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Professional practice 

Environmental management in the absence of participation:  
a case study of the Maldives 

Aishath Niyaz and Donovan Storey 

This paper explores environmental assessment and management practices in the Maldives with a focus 
on the role of the public in environmental decision-making. As one of the world’s most vulnerable 
states, the Maldives is undergoing rapid political, economic and environmental transformation. Yet 
environmental impact assessments (EIAs), and environmental policy in general, take place within a 
framework of limited democratic representation and participation. Thus environmental assessment is 
reinforcing unsustainable practices through curbing debate and information on the sources and 
consequences of environmental threats. While historic democratic elections in 2008 opened the door 
for political and social change, tensions remain between state desire for rapid economic growth, and 
environmental vulnerability and democracy. 

Keywords:  participatory planning, environmental impact assessment, sustainability, Republic of the 
Maldives 

UMAN BEINGS HAVE THE ABILITY to 
negatively exploit natural systems which 
sustain them. In some cases this damage re-

sults from the ‘unintended consequences’ of devel-
opment activities for improving levels of material 
comfort (Lohani et al, 1997), but in recent decades 
the ability to measure, interpret and forecast the en-
vironmental impacts of economic development have 
become more sophisticated. In this environmental 
impact assessments (EIAs) play a fundamental role. 
Yet, while EIA processes have become an accepted 
part of environmental assessment, they have proven 
less robust as instruments of participatory planning 
(Doelle and Sinclair, 2006: 186–187; Gilpin, 1995; 
Lohani et al, 1997). Capacity (including human and 
financial resources), expertise, cultural norms and 

inadequate planning systems have all been cited as 
factors shaping, and at times impeding, the effective 
adoption and implementation of participation in en-
vironmental assessment and decision-making pro-
cesses (George, 2000: 52; Wood, 2003). 

To date though there has been limited case study 
attention paid to the ‘gatekeepers’ of participation in 
developing countries and the implications for public 
involvement in the decision-making process (Bisset, 
2000: 157–159). This article focuses on this aspect, 
in exploring the tensions between environmental 
assessment practices and the demand for (economic) 
development in the Republic of the Maldives. In 
particular, we focus on the important role of EIA 
consultants as advocates (or otherwise) of participa-
tion in the assessment process. EIA consultants are 
an important nexus between communities, govern-
ment and developers in the Maldives. In the almost 
complete absence of social impact assessment (SIA) 
and strategic environmental assessment (SEA), par-
ticipation in the EIA process often represents the 
only opportunity for contesting centralized decision-
making over island and regional development. 
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Public participation in  
environmental impact assessment 

In the classic EIA model the public plays a vital role 
in nearly all stages in the process, making participa-
tion a crucial component of any legitimate EIA. For 
the purposes of this paper, the term public participa-
tion is defined as a process or a set of processes by 
which all affected and interested persons or commu-
nities are involved in the decision-making process of 
any proposed development activity (Harding, 1998; 
UNESCAP, 2003). Public participation has become 
an increasingly essential component of natural re-
source management and environmental decision-
making (Lawrence and Deagen, 2001; Lazarow, 
2002) and plays a dual role: to bridge the gap be-
tween government and its citizens by the redistribu-
tion of powers in decision-making processes 
(McLaverty, 2002), and to enable different view-
points to be taken into account in the decision-
making process where people are empowered and 
have a sense of ownership on the decisions made 
(Bisset, 2000: 149–150; Lazarow, 2002). Neverthe-
less, as both research and practice have demonstrat-
ed, stakeholders exercise power unevenly in the 
decision-making process and participation may 
range from tokenism through to shared ownership 
and partnership (Botes and van Rensburg, 2000;  
Dana, 2001; Harding, 1998; Richardson, 2005). 

