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The Truth Tangle: Untying Misinformation 
in Impact Assessment

IAIA 2026 Quebec City

We live in a time when information is 
abundant—but trust is fragile. In 
impact assessment, misinformation 
and disinformation can spread faster 
than evidence, shaping perceptions, 
polarising communities and 
challenging sound decision-making.

This session explores how false 
narratives take hold, why they matter, 
and what impact assessors can do to 
protect credibility, support 
meaningful consultation and 
strengthen trust in a contested, 
post-truth environment.



Agenda

- Lessons from UK mega projects 

- You are not listening!

- From extinction to negligible

- Questions & panel discussion 

- Summing up & key takeaways
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Panel Members

Paul Lawrence Sue Kaner &  Zoe WhitlockSteve Green

Independent consultant.
Shelburne Consulting Ltd.

Primary focus – Socio-economic 
elements of impact assessment, 
stakeholder engagement and training.

Sue Kaner (Technical Consulting 
Director) and Zoe Whitlock (Technical 
Consultant) are impact assessment 
specialists at ERM, working at the 
interface of technical analysis, 
stakeholder engagement and decision-
making.

Impact assessment, stakeholder 
engagement and major infrastructure 

As a physicist and Executive Director of 
JBS&G, Steve has been instrumental in 
establishing the company’s culture, 
reputation, and continued growth. He 
also ran a space company.

Primary focus – Environmental impact 
assessment and management, 
reputational management and ESG, 
business development and AI.

Insert photo of 
yourself in 

here 
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Why does misinformation 
take hold? - Lessons from 
UK Mega projects



Misinformation is not a communication issue — it is a material risk to 
impact assessment

IAIA 2026 Quebec City

Misinformation can:

• Delay approvals

• Undermine evidence-based decision-making

• Shape consultation outcomes

• Erode or stunt relationships 

It arises not just from “wrong facts” but:

• Emotional and place-based concerns

• Lack of trust in institutions and procedure 

• Competing interpretations of evidence

In practice, 
misinformation 

becomes a project risk 
when it starts to 

influence how evidence 
is received — not just 

whether it is 
technically correct.



In the UK we have a:

•  Strong legal framework with various acts 
(Planning Act, EIA Regulations etc )

• Structure consultation requirements 

• Rigorous process for EIA – scoping , 
Preliminary Impact Assessment – 
Environmental Statement

But with this comes weaknesses 

• Process heavy – not outcome focussed

• Consultation seen as procedural

• Political overlays  national policy dictates 
necessity overriding local concerns 

• The UK shows that strong regulation alone 
does not create trust. 

So where does that leave us in the 
UK?
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High Speed 2 
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Trust was undermined by wider project failures: 

• Political controversy, environmental debates and 
costs overruns underpinned skepticism.

• Parliamentary scrutiny – placed under the 
microscope the overall benefits of the scheme. 

The outcome: 

• The EIA gets blamed for things outside its 
control (economics, delivery and politics!)

• The EIA becomes: reactive, defensive and  
perceived as biased.

Misinformation + trust issues are now core 
challenges in shaping IA practice.



The UK government has said that it plans to determine at 
least 150 major infrastructure projects (NSIPs) by the end of 
this Parliament. 

It has a very process-heavy EIA regime, yet projects receive:

• intense opposition

• legal challenges 

• Long and expensive delays to consent 

Projects are shrouded in strong local opposition and 
challenge around the information being shared, including: 

• The legitimacy of the IA role in decision making.

• The ability of stakeholders to be meaningfully consulted 
and meaningfully represented in the IA and decision-
making.

Mega Rail, Solar, Wind and much more 
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‘Net Zero Necessity’ - does national policy trump consideration for 
local impacts?
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And now onshore wind is back! 

UK government policy focussed on energy crisis 
and the need to have clean renewable energy and 
be energy independent driven through national 
policy.

Large utility scale onshore wind and solar farms 
gaining public backlash and distrust. Sense of 
hopelessness – can’t fight national policy.

