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Risk-based  
assessment approach 

Why? 

Concern that traditional EIA may: 
•  Address a wide raft of issues which have: 

–  Poorly understood associated risks (likelihood and consequence), short or 
long term. 

–  Low associated real environmental risks.  
–  Some have readily manageable risks.  

•  Miss key issues (downstream risks for example). 
•  Be very resource demanding (excessive documentation time and costs). 
•  Require excessive approvals time, without focusing on the real issues and 

achieving the best environmental outcome for all stakeholders.  

That is, the aim of risk-based assessment is to focus on, and manage, the real 
issues, to achieve better outcomes. 

Not clear if a risk based assessment would be optional, or EPA directed.  



An international base metals mining, exploration and development company An interna)onal base metals mining, explora)on and development company 

Magellan Metals  
Risk-based assessment 

Objectives 

•  Prediction of future impacts/consequences of proposals, the 
uncertainties around those impacts and proposals, and development of 
appropriate management actions 

•  Devote resources to identification and management of the real issues 
(and audit outcomes of management of those), and do it well. 

•  NOT to water down current environmental protection requirements or 
outcomes. 
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How? 

Great objectives, but how?  Little advantage if it is just an add-on to 
existing methods, adds complexity, and/or does not lead to better 
outcomes. 

Issues: 
•  Methods – must be consistent, transparent, robust and appropriate. 
•  Stakeholders – who identifies key issues, and what is acceptable 

risk: science or community values or a combination? 
•  Expertise – to assess and decide the adequacy and accuracy of 

risk identification, and proposals to manage those risks. 
•  Staging – both within the assessment, and for life of projects.  
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Methods 

•  Standard risk assessment methods: 
–  Likelihood and consequence tables. 
–  Investigations required to better resolve risks. 
–  Management/mitigation response/proposals and effectiveness for 

significant risks.  
–  Residual risk after management response. 
–  Certainty of outcome. 
–  Quantitative vs qualitative.  

But outcomes of  risk assessment almost invariably subjective 
assumptions contestable, data usually limited, long term 

impacts often uncertain – leading to a conservative approach  
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Stakeholders 

•  Risks need to be scoped early with a range of values-driven 
stakeholders – maybe very difficult to get agreement on real issues 
and real risk; list may be large and data may limited.  

Note EPA Bulletin #9 : ‘stakeholders may…expect increased 
justification of the ‘low’ (risk) ranking because of the nature of 

the values at risk’ 
•  Assessed risks may change as more data become available, leading 

to scope change – but early identification of key risks allows focus. 
•  Regulators may not align – legal process conflicts/mixed agendas. 
•  Procedural fairness – potential for conflict.  
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Expertise 

•  Risk assessment experience available, but not a lot in environmental 
risk.  

•  Consequence evaluation in the longer term, in particular related to 
biodiversity, is a key issue. Precautionary principle applies?  

•  Value of biodiversity – European approach.  
•  Regulator assessment expertise?  Reliance on external support ?  
•  Industry Working Group Report – 5.10 ‘...support the use of 

accredited consultants, certified auditors and establish expert panels 
to assist agencies in the approvals process…’ 
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Staging 

•  Assessment will require ongoing evaluation of issue investigation 
outcomes, as more data become available. This will include issues 
raised from values-driven stakeholders.  

•  Initial issue identification broad, narrowing down as certainty 
increases and key issues evolve and/or are resolved 

•  Both stakeholders and proponents must recognize risk assessment 
is a dynamic process; may take time, add complexity. Patience and 
understanding important.  



An international base metals mining, exploration and development company An interna)onal base metals mining, explora)on and development company 

Magellan Metals  
Risk-based assessment 

Staging: scoping (after EPA, March 2009) 

Establish context (external) 
•  Perform initial scan of the environment, identify stakeholders, identify policy 

requirements and environmental objectives to establish context. 
 Identify risks 
•  Identify environmental aspects, relevant environmental factors and potential 

environmental impacts (risks) arising from aspects. Prepare initial consequence and 
likelihood tables and risk level matrix. 