Typically a variety of techniques are used in public 

participation in environmental assessments, including 

community meetings, individual interviews, focus 

group meetings, workshops, informational brochures, 
surveys and advisory committees (Petts and Leach, 
2000). Experience has shown that a mixture of tech-
niques is important as rarely does one single tool cap-
ture public and individual viewpoints, interests and 

needs (Arnstein, 1969; Francis, 2002: 403–405; Law-
rence and Deagen, 2001; Petts and Leach, 2000). In-
deed, the assessment process can play a vital role in 

the building of environmental democracy and justice 

towards substantive citizenship and inclusive deci-
sion-making; outcomes which reflect both the princi-
ples of the Rio Declaration (1992) and also the Aarhus 

Convention on Access to Information, Public Partici-
pation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in 

Environmental Matters (1998) (Hartley and Wood, 
2005; UNECE, 2008). 

Nevertheless, in a number of developing countries 
in particular, meaningful and effective public in-
volvement is still more promise than reality (e.g. 
Martin, 2007, on India; Zubair, 2001, on Sri Lanka; 
Ramjeawon and Beedassy, 2004, on Mauritius; 
Wang et al, 2003, on China). What perhaps unites 
such diverse settings is the pressure for ‘develop-
ment’ (i.e. commercial activity) and the relatively 
‘soft’ environmental controls vis-à-vis ‘hard’ re-
wards (i.e. profits, especially to elites) (Storey and 
Murray, 2001). Studies reveal this is often due to 
public participation being understood by govern-
ments, the private sector and planners alike as costly, 

time consuming, difficult to manage and an impedi-
ment to economic development (Irvin and Stansbu-
ry, 2004; Richardson et al, 1998). Even when 
participation does occur it can be easily undermined 
by the pressure for investment (from private devel-
opers) and ‘development’ (from potential beneficiar-
ies); thus reinforcing the weakness and indeed 
‘tyranny’ of participation when it is used to reinforce 
inequalities through policy ‘choice’ (Cooke and Ko-
thari, 2001; Hartley and Wood, 2005; Martin, 2007; 
Richardson et al, 1998). This paper further explores 
these debates, by examining the important role of 
EIA consultants in the Maldives, as both mediators 
of participation and intermediaries between state-
business development interests and communities. To 
date there has been limited attention given to the role 
of such individuals despite their significance in EIA 
processes. This is particularly the case where human 
resources and expertise are limited, as is the case in 
small island states such as the Maldives. 

The Maldives: geography,  
land use and development 

The Republic of Maldives is an archipelago consist-
ing of approximately 1,192 low-lying coral islands 
located in the Indian Ocean. The islands exist as a 
chain of various size, though average land area is 
approximately only 1 km2 and few islands reach a 
height of greater than one metre above sea level. 
Islands range from sand cays with no vegetation to 
densely vegetated islands consisting mostly of coco-
nut palms. The impacts of development and popula-
tion growth have become more pronounced in recent 
decades, as has inequality (MPND, 1998, 2005; 
MHAHE, 2001). The total population of the country 
in 2006 was 298,968, which is unevenly distributed 
among roughly 200 inhabited islands. In particular, 
population concentration in Malé (the capital 
city/island with over one-third of national popula-
tion) and in regional capital islands is pronounced 
(MDNP, 2009). 

Over the past two decades, many aspects of human 

development have advanced in the Maldives. This 

includes increased life expectancy and a 30% reduc-
tion in overall poverty levels (UNDP, 2007: 2). To-
day, tourism is the driving force of the Maldivian 

economy and is also the biggest foreign currency 

earner and the single largest contributor to GDP 

(MTCA, 2008). Typically each resort occupies a sep-
arate island and is totally self-contained under the 

unique ‘one-island one-resort’ policy, though this 

policy has recently been altered to allow for broader 

resort and island development on inhabited islands 

(MPND, 2008; MTCA, 2008). While the unique and 

isolated nature of the archipelago (Figure 1) has 

helped develop the tourism industry, it has hampered 

development activities among dispersed communities 
beyond fishing and small-scale agriculture (Davis, 
1986; Hunter, 1996; UNDP, 2007). 
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Despite tensions in tourism development and ac-
cusations of corruption regarding the choice of resort 
islands, the Government of the Maldives remains 
determined to expand tourist resort development to 
all regions of the archipelago. In 2008 an estimated 
44 uninhabited islands were under transformation 
for new tourist resorts, while more islands have been 
opened up for bidding (MTCA, 2008). Moreover, a 
number of inhabited islands have been allocated for 
tourist hotel development, with ten new regional 
airports proposed to complement resort development 
(AFP, 2008). 

