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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this article is to examine the environmental impact assessment (EIA) 
system in Taiwan, with particular reference to social impacts of planned interventions. 
Emulating the EIA system in the United States, the EIA Act of Taiwan has 
nevertheless several important changes with notable consequences in its development. 
Since its inception in 1994, the EIA in Taiwan has become a fast-growing field of 
environmental governance but also a domain of fierce protests. A crucial reason for 
the on-going environmental protests is due to the neglect of social impacts in the EIA 
review process. In this article, we discuss the good practices of social impact 
assessment (SIA), and contrast them with current problems in Taiwan’s EIA system. 
The goal is to identify ways to improve the application of SIA in Taiwan, especially 
with regard to the EIA. 
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The purpose of this article is to examine the environmental impact assessment (EIA) 

system in Taiwan, with particular reference to social impacts of planned interventions. 

Originated in 1969 when the Federal Government of the United States introduced the 

National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), EIA has become an important policy 

tool for governments worldwide to understand and regulate the environmental 

impacts of a proposed policy, project or activity. Nevertheless, one sustaining 

criticism of EIA is its focus on physical environment at the expense of consequences 

in the social arena. Social impact assessment (SIA) has thus emerged as a reply to 

these criticisms. While previously often practiced under the EIA regulatory 

framework, SIA has in recent decades gradually gained independence with important 

advances in research and practice. 

 

In this article, we focus on the developments of EIA in Taiwan as a case study, paying 

special attention to the problems of its design and ignorance of social impacts. With 

its rapid economic growth after the World War II, Taiwan’s surging environmental 

problems have prompted strong social reactions since the 1970s, often in the form of 

mass social movements, which overtime became a crucial force in the island’s 

democratization process (Ho, 2011). Environmental governance at the national level 

gathered pace after the central government created in 1987, the cabinet-level agency, 

Environmental Protection Administration (EPA), amidst increasing public concerns 

triggered by an wide array of environmental disasters including soil erosion, 

submergence of seashore lands, illegal dumping and inappropriate handling of 

industrial wastes, and many pollution incidents.  
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In this context, EIA has surfaced for the government to be a useful tool to gauge and 

control environmental impacts of various projects and policies, as well as appeasing 

to rising public perception of environmental risks. In fact, as early as 1979, the 

Executive Yuan gave considerations of adopting the US-style EIA. The Bureau of 

Public Health was instructed to study the possibilities of implementing the EIA, but 

the submitted proposal had been revoked due to the opposition of the Council for 

Economic Planning and Development citing the concern for national economic 

growth. This however did not put a stop to the process. In 1985 the Executive Yuan 

announced a plan for the promotion of EIA, in which fourteen cases were picked to 

demonstrate the practice and usefulness of EIA. The EPA put forward a new draft of 

EIA proposal when it was established in 1987, which was sent by the Executive Yuan 

to the Legislative Yuan for review in 1990. Yet, by the time when the Legislative 

completed its review and enacted the EIA Act in 1994, several important changes 

have been made, reflecting the then political circumstances as well as the wider social 

expectations.  

 

The original draft of the EIA Act submitted by the Executive Yuan was heavily 

influenced by the EIA system of the United States, where the goal of the EIA process 

is to provide relevant regulatory agencies with information, advice and technical 

support in aid of governmental decision-making on the approval of projects. Project 

proponents can also gain a more specific understanding of the impacts of the proposed 

plan. This design, however, was heavily criticized by environmental groups in 

Taiwan, even though many technical requirements of the U.S. EIA system became 

instructive in the formation of the counterpart in Taiwan. Given the track record of the 

agencies in charge of economic planning (including the Council for Economic 
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Planning and Development and the Ministry of Economic Affairs) who had 

repeatedly voted down environmental policies in cabinet committes, environmental 

organizations were sceptical whether these agencies would uphold their 

environmental duties in the EIA process. Suspicions also abounded due to absence of 

a supervising agency in Taiwan’s administrative structure that can act as the Council 

on Environmental Quality in the U.S. which ensures the quality of the EIA review and 

mediates between conflicting interests (Tang and Tang, 2000). 

