Beyond the Checklist: How Rewriting Our Stories Can
Save the Places We Love

You’ve seen it before: a sign goes up announcing a new dam, power plant, or highway. You watch the
construction begin and wonder about the true cost. What happens to the local community, the wildlife, the river
that runs through the valley? For decades, the official tool to answer these questions has been the Environmental
Impact Assessment (EIA), a report that is supposed to provide a fair and open-ended evaluation of a project's
consequences.

In principle, this sounds like a vital safeguard. In reality, these assessments are often used to justify decisions
that have already been made behind closed doors. They become a superficial "box-ticking exercise," filled with
technical jargon that buries the most important truths about a place and its people. The current process is
fundamentally broken, offering a distorted picture that fails to capture the real-world impacts on both
communities and ecosystems.

To fix this, we must move beyond flawed data and master a new strategic tool: storytelling. By challenging the
sterile, biased narratives of official reports and co-creating new ones grounded in lived experience, we can
fundamentally transform how we see, measure, and protect the places that matter most.

The First Strategic Insight: We Must Recognize That Today's Reports Aren't Just
Flawed—They're Designed to Erase What Matters Most

The scale of the threat we face is staggering. Rapid infrastructure development is a primary driver of ecological
collapse, threatening the habitats of nearly 2,500 animal species. The Intergovernmental Panel on Biodiversity
and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) warns that up to one million species are already facing extinction due to
pressures from projects like dams, mines, and pipelines. The very tools designed to prevent this harm are often
part of the problem. Conventional Environmental Impact Assessments suffer from three fundamental design
flaws that systematically erase what is most valuable.

e A pro-development bias. Far from being neutral evaluations, EIAs are often used instrumentally to
push through projects that have already been approved based on economic and political interests. They
become a procedural formality to facilitate a foregone conclusion, not a genuine inquiry into what is
best for a place.

e A narrow vision of sustainability. These reports prioritize standardized, technical data—things that
are easy to count. In doing so, they ignore the crucial human and ecological dimensions that give a
place its meaning: cultural beliefs, emotional connections, community well-being, and the intrinsic
value of nature itself. Social impacts are often reduced to a simple list of demographics, missing the
soul of a community.

e A lack of meaningful participation. Consultations with local communities are frequently treated as an
afterthought. Information is presented in inaccessible technical language, and the input of the most
vulnerable groups—those who depend on the land emotionally, spiritually, and economically—is often
dismissed. The needs of "more-than-human entities" like rivers, forests, and ecosystems are typically
absent altogether.

The cumulative effect of these flaws is profound. By omitting what truly matters, these official documents paint
a picture of a project site as a "blank space ready to be filled," erasing the complex web of life, culture, and
history that already exists there. If the problem is a story of erasure, the solution must be an act of deliberate
restoration.

To See the Real Impact, We Have to Change the Story

To counter a narrative of erasure, we need a powerful act of restoration. This is the purpose of a process called
"Re-storying," the core of the innovative Co-creative Relational Impact Assessment Process (CoRIAP). It’s a
method for reclaiming control over the story of a place, making the invisible visible, and challenging the biased
language of official reports. Re-storying involves two key activities.



1. Ecolinguistic Analysis. This is a forensic analysis of the language used in official reports. It's about
uncovering how technical jargon, omissions, and framing are used to make destructive outcomes seem
neutral, necessary, and inevitable, while silencing alternative visions. This analysis reveals how
language is weaponized to make certain outcomes feel like the only possibility.

2. Rewriting the Narrative. After deconstructing the old story, communities work together to write a
new one that reflects their lived reality. This isn't just creative writing; it's a political and ecological act.
In two case studies, this process yielded powerful results:

o For the Pakbeng dam project in Laos, the official EIA treated the Mekong River as a resource
to be managed. The re-storied version transformed it into a "lifeline for its many peoples and
ecosystems," centering the narrative on the river's role as a source of livelihood, food, and
knowledge.

o For the Lamu power plant project in Kenya, the sterile official description was replaced with
a vivid, sensory narrative. The new story brought the place to life by describing "the roaring of
the sea, whistling of fishermen, children laughter," and the taste of "roasted fish," restoring its
identity as a thriving home, not just a project site.

This new, richer story doesn't just feel better—it gives us the raw material for a new system of measurement.
Once you've told the story of "the roaring of the sea," you can no longer pretend that only decibels and dollars
matter. This brings us to the crucial task of measuring what we truly treasure.

