
Infrastructures and 
Environment: is environmental 
assessment a reconciliation tool?

Presentation by Caroline Vincent, PhD student in ecology and political sciences – under the 
supervision of N. Frascaria-Lacoste (Pr. In ecology) and C. Blatrix (Pr. In political sciences)



Perspectives on future infrastructures 
development and biodiversity challenges

• + 50% of new roads network by 2050 (60 million of km)

• + 5% of new energy networks/year
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Source : https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/10/nature-loss-biodiversity-wwf/

Factors responsible for the 
decline of biodiversity :

• Fragmentation

• Cumulative impacts & 
urbanization

• Land-use change



What is the environmental assessment 
procedure?

« L’évaluation environnementale est un processus visant à intégrer l’environnement dans l’élaboration 
d’un projet [évaluation des incidences sur l’environnement – EIE], ou d’un document de planification 
[évaluation environnementale stratégique - EES], et ce dès les phases amont de réflexions. Elle sert à 

éclairer tout à la fois le porteur de projet et l’administration sur les suites à donner au projet au regard 
des enjeux environnementaux et ceux relatifs à la santé humaine du territoire concerné, ainsi qu’à 

informer et garantir la participation du public. Elle doit rendre compte des effets potentiels ou avérés
sur l’environnement du projet, du plan ou du programme et permet d’analyser et de justifier les choix 

retenus au regard des enjeux identifiés sur le territoire concerné. »

(Ministère de la Transition Ecologique et des Territoires, 
Evaluation Environnementale – Qu’est-ce que c’est ?
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 Regulatory procedure implemented in 1976 with the law on the protection of nature

 Reflexive process on environmental issues linked to the project elaboration

 Justification procedure of the design of the project, symbolized by the environmental assessment report
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How to assess the mainstreaming of 
environment in decision-making process?
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Hypothesis:

1. Environmental assessment is a rational process, therefore based on rational choices 
(coherent and reproducible)

2. Ecology can serve as a proxy for environment

Methods:

By assessing the ecological quality of environmental impact statements (EIS) produced over a 
period of 40 years (= ecology + sociology of quality)

By analyzing the appropriation of EIS and environmental assessment by planners? How are 
they used? How are they seen? (=public policy analysis + public action tools)

 Coupling these two approaches

Mainstreaming of environment  proving that a specific focus (precautionary principle) on 

assessed environmental stakes (and judged important) (proportionality principle) has led to 

mitigation measures that aimed at preserving it.



The scientific ecology of EIS is flawed … 0
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• The biodiversity is still reduced to taxonomic diversity.

• The assessment of impact’s significance would gain from 

increasing the importance of ecology teachings and 

methods in order to determine more accurate 

consequences on the environment (dynamics, interactions 

…).

• Great improvements have been made on mitigation 

measures over time. Yet, these measures are based on 

baised assessment of impact’s significance.

® #ecoducs, Twitter



… And the public action regarding 
environmental issues is going backwards …
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Date Events Phase types

1971 Creation of Frecnh Environmenal Ministery Foundation Phase

1990 National plan for the environment Consolidation Phase

2007 Environment Grenelle Opening Phase

2013
General meetings on the modernization of 

environmental law
Modernization Phase

2020
Renewable Energies Acceleration Law, Nuclear 

Acceleration Law
Regression Phase ?

Table 1 : Institutional impulse phase of the environmental policies (Source C. VINCENT with 
(Barraqué et Theys 1998, 25) (Lacroix et Zaccaï 2010, 212-13) and (Blatrix 2016, 75-78))



… Although the process was flawed from the 
beginning…

• An environmental public action that had to be in line with economical developments

• An authorization-based system lacking transparency and public acceptability

• EIS as plea

• A revolutionary procedure integrated into existing silos

• A procedure based on planners willingness and moral engagement

• An absence of quality control

• A process promoting precautionary approach and still was based on curative solutions

• …
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… and planners choices aren’t rational 0
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Is environmental assessment a 
reconciliation tool?

On the biodiversity “point of view”: it is lacking scientific rigor:

 Is not applied as such, more as a regulatory constraint

 It is not sufficiently rigorous (impact significance assessment + impacts on biodiversity) and it is not 
taking uncertainties into account

 It is most likely not mitigating enough impacts on biodiversity

On the environmental “point of view”: it shows unequal considerations amongst environmental 
components

 There is an overemphasis on mitigation measures on biodiversity and not on other environmental 
components (landscape, air pollution …)

 Same issue with impact identification
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On a more global “point of view”: it could change the way land development is conceived

• By providing a good assessments, like developing ecological approaches, strategies for 

land development and planning can be conceived

• By telling the truth on ones project pros and cons, the project’s utility might be 

discussed and with it, the type of society that might be desired



Merci pour votre attention
Caroline.vincent@universite-paris-saclay.fr
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