The role of academics and other experts in SIA

Introduction
In 2014 new legislation was enacted in Mexico which institutionalized the use of Social Impact Assessment on all energy projects. This requirement is part of larger reform that increases the participation of private and foreign investment on the energy sector. The legislation created an implementation structure that assigns specific roles to different public entities, but contemplates no capacity building. The adoption of such policy has been problematic in many fronts. This Paper analyses the role of experts, academics and universities in the adoption of Social Impact Assessment (SIA) in Mexico. It is based on participant observation during the authors´ involvement on SIA of energy projects, group dynamics during SIA training courses, interviews and a multi-stakeholder academic forum focused on the adoption of SIA. The paper shows that while some progress has been made, experts, academics and universities are still far from developing a local epistemic community on SIA in Mexico.  
1. Institutionalizing SIA without capacity building. 

The institutionalization of Social Impact Assessment (SIA) in the energy sector in Mexico is based upon a set of legal instruments. A constitutional reform passed in December of 2013, The Electric Industry Act, The Geothermic Energy Act, The Hydrocarbon Act, enacted on august 2014; and the respective Act rules (reglamentos), which were enacted later that year. After reviewing the legislative package it is clear all the instruments used the same draft which was used with minor, almost imperceptible, modifications in each case. The following analysis of the lack of capacity building provisions in the institutionalization of SIA is based on the Electric Industry Act, and the specific rules of this act (reglamento) enacted on the 31st of October 2014.
In the new legislation, the contemplated procedure for SIA submission is as follows: The project developer presents to the Ministry of Energy (Secretaría de Energía, or SENER) a SIA study for each new project at least 90 days before it starts negotiating with stakeholders. SENER reviews the SIA study and reaches a verdict which may contemplate or not contemplate observations. Then the project developer makes the changes or proceeds with the contemplated project activities. There is no space here to go into details of how this process has been slowed down by the lack of clear guidelines on how to conduct the SIA study. Suffice it to say that there is a generalized confusion on the scope, timing and commitment with SIA procedures and recommendations. For the purpose of this paper, it is necessary to pay attention on how the issue of capacity building was introduced on the legislation package. 
Room for experts: instead of insisting on enhancing the theories and methods used by experts on performing SIA, the new legislation on the Electric Industry Act (EI-Act), emphasizes the role of experts in these two non-SIA situations: as consulting advisors to the Energy Regulatory Commission, or participants in a consulting group on the requirements and functioning of the whole sale energy market (Art. 104); as providers of technical support for the evaluating committee overviewing the methodologies used by the National Center for Energy Control (art. 112). The EI-Act does not contemplate any particular use of technical expertise or capacity building relationship on the subject of SIA. To solve an eventual lack of capacity, the EI-Act Rules, contemplate this aspect in the following way: a) SENER can use technical support provided by third party experts or other government expertise to produce the Verdict contemplated regarding the SIA presented by project developers (Art 88). While SENER was mandated to provide guidelines for SIA studies, responsibility for the content and methods used on the preparation of the SIA study were assigned to project developers (Art. 88).
Absent from this legislation package is the role of universities, professional associations, as well as any form of technical or capacity building procedure regarding the adoption of SIA on the project approval process. There are no systematic studies on how this lack of capacity building has played out on the implementation of the SIA requirement, but evidences of related problems started to emerge as soon as legislation was enacted.  A newspaper note published by Daniel Leon Rodriguez on El Economista, on the 31st of January 2017, presents a rather somber panorama: 1 out of 4 of the 296 projects approved by CRE has stalled due to social issues problems; of these projects 8 percent were stopped due to poorly integrated SIA and EIA studies; 14 percent of the cases are facing legal challenges presented by communities, and 6 per cent are still renegotiating social issues. Furthermore, SENER has a load of about 1,500 SIA studies which are still waiting for a Verdict (Rodriguez, 2017).
2. Creating international networks and SIA expertise in Mexico
This lack of consideration to capacity building is a surprise considering the evolution of the SIA community in Mexico. The adoption of SIA in Mexico is a clear example of public policy transfer. There is large body of literature that discusses the merits and problems of this policy innovation strategy (Evans y Davies, 1999; Dussauge, 2012). These studies have highlighted problems such as a poor understanding of the cognitive, organizational and politico-administrative restrictions faced by transfer processes. Some of the risks involve the lack of a rational evaluation of the merits of the transfer, a poor assessment of what is “best practice”; and the possibility of transferring sub-optimal solutions. Instead of reviewing in detail these lines of criticism, at this stage of the implementation process, it is interesting to trace information on how SIA research, and SIA capacity building efforts are opening a room for proper ways of incorporating expertise on SIA Policy development and implementation
.
At this moment it is not clear that Mexico has an epistemic community on SIA. There are however pieces of work and collaborative efforts that may eventually lead to such an outcome. Mexican experts on SIA are emerging from the following backgrounds: Social scientists who have a previous experience of socioeconomic assessment of projects or policy evaluation; a diverse array of experts with experience on environmental impact assessment; professionals involved on human rights and community rights defense who normally participate on nongovernmental organizations or academic departments. 

