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Abstract:
Capacity building in impact assessment (IA) is a critical aspect of environmental management and protection. The Environment Agency – Abu Dhabi (EAD) is the competent authority for the protection and management of the natural resources and environment of the Emirate of Abu Dhabi. In 2008, EAD signed a 10-year strategic partnership with RTI International for capacity building and knowledge sharing.
RTI supported the development of EAD’s capacity for IA by implementing the framework and training to allow EAD to meet challenges posed by rapid growth and diversification. RTI also raised the standards of environmental consultancy and stakeholder engagement as they meet EAD’s developing requirements. This abstract will discuss RTI’s achievements in creating a bespoke framework for IA; the ongoing, continuous refinement of the program to address Abu Dhabi’s changing landscape; performing benchmarking and best practice exercises; and deploying systems and technical guidance to raise standards.
Summary statement: Capacity building in impact assessment supported by RTI has helped EAD raise standards in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi and face new and changing challenges.

Presenting author bio: Saif Dulaimi is an Environmental Engineer with RTI International, the strategic partner of EAD in Assessment and Permitting.
Introduction:
The Emirate of Abu Dhabi is the largest of seven in the United Arab Emirates and hosts the capital, Abu Dhabi City. The government of Abu Dhabi have implemented a philosophy of economic diversification to reduce dependence on oil and oil-related industries. With rapid development and a large, diverse ecosystem, the Environment Agency – Abu Dhabi (EAD) faces numerous challenges in maintaining the quality of the natural environment while facilitating the emirate’s industrial progress.

The Environment Agency – Abu Dhabi (EAD) is the emirate’s competent authority for environmental protection, regulation and awareness. It was founded in 1996 as the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency and was restructured into its current form in 2005 as EAD. The Agency is responsible for the permitting of industrial, development and commercial projects in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi as well as protecting and maintaining the quality of the air, marine, soil and groundwater components of the environment. EAD also manages various programs for conservation and environmental mapping of the emirate.

EAD rose to the challenge by entering into a strategic partnership with RTI International who provide support in permitting, enforcement, compliance and policy as well as delivering bespoke systems and tools based on the requirements of the Agency and the needs of the emirate.
RTI International is a nonprofit research institute headquartered in Research Triangle Park – North Carolina whose mission statement is to improve the human condition with innovative, objective research and technical services.
Body:

The strategic partnership approach is a comprehensive solution to the issues facing public entities in maintaining the necessary resources and expertise to meet the demands of effective regulation and the needs of industry. Unlike traditional consultancy arrangements, the role of the strategic partner extends beyond that of discrete deliverables or milestones. RTI’s relationship with EAD provides for the opportunity to commit to multiyear and multiphase deliverables, such as Standard Operating Procedures, Technical Guidance Documents and the Environmental Theatre, on a deeper level than standard consultancy projects. The strategic partnership approach allows the Agency to contribute to a greater degree and provides RTI with the resources to enhance EAD’s capabilities while completing deliverables. This solves the issue of knowledge loss when government entities usually outsource individual projects.
The initial stages of the partnership saw RTI begin with two major areas of focus, the individual capacity of EAD staff and the procedures for environmental permitting, assessment and risk characterization of industrial facilities. This two pronged approached allowed EAD and RTI to develop the framework for EAD to assess the impacts of development on the environment effectively and to ensure that the staff receive training tailored to meet the expertise required to conduct IA competently. This training is either provided by RTI’s in house experts or through one of the many institutes with which RTI has developed relationships.
By working with EAD on a strategic level as well as a day to day basis, RTI can ensure that the needs of the client are met in ways that are infeasible for normal consultancy projects. For example, in years 1 and 2 of the partnership, RTI delivered training to EAD staff related to risk assessment, environmental studies review and risk management. Year 3 then saw the deployment of the Risk Characterisation and Hazard Evaluation System (RiCHES), building on previously delivered training. Since the beginning of the partnership, RTI has delivered over 13,000 hours of direct training and mentoring to EAD staff and management. The equivalent regime either by providing EAD employees with opportunities to attend external training courses or to solely bring in third party trainers would either be prohibitively costly or impact daily operations in the short term. In addition, RTI can help EAD identify areas of improvement with greater insight than external auditors.
Year 3 also saw the implementation of the Environmental Reports Tracking System (ERTS), standardizing many administrative requirements and allowing EAD to improve efficiency in data retrieval and tracking environmental assessments for multiphase projects.
In addition to supporting EAD’s efforts to enhance their capabilities, RTI also allowed EAD to tackle unique or first-of-a-kind projects, such as the national nuclear power plant project, the UAE’s first national rail network and the largest single site integrated aluminum smelter in the world.. The partnership brought together the local expertise of EAD with the experience of RTI with these activities and provided the Agency with the platform to assess the potential and expected environmental impacts with full confidence. In addition, the lessons learned remain with EAD.
Over the period of the partnership, EAD and RTI committed to enhance the process of writing, submission and approval of IA through preparing, publishing and implementing Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs) and Technical Guidelines Documents (TGDs). Consultants would submit IAs in various formats using a range of methodologies making the review process of IA complicated and hard to track, with concerns that the main environmental concerns may not be addressed sufficiently. There was also difficulty in ensuring consistency in the review process amongst environmental reviewers.