 

The focus of these criticisms were particularly sharpened in the early 1990s when the 

anti-nuclear movement and the then oppositional Democratic and Progressive Party 

(DPP) targeted Taipower Company’s plan of the fourth nuclear power plant, located 

in Lungmen in the northeast of the island. Activists were mistrustful of the Atomic 

Energy Council of the Executive Yuan, the agency in charge of all nuclear affairs, 

would be a neutral supervisor for the EIA review of Taipower’s project. Therefore 

environmental activists allied with concerned legislators of both governing and 

oppositional parties, and succeeded in altering the Executive Yuan’s EIA Act draft, 

making the EPA the chief agency responsible for the EIA review of all development 

projects.  

 

The EIA Act of 1994 stipulates that the EIA review procedure is divided into two 

phases. The proponents of development projects will prepare the environmental 

impact statement for Phase-I EIA. If the project is deemed to have significantly 

adverse impacts on the environment, it will be referred to Phase-II EIA, where a 

thorough environmental impact assessment report will be prepared by the project 

proponent and reviewed by the EIA committee. 
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Most significantly, in the EIA Act stipulates that the EIA committee, which consists 

of scholars, experts and officials, has the final say on the project proposal. In other 

words, even though the EPA is awarded the supervisory role for all EIA reviews that 

in most other countries is reserved for the responsible agencies, the EPA is also 

stripped of the authority to determine whether a project should go through. In its 

place, the EIA committee will make the decision in their conclusion at the end of the 

review process.  

 

Questions and problems concerning the EIA in Taiwan 

 

On paper, Taiwan’s current EIA system seems well-designed. The two-stage EIA 

review functions as a screening process. The intention of the procedural review in the 

first phase is to sift out projects with potentially serious environmental consequences 

for further consideration. These projects will undergo in the second phase a more 

rigorous review with regard to their environmental implications. On top of this 

screening process, in both phases project proponents are required to publicize the 

project details and hold public meetings in which proponents ought to listen and 

respond to questions raised by affected citizens and concerned civil groups. Indeed, in 

Li et al.’s (2012: 57) evaluation, the EIA system in Taiwan has become “an open 

review and a more democratic forum, with meaningful participation from local 

residents and public interest groups”. It is apparent, according to them, that EIA 

review authority is able to modify different expectations on development and the 

environment. 
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If this evaluation is adequate, this achievement has taken a long way. The EIA system 

has been fraught with controversies with its inception in the 1990s, and it continues to 

evolve in reply to complaints and criticisms. Indeed, the functioning of the EIA 

system has in the past drawn so many criticisms from all sides including 

environmental activists, affected communities and important business figures, that the 

new DPP government, elected in 2016, made it a priority to reform the EIA system. 

Mr Shun-Kuei Chan, an environmental lawyer who has challenged the EPA on many 

legal cases, was appointed by the new cabinet as the Deputy Director of the EPA to 

press and oversee the EIA reforms.  

 

Here we focus on several lines of criticisms so as to highlight the problems with 

Taiwan’s EIA system. To begin with, the question of authority has plagued the EIA 

system from the start, which can be described on two levels. On the one hand, 

activists hoped that by making the EPA the sole responsible agency, the EIA review 

processes will be handled more impartially with environmental concerns properly 

taken into consideration, something other agencies have not done enough. But the 

EPA has not always lived up to such expectations. On many occasions the EPA has 

been labeled as the “rubber stamp” for central government’s important development 

policies, such as the proposal of the Kuokuang Petrochemical Project (ultimately 

called off in 2011). Affected communities and NGO members have also constantly 

demanded access to information about the project and opportunities to speak at EIA 

review committee meetings, which EPA grudgingly but gradually allowed due to 

social pressures. 
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On the other hand, a greater problem emerges. In most other countries, the EIA serves 

the purpose of impact assessment and feedbacks in support of decision-making and 

project design modification. Joined by members from relevant agencies, the agency 

responsible for overseeing the project will make decisions with the information from 

EIA, telling the proponent to go ahead, modify or withdraw. In contrast, by making 

the EIA review committee the main decision-maker on development projects, 

Taiwan’s EIA Act in effect shifts the authority from the EPA to the EIA committee. 