EIA becomes the decision of a decision already 
justified elsewhere.



Lack of trust
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Stakeholders say: 

• “The decision has been made don’t lie to us”

• “This consultation won’t change anything”. 

• “You don’t know us and we aren’t represented in your assessment”.

• “You wont implement control measures or deliver mitigation.”

• “Our lived experiences tell us that we’ll be let down again.”

EIA isn’t failing technically – it's struggling to maintain “social legitimacy” in 
mega project contexts.



Impact Assessment Complexity overload
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EIA is: 

• Highly technical & document heavy ( yawn!)

• In-accessible – (acronyms galore!)

Stakeholders say: 

• This is impenetrable I don’t understand and I can’t 
participate - the system and processes are inaccessible.

• I’m wading through to find what is relevant to me. 

Opportunities: 

• Consider making complexity navigable, not just 
simplified. 

• IA practitioners are not just technical experts but need 
to prioritise being communicators and facilitators. 



Projects are getting complex too! 
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Complex projects mean complex 
assessments of potential effects, projects 
like:  

• Storing hydrogen below ground in salt 
caverns

• Producing hydrogen offshore from 
floating wind

• Producing sustainable aviation fuel 
from methanol 

• Extracting lithium from hard-rock 

We’re expecting a lot to assume 
information will be right first time! 



So, what are we doing about this? 
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Radical changes afoot in the UK with new Planning and 
Infrastructure Bill focus on moving from EIA to EORs 
(Environmental Outcome Reports)

Focus on moving on from compliance to influence. Developments 
will need to demonstrate benefits, environmentally socially and 
economically.

Stakeholder engagement – engaging at the right time 

Honesty  - what stakeholders can influence and better 
communication on uncertainty not just impacts and why decisions 
are made.

Also reframe the role of the assessor from the technical expert to 
trusted communicator and translator of complexity.

EIA is not just about better science- it's about whether people 
believe the process genuinely shapes decisions.  

I’ll leave you with that thought!
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You are not listening!



You are not listening!
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- Insufficient consideration of how ESIA 
materials are received 

- Two traps:

- Public Relations

- Discretionary social investment

- Solutions:

- Clarify our objectives for engagement

- Demonstrate procedural fairness

- Demonstrate “free, prior and informed”

- Demonstrate you are listening

- Demonstrate how a project changed 
because of what you heard

- Demonstrate where you disagree



Albania
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Non-technical Summary, Reconstruction of Durres-Rrogozhine Railway Line



UK
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LionLink Statutory Consultation , Project overview document - quick read



Ukraine
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Stop Speaking in Acronym
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- ESR  Environmental and Social Requirement

- ESS  Environmental and Social Standard

- PS  Performance Standards

- ESP  Environmental and Social Policy

- ESF  Environmental and Social Framework

- ESMS Environmental and Social Management System

- ESAP  Environmental and Social Action Plan

- ESA  Environmental and Social Assessment

- ESCP  Environmental and Social Commitment Plan

- ESIA  Environmental and Social Impact Assessment

- EIA  Environmental Impact Assessment

- EIS  Environmental Impact Statement

- ESDD Environmental and Social Due Diligence

- ESMF Environmental and Social Management Framework

- FPIC  Free Prior and Informed Consent

- GLAC Guide to Land Acquisition and Compensation

- ICP  Informed Consultation and Participation

- IP  Indigenous People

- IP/SAHUTLC Indigenous Peoples/Sub-Saharan African Historically 
  Underserved Traditional Local Communities

