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A stellar fallacy 

Assessment of environmental 

costs, benefits of projects 

should not be done in haste. 

Highlights:  

1. A move by the Union 

Environment Ministry to 

implement a ‘star-rating 

system’ has sparked 

controversy after one of its 

official communiqués 

became public.  

2. Under this scheme, State-level environment committees that appraise 

industrial projects on their potential environmental risk would be incentivised 

with points for “transparency, efficiency and accountability”. 

3. The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) is one of the cornerstones of 

ensuring that the ecological costs of infrastructure development are minimal.  

4. Prospective projects above a certain size and with a potential to significantly 

alter the natural environment must be first approved by the State Environment 

Impact Assessment Authority (SEIAA) comprising State officers and 

independent experts.  

5. Projects that are even bigger or involve forest land — category A — must be 

cleared by an expert committee formed by the Centre.  

6. SEIAA projects make up the bulk of projects for approval including building 

and construction, small mining, small industrial projects, and are considered 

‘less polluting’. 

Ease of Doing Business vs Environmental protection: 

1. The star rating system proposed is to “rank” and “incentivise” States on how 

quickly and “efficiently” they can accord environmental clearances. It spells 

out seven criteria to rate SEIAAs on “transparency, efficiency and 

accountability”.  
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2. On a scale of 7, an SEIAA, for instance, gets more points for granting a 

clearance in less than 80 days than for within 105 days and no marks for more. 

A score of seven or more would be rated ‘five star’.  

3. However, a reading of the order gives the impression that States, in the quest 

for more stars, would logically vie for speedily clearing projects rather than 

ensure a thorough appraisal.  

4. The Environment Ministry has said, in response to criticism, that the intention 

is not to hasten clearances but accelerate the pace of decision making. Rather 

than files being sent back for every query, all objections must be compiled and 

addressed at one go, it contends.  

5. While quicker decision-making benefits everyone, State committees are 

currently hampered by having too few independent experts and decision-

making being left to bureaucrats than to environmental specialists.  

6. Both industrialists and States gain from projects and, therefore, the tendency 

is always to elide environmental concerns. In many instances, site visits are 

critical to understanding the potential environmental challenges.  

7. Calculating the risks and the benefits of industrial projects vis-à-vis their 

environmental impact is understandably hard.  

The way forward is to take steps to increase trust in the system and ensure that all 

States have competent experts who can conduct appraisals without fear or favour. 

A list of empty rankings is the least advisable way to bring about this. 
 

EIA in India 

Applicability in India 

1. EIA was first introduced in 1978 with regard to the various river valley 

projects all over the country and later expanded to include various other 

developmental procedures in its scope. EIA is now mandatory for over 30 

classes of projects. 

2. The Environmental Protection Rules, 1986 warrant for the imposition of 

certain restrictions on the construction/ expansion/ modernization of specific 

projects without prior approval from the Central, State, or Union Territory 

level Environmental Impact Assessment Authority (EIAA) constituted under 

the Environment Protection Act, 1986. 
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Categorisation of projects 

1. The rules categorise the projects into two categories- A and B on the basis of 

the magnitude of their scale and impact on the natural and artificial resources.  

2. The projects belonging to Category A require approval from the Ministry of 

Environment and Forests on behalf of the Central Government, on the advice 

of an Expert Appraisal Committee (EAC), constituted by the Central 

Government for this specific purpose; eg.  

3. Construction or Expansion of Ports, harbours, airports, nuclear power, and 

related projects, Primary metallurgical industries (iron, steel, copper, etc), 

individual projects, etc.  

4. Projects and Activities falling under Category B require the approval of a State 

EIAA, based on the advice of a State Expert Appraisal Committee (SEAC), 

constituted under the said notification. 


