.

Estonia has experienced rapid institutional changes regarding EA 
and planning in just three decades. We build upon earlier publications 
about the relationship between Estonian planning, decision making, and 
EA. While various aspects of the development of EA in Estonia have been 
analysed by other authors over time (Holm-Hansen, 1995, 1997; Mar
diste and Peterson, 2004; Mikiver, 2015; Peterson, 2006, 2010a, 2010b; 
Põder and Lukki, 2009, 2011; Heinma and Põder, 2010; Siilak, 2014; 
Semm, 2017), to our knowledge there is not yet to a comprehensive 
overview of the development and effectiveness of the Estonian EA and 
planning system. By this the article also fills in a gap in literature on EA 
effectiveness at the systems level similarly as have been for other 
countries by for example Wood (2003), Cashmore et al. (2009), Bjar
nadóttir (2001, 2008), Arts et al. (2012), Lyhne et al. (2017), Runhaar 
et al. (2013, 2019), Chanchitpricha et al. (2019, 2021), Faith-Ell (2023), 
Aparacida Veronez and Montaño (2024).

2. Theoretical background and analytical framework

Over the years, several researchers has worked on the con
ceptualisation of effectiveness in EA and a rich literature has evolved 
(Cashmore et al., 2009; Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013; Lyhne et al., 
2017; Pope et al., 2018; Geißler et al., 2019; Thérivel and González, 
2019, 2021), on which we base ourselves for developing our analytical 
framework, while we are not aspiring to reiterate the full literature.

2.1. Effectiveness defined

In essence, effectiveness can be defined as the goal achievement 
because of the instrument evaluated (Dunn, 1981; for an extensive dis
cussion in relation to EA see Arts, 1998). The issue with the concept of 
EA effectiveness is, that over time, many different goals have been 
related to the instrument. This multiplicity can be seen in the theoretical 
discussions about EA effectiveness. Initially three dimensions of effec
tiveness were proposed by Sadler (1996) – procedural, substantive and 
transactive (see also Morrison-Saunders, 2023). This was followed by the 
proposal of a framework for assessing effectiveness of SEA Theophilou 
et al. (2010). Following Baker and McLelland (2003), Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2013) introduced normative effectiveness to reflect that EA 
could fulfil other effectiveness aspects regarding the achievement of IA 
(such as wider societal goals), as well as knowledge and learning, and 
pluralism (Bond et al., 2013). However, pluralism and normative effec
tiveness were later subsumed into legitimacy dimension by Pope et al. 
(2018). Since then, other dimensions and categorisations of effective
ness have been added by various authors (Caro-Gonzalez et al., 2023; 
Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022; Thérivel and González, 2019, 2024), 
reflecting the complexity of impact assessment, such as knowledge and 
learning, and legitimacy (Geißler et al., 2019). Furthermore, the con
ceptualisation of effectiveness was sometimes based on studies of indi
vidual projects or plans, and in other cases on national EA-systems – e.g., 
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EA effectiveness in Thailand (Chanchitpricha et al., 2019, 2021). In the 
research underpinning this article, we focused on effectiveness from a 
systems perspective rather than individual projects or plans (c.f. Arts 
and Morrison-Saunders, 2004).

2.2. Dimensions of EIA effectiveness

The conceptualisation of procedural effectiveness relates to the prin
ciples and practice of the formal impact assessment process (Sadler, 
1996; Baker and McLelland, 2003; Theophilou et al., 2010; Chanchit
pricha and Bond, 2013; Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022). I.e., the ex
istence of a complete and comprehensive legislation as well as guidance 
following the regulations. Leading to evaluations of the ‘letter of the law’ 
and conformance to procedure. Partidário and Monteiro (2019) argued 
that the predominant discourse in Europe is about procedural effec
tiveness. In our examination we consider not only the existence of 
legislation and guidance for EA, but also the linkages with other regu
lations for planning and decision making about projects and plans 
(Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022; Spijkerboer et al., 2019).

Substantive effectiveness focuses on whether an environmental 
assessment process achieves its established purposes and objectives i.e., 
the extent to which the plan or project has changed as a result of doing 
EA (Sadler, 1996; Theophilou et al., 2010; Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 
2022; Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013). This extends to the under
standing that substantive effectiveness is about the influence of SEA (for 
policies, plans, programmes) on the decisions (Partidário and Monteiro, 
2019). In the context of our examination of the Estonian EA-system, 
substantive effectiveness is conceived as the extent to which EA has 
facilitated the original goals of EA – i.e., enhancing the environmental 
quality of decisions made (IAIA, 1999). From an institutional stand
point, this relates to the influence of EA on the decision (making), the 
project and plan, and planning agencies (e.g., their mode of working – 
Taylor, 1984).

Transactive effectiveness is usually thought to be achieved when re
sources in term of human effort, cost and time invested are at the min
imum level to achieve the objectives set (Sadler, 1996; Baker and 
McLelland, 2003; Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2013; Geißler et al., 2019; 
Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022). This means that it closely relates to 
the notion of efficiency. In our examination, transactive effectiveness 
has been conceived as the effort needed for doing EA compared with the 
outcomes of processes. This is closely related to such issues as (required) 
institutional capacity and resources. Furthermore, the notion of tiering 
of EA Arts et al., 2011; Arts and Fischer, Forthcoming) closely relates to 
the transactive effectiveness dimension, as a major argument used for 
tiering is that by doing SEA for a plan subsequent SEA/EIAs need less 
work and foreclosure can be prevented.

The knowledge and learning dimension is widely acknowledged by 
authors (some of them grouped it under normative or legitimacy), but 
nevertheless one of the least explored dimensions. Among scholars 
(Bond et al., 2013; Jones and Morrison-Saunders, 2017; Sánchez and 
Mitchell, 2017; Pope et al., 2018; Geißler et al., 2019; Thérivel and 
González, 2019), knowledge and learning builds on the notion that 
participation in an EA-process should lead to learning among the 
different groups involved in the process – such as planners, the public 
and other stakeholders – or changing their world view. In our exami
nation, the knowledge and learning dimension has been broadened to 
the (enhancement of) institutional capacity and institutional memory of 
a country (Cars et al., 2017). Ultimately, EA is about providing feedback 
– ex ante: informed decision-making; ex post: follow-up (Arts and 
Morrison-Saunders, 2004).

Pope et al. (2018) argued that various effectiveness dimensions could 
be consolidated to legitimacy (see also Chanchitpricha and Bond, 2020; 
Chanchitpricha et al., 2021). Geißler et al. (2019) subsequently 
considered legitimacy as how legitimate the EA-process is perceived 
among a range of stakeholders. In accordance with Geißler et al., our 
examination focused on the issue if the EA-system was perceived to be 

legitimate by the wide range of players in EA and planning processes. 
From an institutional standpoint this relates to the formal mandate given 
by regulations, or more informally, the mandate of the planners, deci
sion makers, or developers involved given by other stakeholders (also 
sometimes referred to as social licence to operate).

2.3. Analytical framework

On basis of the discussion above about the literature on effectiveness, 
our analytical framework (see Table 1 and Section 3.3) comprises the 
following five dimensions: procedural, substantive, transactive, legiti
macy, and knowledge and learning. Various authors such as Geißler 
et al. (2019) and Pope et al. (2018) showed that the various dimensions 
of effectiveness are related to each other. For instance, Geißler et al. 
(2019, p230) stated that “We regard procedural effectiveness and knowl
edge and learning as a prerequisite for substantive effectiveness, while pro
cedural effectiveness of public participation serves as a prerequisite for 
legitimacy”. The question is if there also might be temporal dynamics to 
how various dimensions of effectiveness relate to each other?