Although the tourism industry either directly or 
indirectly affects the livelihood of almost every 
Maldivian, the development and direction of the 

tourism industry has been characterized by state and 
elite-directed decisions with limited public debate 
and input (Domroes, 1985, 2001; Saeed and Annan-
dale, 1999). Indeed, local community input has been 
conspicuously absent in selecting locations for tour-
ist resort development. This is evident in the Mal-
dives Tourism Act (Law No. 2/99) itself, where 
clause 4 states that ‘zones for the development of 
tourism in the Maldives, islands for development as 
tourist resorts and places for development as marinas 
shall be determined by the President’. In the three 
Tourism Master Plans that have been developed, 
including the most recent, the Maldives Third Tour-
ism Master Plan 2007–2011 (MTCA, 2007), the role 
given to public participation is relatively minor. 

Figure 1. Republic of the Maldives 
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Though the country’s first multi-party democratic 
elections for three decades heralded leadership 
change in 2008, as well as a number of significant 
reforms, the traditional model of state-directed  
development remains relatively intact. 

Development of environmental regulation 

In the Maldives the development of a bureaucratic 
system specifically aimed at environmental protec-
tion dates to the mid-1980s, and among other 
things recommended the initiation of an Environ-
mental Commission to advise the Government on 
environmental issues and resulted in the establish-
ment of a National Council for Environmental Pro-
tection and an Environmental Division within the 
Ministry of Home Affairs. In 1990, with assistance 
from the UN Environment Programme (UNEP), the 
first National Environmental Action Plan (NEAP I) 
was published, which further recommended a num-
ber of policy responses, including the need for an 
EIA system (Annandale, 2001). In 1993, almost a 
year after the Rio Declaration, the Environmental 
Protection and Preservation Act of Maldives (Law 
No. 4/93) was enacted and under this law, EIA be-
came mandatory for all developments that had po-
tential negative impacts on the environment. This 
law only formulated a broad framework stating that 
the Environmental Division had the power to set 
regulations, policies and other administrative set-
tings related to EIAs. 

In December 1994, with assistance from the Asian 
Development Bank (ADB), a set of administrative 
procedures for EIA was written and agreed by the 
Cabinet. However, these procedures were not used 
as a formal document due to the lack of enforcement 
and administrative weakness. Problems of capacity 
and enforcement have continued since. A decade 
after the initial administrative procedures for EIA 
were written, two key documents, General EIA 
Guideline (Xia, 2004) and the Environmental Impact 
Assessment Regulations (MEEW, 2007a), were 
mandated to act as regulatory tools for the EIA pro-
cess (Figure 2). One of the key attributes of both was 
the call for public concerns to be given more atten-
tion, greater identification of interested and affected 
stakeholders, the strengthening of methods to ascer-
tain community views and the call for greater use of 
such data in final decisions (Xia, 2004). Yet, as  
Annandale (2001) has noted, environmental assess-
ment faces significant problems in human resources, 
capacity, transparency, information sharing and 
monitoring. 

The above problems reflect a highly reluctant 
shift towards participation in decision-making pro-
cesses. Although legislation and administrative  
improvements have been enacted, these have devel-
oped very slowly and have only tentatively attempt-
ed to encourage and incorporate meaningful public 
participation. In the ‘actually-practised’ EIA process 
the public are only consulted once proposed projects 

are planned, screened and the scope determined by 
the proponent and the government. Moreover, even 
though public comments are accepted in the review 
phase, there is little evidence that they are consid-
ered in the decision-making process (see also Okello 
et al, 2009). Indeed, there is no compulsion to dis-
close the nature and extent of public feedback on 
planned development projects. Final decisions on 
development remain simply a matter of ministerial 
approval. 