EAD and RTI faced many challenges in developing the SOPs and TGDs, such as preparing the necessary documentation and ensuring scientific background was available at the Agency to create the TGDs. The deadlines set and resources required for the development and implementation of the documents were also considered testing, in order to meet the growing demands of the Abu Dhabi economy. As with any regulation and guidance, there is an adjustment period as proponents and environmental consultants adapt to the new requirements. This also had to be factored into the timeframe for development in order to ensure that the results are timely and achievable to uphold environmental standards.

There is a continuous need to update the SOPs and TGDs to meet the demands placed by the rapid change and growth in local economy and environmental laws. The absence of such documents can cause various issues like ineffective mitigation measures of the environmental impacts, due to improper and non-standardized IA or increase the gap in understanding between EAD and Environment Consultancy Offices (ECOs). 

To fully close the circle of enhancement of IA, RTI and EAD also worked on developing the ECO registration process. Before the beginning of the partnership, the ECO sector wasn’t mandated to ensure properly staffed local offices and technical capabilities to conduct IA, particularly major assessments such as EIAs and SEAs. This meant a lower standard than EAD found to be acceptable and as such a high rate of resubmissions or rejections. Now EAD has a procedure for the registration and ongoing evaluation of the performance of consultants to maintain high standards of submissions and in turn better environmental quality through more robust analysis and mitigation.
By standardizing the process of IA submission and review, RTI – through a continuous support and training program – made it possible for EAD to form a team of reviewers covering all environmental aspects capable of resolving complicated and complex projects. The improved procedures and guidelines streamlined the IA process for consultants, as the requirements of the Agency were both greatly clarified and the nature of the IAs were better directed. Consultants receive feedback directly related to the requirements listed in the published TGDs, reducing the instances of omissions and allowing the environmental assessment team at EAD to focus on major environmental aspects.
RTI provided EAD staff with training in GIS, hydrodynamic modelling review and assessment, environmental impact assessment studies review at various levels of expertise, air dispersion modelling and many other fields aiming to increase the capabilities of EAD staff to review the EIAs, SEAs and all other types of environmental assessment studies.

Benchmarking is an important aspect of the EAD Capacity Building Plan, allowing the Agency to evaluate its progress, identifying areas of opportunity and introducing EAD to other regulatory authorities and relevant parties around the world who can facilitate the exchange of experience and ideas.
The international benchmarking of EQS programmes has encompassed different parts of the United States, Singapore and Australia. RTI supported EAD in identifying agencies with similar scope to the Agency as well as regions of the world that share environmental characteristics and logistical challenges. The benchmarking exercises involved developing the programme based on best practice and the vision of EAD senior management, selection of the suitable regions and entities to visit and assessing the lessons learned from the benchmarking and how to implement the findings in EAD’s plan.
As the strategic partner, RTI is best placed to provide an in depth comparison of EAD’s standing in comparison to an externally commissioned benchmark as well as providing the Agency with a more objective report than an internally prepared assessment.
Conclusion:

The strategic partnership between RTI and EAD has been a success for all parties, with EAD embracing the fast paced development of Abu Dhabi and all the challenges it brings with an innovative approach to capacity building that puts the quality of the local environment first. RTI has managed to identify and provide the support and framework EAD needs to grow outside of its natural capacity. In effect, the Agency has managed to take a shortcut in reaching where it must be as a regulatory authority without taking shortcuts with the environment. Going forward, the partnership can build on the progress made so far by developing more advanced systems for impact assessment.