3. Methods and data

This article is based on: i) a document analysis of policies, regula
tions, evaluation reports and publications on the Estonian EA and 
planning systems; ii) semi-structured interviews with key persons – 
practitioners and experts working within government, consultancies, 
NGOs, academia; iii) a final focus group and interview aiming at 
corroborating the results of the study. This means that we have applied 
several qualitative methods in the study, thereby triangulating the re
sults by using several sources of information and methods (c.f. Denzin, 
1970, p. 291). Furthermore, the study focuses on the systems level, we 
did not analyse individual EIAs or SEAs. The collection of information 
and materials spans from the late 1980s to 2024. To address the aim of 
the study, four research questions were formulated: 

RQ1: how did the discourse on EA effectiveness evolve over time in 
Estonia?

RQ2: how did the development of EA practice and system interact 
with the broader institutional setting (especially of planning)?

RQ3: what were the interrelations between the effectiveness 
dimensions?

RQ4: what is the current status of the EA system and practice in 
Estonia?

The outline of the overall research approach and process is presented in 
Fig. 1. The research questions guided both data collection and analysis. 
Research Questions 1 to 3 informed the discourse analysis, which was 
conducted using the analytical framework presented in Table 1. In 
contrast, Research Question 4 was addressed through an analysis based 
on the evaluation approach outlined by Wood (2003).

3.1. Case selection and description

In this study we focus on the case of Estonia in order to enlarge our 
understanding of EA effectiveness and the dynamic interactions of EA 
with planning and decision-making institutions, we adopt a qualitative 
case study approach (Stake, 1995; Flyvbjerg, 2006). This approach al
lows us to gain in-depth insights in the ‘how’ and ‘why’ of EA effec
tiveness and the interactions with the institutional context. We focus on 
the case of Estonia since this country is small (geographically and 
population-wise), and therefore the social and political dynamics can be 
expected to be followed easier. In addition, being part of the European 
Union (EU), Estonia shares its supranational institutional ‘umbrella’ 
with some 27 other EU-countries, as well as with other countries because 
of the widespread influence of EU-regulatory frameworks 
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internationally. Moreover, Estonia can be considered a country in 
transition (being a former accession country to the EU), a characteristic 
that it shares with many other countries around the world.

3.2. Data collection

Our review of the Estonian EA-system comprises development stages 
spanning over 35 years – (1988–2024) in order to enable the analysis of 
dynamics over time – and is based on multiple sources allowing for 
triangulation. First, we collected documents comprising policies, regu
lations, evaluation reports and publications on the Estonian EA and 
planning system for all sectors (Table 2). Also, we collected publications 
by international as well as Estonian professionals and scholars in the 
field of EA and planning. To corroborate the findings, we used other 
sources of information, such as reports of workshops about the various 
reforms of the EA-system organised by government and other organi
sations (Table 2). Moreover, one or more of the authors participated in 
the various workshops or meetings that were organised as part of (re) 
developing the EA and planning system (see Appendix A).

A second source of information for our study were 12 semi- 
structured interviews (Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) with a range of 
key persons – practitioners and experts working within government, 
consultancies, NGOs, academia (Table 3). A major criterion for selecting 
interviewees was their experience with (Estonian) EA in practice and/or 
research. Other criteria for selecting interviewees were organisation 
type and educational background (for variety of disciplinary perspec
tives). The interviews were held between 2017 and 2021. Third, to 
corroborate the categorisation of effectiveness dimensions, the time 
periods and the findings from our analysis and to enrich the conclusions, 
we conducted an interview with an expert and a focus group discussion 
(Basnet, 2018; Brinkmann and Kvale, 2015) with Estonian EA and 
planning experts (December 2023). Prior to the focus group and 
corroborating interview, the respondents were provided with the study’s 
draft results and analysis. In the rest of this article, we refer to the re
spondents as ‘R1’, ‘R2’ etc. (Table 3).

Furthermore, the first and (especially) second author have a long- 
established role as professional and expert in Estonian EA and 

Table 1 
Analytical framework.

Effectiveness 
dimension

Criteria Questions asked to 
the material

References 
(see discussion 
in Section 2)

Institutional 
setting 
(broader 
context, 
planning, 
permitting, 
governance)

Discussions and 
changes about 
regulations and 
other 
institutional 
arrangements 
(procedures, 
organisations, 
policies, 
practices, 
processes, codes, 
guidance).

- What was broader 
context in society 
with regards to 
planning an EA?

- What was the 
discourse in 
planning?

- What were 
discussions and 
changes about 
regulations and 
other institutional 
arrangements

Loomis and 
Dziedzic (2018, 
2022); 
Spijkerboer et al. 
(2019); Cars et al., 
2017; Bond et al. 
(2022); Sinclair 
et al. (2022); 
Gazzola (2022).

Procedural 
(‘letter of the 
law’)

Completeness of 
formal 
regulations 
(relating to 
international 
standards for EA 
best practice – c. 
f. IAIA, 1999; 
Wood, 2003). 
Existence and 
extent of 
guidance. 
Conformance to 
regulations and 
procedures.

- Which legislation 
was in place?

- To what extent 
did it adhere to 
international 
standards for EA?

- Was there any 
guidance?

- What did 
guidance focus on 
(e.g., legal 
requirements, 
process, 
methods)?

- Was there any 
sector specific 
guidance?

- Did practice 
conform to 
requirements in 
the law or 
guidance?

Sadler (1996); 
Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2013); 
Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2020); 
Loomis and 
Dziedzic (2018, 
2022).

Substantive 
(goal 
achievement)

Extent to which 
EA has changed a 
plan or project. 
Contribution of 
EA to goal 
achievement (i. 
e., informed 
decision- 
making).

- How did EA 
influence plans 
and projects?

- How did EA 
influence 
outcomes of plans 
and projects?

- How did EA 
contribute to goal 
achievement?

Sadler (1996); 
Theophilou et al. 
(2010); Loomis 
and Dziedzic 
(2018, 2022); 
Thérivel and 
González (2019); 
Partidário and 
Monteiro (2019); 
Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2013); 
Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2020).

Transactive 
(efficiency)

Effort in 
resources (time, 
finances, and 
capacity).

- How did practice 
perceive costs for 
EA?

- How did practice 
perceive time 
needed for EA 
(duration of 
planning 
process).

- How did practice 
perceive capacity 
needed for EA 
(quantity and 
quality)?

- Was tiering used 
to improve 
effectiveness of 
EA and planning?

- Were there 
initiatives to 
streamline EA 
and/or planning?

Sadler (1996); 
Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2013); 
Geißler et al. 
(2019); Loomis 
and Dziedzic 
(2018, 2022).

Table 1 (continued )

Effectiveness 
dimension 

Criteria Questions asked to 
the material 

References 
(see discussion 
in Section 2)

Legitimacy 
(just, ‘spirit of 
the law’)

Good 
governance. 
Extent of public 
participation and 
public support.

- Was the EA- 
process perceived 
to be legitimate 
by stakeholders?

- How was 
legislation, 
guidance 
perceived by 
respondents?

- Were there ‘EA- 
Champions’ that 
brought 
legitimacy to the 
public and 
society?

Pope et al. (2018); 
Geißler et al. 
(2019); 
Chanchitpricha 
and Bond (2020); 
Chanchitpricha 
et al. (2021).

Knowledge & 
learning 
(feedback)

(Continuous) 
enhancement of 
institutional 
capacity and 
regulations and 
practice.

- Were there any 
mechanisms for 
feedback and 
learning in place?

- Is there enough 
planning and EA 
capacity in place?

- Were there any 
transformation of 
the EA or 
planning systems, 
as well as 
practice?

Bond et al. (2013); 
Thérivel and 
González (2019); 
Jones and 
Morrison- 
Saunders (2017); 
Sánchez and 
Mitchell (2017); 
Arts and Morrison- 
Saunders (2004); 
Cars et al. (2017).
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planning practice. Therefore, they could build upon their own knowl
edge and experience when interpreting the development of the Estonian 
EA and planning system. Both the first and third authors are from 

outside of Estonia, and have long-term academic experience in the field. 
The role of the third author was to contribute to the analysis providing 
critical, ‘outside’ perspectives.

Fig. 1. Outline of the overall research approach and process.

Table 2 
Documents analysed (from more formal – top – to informal – bottom rows).