This model of decision-making is partly informed by a form of technocracy, in which 

scientists and engineers instead of politicians are believed to be more capable to 

decide what’s best for the general public. The choice of this design highlights the 

widespread public mistrust of political parties (especially the longstanding, pro-

development Kuomintang) and politicians, even though it frames the problem of 

accountability in a way different from democratic politics (namely, decision-making 

power and accountability goes to popularly elected leaders).  

 

The veto power of the EIA review committee has led to the elongation of the EIA 

review process in quite a few controversial cases, because the submitted 

environmental impact assessment report (EIAR) fails to convince reviewers who in 

turn would demand extra assessment work. While industrial sector is naturally 

unhappy about the lengthy review process on such occasions, this also highlights the 

sometimes problematic quality of environmental impact statements (EIS) submitted at 

the Phase I and the EIAR at the Phase II. This is a longstanding problem since the 

beginning of the EIA in Taiwan, namely the doubts over the competence and 

incentives of consultant firms that are hired to conduct impact assessment. It is widely 

acknowledged that consultant firms, given that they are paid by project proponents, 
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have a tendency to gloss over negative impacts and elaborate on positive ones such as 

economic benefits. This has caused much disgruntlement from affected communities 

and environmental NGOs.  

 

Finally, the negligence of social impacts is a main source of grievance and social 

protests. In our review of the EIAR’s in controversial cases, a common problem is 

that the coverage of social impacts often contain insufficient information and 

discussion to convince general readers – let alone affected communities and 

concerned citizens – of the effectiveness of assessment work and mitigation plans. 

 In the section below, we further delve into this aspect. 

 

Social impact assessment principles and their application in Taiwan 

 

Over the years, the EPA has issued a host of EIA technical guidelines for assessing 

environmental impacts on air quality (1998), flora (2002), wildlife (2003), marine 

ecology (2007), and water quality of rivers (2011). As discussed earlier, the issuance 

of ever more detailed instructions reflects the agency’s determination to rein in 

consultant firms so that their assessment and reportage work is up to standard. This on 

the other hand also highlights the quality of impact assessment reports and the societal 

mistrust of the EIA system as a result. 

 

In comparison, the social arena has received far less attention, even though it is 

increasingly recognized that failure to deal with social issues can be a major source of 

protests and blockage of development projects. Similar to the NEPA of the United 

States, Article 4 of Taiwan’s EIA Act stipulates that assessment ought to be done 
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performed concerning the extent and scope of impacts on “life environment 

(shenghuo huanjing), physical environment, social environment and economic, 

culture and ecology” prior to carrying out a development project or a government 

policy. Apparently, the assessment of social impacts is legally required, and ought to 

cover a wide array of dimensions including economy, culture and other social issues. 

But, as the common saying goes, the devils are in the details. No further specifications 

on the scopes and practices of SIA have been given afterwards alongside the vague 

words of the EIA Act. And yet, there has been a lack of professional interests in 

broadening the application of SIA. Few academic scholars in Taiwan have also picked 

up as a worthy research topic.  

 

This absence of official guidelines on SIA from regulatory agencies is akin to other 

countries similar legal requirements exist without further specifications. And yet, this 

vacuum is precisely the reason for the emergence of SIA at the international level as a 

field of specialization as well as community of researchers and professionals. In the 

1970s when EIA began to be practiced in the United States, many social issues came 

to the fore, demanding regulators and practitioners to include social dimensions in 

their impact statements. Scholars and practitioners began to contribute theoretical and 

methodological discussions to the filed (Vanclay, 2006). Although SIA has yet to 

receive national legislative attention (a notable exception is Greenland), SIA has 

proved to be a useful tool for land planning and environmental policymaking in both 

developed and developing countries. In developing countries, large-scale projects 

such as dam construction often lead to massive displacement, often triggering serious 

protests that can sabotage the projects. In such settings SIA is gradually seen as a 

valuable tool to understand local conditions and demands, handle potential conflicts, 
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and improve project design and community communication. 