The Strategic Pivot: Measure What We Treasure, Not Just What We Can Count

Once a new, more holistic story of a place has been told, the next strategic move is to change what we measure.
The Re-storying process naturally reveals the values and concerns that were ignored by the original EIA. The
"5+1 Es" framework provides a practical tool—a new dashboard for measuring what matters—to replace the
flawed metrics of the past.

e Ecology. This goes beyond simple species counts to include the entire web of life and the biocultural
relationships that sustain it.

e Episteme. This honors local and indigenous knowledge systems, recognizing them as valid and
essential sources of data, equal to scientific reports. It's about respecting the wisdom of the place itself.

e Esthetics. This captures what people find beautiful, peaceful, or spiritually inspiring about a place—
the intangible qualities that contribute to well-being.

e Ethics. This considers the values, cultural norms, and spiritual practices that connect a community to
its home.

e Emotions. This acknowledges how people feel about their land—their sense of belonging, security,
and identity.

e Emancipation. This isn't a separate category, but the guiding principle for all the others. It asks: Does
this process shift power to the powerless? Does it ensure justice? It turns the assessment from a
technical exercise into a moral one.

This framework forces a fundamental shift in perspective. It recognizes that if we only measure what is easy to
quantify, we will inevitably make decisions that ignore what is most precious.

"what we measure affects what we do [...] if our [choices of] measurements are flawed, decisions may be
distorted."

We're Not Just ""Stakeholders," We're ""Right-Holders'" (And So Is Nature)

Language shapes our reality, and a subtle shift in terminology can have profound implications. Conventional
assessments refer to affected people as "stake-holders," a term that implies a narrow, often economic, interest in
a project. This new approach advocates for the term "right-holders."

The difference is critical. A "stake-holder" has a seat at the table because they have something to gain or lose,
usually in material terms. A "right-holder," however, is acknowledged as having a much deeper and broader
range of entitlements. These include customary rights to land, as well as the cultural, emotional, and spiritual



connections that tie a community to its territory. It reframes participation from a matter of interest to a matter of
justice.

This innovative thinking extends even further, arguing that we must also recognize the rights of "more-than-
human" entities. This means that ecosystems, rivers, forests, and wildlife are not just resources to be managed
for human benefit. They are entities with their own intrinsic value and a right to be considered in any decision-
making process. Recognizing that both people and nature are "right-holders" fundamentally changes the
objective. We are no longer simply mitigating harm fo them, but actively seeking to create conditions for al/ of
them to flourish. This is the leap from sustainability to regeneration.

The Goal Isn't Just 'Sustainability'—It's 'Regeneration’

Perhaps the most important strategic insight is a fundamental philosophical shift. For too long, the goal of
environmental management has been "sustainability," a concept that, at its best, aims to mitigate harm or
achieve a neutral state. This conventional logic sees progress as moving from a degenerative state to a
sustainable one—a logic of doing less bad. This is no longer enough. We must move toward a logic of
regeneration.

A regenerative approach embodies a transformative logic that begins at sustainability and aims higher. It asks:
How can this intervention "renew and positively enrich the flourishing of life-giving systems?" The goal is to
actively do more good, healing dysfunctional patterns and augmenting the possibilities for all life to thrive. It
moves us from a mindset that at best achieves "net zero" harm to one that actively creates "net positive" health
for ecosystems and communities.

This changes everything. It moves impact assessment from a defensive exercise in harm reduction to a
proactive, creative process of healing and enrichment. It redefines success not as the absence of negative
impacts, but as the presence of positive and life-affirming ones.

The goal is "about a more sustainable and equitable biophysical and human environment, rather than solely
mitigating harm."

What Story Will We Tell?

For decades, the dominant story of development has been one of technical expertise, economic growth, and
unavoidable trade-offs, told in a language that erases people, nature, and culture. The results of that story are all
around us: a planet in crisis. The checklist-based approach to protecting our world is failing because it tells the
wrong story and asks the wrong questions.

Embracing a more relational, story-based, and regenerative mindset is not a soft alternative; it is an essential
strategic evolution. It is about having the courage to measure what we treasure, to recognize the rights of all
living beings, and to shift our goal from simply sustaining to actively regenerating our world.

The next time you see a development plan, don't just ask, "What is its impact?" Ask, "What story is being told,
whose is being erased, and how can we help write a better one?"