Document category Explanation

Explanatory and policy documents of 
regulations and laws

Documents (from 1988 to 2024) 
describing main motives and reasoning of 
lawmakers (responsible ministry or 
parliament) on new laws providing 
detailed explanation on particular 
sections of law.

Independent reviews of the Estonian 
EA-system

Reviews published by SEI Tallinn 
between 2005 and 2015.

International and national articles on 
the Estonian EA-system

See references.

Scientific studies such as PhD- and MSc- 
Theses

See references.

International conferences and 
workshops on Estonian EA and 
planning

E.g., Nordic Baltic EA conferences 2012 
and 2018; special international workshop 
on SEA and EIA follow-up commissioned 
by the Environmental Board in 2013. In 
addition, papers presented at IAIA- 
conferences.

Memos of workshops and roundtable 
discussions of the Estonian 
Association of Spatial Planners 
(EPLÜ) on changes in spatial planning 
and EA-regulations

Analysed documents covered the whole 
period since the establishment of the 
Estonian Association of Spatial Planners. 
(EPLÜ) in 2002. Overall, some ten 
memos.

Memos of the working group on the 
Estonian SEA handbook (2017)

Developed by Estonian Society for Impact 
Assessment (KEMÜ) in 2017. The writing 
process involved various workshops with 
professionals and governments discussing 
the EA-system and handbook. Overall, 
some twelve memos.

Materials (from preparing) an advanced 
SEA course

The course was commissioned by the 
KEMÜ in 2018. Expert workshops on the 
EA-system were held for the preparation.

Table 3 
Profiles of the respondents in the interviews.

Respondent Brief employment record 
description

Type of interview

R1 University Lecturer and 
city council member

Individual interview

R2 Architect and planner Individual interview
R3 Head of Municipal 

Planning Department
Individual interview

R4 Chief Engineer, Municipal 
Planning Department

Individual interview

R5 Head of Municipal 
Planning Department

Individual interview

R6 Head of Department, 
Ministry Planning

Individual interview

R7 University Lecturer and 
consultant

Individual interview

R8 EA consultant Individual interview
R9 SEA consultant and 

university professor
Individual interview

R10 EA consultant Individual interview
R11 EA consultant Individual interview
R12 Specialist at Ministry 

Planning
Individual interview

R13 University lecturer, 
and SEA and Planning 
consultant

Individual interview reflecting on 
results

R14 University Lecturer Focus group participant reflecting on 
results (+ provided written 
comments)

R15 EA consultants Focus group participant reflecting on 
results

R16 EA consultant Focus group participant reflecting on 
results
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3.3. Data analysis

In the context of this article ‘EA-system’ refers to all institutional 
arrangements related to doing EA, including ‘hard institutions’ such as 
laws and other regulations, procedures, organisations, policies, as well 
as ‘soft institutions’ such as practices, processes, codes, guidance etc. 
(North, 1991). To compare the Estonian EA-system with other interna
tional experiences, two approaches were applied to the collected ma
terial. The first approach was based on a framework method (Ritchie 
et al., 2013), in which an analytical framework was developed (Table 1) 
with criteria and questions based on the types of effectiveness as dis
cussed in the Section 2. The framework is based on the current under
standing of EA effectiveness (Cashmore et al. (2004). This means that 
the analysis of the effectiveness dimensions for the various periods was 
made through a contemporary lens. The analytical framework of Table 1
was then used in the discourse analysis for RQ1-RQ3. For the discourse 
analysis, we applied an approach based on Hajer (2006). There is a 
longstanding tradition of research on environmental discourses span
ning multiple academic fields (Elsner, 2024; Leipold et al., 2019; Gus
tafsson, 2013; Somers, 1994). The collected data – documents, 
interviews, and focus group discussion – were subsequently manually 
coded in a mixed (deductive-inductive) approach (see code scheme in 
Appendix B) and analysed using the analytical framework (Hajer, 2006; 
Hajer and Versteeg, 2005; Huberman et al., 2019; Corbin and Strauss, 
2015; Rapley and Flick, 2018). The second approach (related to RQ4) 
was an in-depth performance analysis of procedural effectiveness based 
on the well-established review criteria of Wood (2003) to which three 
categories were added: Institutional capacity and Professional quality 
control mechanisms (Partidário, 2011; Ortolano et al., 1987; IAIA, 
1999). This evaluation was made to allow for comparison with the many 
studies about procedural effectiveness at the macro-level of EA systems 
(see Introduction). Thereafter, spider diagrams (Fig. 4) were used to 
depict the results of the analysis. For this, we qualitatively evaluated the 
materials (documents and interviews) according to the following scale: 
did not address the specific effectiveness dimension; did mention the 
effectiveness dimension; or dominantly discussed the effectiveness 
dimension. The qualitative evaluation of the materials based on RQ4 

was based on the following scale: ‘No’ – the criterion was not present in 
the system; ‘Partially’ – the criterion was to some extent present in the 
system; ‘Yes’ – the criterion was clearly present in the system (see 
Table 5).

4. Findings

We identified six development stages of the Estonian EA and plan
ning system, based on major changes in EA-regulations. These stages 
were confirmed by focus group respondents (R13–16). Key events in the 
evolution of EA in Estonia are shown in a timeline – Fig. 2 (thereby 
addressing RQ1). Apart from the ‘pre-history stage’ (because an EA- 
system was not yet in place), for each period we provide an overall 
description of the EA-system, the main players, the interrelation with the 
broader institutional framework for planning and decision-making, and 
how the five effectiveness dimensions have been represented in the 
different stages (RQ2, RQ3). By this historical analysis we provide 
insight in the status of the EA system and practice, and how this 
developed over the stages up to the current EA system and practice 
(RQ4). In section 5 the results presented in this section 4 will be sum
marised (see Table 4 and Fig. 4) and analysed in order to address the 
research questions 1–4.

4.1. ‘Pre-history’ of Estonian EA (before 1988)

To understand the current EA-system in Estonia, it is important to 
consider what existed before EA-regulations were introduced. Eilart 
(1966) suggested that including environmental considerations in Esto
nia’s planning and construction is closely linked to the country’s history 
of nature conservation. Key milestones include the creation of the first 
nature conservation area in 1910, and the first Nature Conservation Law 
in 1935, though public involvement was minimal (Sepp, 2000). After 
World War-II, during the subsequent Soviet occupation, government 
initially focused on rebuilding the economy rather than sustainability. In 
1955, however, the pre-War nature conservation tradition was re- 
established (Larin et al., 2003). Furthermore, as Sepp (2000) argued, 
nature conservation was not only popular in Estonian society, but was 

Fig. 2. Timeline of the development of the Estonian planning and EA-system.
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also considered a relatively safe form of resistance to Soviet occupation 
(R14). For instance, in 1966 when the Nature Conservation Society was 
established, aiming at studying and managing the natural resources, it 
provided a platform for discussions on generic societal and environ
mental development (Eilart, 1976).

In the mid-1980s a series of events spurred the move towards an 
institutional framework – ‘Goskompriroda’ – that explicitly included 
environmental issues and assessment in planning and development. 
During the Glasnost-period, two significant events occurred: the Cher
nobyl disaster (1986), and the so-called ‘Estonian Phosphorite War’ 
(late-1980s). The plans to establish new phosphorite mines in Northern 
Estonia led to significant public resistance, sparking the independence 
movement and marking the beginning of public involvement in major 
projects and their environmental impacts (Vogt, 2005; Aare, 1999). 
Consequently, environmental issues became part of the framework for 
economic modernisation – implemented during Glasnost and Pere
stroika. The predominant discussions were mainly about environmental 
substantive issues.