The study 

Understanding the dynamics of participation in the 
EIA process was at the core of empirical research 
conducted in the Maldives in 2008 and through fol-
low-up research in 2009/10. The primary method 
was targeted interviews with key EIA consultants. 
These consultants are an important conduit between 
communities, developers and government. At the 
time of the research, only 14 consultants were regis-
tered, out of which eight consultants participated 
through in-depth interviews. Though small in num-
ber, respondents provided a representative sample of 
EIA consultants in the Maldives. Those interviewed 
were typically the most experienced and active in 
the Maldives, with an average of 7+ years in their 
positions. The number of assessments across those 
interviewed totalled 82. The chief aim of the inter-
views was to better understand the reasons for lim-
ited participatory planning in environmental 
assessments in the Maldives, as well as how partici-
pation may be enhanced. 

Background of EIA consultants 

Table 1 provides an overview of the EIA consultants 
who participated in the research. 

The majority of the consultants were young, be-
tween 30 and 40 years of age. Only one consultant 
was female, reflecting a broader absence of women 
in senior decision-making positions in the Maldives 
(Dayal, 2001). All consultants were qualified with at 
least a bachelor’s degree and with a minimum of 
three years of work experience in the field. All par-
ticipants had completed their higher studies over-
seas, in the UK, Australia, New Zealand, Fiji or 
Thailand. These qualifications were all environmen-
tally related, ranging from aquatic science and  
marine biology, to environmental science, environ-
mental engineering and environmental management. 

Only three of the consultants had professional 
membership and only one was a member of the In-
ternational Association for Impact Assessment 
(IAIA). With only one exception, all held concurrent 
positions in the government or private sector. The 
majority of those who held positions in the govern-
ment sector were in senior positions at the Environ-
ment Ministry. This was quite expected as only a 
handful of Maldivians have tertiary qualifications in 
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environmental sciences. Still, concurrent roles are a 
real concern for independent decision-making, as 
well as providing a challenge for researchers seeking 
‘independent’ views of respondents who wear  
multiple ‘hats’ in their working lives. 

The practice of public participation 

In the face-to-face interviews consultants were asked 
to reflect on the level of participation in EIAs and, 
importantly, the reasons for their role in facilitating 

Government-
initiated project 
 

Selection of location 
 

Bidding process 
 

Awarding the project to the winner 
 

Project planning 
 

Apply for authorization 
 

Screening 
Is an EIA study necessary? 

Full-scale 
EIA  

required

Initial  
environmental 
examination 

No EIA 
study 

Screening decision: 10 days
d

5 days 

Scoping 
TOR: Establish the  

boundary of the following 
EIA study 

EIA Study 
EIA report: Impact assessment 

mitigation and impact  
management 

Review 

Public  
involvement 

 

Finalize TOR:  
10 days 

Quality review: 5 days 
Final review decision 25-50 
days 

Resubmit 

Disapproval 

Resubmit 

Environmental  
approval 

Sectoral  
approval(s) 

Authorization issued 

Project  
implementation 

 
Construction 

Operation 

Monitoring and 
Auditing 

Project  
termination 

Continue  
implementation 

Figure 2. Typical EIA process in the Maldives (adapted from Xia, 2004) 
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(or not) community concerns in decision-making. 
While consultants stated that they asked for public 
advice on potentially adverse environmental impacts 
from proposed projects, they agreed that public input 
was not considered in any structured way. Nor did 
they (bar one) feel that there were adequate opportu-
nities for participation. One respondent stated that 
public views about ways of minimizing adverse im-
pacts on the environment were only incorporated 
‘where relevant’. Another respondent stated that 
EIAs tended to focus much more on the most im-
portant ‘economic aspects’ (often defined as likely 
financial benefits for developers and government) 
rather than environmental and social issues. In par-
ticular, local input was very low for tourist resort 
developments. Respondents overall suggested that 
‘consultations’ were usually conducted for their own 
background information, given limited time availa-
ble in the field, and could largely be considered as 
information-gathering activities. 