 

The definition of SIA has seen some developments since the 1970s, reflecting the 

accumulation of practical knowledge and theoretical discussion. For Burdge and 

Vanclay (1995: 32) SIA is “the process of assessing or estimating the consequences 

that are like to follow from specific policy actions or project development, 

particularly in the context of appropriate national, state, or provincial environmental 

policy legislation”. In 2003, two documents of SIA principles and guidelines are 

published, both authored by social scientists. One is composed by a group of social 

scientists in the United States proposed principles and guidelines for SIA, which, 

which is more aligned with US regulatory context and emphasizes the ex ante 

character of SIA (Interorganizational Committee on Principles and Guidelines for 

Social Impact Assessment, 2003). The other document, written by Frank Vanclay 

(2003: 5), carries the title of “International principles for social impact assessment”, 

in which he defines SIA as “the processes of analysing, monitoring and managing the 

intended and unintended social consequences, both positive and negative, of planned 

interventions … and any social change processes invoked by those interventions” 

(Vanclay, 2003: 5). 

 

Clearly, according to the international principles, the point is not merely to conduct 

prior assessment of the consequences of development projects or governmental 

actions. This conception may be the legacy of the EIA framework, under which early 

exercise of SIA developed. Rather, good SIA practices ought to take a full life-cycle 

approach and consider and manage of social issues at all stages of the project. This 

point was further developed in Social Impact Assessment: Guidance for Assessing and 
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Managing the Social Impacts of Projects (Vanclay et al. 2015), published by the 

International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA), an organization devoted to 

the promotion of good practices and research in impact assessment. In this handbook, 

SIA is understood as “the process of identifying and managing the social issues of 

project management, and includes the effective management of affected communities 

in participatory processes of identification, assessment and management of social 

impacts” (Vanclay et al., 2015: iv). 

 

Following from this line of thinking, the SIA Guidance of the IAIA raises several 

points that can be use as criteria against which the practice of SIA in Taiwan can be 

evaluated. First, SIA ought to be incorporated into the planning process as early as 

possible, even though this may not be required by the national or international 

regulatory frameworks applicable to the projects. The reason for this is that SIA ought 

to be considered a mechanism of understanding, communication and sending 

feedbacks that can help modify and improve project design. If it is understood only as 

a legal requirement, then the stages it covers will mostly concentrate on those prior to 

authorization. To start SIA as early as possible will help project proponents to 

understand likely social issues at an early stage, which in the long run can help reduce 

costs associated with the management of these issues. 

 

This point is crucial when affected communities may react strongly to projects that in 

their perception pose threats to their assets, lands, rights or communal values. While 

projects may have different scales and implications for affected communities, a 

participatory approach is key to successful developmental outcomes. Nevertheless, as 

Vanclay et al. (2015: 20) explains, SIA ought not be equated as public participation, 



 12 

especially that required by laws, because such required consultation meetings are 

often done in honor of legal requirement rather than meaningful communication 

between proponents and different stakeholders. Therefore, the IAIA advocates 

proactive forms of community engagement at different stages of the project. This 

ranges from full disclosure of project information, deliberative meetings, 

collaborative design to forms of empowerment. Despite its costs, continuous 

community engagement can promote genuine participation and dialogue, giving 

affected individuals and communities a greater say in planning and decisions. The 

local input will not only improve the plan but may also help reduce potential conflicts 

induced by resource use or cultural values. 

 

The above principles ought to be incorporated into concrete steps of SIA. To begin 

with, the assessment will identify all potential stakeholders and ways to provide 

interactive and deliberative space such that affected communities will be fully 

informed and actively involved. Next is to identify and assess likely impact pathways 

with regard to the project. This is done on the basis of a thorough understanding the 

project, affected communities and relevant cultural and environmental factors. 

