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Abstract 

According to the Urban Renewal Strategy (URS) released by the Hong Kong Special Administrative 

Region Government in November 2001, the Urban Renewal Authority (URA) should fully assess the 

social impact of its proposed projects in order to promote the objective of the people-centered urban 

renewal strategy. Social Impact Assessment (SIA) however has never been carried out in Hong Kong 

before. Exactly how SIA can enhance the social consideration of urban renewal in Hong Kong is still need 

to be verified. In many countries, SIA is successfully applied in either development project or policy 

change. In particular SIA, as an integral part of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), has been 

adopted in Australia for many years in assessing urban development projects. This paper attempts to 

review the experience of social impact assessment application in Australia and examine how Hong Kong 

can learn from their experience. It starts with a description of the historical background of the development 

of SIA in Australia in the context of various environmental legislations at both Commonwealth and State 

level. It is followed by a discussion of the legal status and requirement of SIA. Various aspects of SIA are 

examined including the coverage of EIA/SIA systems, consideration of alternatives, screening of actions 

and scoping of impacts. Finally, two case studies of SIA application in Australia including a housing 

development project and a regional planning strategy are examined. The paper ends up with a general 

discussion of how Hong Kong can learn from the Australian experience in adopting SIA as a planning tool 

in incorporating social consideration in urban renewal projects. 

 

*This paper is an outcome of a research project funded by the Hong Kong Research Grant Council. (Project code: B-Q914) 



1. Introduction 

 The consideration of social impacts in the context of development has been increasingly 

required by the general public in recent decades since rapid development has resulted in not 

only impacts on the physical environment, but also changes in social dimensions. The social 

nature of development involves social processes and institutions, embeds social values of the 

society, and engages the costs and benefits distributed across communities, social groups, and 

organizations (Francis and Jacobs, 1999). Therefore, assessment of social impacts is 

necessary and inevitable in order to enhance the benefits and minimize the detrimental effects 

brought by development projects.  

 

 Social impact assessment (SIA) refers to “the efforts to assess, in advance, the social 

consequences, whether intended or unintended, positive or negative, that are likely to follow 

from specific actions, projects, policies and programmes” (Interorganizational Committee on 

Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment, 2003). It is also understood as an 

overarching framework that embodies the evaluation of all impacts on humans and on all the 

ways in which people and communities interact with their socio-cultural, economic and 

biophysical surroundings (Vanclay, 2003). Therefore, SIA includes the processes of 

analyzing, monitoring and managing these social consequences of planned interventions and 

any change in social processes invoked by those interventions (Vanclay, 2003). 

 

 SIA provides a wide range of benefits in considering and evaluating the potential social 

impacts of development: 

• It assists in understanding how a proposed intervention will alter the lives of individuals 

and communities; 

• It provides both qualitative and quantitative indicators of social impacts that can be 

understood by associated stakeholders; 



• As it is done before an action is taken and/or a decision is made, it becomes a valuable 

tool in the planning and decision-making processes; 

• The SIA process includes suggestions for alternatives to the proposed intervention as 

well as enhancement and mitigation measures (Burdge, 2003). 

SIA can also lead to better decision-making by incorporating local knowledge through public 

participation process, which would result in better site planning. More transparent 

decision-making and potential prevention against corruption are also provided by SIA as 

implemented in a democratic system (Vanclay, 1999).  

 

 Since SIA has been widely implemented, there is an increasing need in a comprehensive 

framework for SIA practice. In response to this increasing need, the Interorganizational 

Committee on Guidelines and Principles for Social Impact Assessment was formed to 

develop guidelines and principles for a higher standard of SIA in 1994. These guidelines and 

principles were adopted by many countries like Australia with great success. This paper 

attempts to review the experience of SIA application in Australia and examine how Hong 

Kong can learn from their experience. The historical background of the development of SIA 

in Australia in the context of various environmental legislations at both Commonwealth and 

State level will be described and the legal status and requirement of SIA will be examined. 

Finally, two case studies of SIA application in Australia including a housing development 

project and a regional planning strategy are discussed. 

 



2. Historical background of the development of SIA in Australia 

In Australia, SIA was evolved from the environmental impact assessment (EIA) 

framework like the US National Environmental Policy Act 1969 (NEPA). In the early 1970s, 

the Commonwealth of Australia recognized the need for stronger environmental control. 

