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IMPORTANT INFORMATION
ABOUT YOUR

ENVIRONMENTAL SITE ASSESSMENT

These notes have been prepared by Aargus
(Australia) Pty Ltd and its associated companies
using guidelines prepared by ASFE (The
Association) of Engineering Firms Practising in the
Geo-sciences. They are offered to help you in the
interpretation of your Environmental Site
Assessment (ESA) reports.

REASONS FOR CONDUCTING AN ESA

ESA’s are typically, though not exclusively, carried
out in the following circumstances:

as pre-acquisition assessments, on behalf of
either purchaser or vender, when a property
is to be sold;
as pre-development assessments, when a
property or area of land is to be redeveloped
or have its use changed for example, from a
factory to a residential subdivision;
as pre-development assessments of
greenfield sites, to establish “baseline”
conditions and assess environmental,
geological and hydrological constraints to
the development of, for example, a landfill;
and
as audits of the environmental effects of an
ongoing operation.

Each of these circumstances requires a specific
approach to the assessment of soil and groundwater
contamination. In all cases however, the objective is
to identify and if possible quantify the risks that
unrecognised contamination poses to the proposed
activity. Such risks may be both financial, for
example, cleanup costs or limitations on site use, and
physical, for example, health risks to site users or the
public.

THE LIMITATIONS OF AN ESA

Although the information provided by an ESA could
reduce exposure to such risks, no ESA, however,
diligently carried out can eliminate them. Even a
rigorous professional assessment may fail to detect
all contamination on a site. Contaminants may be
present in areas that were not surveyed or sampled,

or may migrate to areas which showed no signs of
contamination when sampled.

AN ESA REPORT IS BASED ON A
UNIQUE SET OF PROJECT SPECIFIC

FACTORS

Your environmental report should not be used:

when the nature of the proposed
development is changed, for example, if a
residential development is proposed instead
of a commercial one;
when the size or configuration of the
proposed development is altered;
when the location or orientation of the
proposed structure is modified;
when there is a change of ownership
or for application to an adjacent site.

To help avoid costly problems, refer to your
consultant to determine how any factors, which have
changed subsequent to the date of the report, may
affect its recommendations.

ESA “FINDINGS” ARE PROFESSIONAL
ESTIMATES

Site assessment identifies actual subsurface
conditions only at those points where samples are
taken, when they are taken. Data derived through
sampling and subsequent laboratory testing are
interpreted by geologists, engineers or scientists who
then render an opinion about overall subsurface
conditions, the nature and extent of contamination,
its likely impact on the proposed development and
appropriate remediation measures. Actual conditions
may differ from those inferred to exist, because no
professional, no matter how qualified, and no
subsurface exploration program, no matter how
comprehensive, can reveal what is hidden by earth,
rock and time. The actual interface between
materials may be far more gradual or abrupt than a
report indicates. Actual conditions in areas not
sampled may differ from predictions. Nothing can
be done to help minimise its impact. For this reason
owners should retain the services of their consultants



through the development stage, to identify variances,
conduct additional tests which may be needed, and to
recommend solutions to problems encountered on
site.

SUBSURFACE CONDITIONS CAN
CHANGE

Natural processes and the activity of man change
subsurface conditions. As an ESA report is based on
conditions, which existed at the time of subsurface
exploration, decisions should not be based on an
ESA report whose adequacy may have been affected
by time. Speak with the consultant to learn if
additional tests are advisable.

ESA SERVICES ARE PERFORMED FOR
SPECIFIC PURPOSES AND PERSONS

Every study and ESA report is prepared in response
to a specific brief to meet the specific needs of
specific individuals. A report prepared for a
consulting civil engineer may not be adequate for a
construction contractor, or even some other
consulting civil engineer. Other persons should not
use a report for any purpose, or by the client for a
different purpose. No individual other than the client
should apply a report even apparently for its intended
purpose without first conferring with the consultant.
No person should apply a report for any purpose
other than that originally contemplated without first
conferring with the consultant.

AN ESA REPORT IS SUBJECT TO
MISINTERPRETATION

Costly problems can occur when design
professionals develop their plans based on
misinterpretations of an ESA. To help avoid these
problems, the environmental consultant should be
retained to work with appropriate design
professionals to explain relevant findings and to
review the adequacy of their plans and specifications
relative to contamination issues.

LOGS SHOULD NOT BE SEPARATED
FROM THE ENGINEERING REPORT

Final borehole or test pit logs are developed by
environmental scientists, engineers or geologists
based upon their interpretation of field logs
(assembled by site personnel) and laboratory
evaluation of field samples. Only final logs
customarily included in our reports. These logs
should not under any circumstances be redrawn for
inclusion in site remediation or other design
drawings, because drafters may commit errors or
omissions in the transfer process. Although
photographic reproduction eliminates this problem, it
does nothing to minimise the possibility of
contractors misinterpreting the logs during bid
preparation. When this occurs, delays, disputes and
unanticipated costs are the all-too-frequent result.

To reduce the likelihood of boring log
misinterpretation, the complete report must be
available to persons or organisations involved in the
project, such as contractors, for their use. Those who
o not provide such access may proceed under the
mistaken impression that simply disclaiming
responsibility for the accuracy of subsurface
information always insulates them from attendant
liability. Providing all the available information to
persons and organisations such as contractors helps
prevent costly construction problems and the
adversarial attitudes that may aggravate them to
disproportionate scale.

READ RESPONSIBILITY CLAUSES
CLOSELY

Because an ESA is based extensively on judgement
and opinion, it is necessarily less exact than other
disciplines. This situation has resulted in wholly
unwarranted claims being lodged against consultants.
To help prevent this problem, model clauses have
been developed for use in transmittals. These are not
exculpatory clauses designed to foist liabilities onto
some other party. Rather, they are definitive clauses
that identify where your consultant’s responsibilities
begin and end. Their use helps all parties involved
recognise their individual responsibilities and take
appropriate action. Some of these definitive clauses
are likely to appear in your ESA report, and you are
encouraged to read them closely. Your consultant
will be pleased to give full and frank answers to your
questions.
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