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APPENDIX D – ASSESSMENT METHODOLOGY  
 

A. Introduction 
 
The CES rating scale has been updated to meet the requirements outlined in Appendix 2 of the EIA Regulations 
(2014, as amended). This methodology takes into consideration the following criteria, and includes the new 
criteria for assessing post mitigation significance, by incorporating the principles of reversibility and 
irreplaceability: 

1. Nature of impact 

2. Type of impact 

3. Duration (previously called temporal scale by CES) 

4. Extent (previously called the spatial scale by CES) 

5. Probability (previously called likelihood by CES) 

6. Severity or benefits 

The overall significance rating for the impact is then obtained from the above six criteria.  
It is recommended that we use the terminology aligned to SA regulations i.e. Duration; Extent and Probability (as 
opposed to temporal scale, spatial scale and likelihood). 
If required or deemed necessary, you can also define the Degree of confidence or certainty that you attach to 
your rating. 
 

B. Explanation of the six impact rating criteria 
 
Criterion 1: Nature  
Negative or positive impact on the environment. 
 
Criterion 2: Type  
Direct, indirect and/or cumulative effect of impact on the environment. 
 
Criteria 3, 4, 5 & 6: Temporal, Spatial, Likelihood and Severity Scales   

These four factors need to be considered when assessing the significance of impacts, namely: 

• Relationship of the impact to temporal scales - the temporal scale defines the significance of the impact 
at various time scales, as an indication of the duration of the impact. 

• Relationship of the impact to spatial scales - the spatial scale defines the physical extent of the impact. 

• The likelihood of the impact occurring - the likelihood of impacts taking place as a result of project actions 
differs between potential impacts. There is no doubt that some impacts could occur (e.g. loss of 
vegetation), but other impacts are not as likely to occur (e.g. vehicle accident), and may or may not result 
from the proposed development. Although some impacts may have a severe effect, the likelihood of 
them occurring may affect their overall significance.  In this case likelihood equates to some extent with 
risk. If the impact is definite, then there is a high risk that it will occur. However, likelihood and risk are 
not to be confused, and for certain impacts (e.g. risk of a vehicle accident) a risk assessment will be 
required (see Section 4). 

• The severity of the impact - the severity/beneficial scale is used in order to scientifically evaluate how 
severe negative impacts would be, or how beneficial positive impacts would be on a particular affected 
system (for ecological impacts) or a particular affected party. The severity of impacts can be evaluated 
with and without mitigation in order to demonstrate how serious the impact is when nothing is done 
about it, and how effective the mitigation might be. The word ‘mitigation’ means not just 
‘compensation’, but includes concepts of containment and remedy. For beneficial impacts, optimization 
means anything that can enhance the benefits. However, mitigation or optimization must be practical, 
technically feasible and economically viable.  
 

Table 1 below provides definitions for Criteria 3,4 & 5, and Table 3.2 for Criterion 6. 
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Table 1: Temporal, Spatial, Likelihood Scales defined. 
Duration (Temporal Scale) Score 

Short term Less than 5 years 1 

Medium term Between 5-20 years 2 

Long term 
Between 20 and 40 years (a generation) and from a human perspective also 
permanent 3 

Permanent 
Over 40 years and resulting in a permanent and lasting change that will 
always be there 4 

Extent (Spatial Scale) 

Localised At localised scale and a few hectares in extent 1 

Study Area The proposed site and its immediate environs 2 

Regional District and Provincial level 3 

National Country 3 

International Internationally 4 

Probability (Likelihood) 

Unlikely The likelihood of these impacts occurring is slight 1 

May Occur The likelihood of these impacts occurring is possible 2 

Probable The likelihood of these impacts occurring is probable 3 

Definite The likelihood is that this impact will definitely occur 4 

 

Table 2: Impact Severity explained 
Impact Severity 
(The severity of negative impacts, or how beneficial positive impacts would be on a particular affected 
system or affected party) 

Score 

Very severe Very beneficial 4 

An irreversible and permanent change to the 
affected system(s) or party(ies) which cannot be 
mitigated. For example the permanent loss of land. 