- IPP  Indigenous Peoples Plan

- IPDP  Indigenous Peoples Development Plan

- IPPF  Indigenous Peoples Planning Framework

- IPO  Indigenous Peoples Oroganisation

- NGO  Non-governmental Organisation

- CSO  Civil Society Organisation

- LA  Land Acquisition

- LUR  Land Use Restriction

- LA/LUR Land Acquisition and Land Use Restriction

- LAP  Land Acquisition Plan

- LAF  Land Acquisition Framework

- PAP  Project-affected People

- RP  Resettlement Plan

- RF  Resettlement Framework

- RAP  Resettlement Action Plan

- SEA  Strategic Environmental Assessment

- SEP  Stakeholder Engagement Plan

- SEF  Stakeholder Engagement Framework

- SLO  Social License to Operate



These Words Are 
Disappearing in the 
New Administration
New York Times, March 7, 2025
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How are environmental materials received?
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- Chapter 13 Landscape and Visual 
(147 pages)

- Appendix 13.1 Landscape and 
Visual Impact Assessment 
Methodology (29 pages)

- Appendix 13.2 Landscape Baseline 
and Effects (199 pages)

- Appendix 13.3 Visual Baseline and 
Effects (367 pages)

- PEIR Volume 3 Chapter 13 Figures 
(37 pages)

- Non-technical Summary (3 pages and 
one map)



Two traps

IAIA 2026 Quebec City

Social Investment Public Relations



Clarify the objectives of engagement
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Stakeholder Engagement: 
A broader, more inclusive, and 

continuous process between a 

company and those potentially 

impacted that encompasses a range of 

activities and approaches, and spans 

the entire life of a project

- To affect decision-making? How?

- To determine (broad community) 
support? By voting? On what? Who 
votes?

- To modify the project design?

- To achieve consensus or consent?

- Do all stakeholder understand 
consent in the same way?

But… 

- To inform the scope of work for an 
impact assessment? 



Demonstrate Procedural Fairness
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Source: K. Moffat and A. Zhang, 2013



“Social Licence to Operate”
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- Many projects/companies have 
support or “favorability” without 
well-documented performance.

- Which company has the optimal 
chance of development?

- Company B is optimal, but hard to 
achieve.

- When approaching partners and 
investors, would you rather work 
for Company A or D?



Demonstrate Free, Prior and Informed
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- “Free” (free of intimidation 
or coercion)

- “Prior” (timely disclosure of 
information)

- “Informed” (relevant, 
understandable and 
accessible information)



Demonstrate Listening by…
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- Quantifying engagement in a Public 
Consultation Report

- Number of engagements

- Number of people met

- Number of issues raised

- Representation of the frequency of 
issues raised

- Responding to what is asked

- Asking if the response was sufficient

- Directing people to exact location of 
data and information

- Inviting people to re-ask a question

- And…



Demonstrate where you disagree 
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- After…

- Summarising and quantifying issues, 
comments and questions

- Summarising responses

- Highlighting changes to project design 
and mitigation measures

- Summarise disagreements between 
project and any group or individual 

- Disclosure clear response as to why 
agreement was not achieved



Thank you
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From extinction to 
negligible 



www.jbsg.com.au

From extinction to negligible: 

A case study of poor science leading to 
misinformation and loss of social licence

Rocket Launching

IAIA, Quebec City, May 2026
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• Introductions

• Context

• Case Study

• The Hot Potato

• Solutions & Learnings

Agenda
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• Australia based

• >75 years experience combined

• Worked in government, industry and 
consulting

• >100 projects completed combined

• Extensive stakeholder engagement

• Subject Matter Experts in impact assessments

Authors’ Experience

Steve Green & Lachie Wilkinson
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Australian regulation: 4 layers of complexity

International

• Conventions ratified by Australia include: Ramsar, Biodiversity, 
Migratory Species, CITES, FCCC

Federal

• Single Government Department –  Minister, Public Servants

• EPBC Act (Environmental Protection & Biodiversity Conservation)

• Native Title

• Aboriginal Heritage

State

• Multiple State Departments – Ministers, Public Servants

• Pollution - EPA

• Protection – Air, Water, Flora, Fauna, Social, Economics, Heritage 

Local

• Council - Elected Members

• Planning codes, infrastructure

+

The Real World
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The Project: Whaler’s Way Orbital Launch Facility