Despite preliminary disagreement after several meetings of the Australian Environment 

Council, the Commonwealth eventually passed its own legislation and the Environment 

Protection (Impacts of Proposals) Act 1974 (Impacts of Proposals Act) was enacted (Woods, 

2003). It established the framework for environmental assessment and approval in Australia. 

However, only federal activities were engaged in EIA processes and this Act was 

independent of existing procedures.  

 

 Ever since the Impacts of Proposals Act was passed, the increasing need for stronger 

environmental controls has been recognized by all the States and Territories and various 

legislations and procedures were established in order to extend the scope of EIA to their own 

activities (Woods, 2003). Some of these state EIA frameworks were even stronger and more 

effective than the Commonwealth requirement. It leads to the 25-year revision of the Impacts 

of Proposals Act and the passing of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Act 1999 (EPBC Act). The EPBC Act reinforces the EIA processes by detailing 

the procedures for environmental assessment and approvals (Department of the Environment 

and Water Resources, 2007). The environment assessment process of the Act protects matters 

of national environmental significance, including World Heritage properties, National 

Heritage places, wetlands of international importance, threatened species and ecological 

communities, migratory species, Commonwealth marine areas, nuclear actions, and the 

environment of Commonwealth land.  

 



3. Legal requirement of SIA in Australia 

Two key stages are required by the EPBC Act, namely the referral and assessment 

stages, for any controlled development or action that are likely to have significant impacts on 

matters of national environmental significance. Firstly, a person who proposes to take an 

action may refer alternative locations, time frames or activities for assessment and approval. 

Secondly, if the referral is considered to involve a controlled action, it must be assessed in 

accordance with the EPBC Act and the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Regulations 2000 (EPBC Regulations). Schedules 1-4 of the EPBC Regulations 

set out detailed criteria for the assessment of controlled actions. A draft public environmental 

report and environmental impact statement (EIS) is therefore required and the following 

information has to be included: 

• A description of the relevant impacts of the action; 

• A detailed assessment of the nature and extent of the likely short term and long term 

relevant impacts; 

• A statement whether any relevant impacts are likely to be unknown, unpredictable or 

irreversible; 

• Analysis of the significance of the relevant impacts; 

• Any technical data and other information used or needed to make a detailed assessment 

of the relevant impacts (Commonwealth of Australia, 2000). 

 

 The EPBC Act, on the other hand, has incorporated the principles of ecologically 

sustainable development, which imply that the decision-making processes of proposed 

development “should fully integrate both long-term and short-term economic, environmental, 

social and equitable considerations” (Commonwealth of Australia, 1999). It provides a legal 

basis for the assessment of social impacts in proposed development. SIA, therefore, forms an 

integral component of the EIS as required by the EPBC Act. It adopts the EIA procedures 



which include information such as community profile, identification of the scope of the 

assessment, formulation and examination of social impacts and corresponding mitigation 

measures, description of the overall net community benefit, community involvement and 

consultation, and any monitoring of the impacts required (Randwick City Council, 2006).  

 

 Despite of the necessary information, it is important to identify the scope of SIA. It 

includes the geographical boundary of the development or action, likely areas of impact 

including an examination of the surrounding land uses, key issues of concern relating to the 

project, and stakeholders such as developer, affected individuals, groups or communities and 

the way in which they are to be included in the assessment process (Summerville et al., 2006). 

With the obtained information, the positive and adverse impacts are addressed while 

available alternatives of the proposal are compared and examined. The mitigation measures 

are subsequently formulated to minimize the negative impacts of the proposal.  

 

4. Case studies: SIA Policies in Australia 

 The EPBC Act is implemented through various state environmental legislations. For 

example, in New South Wales, the assessment procedure is integrated into the NSW 

Environmental Planning and Assessment Act 1979 (EP&A Act). The EP&A Act specifies a 

designated development under Part 4 and other development proposals that do not need 

development consent under Part 5 of the Act to submit an EIS for consideration by the public 

and by the decision-maker. As SIA can effectively access the social consequences of 

development or policy change, it is widely applied in numerous regional and local planning 

strategies in Australia. SIA policy as provided by the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy 2006 

and the SIA study of changes in social housing policy in Queensland are examined. The 

former is a region-wide planning and development strategy while the latter is applied for the 

development associated with new social housing policy in Queensland.  