Potential impacts are then identified, assessed and prioritized, making clear the risks 

and benefits that the project may likely bring. In response to adverse effects, 

mitigation or compensation plan ought to be negotiated and drafted in the hope of 

achieving impact equity. Finally, monitoring plans ought to be set up so that the social 

consequences of the project will be better understood, evaluated and amended. 

 

Discussion and recommendations 
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In view of the knowledge and practical experiences of SIA accumulated over the 

years, a number of reflections can be made in regard to Taiwan’s current legal 

framework and initiatives applicable to SIA. 

 

As of now, SIA is not a common practice for public or private sectors. Usually only 

some basic social survey with an emphasis on economic benefits is done, which is 

mostly necessitates by the need for policy justification or process clearance required 

by the EIA Act. Still, even though the EIA Act is applicable to both private sector and 

governmental actions, in practice only projects of private sectors are subject to more 

rigorous scrutiny. EIA for governmental policies or actions, which will be equivalent 

to strategic environmental assessment (SEA) in European Union, lacks a more 

coherent legal framework and enforcement. The EPA did issue National Strategic 

Environmental Impact Assessment Program on 2006. With the EPA being a relatively 

weak agency in the cabinet, the program is low on national legal hierarchy and only a 

handful of governmental policies, such as industrial park and hydrological facility 

plans, have undergone SEA procedures. 

 

It can be said that without a strong SIA component in a comprehensive SEA 

framework, the current attempts to instill SIA into EIA may not yield much advantage 

in sustainable development as the EPA imagined. By targeting the private sector’s 

development projects, the EIA Act has left out the other, perhaps more important half, 

namely the land use plans and economic development plans of the government, which 

has enormous consequences for the island’s future. It should be not forgot that the 

legacy of the developmental state in Taiwan has made the government a key player in 

economic development. Tightening EIA and SIA regulations on private projects while 
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cutting the government slacks is no way to promote sustainable development. 

 

This is related to the second point, namely the problem of information disclosure and 

public participation. As mentioned above, a key point for doing SIA is to take 

affected communities seriously. This includes making stakeholders fully informed 

about the project, a thorough survey of stakeholders, and engagement activities that 

involve those affected in planning and decision-making. Yet this is lacking in 

planning and EIA processes in both developmental projects and policy-making. This 

is attested by frequent civil protests in response to projects that fail to properly inform 

the communities. The protests against wind farms in Yuanli, Miaoli County, for 

example, happened precisely because both the county government and InfraVest, the 

company responsible for installing turbines, made few attempts to inform and 

convince local communities of choice of location and safety issues.  

 

It is true that some form of public participation is stipulated by the EIA Act. In the 

first phase of EIA, proponents are required to disclose project content for twenty days, 

and hold public meetings to document and answer public concerns. A similar but 

lengthened procedure also exists in the second phase of EIA. On paper this seems 

quite adequate, but in reality the results have been much less meaningful due to the 

lack of sincerity to engage community members and stakeholders. This timing of the 

meetings mandated by the EIA Act is too late as the planning stage is finished and 

alteration is unlikely to happen solely due to oppositional views of residents. While 

residents are free to express opinions at these meetings, proponents are not obliged to 

change the project content; they only need to put their answers in writing. Such 

fulfillment of mandatory procedures does not help to facilitate public involvement. 
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Instead, it can stoke public mistrust of project proponents and the government, a 

situation acutely illustrated by the frequent and vigorous environmental movements 

even well after democratization has taken root in the island.  

 

In view of this situation, the EPA has gradually allowed members of general public 

and NGOs to enter the EIA review meetings. They are also free to present their own 

opinions or even assessment reports in writing, to which project proponents must 

respond. Nevertheless, to the extent that public participation is meant to promote 

empowerment by giving affected communities a chance to influence impactful 

decisions, these forms of public attendance fails such a goal because the authorization 

of projects is subject to the final voting outcomes of EIA review committee. How to 

facilitate genuine community engagement and participation is therefore an urgent task 

not only for the EPA but also for the current government, should it not want to 

encounter fierce social backlashes against controversial projects as previous 

governments did. 