4.2. The era of the ecological experts (1988–1991)

Due to changes in the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, ministries 
responsible for planning and building were required to conduct 
ecological expert reviews. In 1988, the State Committee for Nature 
Protection was established, known as Goskompriroda (Larin et al., 2003). 
Following this decision, between 1989 and 1991, government enforced 
ecological expertise procedures. As a result, plans and projects needed 
ecological expert reviews before approval (Larin et al., 2003). These 

regulations led to the creation of member-state specific representations 
of Goskompriroda, which acted as proto-ministries of environment in 
Soviet-Union member states – known as Boards of Ecological Expert 
Review (Holm-Hansen, 1995). The Board’s task was to review plans and 
projects for identifying specific environmental impacts and recom
mending ecologically sound technical solutions. Most experts had a 
background in natural sciences, so the reviews mainly focused on nat
ural environment issues (R14). These ecological expert reviews were not 
part of a public process – for instance, public scrutiny of expert docu
ments was not required. Instead, they served as technical documents 
supporting the decision-making process within governmental planning 
(Holm-Hansen, 1995; Larin et al., 2003). So, the legal base was rudi
mentary and environmental assessment lacked most of the core elements 
of an EA-system (cf. Wood, 2003). There was no screening, no scoping, 
no alternatives, no public participation, no monitoring or follow-up, nor 
evidence of system monitoring (Holm-Hansen, 1995, 1997). Respondent 
14 stated that while EAs primarily focused on natural environmental 
impacts, they also included discussions on social, cultural, and economic 
aspects (as in the Phosphorite war). Nature conservation was a key focus 
in Estonian EA practice. Similar trends are observed in other Baltic 
countries and Poland (Holm-Hansen, 1995; Sepp, 2000; Woloszyn, 
2004).

The above analysis indicates that both substantive and procedural 
aspects were discussed as part of the development towards a modern EA- 
system (Aare, 1999). Institutionally, however, the connection between 
EA and the planning system remained weak (R14). The proto-EA in the 
era of ecological experts provided much knowledge and learning about 
environmental impacts. The dimension of legitimacy, however, was less 

Table 4 
An overall comparative analysis of the discourses on EA effectiveness over the identified eras in Estonia.

Effectiveness 
dimension

Era of the ecological 
experts (1988–1991)

Return to Europe 
(1992–2000)

First EA law 
(2000–2005)

Second EA law 
(2005–2015)

Ongoing revisions 
(2016–2024)

General Effectiveness was 
highly present in 
discussions.

All effectiveness 
dimensions (apart from 
transactive) were 
present in discussions.

Effectiveness was much discussed. 
All effectiveness dimensions are 
present.

Less discussions on 
effectiveness.

Effectiveness is discussed more 
intensively again. All 
effectiveness dimensions are 
present, but focus is on 
procedural, transactive and 
legitimacy issues.

Procedural 
effectiveness

Dominant in 
discussions. 
However, EA lacked 
most core elements EA- 
system.

Dominant in 
discussions. Especially 
how to strengthen 
procedures. 
Introduction some core 
elements EA-system.

Much focus on procedural issues of 
screening, scoping and linkages with 
planning. 
Most core elements EA-system 
implemented.

Dominant in discussions. 
EA plays important role in 
bridging gaps in planning 
practice, taking over role of 
planning. EA-system 
considered largely effective. 
All core elements EA-system 
in place (though some 
partially).

Dominant in discussions, 
despite all core elements EA- 
system in place (though some 
partially).

Substantive 
effectiveness

Dominant in 
discussions.

Dominant in 
discussions.

Dominant in discussions (about 
balancing ecological with 
environmental and social issues).

Little discussed. Little discussed. However, 
ongoing debate on how or if to 
include socio-economic 
impacts, climate, biodiversity, 
cultural heritage and 
sustainability.

Transactive 
effectiveness

Little evidence about 
discussions.

Despite (starting) signs 
of inefficiency of EA- 
system, discussions 
limited.

Increasingly discussed, mainly due 
to new regulations and increase in 
EAs.

Discussions because of 
burdens of EA-system for 
municipalities considering 
their limited capacity.

Dominant in discussions, focus 
on streamlining EA and 
planning processes, including 
the role and timing of 
Appropriate Assessment.

Legitimacy Less explicitly 
discussed.

Gained importance 
(considered legitimate).

EA considered cornerstone of 
developing participatory planning. 
Held in high regard by involved 
stakeholders, fuelling EA legitimacy. 
A wakening communities and public 
awareness.

Some discussions due to 
transfer of responsibility for 
EA (from Environmental 
Board towards 
municipalities).

Discussions on legitimacy due 
to: lack of impartiality of 
experts, consideration of 
alternatives, and challenges of 
Appropriate Assessment.

Knowledge / 
learning

‘Proto-EA’ provided 
much learning and 
knowledge about 
environmental 
impacts.

Introduction of 
accreditation and 
specific EA ordinances, 
also strengthened 
legitimacy and learning.

Establishment of EPLÜ influenced 
development of planning and SEA, 
increasing knowledge /learning with 
professionals and administration. 
However, split of EA and planning at 
ministry level was hampering.

Discussions mainly driven by 
large national projects and 
plans. Also, the foundation of 
KEMÜ.

Discussions present (mainly 
driven by large national 
projects and plans).
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explicitly discussed. Furthermore, in line with the Soviet system, the 
findings show little evidence on discussions about the transactive 
dimension.

4.3. Return to Europe – Environmental expert review (1992–2000)

After Estonia regained independence in 1991, key elements of EA 
were incorporated into the legal system through two ordinances 
(Government, 1992; MoE, 1994). The two Estonian EA ordinances only 
addressed a few of the systems criteria by Wood (2003), since: there 
were no screening procedures; scoping was performed by the competent 
authority; no alternatives were assessed apart from the no-action alter
native; public participation was limited to the review phase of the final 
report; monitoring measures were provided by the environmental re
view reports (R14). Moreover, there is little evidence of actual appli
cation. Also, there was no monitoring and evaluation of the EA-system in 
place (R10). An important milestone was founding the Stockholm 
Environmental Institute (SEI) in Tallinn in 1992 (R9) and the adoption 
of the Sustainable Development Act (1995). The latter was accompanied 
by a guidance on Agenda 21 (SEI, 1997) thus, being a predecessor to 
sustainability planning and SEA. At this period, local/regional compe
tent authorities were central in approving EAs.

Compared to the EU-system, the procedure for public involvement 
was rudimentary, R12 and R9 argued that stakeholders were not seri
ously involved in the EA-process. Initially, the public seemed not rec
ognising the importance of incorporating natural values in project 
planning and design (R12,14). This changed with the 1995 Planning and 
Building Act, which required public consultation in planning (Jalakas, 
1998), thereby paving also the way for the upcoming EA-regulations 
(Hiob, 2016). The planning system was based on Western European 
models, but lacked strong scientific and educational traditions (Hiob, 
2016; Koov, 2016). The initial EAs for spatial plans from 1996 to 1998 
marked the beginning of participatory EA and the creation of strategic 
spatial plans (Peterson and Tammemäe, 1995; R14). The planning sys
tem created during this period is in essence still in place today. It follows 
a sequence of policies, programs, plans, projects, and provides the 
relevant institutions (Hiob, 2016; Metspalu, 2019). The period has later 
been branded as “the golden age of spatial planning as it was a period of 
constructive discussions with little (political and legal) struggle” (R12).

Procedurally, key elements of EA were regulated but the 1980s 
Soviet-approach with ecological expert reviews was still influential, as 
many of the same experts were involved (Holm-Hansen, 1995, 1997). 
Regarding the substantive dimension, there was a shift in how environ
mental values were viewed in plans and projects, when EAs became 
more common and publicly available in the 1990s. This led to the in
clusion of some social aspects, like wellbeing (Jalakas, 1998). The 
environmental expert review reports resembled the Environmental 
Impact Statements as required under the EU EIA-Directive (85/337/ 
EEC).