A permanent and very substantial benefit to 
the affected system(s) or party(ies), with no 
real alternative to achieving this benefit. For 
example the vast improvement of sewage 
effluent quality. 

 

Severe  Beneficial 3 

Long term impacts on the affected system(s) or 
party(ies) that could be mitigated. However, this 
mitigation would be difficult, expensive or time 
consuming, or some combination of these. For 
example, the clearing of forest vegetation. 

A long term impact and substantial benefit to 
the affected system(s) or party(ies). 
Alternative ways of achieving this benefit 
would be difficult, expensive or time 
consuming, or some combination of these. For 
example an increase in the local economy. 
 

 

Moderately severe Moderately beneficial 2 

Medium to long term impacts on the affected 
system(s) or party (ies), which could be mitigated. 
For example constructing the sewage treatment 
facility where there was vegetation with a low 
conservation value. 

A medium to long term impact of real benefit 
to the affected system(s) or party(ies). Other 
ways of optimising the beneficial effects are 
equally difficult, expensive and time 
consuming (or some combination of these), as 
achieving them in this way. For example a 
‘slight’ improvement in sewage effluent 
quality. 

 

Slight Slightly beneficial 1 

Medium or short term impacts on the affected 
system(s) or party(ies). Mitigation is very easy, 
cheap, less time consuming or not necessary. For 
example a temporary fluctuation in the water table 
due to water abstraction. 

A short to medium term impact and negligible 
benefit to the affected system(s) or party(ies). 
Other ways of optimising the beneficial effects 
are easier, cheaper and quicker, or some 
combination of these.  

 

No effect Don’t know/Can’t know  
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Impact Severity 
(The severity of negative impacts, or how beneficial positive impacts would be on a particular affected 
system or affected party) 

Score 

The system(s) or party(ies) is not affected by the 
proposed development. 

In certain cases it may not be possible to 
determine the severity of an impact. 

 

* In certain cases it may not be possible to determine the severity of an impact thus it may be determined: Don’t 
know/Can’t know  
 

C. Applying the criteria to determine environmental significance BEFORE MITIGATION 
 
The scores for the three criteria in Table 3.1 are added to obtain a composite score. They must then be considered 
against the severity rating to determine the overall significance of an activity. This is because the severity of the 
impact is far more important than the other three criteria. The overall significance is then obtained by reading off 
the matrix presented in Table 3.3. The overall significance is either negative or positive (Criterion 1) and direct, 
indirect or cumulative (Criterion 2).   
 

Table 3: Matrix used to determine the overall significance of the impact based on the likelihood and 
effect of the impact 

SE
V

ER
IT

Y 

 COMPOSITE DURATION, EXTENT & PROBABILITY SCORE  

 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Slight 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Mod severe 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Severe 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Very severe 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

 
The environmental significance scale is an attempt to evaluate the importance of a particular impact. This 
evaluation needs to be undertaken in the relevant context, as an impact can either be ecological or social, or both. 
The evaluation of the significance of an impact relies heavily on the values of the person making the judgment. 
For this reason, impacts of especially a social nature need to reflect the values of the affected society. 
It is clear that an impact that has a slight severity could be of MODERATE significance because it is permanent (4), 
has a regional affect (3) and is definite. This elevates it from a LOW to a MODERATE rating. Conversely, a 
moderately severe impact could be rated as LOW since it is short term (1), localised (1) and only probable (3). An 
impact rated as severe could be of VERY HIGH significance because it is permanent (4), of national importance (3) 
and is definite (4). For example, the impact on a frog species of conservation concern (SCC) might only be rated 
as severe as a result of the project actions, but because the loss is permanent and of national importance (it’s a 
SCC) and is definite, we rate the significance as VERY HIGH and not HIGH. If the impact was long term and not 
permanent then it would be rated as HIGH. 
 
The Significance Rating Scale is defined in Table 3.4 below.  
 