Consultants felt that dissenting views on devel-
opment projects would not be particularly welcomed 
by government or the private sector, so sought to 
minimize the reporting of these. As a primary meth-
od for involving the public, most conducted one-off 
public meetings, while half used one-on-one inter-
views (though these were defined as ‘short informal 
chats’, rather than interviews per se). Only two had 
experience of, and used, focus groups. Consultants 
typically employed one method, and rarely sought to 
combine qualitative and quantitative data. While 
consultants felt that they were free to choose their 
own approaches and levels of participation, most 
typically this involved consultations with local is-
land chiefs or government officers. 

‘Successful’ participation was regarded as indi-
vidual and community willingness to share infor-
mation for assessments. In general the public did not 
object to any proposed development. Residents and 
local leaders perceived tourist resorts in particular as 
a gateway for economic prosperity and improving 

their livelihoods. Community leaders tended to take 
the view that any opposition to projects would result 
in the loss of livelihood opportunities (and especially 
employment for local youth). This was heightened 
as community leaders and island officials perceived 
that other atolls would almost invariably agree to 
development proposals. None of the consultants re-
ported discussing potential negative social impacts 
of proposed projects with communities. 

The reasons given for such a limited emphasis and 
role for participation vary, but include limited time 
and resources, and a lack of confidence to engage 
communities, But they also included political and 
commercial ‘disincentives’ for creating problems 
from decisions that are often already made. Given 
that new tourist resort developments were essentially 
political judgements (and often investments), any-
thing ‘complicating’ such decisions was generally 
seen in a negative light with little professional re-
ward. As one respondent stated: 

the time-frame to do EIAs is too small therefore 

they are generally done in a rush. Furthermore, 
the evaluation under the new Regulation does 

not give a considerable weight on the public par-
ticipation component. Therefore EIAs are done 

in a way that is favourable for the client. It is 

more often the case where the client does not 
find the need to consult or involve the public. 

‘Cultural factors’ were also seen as hindering effec-
tive public participation. One respondent stated that 
‘locals do not feel comfortable to criticize the devel-
opment direction of the country in public’. It was 
believed that women particularly remain silent in 
community meetings. On the whole, communities 
did not consider their voice to be equal that of  
government with regard to the environment and re-
sources. Such ‘cultural factors’ are evidently associ-
ated with political dynamics. Though a successful 
democratic election took place in late 2008 there has 

Table 1. Contextual data of EIA consultants interviewed

ID Age group Gender Years working as 
EIA consultant 

(EIAs undertaken) 

Background/ 
qualifications 

Professional 
organization 
membership 

Concurrent  
positions held 

    
B M PhD Other 

  

E1 35–40 M 14 (20)   - - No Yes (Government)  

E2 35–40 M 7 (10)   - - Yes Yes (Government) 

E3 30–35 M 3 (6)   -  Yes Yes (Private) 

E4 30–35 F 7 (5)   - - No Yes (Government) 

E5 40–45 M 4 (6)    - No Yes (Government) 

E6 35–40 M 6 (5)    - Yes Yes (Government) 

E7 30–35 M 7 (15)  - - - No Yes (Government) 

E8 35–40 M 10 (15)   - - No No 
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been over 30 years of intolerance to political criti-
cism and a centralization of power away from tradi-
tional community leadership (see Hunter, 1996 for a 
discussion on this regarding agricultural develop-
ment). As one consultant remarked: 

People are only informed and not in-
volved…Planning for developments should be 
a two-way process. Currently it is one-way 
where the government or developers tell the 
people of what is best for them and tell the 
community of how they should live. 

The above judgement is supported, somewhat ironi-
cally, through the response of another EIA consult-
ant who held a concurrent senior government 
position at the time: 

the related problems or issues regarding EIAs 
are not because of no public participation…the 
current way of asking the locals for their 
knowledge about the wave systems, current di-
rections or behaviour of beach dynamics is very 
useful when identifying areas best suitable to 
put jetties or build water bungalows. The local 
public are more than happy when they are in-
formed about the development details. 