Although EA-regulations explicitly addressed the development and 
assessment of alternatives, this was not commonly practiced. However, 
expert reviews were instrumental for introducing the ‘no-action alter
native’ (R10,11). According to R12, early assessments were mostly done 
separately with little integration into the project or plan. EA was mainly 
seen as a quality-control measure. This means that, from a transactive 
perspective the system was limited. Moreover, changes in project designs 
proved often to be very costly. The importance of EA – and thereby its 
legitimacy – for planning and design grew over the years, mainly due to 
the development of spatial planning and its institutions. Several re
spondents (R2,3,5,9) noted that many public sector ‘champions of EA’ 
from that time are still active today. Jalakas (1998) argued that knowl
edge and learning in EA was important in this period. The training of 
experts began with the introduction of expert accreditation in 
1992–1993. Although guidance was a major topic in the EA community, 
little was provided. The process of joining the EU helped to transfer 
European experience, support funds, and training, creating an ‘EU-light’ 

version of EA (R14). Institutionally, the new EA and planning frameworks 
were developed rather separately (R12).

4.4. First EA-law – Focus on complying with EU regulations (2001–2005)

Estonia introduced its first comprehensive EA-law, including re
quirements on Appropriate Assessment, in 2000 as part of its EU 
accession process (Parliament of Estonia, 2000). This first ‘full-blown’ 
EA-law brought specific regulations not only for EIA of projects but also 
for SEA of programmes and spatial plans (Põder, 2005). The new law 
provided clear instructions on assessment procedures (R1), aligning 
with criteria from IAIA (1999) and Wood (2003). Special effort was 
made to strengthen explicit screening and scoping. The establishment of 
the Estonian Association of Spatial Planners (EPLÜ) in 2002 further 
supported planning and SEA development. Overall, much focus of the 
period was laid on the procedural dimension of effectiveness, and on the 
institutional linkages with planning. Both SEA and modern spatial plan
ning were born in the Ministry of Environment. However, a split of re
sponsibilities among ministries in 2001 affected the further co- 
development of EA and planning (R12). According to R12, this split of 
responsibilities at the ministerial level meant that linkages were 
hampered, affecting knowledge and learning.

According to R9 and R12, EA was the leading procedure for strategic 
planning at the time. There were few distinctions between SEA and EIA. 
SEA was often treated as a larger ‘super-EIA’ due to weak planning 
legislation – especially in transport planning. As a result, SEA sometimes 
replaced the missing program or plan itself (Faith-Ell and Kalle, 2012; 
Kalle, 2012). SEA acted both as an analytical document and a means to 
gain consent in the planning process. Kalle (2012) argued that early 
SEAs were predecessors of integrated planning.

Several guidance documents were published to improve EIA quality 
and reporting, along with a ministerial guideline on SEA and spatial 
planning (Kalle et al., 2004; Põder, 2005). However, the first review of 
Estonian EA practice highlighted challenges in: defining roles, 
screening, public participation, and stakeholder management (Peterson, 
2004, 2006). The system used detailed screening criteria, resulting in 
633 EAs during this period (Peterson, 2006). Furthermore, a public 
scoping procedure was introduced, resulting in a more interactive pro
cess with the public.

Regarding the substantive dimension much discussion was about 
balancing of ecological issues and social issues (R6). Peterson (2006)
questioned EA’s impact on environmental sustainability, despite its 
contributions to planning quality. However, R12 argued that EA was a 
cornerstone of participatory planning, gaining high regard among 
stakeholders, and boosting its legitimacy (R6,12). Peterson (2006) criti
cised the EA-system for its imbalance, as EAs often reflected the personal 
preferences and educational backgrounds of experts. The role of experts 
remained strong, unlike for instance Poland where the initial licensing 
system was abandoned (Woloszyn, 2004). According to R6 and R7, 
interdisciplinary knowledge was emphasised, meaning not only natural 
scientists were ‘in charge’.

4.5. Second EA-law – Focusing on management and strategic issues 
(2005–2015)

Due to criticism and comments about the many EAs and about the 
proponents driving the processes, the Estonian government revised the 
EA legislation in 2005 (Peterson, 2006). Procedurally and institutionally, a 
major change was the reduction of power of proponents (i.e., de
velopers) in the EA-process, shifting focus of responsibility for EA to
wards public authorities. Especially municipalities became the 
competent authority driving most EA (and planning) processes in 
practice, although EA-quality control remained with the Environmental 
Board. The general idea behind this change was that EA would be in
tegrated with the planning process, thereby linking the two processes 
‘seamlessly’. From a transactive perspective, the increased responsibilities 
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of municipalities proved to be a considerable challenge for them as they 
had limited institutional capacity (in manpower, knowledge and expe
rience), resulting in much discussion about the system’s burdens for the 
municipalities (R4; Mäeltsmees, 2006). The shift of responsibilities to
wards municipalities, triggered the need for new EIA guidance which 
was issued in 2007 (Peterson, 2007).

Regarding the legitimacy effectiveness, the transfer of responsibilities 
from the Environmental Board towards the municipalities resulted in a 
loss of credibility in EA. Partly due to shortage of knowhow within 
municipalities (which remained in the Environmental Board), and partly 
due to conflicts of interest within municipalities (R8; Peterson, 2010a, 
2010b). After the Environmental Board lost its active driving role, the 
EA-system needed new champions (R12), one of the reasons for estab
lishing the Estonian Society for Impact Assessment (KEMÜ) in 2012. 
Accordingly, the ministry involved KEMÜ in methodological develop
ment as well as in expert accreditation. Also, the importance of Appro
priate Assessment increased in Estonia due to court cases in other EU- 
member states (R8,10).

Substantively, natural environmental issues were the main focus, 
although social and cultural issues were also considered. Increased 
public awareness and participation stimulated attention for social issues 
(Kalle, 2012). However, the lack of mandate of authorities regarding 
social issues made it hard to include this in EA. A formal system review 
(Peterson, 2010a) questioned whether EA significantly enhanced the 
quality of environment or sustainability. Overall, it can be concluded 
that the discussion in this period focused much on the procedural 
dimension. Furthermore, large national SEA-projects were important 
venues for generating new knowledge and learning by bringing many 
practitioners and stakeholders together, thereby enhancing knowledge 
development and exchange (R8). Developments in the institutional 
frameworks for both planning and EA were intensively affecting each 
other (Faith-Ell and Kalle, 2012), with EA being important in bridging 
the gaps in planning practice, and sometimes taking over the role of 
planning.

4.6. Ongoing revisions – Streamlining of EA and planning (2015–2024)

The financial crisis in 2008 hit Estonia considerably triggering the 
new Planning Act of 2015 (Parliament of Estonia, 2015b). This aimed at 
streamlining both the plan-program-project-implementation cycle – 
thereby stimulating new socio-economic developments (R9) – and the 
EA-system, by abandoning the supervising role of state environmental 
authorities (Parliament of Estonia, 2015a, 2015b). The act introduced 
‘Special Plans’ (of strategic importance), replaced supervisors’ approval 
with negotiation procedures based on written consent, and incorporated 
SEA into its planning procedures (Parliament of Estonia, 2015a, 2015b). 
Resulting in “lots of paperwork” according to R1. As a result of these 
institutional changes in the Planning Act, also the EA law was revised – e. 
g., clarification of the role of Natura 2000 ‘Appropriate Assessment’ in 
EA, and provisions of explicit requirements for EA follow-up (KEMÜ, 
2014). Focus of these regulatory changes was on transactive effectiveness 
– i.e., to link EA better with planning. However, the overall system 
proved to be more time-consuming (R2,14).