Who
o Proponent: Southern Launch, a privately owned, start-up company 

o Approvals Consultant: JBS&G post State IA submission and prior to Federal IA submission

What
o A rocket launch facility with two launch pads, assembly shed and control room

Where
o On privately held land named ‘Whaler’s Way’, 30 km from the region township of Port Lincoln on the 

Eyre Peninsula in South Australia

o Suitable for uninterrupted polar and sun-synchronous launch trajectories

Why 
o To service customers who wish to launch orbital and suborbital missions and hypersonic flight testing



38

Location – Private land surrounded by conservation
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Site vegetation, proposed infrastructure and early launch testing

39

Launch Pads
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Key Issue: Southern Emu-wren v Rocket noise 

Southern Emu-wren:

• Listed as endangered

• Estimated population less than 1000 birds

• Area of occupancy estimated as 50 – 75 km2

Stipiturus 
malachurus 
parimeda

State IA statements:

• Loud noise can cause permanent harm to birds

• Southern Emu-wren ‘is sensitive to discrete, unpredictable 
disturbances such as sudden loud noises that can cause 
physiological effects, such as stress, avoidance and fright-flight 
responses’

• ‘The Project is likely to reduce the area of occupancy for this 
species’
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Misinformation led to opposition campaign

Source: Eyre Peninsula Environmental Protection Alliance

Birdlife Australia: 
‘To permit the current action is to 

actively choose extinction for native 
wildlife’. 



Catch the hot potato…
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What we did

Good science!
o International literature review of impacts on birds at other launch sites

o Review the science of noise impacts on birds

o Extensive habitat mapping across Eyre Peninsula

o Further Emu-wren surveys

Targeted communication
o Effective engagement with regulators 

o Clearer presentation of the data, science and quantified impacts

o Animation to present the findings – ‘factual storytelling’ 

o Make findings available to all stakeholders

Source: Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation 
Commission

Florida 
Scrub-jay
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The Findings

Birds do not go deaf!*
o Avifauna have different ear anatomy to mammals. They regrow hearing sensors. 

Rocket launches will not result in permanent hearing loss (Ref. Dooling R J, Popper A N, 2007)

o All animals, including birds, experience a ‘startle’ effect from a loud noise event

o The startle response is temporary with birds resuming their normal behaviour 
within minutes of the noise stopping (NASA- Final Constellation Programmatic Environmental Impact Statement, 2008.) 

Southern Emu-wren (SE-W) will not go extinct via rocket launching
o 97% of the known habitat will not be affected by noise 

o Only 3 % of the known habitat will be temporarily affected by any noise (0.005% 
of the year)

o With appropriate feral predator control and ongoing habitat management, future 
monitoring will validate the predicted  protection and improvement of the 
population

* From the short-term exposure scenario of a rocket launch
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Conclusion & Lessons

• Back to basics and keep it simple

o Engage the community early and deeply listen

• Do good science!

o Go beyond compliance for those issues that really matter

• Undertake factual storytelling using communication methods best suited to your audience

o Recognise that few stakeholders read anymore and misinformation is easy to generate

• We received approval…celebrate!



Thank you for your undivided 
attention.



Questions & panel discussion



Thank you

Let’s continue the conversation !

Sue Kaner , Consulting Technical Director
Zoe Whitlock, Principal Consultant 

linkedin.com

ERM 
UK

ERM | Sustainability Consulting & Advisory 
Services

https://eur01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.linkedin.com%2Fin%2Fsue-kaner-22ba3919&data=05%7C02%7CSue.kaner%40erm.com%7Ca40e5a7256b748d5b82208de9542bd4a%7Cf2fe6bd39c4a485bae69e18820a88130%7C0%7C0%7C639112311068551255%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=AvR%2FWN7J7info4G3g%2FH9V1rltZ4aSiOdP5nA7jWr1hE%3D&reserved=0
https://www.erm.com/
https://www.erm.com/
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