 

Finally, a tough question remains as to how to improve the quality of the EISs and 

EIARs in both the first and second phases of EIA. With the appearance of various 

technical guidelines (jishu guifan) concerning the biophysical environment over time, 

the quality of the assessment of the biophysical impacts become more stabilized, even 

though citizens continue to challenge the models, criteria and outcome of the analysis 

in controversial cases. With regard to SIA, however, things get muddier. Indeed, the 

lack of proper guidelines has left the consultants in Taiwan to their devices, who are 

mostly trained in environmental or natural sciences and have little knowledge of 

social sciences and research methods. Thus in their assessment reports oftentimes 
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only some very basic social data and opinion survey are presented, which hardly 

qualify for good SIA practices in view of the principles specified by the IAIA. 

 

The question is also related to the relationship between consultant firms and project 

proponents, as alluded to earlier. In theory, consultants ought to impartially 

investigate and evaluate potential impacts of a project, and offer professional advices 

to proponents and regulatory agencies about modification or mitigation plans. 

Nevertheless, in reality the payment of proponents to consultant firms can depend on 

the obtainment of mandatory clearance. This means that consultant firms can have 

incentives to manipulate or misrepresent data and analysis in their reports, or simply 

emphasize positive impacts and miss out negative ones. In Taiwan, this tendency is 

exacerbated by the EIA review committee’s power to veto development projects. It is 

widely complained that consultant firms often use models that are beneficial to the 

project, overemphasize or even exaggerate economic and other advantages, and fail to 

thoroughly and fairly consider negative impacts, especially those in the social arena.  

The EPA 

 

Over the years the EPA has sought to address the problem by issuing increasingly 

detailed regulations and guidelines in regard to assessment practices. Mr Chan, the 

new Deputy Director of the EPA since 2016, emphatically announced his intention to 

cut the ties between project proponents and consultant firms by making the EPA in 

charge of contracting consultant firms for each project. Although the EIA amendment 

package issued by the EPA on 20 September 2017 makes no such a move, the EPA is 

still keen to find ways to enhance the quality of EIS and EIAR so that the impact 

statements truthfully report potential impacts. Nevertheless, there is still a long way to 
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resolve this issue as this has fundamental relevance to the effectiveness and 

legitimacy of the EIA system in Taiwan.  

 

 

 

 

References 
 
Burdge, R.J., and Vanclay, F. (1995) Social impact assessment. In: Vanclay, F., 

Bronstein, D.A. (eds.) Environmental and Social Impact Assessment. New York: 
Wiley, pp. 31-65. 

 
Interorganizational Committee on Principles and Guidelines for Social Impact 

Assessment (2003) Principles and Guidelines for Social Impact Assessment in 
the USA. Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 21(3): 231-250. 

 
Li, B., Du, J., Harashina, S., Nishikizawa, S., Huang, K.-H. (2012) Analysis of the 

Characteristics of EIA Review System in Taiwan, A Case Study of Pinnan 
Industrial Park. Journal of Sustainable Development, 5(2): 54-62. 

 
Tang, C.-P., and Tang, S.-Y. (2000) Democratizing Bureaucracy: The Political 

Economy of Environmental Impact Assessment and Air Pollution Prevention 
Fees in Taiwan. Comparative Politics, 33: 81-100. 

 
Vanclay, F. (2003) International Principles for Social Impact Assessment. Impact 

Assessment and Project Appraisal, 21(1): 5-11. 
 
Vanclay, F., Esteves, A. M., Aucamp, I., Franks, D.M. (2015) Social Impact 

Assessment: Guidance for Assessing and Managing the Social Impact of Projects. 
Fargo, ND: International Association for Impact Assessment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