From a substantive perspective, the new Planning Act created dis
cussions on the content of EAs, especially on how to deal with social and 
economic aspects – i.e., substantiation of the need and necessity of de
velopments. It was questioned whether this should be an element of EA 
or part of the plans (R2,14; Lemma, 2020). According to R13, the 
development of EA competence was driven by large projects and plans – 
e.g., Rail Baltic Estonia and Marine Spatial Plans. This led to an 
increased role of the KEMÜ enhancing knowledge and learning about EA 
together with the Ministry of Environment and the Environmental Board 
(R1). New guidance was produced for EIA (Põder, 2017) and SEA 
(Peterson et al., 2017). Furthermore, the increase of EA decisions con
tested in court generated new learning among societal parties (R1,12). 
At the same time, the number of EA-experts decreased compared to 

earlier stages (R14).
Various respondents, (R2,3,8) argued that according to their expe

rience, procedural issues were dominant; planning and EA had become 
increasingly legalistic over time; exemplified by two high court de
cisions on Appropriate Assessment (in 2016 and 2020) contesting the 
power relations of planning and EA. Resulting in a tendency to avoid 
planning procedures by ‘salami-slicing’, as these became very detailed, 
lengthy, loaded with discussions, and required costly studies (R2,3,14). 
According to R12 the challenges with Appropriate Assessment affected 
EA-practice, and thereby also the legitimacy of EA and planning. R12 
stated that within the EA professional community there seemed to be a 
desire to go back to the ‘golden days’ of the old EA (R12). The evolving 
practice challenged the idea of the planning and EA-system in place – i. 
e., tiered planning of EA from general, strategic to specific, operational 
issues (R1,2). The amended legislation resulted in municipalities 
becoming both developer and decision maker (R12), leading to role 
conflicts, in which the overseeing role for EA was mixed with pragma
tism and local politics, thereby affecting the legitimacy of SEA and 
planning fuelling public debate (R1,2,14). The role of the environmental 
authorities has been reduced to a consultee like other state authorities 
(R12). As a response to this, recent discussions focus much on the overall 
planning system including EA, arguing that it is overregulated and needs 
again streamlining (Metspalu, 2019). Therefore, R2 questioned whether 
the streamlining effort of 2015 has provided the desired results.

5. Analysis

In this section, we provide an analysis of the results presented in the 
previous section, thereby relating to four research questions, the out
comes of the analysis will be further discussed in Section 6. 

RQ 1: The previous Sections 4.1-4.6 discussed in-depth the evolution 
of EA in Estonia, for which five stages can be distinguished (apart 
from the ‘pre-history’-stage) that often relate to major external 
events – such as: independence, accession to Europe, EU SEA 
Directive, Financial-economic crisis, Amendment of EIA Directive – 
that provoked institutional reforms in planning and EA (Figure 2). As 
a consequence, we can observe changes in the dominance of the 
various EA effectiveness dimensions in the discourse about EA 
effectiveness in Estonia (Figure 4).

RQ2: The analysis of the development of EA practice and system 
shows that, over time, the overall responsibility for the EA-system 
remained stable with the Ministry of Environment. However, the 
responsibility for the Estonian planning system shifted amongst 
various ministries (Figure 3A), which dynamics were closely related 
to other institutional changes (in organisation, regulations) and 
affected EA effectiveness in practice – e.g., by loss of knowledge, 
capacity, change of substantive policies.

When analysing the dominance of governance levels in planning 
respectively EA-practice (Fig. 3B), The findings show that levels of 
competent authority for EA in Estonia shifted over time. After the 
centralized planning system of planning committees (such as Goskom
priroda) in the Soviet Union, the regional level (counties) became 
dominant in planning, while with the introduction of the first EA-law the 
state level (Ministry of Environment) became dominant. In the early 
2000s, the many development proposals made municipal level dominant 
in practice, raising critics to the formal regulations. Which became 
institutionalised by the second EA-law. However, because of limitations 
of municipal capacity, we observe a ‘bouncing back’ to the state level in 
practice. 

RQ3: The analysis of the results for the five stages (Section 4) shows 
that the dominance of different effectiveness dimensions changed 
over time – Figure 4 and Table 4 provides a summary. This interac
tion is discussed in more detail in the next section.
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RQ4: Analysing the findings presented in Section 4, Table 5 presents 
an overall system evaluation of the various development stages of the 
Estonian EA-system, following the evaluation criteria developed by 
Wood (2003), with additional criteria (*) about institutional capacity 
and professional quality control mechanisms (Partidário, 2011; 
Ortolano et al., 1987; IAIA, 1999). Over time, we can see the 
development towards a mature EA-system that covers all core ele
ments (for both EIA and SEA).

6. Discussion

This section first discusses the findings, then recommendations, and 
finally future research avenues.

The analysis presented in Section 5 reveals undulations in the 
dominance of various effectiveness dimensions over the stages (Fig. 4
and Table 4), which was also recognised by the focus groups (R13-R16) – 
RQ1. During all stages the procedural dimension was discussed over time. 
Our findings indicate a development towards a mature EA-system in 
Estonia that covers all core elements (for both EIA and SEA), although 
for instance monitoring and follow-up remain a weaker element – as is 
the case in many other countries (Sadler, 2004; Arts and Morrison- 
Saunders, 2004). Our study shows that the discourse about procedural 

effectiveness often focused on procedural burdens and how to overcome 
them – i.e., streamlining (Fig. 4 and Table 4; R14-R16). This is in line 
with findings by other authors (Bond et al., 2014; Fischer et al., 2023; 
Loomis and Dziedzic, 2018, 2022; Caro-Gonzalez et al., 2023). More
over, often a procedural reaction to issues of other effectiveness di
mensions could be observed. For instance, the increase in requirements 
regarding substantive issues or competence requirements such as 
accreditation (Fig. 4 and Table 4). In the early stages, the substantive 
dimension, focusing on ecological issues, was very important (Jalakas, 
1998). Around the millennium, new topics such as social issues rose in 
the public debate and were included in EA. Over time, additional aspects 
– e.g., climate change, biodiversity (‘Appropriate Assessment’), eco
nomic considerations (Cost-Benefit Analysis) – were included, thereby 
widening EA’s substantive dimension. This means that the substantive 
dimension in Estonia has evolved beyond focusing on only ecological 
issues to also comprising nature at large, the social and economic realms 
as well as human health. As a reaction to the widening EA-scope, some 
argued to limit EA to the EU-Directives’ minimum requirements. As EA 
and planning procedures became more extensive, processes lengthier, 
and costlier, discussions on transactive issues increased. This sparked a 
debate on whether EA and planning truly provide long-term benefits to 
the environment and society, justifying the effort and resources used (i. 

Fig. 3. (A) Shifts in ministries responsible for the planning system, and (B) shifts in dominance of governance levels in EA and planning practice in Estonia.

Fig. 4. An overall comparative analysis of the discourses on EA effectiveness over the identified eras in Estonia. The spider diagrams depict the results of the analysis 
according to the following scale: did not address the specific effectiveness dimension; did mention the effectiveness dimension; or dominantly discussed the 
effectiveness dimension.
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e., their legitimacy). Legitimacy was also intensively discussed in the 
early development stages until the establishment of the first legal 
framework based on EU regulations. Thereafter discussions on the role 
of EA became less prominent – EA being considered a ‘fact of life’, 
similar to discussions in other mature EA-systems (e.g., the Netherlands 
and UK – Arts et al., 2012; Runhaar et al., 2013). Simultaneously, EA led 
the way in planning, introducing new aspects, connecting silos, bridging 
time gaps, and occasionally EA taking on the role of the plan itself. 
Thereby contributing to the knowledge and learning in both EA and 
planning. The findings suggest that EA helped Estonian planning to 
become mature (R14). However, shifting responsibility for EA back from 
centralized national institutions to decentralized local levels (Fig. 3; 
Table 4) significantly impacted knowledge capacity regarding EA. This 
has also been observed in other countries.

Overall, there seems an undulating pattern of action-reaction emerging, 
regarding the various effectiveness dimensions’ dominance over time 
(Fig. 4 and Table 4) – RQ3. Only discussions about procedural effec
tiveness seem to be constant over time. This appears to be driven by the 
desire to create procedural safeguards, including substantive issues, 
which enhances knowledge and learning. However, this is counteracted 
by discussions about transactive effectiveness, ultimately affecting long- 
term legitimacy. The undulation seems more prominent for SEA than 
EIA, due to major changes in the planning system (R15; Figs. 3 and 4, 
Table 4). This shows that the Estonian EA-system is not evolving in 
isolation but in interaction with the planning system and broader 
institutional setting. This is in line with Gazzola and Onyango (2024)
who argued that EA evolution is motivated by external influences (Bond 
et al., 2022). At the same time, EA often becomes the scapegoat in dis
cussions on effectiveness of planning and permitting. Therefore, we 
argue that EA seems struggling with clarifying its relevance, eroding its 
licence-to-operate (Bond et al., 2014; Morrison-Saunders et al., 2014).