Initial analysis of risks 
•  Determine initial consequences and their likelihood, initial risk level and uncertainties 

after application of standard controls. 
Initial evaluation of risks 
•  Evaluate risk level to determine initial acceptability and if unacceptable whether it is 

treatable. Determine potential risk treatment. Determine key environmental factors 
(those at a medium or greater risk level) for detailed analysis. Other factors will be 
addressed in EMP. Define investigations for key environmental factors 
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Staging: detailed assessment 

Detailed analysis of risks 
•  Establish detailed context for key environmental factors, refine 

consequence tables and review risk treatment criteria. Determine risk level 
to key environmental factors defined after application of standard controls/
management. Identify any new significant issues and consider uncertainty. 

Detailed evaluation of risks 
•  Determine the acceptability of risk to key environmental factors and the 

degree to which further mitigation or risk treatment is required using risk 
treatment criteria. Consider whether unacceptable risks are treatable. 
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Staging: mitigation 

Treat/mitigate risks 
•  Mitigate according to hierarchy of control (eliminate, substitute 

etc…). Apply best practice. Refine consequences table to facilitate 
management response. Determine management responses based 
on risk level. Prepare management plans (including monitoring 
program). 

•  Involve multiple internal stakeholders and management – not just 
one Department.  

•  Don’t rely on external help, often the solution may be close by.  
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Application 

•  To date EPA cautious – Bulletin 9 (December 2009) identifies issues: 
consistency of terms, consequence evaluation, range in stakeholder 
views. 

•  Being trialed on Chevron’s Wheatstone and API’s West Pilbara Iron 
Ore Project.  

•  EPA believes better suited to big rather than smaller projects. 
•  Would seem though that smaller projects could be dealt with the 

same way, especially if risks limited. 
•  Small projects can have big risks – need consistency.  
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Application: hypothetical example, small project: Magellan 
exports through Fremantle 

•  Well known EIA (EP Act s45,46) example with a complex history; 
bagged containerized lead carbonate through the Port of Fremantle. 

•  At one level, a very simple proposal, without complex local 
environmental risk. 

•  At another level, very complex due to community and politics around 
the Esperance contamination legacy. 

•  Probably instructive for application of risk based assessment to 
controversial projects. 



An international base metals mining, exploration and development company An interna)onal base metals mining, explora)on and development company 

Magellan Metals  
Risk-based assessment 

Magellan example 

–  Methodology –standard risk assessment approach would be proposed 
– issues would be where and how could lead escape, how likely, 
consequences if it did. 

–  Stakeholders – In Magellan’s case, a major issue. Community, political 
regulator and technical stakeholders likely would agree on issues, but 
poles apart on likelihood and consequences (Esperance legacy, 
Fremantle political opposition). Great differences of opinion on mitigation 
measures. 

–  Expertise – unlikely to reach consensus on where expertise was 
available or was credible to identify and assess risks (lead impacts, 
engineering and operational aspects, appropriate monitoring and 
reporting, organisational management capacity).  

–  Staging – very difficult to get past first stage, as stakeholder views 
difficult to reconcile without prohibitively expensive investigations on 
even small risks. 



An international base metals mining, exploration and development company An interna)onal base metals mining, explora)on and development company 

Magellan Metals  
Risk-based assessment 

Magellan example 

How would the conflicts  be resolved sufficiently to progress the 
proposal?  Process would likely revert to standard assessment 
methodology with wide stakeholder consultation, heavily and 
very conservatively scrutinized and conditioned, as was done. 

Likely close parallels with other controversial projects with deep 
divisions between stakeholders – uranium mining and 
processing? 
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Risk-based assessment: 
Thoughts for the Future 

•  The risk based EIA ‘rules’ need to be transparent and consistent – 
stakeholders, regulators and proponents must accept 

•  Benefits need to be demonstrated 
•  Risk-based approach to EIA should assist in development of Part IV 

license conditions/classification – DEC and others (DMP and DOH). 
•  Ongoing review mechanisms (Performance Review example). 
•  Section 45C – risk-based approach. 