A key role on the possible consolidation of an epistemic community in Mexico on SIA is the participation of Mexican experts on local and international venues where findings and experiences may presented to an international audience and be subject to peer review. In the past, IAIA conferences have been an ideal space for an international exposure to progress on SIA. A review of the annual conference programs for IAIA conferences celebrated between 2012 and 2016 shows how this conference provides space for learning about the agenda of international organizations and, serve as a venue to  present progress made on different studies conducted in Mexico. 
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Figure 1 presents a detailed analysis of the 2016 IAIA conference celebrated in Japan. This figure shows a strong presence of international financial organizations such as IFC, World Bank, European Investment Bank, Interamerican Development Bank (IADB) Asian Development Bank (ADB) and Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA). There is a convergence of international organizations participating on panels focused on analyzing problems on social impact assessment, and the sociopolitical implications of projects.  These panels normally involve the role on Non-Governmental Organizations who tend to stress the analytical dimensions of adopting social impact assessment as a policy tool and the adoption of good practices and international standards. 

IAIA conferences have provided a venue for addressing social aspects of impact evaluation and to exchange points of view on the type of work conducted in Mexico. This participation has been permanent but is not as important as it should be considering the amount of projects subject to evaluation. As a result of the collaboration between Mexican experts and IAIA, Mexico hosted the annual conference in Puebla in 2011.  The 2012 conference in Porto, Portugal and 2013 conference in Calgary, Canada registered the largest number of participants. The number was smaller in the 2014 conference in Viña del Mar, Chile but in increased again for the 2015 conference in Florence, Italy and went down again for the Nagoya conference in 2016. Most works presented in these conferences are collaborative efforts by experts that may come from different organizational backgrounds which include universities, consulting firms, government agencies and project developers such as the Federal Comission of Electricity. 
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3. The role of experts and academics on SIA adoption 
The role of experts, academics and universities on the adoption of SIA on energy projects in Mexico is rooted on the type of experiences reported on the last section but will undoubtedly face serious institutional, organizational and economic challenges. Under the current state of the situation of the adoption process, there are three undesirable outcomes on which experts have a role to play. 

First, current legislation is not a proper deterrent for the trivialization of SIA, practice under the existing rules may convert it, at least for some time, into a simple checklist type procedure a project developer should fulfill to get a positive verdict. Energy corporations and SENER have a vested interest to take the adoption process in that direction as a way to overcome the overload problem and move projects ahead. 

A second threat for the adoption process of SIA is the bifurcation of SIA methodologies towards purely qualitative, human rights-defense driven evaluations targeted to serve as tools for the defense of communities´ rights; or towards simplistic characterization of impacts to serve the interests of project developers. Faced with this dilemma, experts and universities may contribute to enhance SIA practice by creating importunities for debate and helping to develop professional standards for the conduction of SIA studies under different social settings. 

The third contribution that experts, academics and universities can make to enhance de adoption of SIA procedures on energy projects is to collaborate in the creation of learning platforms. These platforms are needed to help young professionals to gain an understanding of the comprehensiveness and usefulness of SIA as a tool for negotiation, stakeholder empowerment and to find common ground among different stakeholders. It is surprising that after more than two years, the only formal response to capacity building has been a postgraduate certificate offered by a research institution (FLACSO) in Mexico City. This program emphasized protection of human rights, consultation process for indigenous communities and impact measurements. 
A special seminar focused on the constitution of a SIA epistemic community in Mexico, was useful to identify other functions and tasks for current experts and for universities. The list of observations presented by participants in the seminar includes: a growing role in adopting multidisciplinary approaches to SIA, a larger emphasis in helping to make SIA an empowerment tool for communities, and for better informed dialogue among stakeholders. Participants also highlighted the need of using organizational capacities of universities to create more space for debating the intricacies of adopting SIA as a public policy in the Mexican context.  

Final comments
Institutionalization of the presentation of a SIA study is certainly a great opportunity for the formation of an epistemic community in Mexico. Experts, academics and universities now have the responsibility of not letting the practice of SIA to transform this tool into a trivial bureaucratic procedure. To avoid this road, experts and universities may use every opportunity they have to insist on moving the practice towards stricter methodological approaches, to adopt best practices along the lines observed on the international community without losing sight of the limitations of the organizational, institutional and political context on which the studies are conducted. The biggest challenges for current practitioners are to question the existing institutional arrangements, and to push for institutional and organizational innovations that may foster the consolidation of an experienced and diverse epistemic community better suited to serve the needs for well conducted social impact assessments. 

� This section of section of the paper was previously discussed on a semminar organized by the Academia Jalisciense de Ciencias in May , 2016. 