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that the Estonian EA and 
planning has great potential but still requires adjustments which is also 
indicated by (COWI, 2009a,b; Aung and Fischer, 2020) – RQ4. Table 5
shows that almost all criteria are met, with follow-up and systems 
monitoring and evaluation being weaker elements. In terms of sub
stantive effectiveness, the Estonian EA-system is quite robust, effectively 
highlighting environmental issues in planning and decision making. A 
weaker substantive element remains the ambiguity in addressing social 
and sustainability issues in EA and planning (R13–16; Peterson, 2006, 
2010a). According to the focus group, the transaction costs of EA are 
quite high due to the broad scope of EAs and lengthy processes of 
planning and consultation. Regarding legitimacy, there is a paradox 
with EA being in the spotlight: while EA provides information about 

planning proposals, it also grants access to court to contest those pro
posals. As a result, it becomes a scapegoat for conflicting interests, 
leading to a ‘juridification’ of the system (see also Arts and de Vries, 
2023; Arts and Niekerk, 2010). Knowledge about EA is high, not only 
among experts but also increasingly within larger society. Regarding 
learning we see both ‘single loop’ or instrumental learning’ and ‘double 
loop’ or ‘conceptual learning’ (Geissler et al., 2019; Arts, 1998), an 
example of instrumental learning (Cashmore et al., 2004) is the progress 
in dealing in practice with e.g. nature issues (and ‘Appropriate Assess
ment’) over time, an example of more conceptual learning is how EA 
helped strategic planning to become mature. However, the focus group 
indicated that regarding learning, the number of EA-experts is 
decreasing and therefore EA-expertise is under pressure. Table 5 shows 
that institutional capacity and efficiency (benefits/costs) remain 
vulnerable. Estonia shares this with many other mature EA-systems (e. 
g., Wood, 2003; Runhaar et al., 2013, 2019; Lyhne et al., 2017; Fischer 
et al., 2023).

Our study about the Estonian case, indicates that initiatives to 
change an EA-system often are a reaction to (institutional) developments 
in previous periods – RQ2. The diagrams in Fig. 4 and Table 4 clearly 
show undulations in the focus of the discussions on effectiveness. We 
believe that these findings are also relevant for many other countries in 
transition. Being an EU-Member, the Estonian experiences are also 
relevant for other EU-countries, that share important parts of their 
institutional framework (because of EU-regulations, policies, organisa
tions etc.). Additionally, recent discussions in Estonia seem to mirror 
other countries with a mature EA-system (Fischer et al., 2023; Faith-Ell, 
2023). This suggests that the current efforts in various countries to 
streamline or simplify EA-procedures (Fischer et al., 2023) might be 
counteracted in the future. Reviews of EA-systems often lead to discus
sions about (the need for) streamlining, as argued by Bond et al. (2014). 
In Estonia, streamlining was the primary focus of changing the EA/ 
planning system that aimed at enhancing effectiveness of the overall 
planning and decision-making system, including EA (MoE, 2009). In this 
context, institutional capacity was considered a key issue. The merging 
of the EA and planning process was expected positively creating a more 
coherent public involvement process and more consistent documenta
tion. However, limitations in institutional capacity continue(d) to pose 
challenges in achieving good environmental content and high-quality of 
decisions.

An additional challenge in the development of the EA and planning 
system connected to streamlining is managing the links between 
planning-levels and between EA-levels (SEAs-EIAs) – which relates to 
the concept of tiering. As Arts et al. (2011) argued, careful coordination of 

Table 5 
Evaluation of the development stages of the Estonian EA-system based on Wood (2003) with additional criteria indicated by (*). Scale: ‘No’ –criterion was not present 
in the system; ‘Partially’ –criterion was to some extent present in the system; ‘Yes’ –criterion was clearly present in the system.

Evaluation criteria ‘Pre-history’ Estonian 
EA 
(before 1988)

Era of the ecological experts 
(1988–1991)

Return to 
Europe 
(1992–2000)

First 
EA Law 
(2000–2005)

Second 
EA Law 
(2005–2015)

Ongoing 
revisions 
(2015–2024)

Legal basis No Partially Partially Yes Yes Yes
Coverage No Partially Partially Yes Yes Yes
Screening No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
Scoping No Partially Partially Partially Yes Yes
Alternatives No No Partially Yes Yes Yes
Mitigation No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes
EA report preparation No Partially Yes Yes Yes Yes
EA report review No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Consultation and participation No No Partially Yes Yes Yes
Decision-making No No evidence Yes Yes Yes Yes
Impact monitoring (follow-up) No No No Partially Partially Partially
Strategic EA No No Yes Yes Yes Yes
Institutional capacity* No data Partially Yes Yes Partially Partially
Professional quality control 

mechanisms*
No data Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes

System monitoring and evaluation No No No Partially Partially Partially
Benefits and costs No No No Partially Partially Partially
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screening, scoping and follow-up in the planning and EA-process is 
crucial in tiering. In the Estonian context, improving EA and planning 
quality assurance and institutional capacity should perhaps focus also on 
improving screening, scoping, and especially follow-up, to ensure better 
(environmental) performance throughout the programme-plan-project- 
implementation cycle (tiering). Such increased attention to this, and 
thereby strengthening tiering, seems to be also relevant to enhance EA 
effectiveness in other countries. Our findings show that SEA was often 
treated as a larger ‘super-EIA’ due to weak planning legislation, and that 
‘repair SEAs’ sometimes replaced the missing program or plan itself. 
This suggests that successful streamlining requires effective manage
ment of linkages between EA and plans/projects, as well as between the 
tiers in sequence of programmes/plans/projects and implementation 
(Arts and Fischer, Forthcoming). A well tiered EA/planning system 
could lead to better overall performance of the system from an envi
ronmental perspective. Another recommendation is that for enhancing 
EA effectiveness it is important to not focus on a single effectiveness 
dimension – such as just focusing on the procedural (EIA report), sub
stantive (ecological) or transactive (efficiency) dimension – but to 
address all effectiveness dimensions because of their dynamic interac
tion. In this regard, Estonia – but also other countries – would benefit 
from continuing the long-term work initiated by Peterson (2006, 2010a, 
20010b), which was followed up in our study. Such approach empha
sises a holistic and adaptive approach to evaluation of EA and planning 
(procedures, methods and practices).

However, there are limitations to a study like this. One limitation is 
that it is only applied to one country (yet). It would be interesting to see 
applications of the framework in other countries with other institutional 
settings. Regarding this, the framework could contribute to deepening 
the theories about EA effectiveness by serving as a foundation for further 
theoretical development by applying it to other longitudinal studies, and 
to compare results across countries, sectors or contexts – thereby 
following Cashmore et al. (2004). With regards to the methodological 
application the framework can guide the design of research studies on 
EA effectiveness. Another limitation is that the amount of information 
about the EA system and institutional setting becomes richer as the 
system and practice evolve over time. Especially, the discourses behind 
the formal regulations and documentation, which needs qualitative 
methods like interviews and focus groups, becomes more complicated 
for the very early periods as the key persons involved will have moved 
on (e.g., change of positions and retirement). Also, the study focused on 
the development of the EA and planning system at the systems level. 
This means that specificities about how various tools or concepts – such 
as Geographical Information Systems (GIS), Multi-Criteria Analysis 

(MCA), and Ecosystem Services – have been applied in EA over time 
were not studied. However, this topic could be interesting to investigate 
in the future, thereby building upon studies such as Hertegård and 
Widmark (2025), Hilbers et al. (2024), Nevzati et al. (2023) and 
Ustaoglu et al. (2021). This study focused on the discourses about EA 
effectiveness dimensions in Estonia, and although this study already 
provided some insights how the Estonian EA system and practices 
‘scores’ on the five effectiveness dimensions, it could be interesting to do 
more in-depth studies focusing on the more content ‘performance’ on 
the respective effectiveness dimensions – e.g., how does Estonian EA 
perform on legitimacy, or on substantive effectiveness (e.g., from an 
ecosystems, social or health perspective). Finally, future research could 
use the analytical framework (Table 1), providing opportunities for 
comparative analysis and further development of integrated effective
ness research comprising the various effectiveness dimensions, as well as 
the interactions with the broader institutional setting.