The interviews highlighted that environmental as-
sessment and decision-making in the Maldives con-
tinues to suffer from highly constrained public 
participation due to lack of awareness, lack of 
providing sufficient information, lack of political 
will and lack of enforcement of participatory guide-
lines. The prevailing power of developers, especially 
in the tourism industry, also counteracts the desire to 
strengthen participatory planning. The current pro-
cess also does little to build the knowledge capacity 
of communities on development and encourage af-
fected communities to respond (Smith et al, 2006). 
The most likely affected stakeholders (e.g. fishing 
communities) are rarely identified for specific atten-
tion and civil society organizations working with 
such communities are also often excluded. The re-
sult, unsurprisingly, is low levels of participation, 
which is subsequently attributed to apathy, thus rein-
forcing a lack of commitment to greater consulta-
tion. As one consultant reported ‘the main reason for 
ineffective public participation is their lack of 
knowledge of projects, especially ones which are not 
directly linked with their daily lives such as resort 
projects. Therefore, discussions would not yield 
good results’. 

When asked whether participation should be en-
couraged almost all the respondents raised the ne-
cessity of first increasing awareness among the 
public about the importance of public input in EIAs 
and the fact they had a voice in the decision-making 
process. When asked ‘how’ though, responses  
focused on standard information dissemination 
channels (through media, websites etc.) and more 

effectively explaining government policy (‘envi-
ronmental education’ is a constant theme in govern-
ment policy, see MEEW, 2007b, c). None cited 
opportunities to enhance alternative voices regarding 
decisions, though consultants agree on the need to 
strengthen environmental awareness programmes. 
Although participation was seen as ‘virtuous’, con-
sultants felt that little was to be gained in pursuing 
any information which might be seen as impeding 
the will of more powerful actors. 

Conclusions 

The ad hoc and outwardly superficial nature of public 

participation in environmental assessment in the Mal-
dives is clearly evident in a number of ways. Ap-
proved consultants have limited expertise in 

conducting participatory assessments. Limited weight 
is given to the extent or depth of public consultation. 
There is limited evidence of public input in potential 
impact identification, or when mitigation measures 

and project alternatives are determined. The EIA pro-
cess gives overwhelming weight to economic benefits 

such as employment opportunities (even though many 

jobs go to migrant workers from South Asia), particu-
larly for proposed infrastructure and tourist resort de-
velopments. Often socio-economic benefits are 

highlighted without any indication of the costs for 

local communities or the negative impacts to the pub-
lic. Only occasionally do public concerns appear in 

reports. To a significant degree this reflects reluctance 

(and a lack of purpose) in identifying concerns where 

these will be unlikely to change decisions which have 

already been made, or to expose criticism of powerful 
government and private sector interests. 

Enhanced participation in environmental man-
agement and policy could ultimately benefit from 
but also contribute to the broadening and deepening 
of political and policy reform as well as develop-
ment models which can be sustained. These can be 
regarded as particularly important goals for such a 
vulnerable small island state as the Maldives (Ghina 
2003; MEC, 2004). Yet, in practice, the environmen-
tal assessment process remains a one-way flow of 
information where consultants primarily provide 
information about proposed development. The ex-
tent of public participation in the EIA process of the 
Maldives suggests that it is done in a manner that 
reflects degrees of manipulation and tokenism. This 
is of great concern, as tourism continues to expand 
by exploiting uninhabited and inhabited islands with 
arguably short-term benefits but long-term impacts, 
including impacts on alternative economic develop-
ment opportunities. This is likely to lead to signifi-
cant tensions and environmental consequences 
which threaten the broader development gains made 
by the country over the past 25 years. 

While awareness-raising was cited as a means to 
elicit greater participation, there remain limited 
rights to participate and to access information.  
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Although EIA processes can be an important strate-
gic vehicle in strengthening both environmental 
governance and democracy (e.g. the principles of the 
Aarhus Declaration), at present top-down political 
structures remain an impediment to engagement and 
informed decision-making. Recent shifts by the new 
Maldivian government acknowledge that good gov-
ernance, community consultation, equity, empow-
erment and mobilization of the economy are key 
factors for the conservation of the fragile island eco-
system and the sharing in prosperity, but much re-
mains to be done to realize these goals in practice. 
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