Table 4: Description of Environmental Significance Ratings and associated range of scores 
OVERALL SIGNIFICANCE 
(The combination of all the above criteria as an overall significance) 

VERY HIGH NEGATIVE VERY BENEFICIAL 

These impacts would be considered by society as constituting a major and usually permanent change to the 
(natural and/or social) environment, and usually result in severe or very severe effects, or beneficial or very 
beneficial effects. 
Example: The loss of a species would be viewed by informed society as being of VERY HIGH significance. 
Example: The establishment of a large amount of infrastructure in a rural area, which previously had very few 
services, would be regarded by the affected parties as resulting in benefits with VERY HIGH significance. 

HIGH NEGATIVE BENEFICIAL 

These impacts will usually result in long term effects on the social and/or natural environment. Impacts rated 
as HIGH will need to be considered by society as constituting an important and usually long term change to the 
(natural and/or social) environment. Society would probably view these impacts in a serious light. 
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OVERALL SIGNIFICANCE 
(The combination of all the above criteria as an overall significance) 

Example: The loss of a diverse vegetation type, which is fairly common elsewhere, would have a significance 
rating of HIGH over the long term, as the area could be rehabilitated. 
Example: The change to soil conditions will impact the natural system, and the impact on affected parties (such 
as people growing crops in the soil) would be HIGH.  

MODERATE NEGATIVE SOME BENEFITS 

These impacts will usually result in medium to long term effects on the social and/or natural environment. 
Impacts rated as MODERATE will need to be considered by society as constituting a fairly important and usually 
medium term change to the (natural and/or social) environment. These impacts are real but not substantial. 
Example: The loss of a sparse, open vegetation type of low diversity may be regarded as MODERATELY 
significant. 

LOW NEGATIVE  FEW BENEFITS 

These impacts will usually result in medium to short term effects on the social and/or natural environment. 
Impacts rated as LOW will need to be considered by the public and/or the specialist as constituting a fairly 
unimportant and usually short term change to the (natural and/or social) environment. These impacts are not 
substantial and are likely to have little real effect. 
Example: The temporary changes in the water table of a wetland habitat, as these systems are adapted to 
fluctuating water levels. 
Example: The increased earning potential of people employed as a result of a development would only result in 
benefits of LOW significance to people who live some distance away. 

NO SIGNIFICANCE 

There are no primary or secondary effects at all that are important to scientists or the public.  
Example: A change to the geology of a particular formation may be regarded as severe from a geological 
perspective, but is of NO significance in the overall context. 
 

DON’T KNOW 

In certain cases it may not be possible to determine the significance of an impact. For example, the primary or 
secondary impacts on the social or natural environment given the available information.  
Example: The effect of a particular development on people’s psychological perspective of the environment. 

 
D. Significance Post Mitigation 

 
Once mitigation measure are proposed, the following criteria are then used to determine the overall post 
mitigation significance of the impact: 

• Reversibility: The degree to which an environment can be returned to its original/partially original state. 

• Irreplaceable loss: The degree of loss which an impact may cause.  

• Mitigation potential: The degree of difficulty of reversing and/or mitigating the various impacts ranges 

from very difficult to easily achievable. The four categories used are listed and explained in Table 3.5 

below. Both the practical feasibility of the measure, the potential cost and the potential effectiveness is 

taken into consideration when determining the appropriate degree of difficulty. 

 

Table 5: Criteria considered post mitigation 
Reversibility  

Reversible The activity will lead to an impact that can be reversed provided appropriate 
mitigation measures are implemented. 

Irreversible The activity will lead to an impact that is permanent regardless of the 
implementation of mitigation measures. 

Irreplaceable loss 

Resource will not be 
lost 

The resource will not be lost/destroyed provided mitigation measures are 
implemented. 

Resource will be partly 
lost 

The resource will be partially destroyed even though mitigation measures are 
implemented. 

Resource will be lost The resource will be lost despite the implementation of mitigation measures. 
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Mitigation potential 

Easily achievable The impact can be easily, effectively and cost effectively mitigated/reversed. 

Achievable The impact can be effectively mitigated/reversed without much difficulty or cost. 

Difficult 
The impact could be mitigated/reversed but there will be some difficultly in 
ensuring effectiveness and/or implementation, and significant costs. 

Very Difficult 
The impact could be mitigated/reversed but it would be very difficult to ensure 
effectiveness, technically very challenging and financially very costly. 

 