7. Conclusions

To our knowledge, this is the one of the first longitudinal studies of 
EA effectiveness spanning over more than 35 years and covering the 
complete history of EA in a country. Our study shows that the Estonian 
EA and planning has great potential but still requires adjustments.

A major contribution to the understanding of EA-effectiveness is that 
it is a dynamic phenomenon, characterized by the interaction between 
the EA-system and the broader institutional setting of the planning 
system – the latter having been little researched. Furthermore, we 
showed that there is much interaction between the different dimensions 
of effectiveness over time. This means that EA-effectiveness cannot be 
fully understood by examining one single effectiveness dimension nor by 
considering EA in isolation – the broader institutional context must be 
considered.

To improve EA-effectiveness, it is crucial to acknowledge these 
findings and examine multiple effectiveness dimensions as well as the 
broader institutional setting. Perhaps the key in the quest to enhance EA- 
effectiveness lies beyond EA itself, which aligns with its original role as 
an instrument to aid decision-making and planning.
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Appendix A. Documents analysed

A.1. Memos of meetings, seminars, conferences

1. Memo EA-pilot project team meeting at the Environmental Ministry. 03.12.1997.
2. Memo EA-pilot project meeting at Suure Jaani Municipality 12.05.1998.
3. Memo founding seminar of Estonian Society of Spatial Planners 18.09.2002
4. Memo preparatory meeting Guidelines for developing planning process, Estonian Ministry of Environment, 12.09.2003.
5. Memo preparatory study meetings Planning Guidance to implement National Spatial Plan of Estonia (6 meetings in Sept-Dec 2012), 

commissioned by Estonian Ministry of Internal Affairs.
6. Memo workshop, 10th anniversary of Estonian Society of Spatial Planners. 20.09.2012
7. Memo workshop, 1st Nordic Baltic Impact Assessment Conference, Kuressaare, 13–15.09.2012.
8. Memo team SEA Guidelines 10 May 2016, Tallinn
9. Memo SEA course for leading experts, 25–26.01.2016

10. Memo workshops, 2nd Nordic Baltic Impact Assessment Conference, Tallinn, 30.09–2.10.2018
11. Memo Estonian Planning Conference, Tartu 5 November 2020
12. Memo Estonian Planning Conference in Tartu, 1–2 November 2018
13. Planning authority/Transport administration.
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A.2. Explanatory and policy documents of regulations and laws

1. Riigikantselei, eelnõude infosüsteem, 2010. Keskkonnamõju hindamise ja keskkonnajuhtimissüsteemi seaduse muutmise seaduse eelnõu [Changing the 
law of environmental impact assessment and environmental management system]. Dokumendi number: 13–3-1/13422–9 Toimik: 10–0078

2. Riigikantselei, eelnõude infosüsteem, 2012. Keskkonnamõju hindamise ja keskkonnajuhtimissüsteemi seaduse ning sellega seoses teiste seaduste muut
mise seaduse eelnõu [Changing the law of environmental impact assessment and environmental management system and related legal acts]. Dokumendi 
number: 12–1089/01Toimik: 12–1089.

Appendix B. Code scheme

Category Properties Concepts Individual codes

- Institutional Setting - planning
- decision-making
- governance
- (broader) context

- institutional arrangements
- permitting
- procedures (planning, decision-making)
- organisations (planning, decision-making)
- policies
- plans
- programmes
- projects
- practices (planning, decision-making)
- processes (planning, decision-making)
- codes (planning)
- guidance (planning)
- roles, tasks
- responsibility
- spatial planning
- infrastructure planning
- transport planning
- integrated planning

- Soviet(-Union)
- Goskompriroda
- Glasnost
- Perestroika
- Phosphorite War
- independence
- accession (to EU)
- maestro-planning
- cowboy-planning
- golden days
- participatory planning
- reform
- (de)centralisation,
- competent authority
- Board of Ecological Expert 

Review
- Environmental Board
- Nature Conservation Law
- Planning Act
- Special Plans
- Natura2000
- Appropriate assessment
- Governance levels

Procedural 
effectiveness

- law (‘letter of the law’)
- procedural performance

- legislation
- formal
- regulations
- (international) standards
- best practices
- guidance (EA)
- conformance to regulations, procedures (EA)
- (legal) requirements, process, methods (EA)

- coverage
- screening
- scoping,
- alternatives
- mitigation
- EA-report
- review
- monitoring, evaluation, 

follow-up
- quality control
- system monitoring, 

evaluation
- Strategic EA
- ordinance
- guidelines
- EIA Directive (EU)
- SEA Directive (EU)

Substantive 
effectiveness

- goal-achievement
- substantive performance

- change of plan or project
- informed decision-making
- influence (on plans, projects)
- contribute (to goals)
- environmental (friendly) outcomes
- environmental quality
- sustainability

- expert review
- natural (impacts)
- ecological (impacts)
- biodiversity
- social (impacts)
- economic (impacts)
- cultural, heritage (impacts)
- ecosystems
- sustainability
- need and necessity

Transactive 
effectiveness

- efficiency
- transactive performance

- benefits
- costs
- time (needed)
- human effort
- duration
- capacity needed
- tiering
- streamlining
- simplification
- input
- effort
- resources
- reduction

- seamless(ly)
- paperwork
- pragmatism
- overregulated

(continued on next page)
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(continued )

Category Properties Concepts Individual codes

Legitimacy 
effectiveness

- just
- ‘spirit’ of the law
- legitimacy performance

- good governance
- (public) participation
- (public) support
- societal acceptance
- normative
- inclusive
- legitimate
- (formal) mandate
- social licence to operate

- public involvement
- stakeholder management
- (lack of) mandate
- legalistic
- juridification
- salami-slicing

Knowledge and 
learning 
effectiveness

- feedback
- learning performance
- knowledge performance
- gaining insight

- enhancement of institutional capacity, institutional memory
- enhancement of regulations
- enhancement of practice
- inform(ed)
- improve

- course(s)
- conferences
- workshops
- handbook
- training
- accreditation
- champions (of EA)
- EPLÜ
- KEMÜ
- Nature Conservation Society
- public awareness
- competence
- educational background
- tool(s)
- concepts
- interdisciplinary
- knowhow

Interaction(s), 
dynamics

- of EA effectiveness dimensions
- between planning, decision-making 

and EA

- between SEA (Strategic Environmental Assessment), and EIA 
(Environmental Impact Assessment)

- linkages
- undulations
- dominance

Data availability

Data will be made available on request.
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Parliament of Estonia, 2015a. Keskkonnamõju hindamise ja keskkonnajuhtimissüsteemi 

seadus [Environmental Impact Assessment and Environmental Management System 
Act].

Parliament of Estonia, 2015b. Planeerimisseadus [Planning Act].
Partidário, M., 2011. SEA process development and capacity-building. In: Sadler, B., 

Aschemann, R., Dusik, J., Fischer, T., Partidário, M., Verheem, R. (Eds.), Handbook 
of Strategic Environmental Assessment. Earthscan, London, pp. 437–444.

Partidário, M., Monteiro, M., 2019. Strategic environmental assessment effectiveness in 
Portugal. Impact Assess. Proj. Apprais. 37 (3–4), 247–265.

Peterson, K., 2004. The role and value of strategic environmental assessment in Estonia: 
stakeholders’ perspectives. Impact Assess. Proj. Apprais. 22 (2), 159–165.
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