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Social Impact Assessment and Major Projects



Social Impact Assessment and Major Projects

Lord Morley – when asked to describe an elephant: “It is 
difficult but you will easily recognise one when you see it”



Social Impact Assessment and Major Projects

What are the main characteristics of a “Major Project”:
• Investment.
• Land use; manpower.
• Many stakeholders, complex organizational links.
• Wide ranging impacts.
• Significant and complex effects.
• Need special procedures.
• Extractive; primary; infrastructure and utilities; services.
• Band, point



Social Impact Assessment and Major Projects



„Why does the EU not use Social Impact Assessment?“

(IAIA 2015)

Social impacts? ...
„Isn‘t that just some foam (froða) to 
make the project look good?“

Social Impact Assessment and Major Projects



Are we doing it wrong?

What are „the others“ doing

Can we improve?



Research carried out with support from 
the National Planning Agency

1. Methods and main issues in SIA

• Within international organisations and institutes

• Selected other countries for comparison

2. Review the current status in SIA in Iceland

• Definitions, legislative environment, guidelines etc. 

• Summarize icelandic research carried out on the social impacts of major 
projects

3. Analyse Icelandic Environmental Statements

• Twenty five ES‘s – project and strategic level 

4. Comparison of methods and main issues within the international 
examples and the Icelandic examples. 

5. Improvements - recommendations  

Review of methods for social impact assessment of plans and projects



International Benchmarking: 
What was reviewed?

• IAIA Guidelines

• World Bank

• IFC

• Norway – the Norwegian Roads Administration

• Greenland – Bureau of Minerals and Petroleum

• United Kingdom

• Finland



12 Social Impact Studies

• 2001-2006: Environmental and social impacts of an Aluminium smelter in Reyðafjrður 
and Karnahnukar Power Plant

• 2003-2010 Social impacts and regional development in connection with an Aluminium 
Smelter in East Iceland

• 2004 Sustainability Project carried out by Alcoa and Landvirkjun

• 2005: Road tunnles in East Icelan – Social and Economic Impacts

• 2007: New road accross Kjölur – Social Impact Assessment

• 2007: Oil Refinery in the Westfjords – a study of selected social impacts

• 2008: Svínavatnsleið Road – Social Impact Assessment

• 2009: Aliminium smelter in Bakki, Húsavík – Social Impact Assessment

• 2010: Road accross Dynjandisheiði – Social Impact Assessment

• 2013: SIA of Industrial Development in Suðurnes Peninsula

• 2013 Hydropower Sustainability Assessment Protocol – Blönduvirkjun og Hvammsvirkjun 
Hydro Electrical Plants

• 2015: Vaðlaheiði Tunnel – Social Impact Study carried out in 2014



Environmental Impact 
Statements and SIA 

• Written between 2005-2015

• 4 Strategic Environmental 
Assessments

• 21 Project Level EIA‘s
• 4 Industry

• 5 Roads

• 4 Power Plants

• 4 Energy Transmission

• 4 Gravel Mines
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What are social 
impacts?



Social Impacts

• Human health
• Air quality, noise

• Disturbance: vibration, dust, 
noise etc. 

• Safety
• Natural Hazards

• Safety and risk, mostly traffic

• Economy
• Local impacts

• Employment from 
projects

• Impacts on tourism

• Transportation
• Especially traffic during 

construction

Most frequent emphasis in ES‘s

Quality of life issues such as landscape and visual impacts, recreation etc.
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Where and when do we do SIA?

• No legal requirement to carry out SIA‘s although emphasied during 
scoping for mandatory SEA/EIA´s

• Carried out in many cases on a strategic level and as part of monitoring 

• Infrastructure assessments

• Socioeconomic studies

• SIA‘s during planning and feasibility of major infrastructure projects

• Environmental Impact Assessment



Iceland‘s characteristics

• High education level

• Strong infrastructure

• High equality status 

• Strong legal environment

• Open for stakeholders and public to 
participate



Public participation, 
access and rights

• Clear minimum requirements for 
public engagement and 
presentation

• In many cases more presentation 
and consultation than the bare 
minimum

• Level of participation differs 
between projects



Iceland‘s characteristics

• Dispersed population

• Small communities

• Connection issues 
(quality,distances, seasonality)

• Sensitive to i.e. labour influx, big 
companies in small communities



Wrap-up
• Covering a number of issues and within 

different levels of decision making from 
strategy to project

• Do we need to sharpen our approach? 
- Less foam more content? 

• One SIA is not necessarily the answer 
but make sure to cover the range of 
topics somewhere

• Focus on improving the benefits and 
minimising the adverse

• Recognise that there are different size 
elephants with different needs ☺