4.1 Lower Hunter Regional Strategy 2006 

 Newcastle, which situated in the north of metropolitan Sydney, has vastly developed 

into the second metropolitan region in New South Wales due to the increasing land values 

and reducing land supplies in Sydney and Central Coast. Increasing land development has 

raised community concerns about the potential impacts of population growth and associated 

development on environmental and social values, as well as the increasing demand on 

regional social services and infrastructure. In order to accommodate such a rapid growth, the 

Hunter Depart of Planning developed a draft regional strategy for the Lower Hunter region of 

New South Wales, Australia. The Lower Hunter Regional Strategy became a major document 

that would strategically guide and direct the sustainable management of population growth in 

the Lower Hunter over the next 25 years (Wells et al., 2006).  

 

 In order to identify and assess the potential impacts of proposed development within the 

region on the population, social services and community structure, SIA was implemented in 

the Lower Hunter Regional Strategy. There are 6 steps involved in the SIA: 

• Screening of the proposal 

• Scoping of the proposal 

• Identification of potential impacts 

• Assessment of potential impacts 

• Development of recommendations 

• Monitoring and evaluation 

 

The aim of screening is to determine if SIA is required for the proposed development. 

Subsequent scoping of the proposal would outline the management of SIA. It is the stage of 

project planning and specifying the boundaries of the impact assessment. The level of SIA is 

also determined at this stage. The potential impacts are then identified and collecting 



information about the impacts on potentially affected population groups are also entailed 

(Wells et al., 2006). These impacts are subsequently assessed according to the nature and size 

of the impacts, as well as the type and strength of the evidence available. With the potential 

impacts considered and assessed, a series of recommendations are introduced to 

decision-makers at the planning and design stage of the proposed development. The SIA 

report is finalized by monitoring and evaluation measures which aim to monitor the 

implementation of the proposed development.  

 

4.2 Change in social housing system in Queensland 

 The SIA methodology in the context of development is discussed in the previous section 

and the intended outcome of SIA is that the community would be benefited from the positive 

effects and the negative impacts would be minimized through a series of assessment of 

potential social impacts caused by proposed development. Nevertheless, SIA can also be 

implemented in policy change associated with social dimensions of the community. In 

Queensland, SIA was undertaken to assess the impact of the introduction of a new social 

housing system on public housing tenants and to recommend better management to the 

Queensland Government. Methodology adopted in this study was similar to the Lower 

Hunter Regional Strategy. It consists of several components, including a community profile, 

impact identification by both professionals and community, a summary of impacts at 

different levels, impact analysis, mitigation strategies and recommendations.  

 

 The SIA study starts with a community profile which is composed of a wide range of 

community information such as demographic structure, labour and employment situation, 

household size and composition, provision of social support services, transportation, health 

and wellbeing. It provides a comprehensive background for development of social housing 

derived from the new systems. It is followed by impact identification from community 



participants, study of focus group, and consultation of experts in the public housing sector. 

Although there was a general agreement on the types and diversity of potential impacts and 

issues identified, there were differences across the groups consulted as to the likely 

comparative significance and importance of the issues raised (The University of Queensland, 

2006). For example, the overwhelming concerns from current public housing tenants include 

the potential stress and anxiety caused by moving home while focus group participants 

claimed the potential impacts on personal and family wellbeing in a wider context like 

community participation and lack of alternatives for those who are ineligible in the new 

system. The potential impacts identified by various stakeholders are subsequently analyzed 

and corresponding mitigation measures are formulated. In addition, the SIA study provides a 

series of recommendations to decision-makers in order to ensure better management and 

more socially sustainable development in future proposals.  

 

5. Implications to Hong Kong: Better SIA Practice 

 SIA is widely implemented in controlling proposed development and policy making in 

Australia with great success. It provides valuable experience to Hong Kong in applying SIA 

in urban renewal projects. In Hong Kong, current SIA practice is merely an investigation of 

affected residents living in the proposed area. The entire community is not incorporated in the 

current SIA study undertaken by the Urban Renewal Authority (URA). The coverage of SIA 

is also problematic since general screening and scoping processes are lacking. Therefore, 

with reference to Australian experience, screening process can be performed in the form of 

community profile and scoping of potential stakeholders can also contribute to a 

comprehensive assessment of social impacts as brought by urban renewal projects. Moreover, 

identification and analysis of potential impacts can also be enhanced by employing 

professional SIA practitioners or social scientists in preparing SIA reports. It would therefore 

provide more comprehensive recommendations to the development and mitigation measures 



to the likely impacts. More importantly, higher transparency of assessment and 

decision-making processes would relieve the anxiety and stress to the community as public 

participation or consultation in the planning and assessment stages would incorporate local 

knowledge that could avoid potential resistance from community.  
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