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Endogenous approach to EA capacity-building in Africa: helping African countries to develop their own EA system 
Koassi D’Almeida, Francophone Secretariat of the IAIA, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

Introduction 

During the 1990s, a number of capacity-building efforts in environmental assessment were noted on the African continent.  Training, institutional support, support for participation in regional and international symposia and meetings, establishment of structures dedicated to EIA capacity-building, needs studies, development of instructional materials – all of the above attest to the efforts made in this sector.

Despite these efforts, a lack of practical experience on the part of the national officers trained and the absence of an institutional and legislative framework for EIA in many countries are still evident throughout the continent.  Sometimes, the existing institutional and legislative frameworks are not operational, a situation which demonstrates the difficulties African countries face in making EIA a practical reality.  What needs to be done to make the practice of environmental assessment genuinely effective in African countries? Might there be a way to coordinate capacity-building intervention efforts and genuine practice of EIA in the field?

This paper endeavours to answer these questions by suggesting an “endogenous approach” to environmental assessment capacity-building.  Throughout this document, we will describe the characteristics of the suggested endogenous approach to environmental assessment capacity-building, its advantages and the potential obstacles to its application.

1.  The endogenous approach to environmental assessment capacity-building

The literature on the practice of environmental assessment in Africa mentions the deficiencies in terms of capacities and the difficulties faced by African countries in the field of environmental assessment: IÉPF and Francophone Secretariat of the IAIA (1999, 2001), IUCN and the World Bank (1996), IUCN-AERO (1998).  The conclusion that emerges from these findings is the need to devise effective strategies that reflect the realities in the field, to draw lessons from the past, as well as to develop programs that address the diversity of conditions, the priority demands of the countries and cover all the components of capacity-building.  One of the suggestions to this end is to adopt an endogenous approach to capacity-building, which may make it possible to attain these objectives.  What do we mean by “endogenous approach to EIA capacity-building”?

2.  Endogenous approach to environmental impact assessment capacity-building

The “endogenous approach” that we propose endeavours to rely on the existing local potential in the countries during capacity-building interventions (d’Almeida, 1999).  Participative and practical, it aims to take the environmental, socio-economic, political and cultural realities of the countries into account during the capacity-building process.  It relies on the various studies and work already carried out in the areas of the knowledge and understanding of the existing environmental assessment capacities of African countries, as well as the identification of their priority needs.  It incorporates and applies the lessons of past capacity-building experiences.  It combines training in the other aspects of EA capacity-building (legislative, institutional and material).

3.  The objective 

The objective of this approach is to enhance the ability of the local actors to drive the environmental assessment process at the national level, in order to incorporate environmental, economic, cultural and political realities and priority needs into this process.  

4.  Originality and characteristics  

The originality of the approach resides in the training activities.  The endogenous approach to EIA capacity-building is aimed at government officials who already have a basic theoretical knowledge of environmental assessment.  It places greater emphasis on practice than on theory.  Every training session must conclude with the development of a specific technical tool (proposed draft legislation or regulations, procedure, institutional analysis or needs analysis document, terms of reference, report evaluation method, sectoral guide, general guide, etc.) pertaining to environmental assessment and management and in accordance with the country’s needs.  Local learners must contribute significantly to the development of these technical tools by drawing on the country’s environmental action plan (national action plan for the environment, national environmental action plan, environmental action plan, national environmental plan) or national environmental protection strategy.  The instructor will be called on to act only as a supervisor and advisor.

The endogenous approach to EIA capacity-building suggests that the institutional capacity-building process should begin with an analysis of needs, legislation and regulations, followed by the technical tools (screening, scanning, terms of reference, evaluation of reports, directives, sectoral guides, etc.), and finally the material resources required (documentation, specialized software, information system, etc.).  These material resources should accompany the institutions created and the technical tools developed.

The endogenous approach proposes that capacity-building interventions take place in the field.  Instead of dealing with impact assessments in a general way, these interventions should instead focus on a specific sector of activity, a specific environmental problem in the country or a well-targeted type of project or program, or even better, a single project.

5.  Qualitative aspects of the endogenous approach

Today, it is understood that each country has particular characteristics that capacity-building interventions must take into account in order to encourage an effective practice of environmental assessment, and thus ensure that the actions taken have a lasting impact.  The conclusion that therefore emerges is that EIA capacity-building must necessarily take into account certain qualitative aspects which reflect these particular characteristics and the issues that the practice of environmental assessment must take into consideration.  

These qualitative aspects include (Figure 1): 

· the strength of the national economy;

· national legal and institutional considerations;

· traditional knowledge;

· identification of the channels of social acceptability;

· decentralization: from the national to the local level;

· the issue of democracy;

· the political situation in the country;

· the pool of national experts (existence of associations).


Figure 1: Endogenous approach - Qualitative aspects of institutional, legislative and regulatory EA capacity-building  

6.  Advantages of the endogenous approach to EA capacity-building  

The advantage of this approach is that it makes it possible to develop an actual technical tool in a learning context.  The chances are therefore good that the environmental assessment system created using the “endogenous approach” will be adopted, applied and maintained by local government officials, particularly since they will have participated in its development and will have had the opportunity to incorporate into it the elements that reflect national realities.  Thus, the tools developed through this approach will reflect the social, economic, political and environmental reality of the country.  The various actors can recognize themselves in the institutional framework and refer to it easily.  The national institution responsible for environmental assessment can easily make changes and improvements to it with or without the assistance of external partners and thus develop its own experience in this sector.  This could be very beneficial during regional and international exchanges of experience.  

It must be pointed out, however, that while the approach that we propose is aimed at government officials who already have training in EA or who have at least completed a training period on EA, it does not in any case rule out the training of new officers in the universities and training centres.  It should be mentioned that it is impossible to ensure a perfect match between the needs for skills and the number of experts trained.  Indeed, it is normal to train more specialists than are strictly required.

7.  Inhibiting factors

The lack of awareness and political will on the part of national decision-makers and the lack of financial resources are factors that may hinder the expected results of the endogenous approach to EIA capacity-building.

Conclusion 

The practice of environmental assessment has good chances of being effective when it is perceived as meaningful by local actors in relation to their culture, their economic, political, environmental and social realities, and their priority needs.  In order for this approach to be able to attain the expected results, it will have to be accompanied by an awareness-raising and information effort concerning the importance of EIA aimed at national decision-makers.
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