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Access to OSHISIS Knowledge Base 

Environmental Impact (ISO 14001:2026) 

Definitions, planning, implementation and improvement 
Environmental impact is the change to the environment resulting wholly or partly from an organization’s 

environmental aspects. The EMS connects that change to policy, aspect evaluation, objectives, competence, 

operational controls, emergency response and corrective action. The training focus is to explain the 

environmental consequence and manage the activities that cause or can cause it. 

Learning objectives 
• Distinguish activity, aspect, environmental condition, environmental impact and organizational effect. 

• Identify adverse and beneficial impacts across applicable life cycle stages and operating conditions. 

• Connect identified impacts to the relevant policy, planning, support, operation and improvement 

requirements. 

• Select useful evidence and indicators without assuming that every impact needs a separate objective or full 

life cycle assessment. 

Definition and concept clarification 
Clause 3.2.4 defines environmental impact as an adverse or beneficial change to the environment resulting 

wholly or partially from environmental aspects. The change need not be caused solely by the organization. 

Potential impacts should also be considered when identifying and evaluating aspects. 

Reference: 3.2.4; 3.2.2 Note 1; 6.1.2. 

Annex A.3 distinguishes an effect on the organization from an environmental impact. A contaminated river is an 

environmental impact; a penalty, loss of production or damaged reputation is an organizational effect. Record 

them separately so that financial consequences do not replace the environmental assessment. 

Reference: A.3, clarification of effect and environmental impact; A.6.1.2, cause and effect relationship. 
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1 Understanding environmental change 
Concept Meaning for training Example 

Activity The work or operation being performed. Operating a boiler 

Environmental aspect The element that interacts or can interact with the 

environment. 
Exhaust emissions from fuel 

combustion 

Environmental impact The resulting adverse or beneficial environmental 

change. 
Deterioration of air quality; 

contribution to climate change 

Environmental 

condition 
The environmental state at a particular time. Existing poor ambient air quality 

Organizational effect The consequence for the organization. Complaint, production restriction or 

financial loss 

Reference: 3.2.2, 3.2.3, 3.2.4; A.3. Examples are trainer illustrations. 

Adverse and beneficial impacts 
An adverse impact harms environmental quality, resources or ecosystems. A beneficial impact improves an 

environmental condition. Resource conservation and reduced pollution can be desired results of controls, but 

describe the actual environmental change and the comparison baseline clearly. Do not label an activity 

beneficial merely because its purpose is environmental protection. 

Activity and aspect Environmental change to assess 

Effluent discharge containing organic load Possible oxygen depletion and deterioration of receiving water 

quality 

Groundwater abstraction Possible depletion of groundwater resources 

Land clearing and vegetation removal Possible habitat loss and reduced biodiversity 

Restoration and establishment of native 

vegetation 
Possible improvement of habitat condition and ecosystem 

function 

Emergency spill and chemical release Possible soil and surface water contamination 

Reference: 3.2.4; A.6.1.2. Examples require site specific verification. 

Scale and pathway matter 
The Annex explains that impacts can occur at local, regional or global scales, and can be direct, indirect or 

cumulative. Assess the release or resource use, the pathway, the receiving environment and the resulting 

change. The same aspect can have several impacts, and several sources can contribute to one environmental 

change. 

Reference: A.6.1.2, environmental impacts and cause and effect discussion. 

Avoid three common errors 
1) Waste generation is usually the aspect, not the complete impact description. 

2) A legal breach is a compliance issue, not itself the environmental change. 
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3) A low complaint count does not demonstrate the absence of adverse impacts. Explain the affected 

receptor or resource and use relevant evidence. 
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2 EMS aim policy and environmental objectives 

Aim of an environmental management system 
The Introduction explains how a systematic EMS helps protect the environment by preventing or mitigating 

adverse impacts, respond to changing environmental conditions, meet compliance obligations and enhance 

environmental performance. It also supports communication and financial or operational benefits from 

environmentally sound alternatives. 

Life cycle thinking helps avoid unintentionally transferring adverse impacts elsewhere. A design that reduces 

manufacturing waste but makes downstream disposal substantially more harmful should be evaluated across 

the relevant stages. Environmental conditions affecting the organization, such as flooding, are distinct from 

impacts caused by its aspects, such as contaminated floodwater leaving the site. 

Reference: 0.2, informative aim of the EMS; A.3; A.6.1.2. 

Environmental policy 
Top management must establish, implement and maintain a policy appropriate to the organization’s purpose 

and context, including the nature, scale and environmental impacts of activities, products and services. It must 

provide the framework for objectives and commitments to environmental protection, compliance obligations 

and continual improvement to enhance environmental performance. 

Environmental protection includes pollution prevention and relevant context specific commitments. The Note 

and Annex examples include resource conservation, sustainable resource use, climate change mitigation and 

adaptation, biodiversity, ecosystems and restoration. These examples do not mean every organization must 

adopt every listed commitment. The policy must be documented, internally communicated and available to 

interested parties. 

Reference: 5.2(a–e) and policy availability statements; 5.2 Note; A.5.2. 

Setting environmental objectives 
Set objectives at relevant functions and levels, taking into account significant aspects and related compliance 

obligations, and considering risks and opportunities. Objectives must align with the policy, be measurable if 

practicable, monitored, communicated, updated as appropriate and documented. 

Annex A.6.2 explains that significant aspects have high priority but do not each require a separate objective. 

Measurement may be quantitative or qualitative against a specified scale; inability to measure should be an 

exception. Plan actions, resources, responsibility, completion and evaluation indicators, and consider integration 

into business processes. 

Reference: 6.2.1(a–f); 6.2.2(a–e); A.6.2. 

Objective illustration 
Illustrative objective: reduce the annual mass of a specified pollutant discharged by 15 percent against a verified 

baseline, within 12 months. Define the measurement boundary, flow and concentration method, owner, 

resources and review dates. Confirm that concentration improvements are not achieved merely by dilution, and 

consider absolute load alongside production intensity. The target is a trainer example, not an ISO prescribed 

percentage. 

Reference: Training application of 6.2.1, 6.2.2 and 9.1.1. 
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3 Environmental aspects competence and awareness 

Determine aspects and their associated impacts 
Within the EMS scope, identify aspects of activities, products and services under control or influence and their 

associated impacts, considering a life cycle perspective. Determine potential emergencies. Take into account 

normal and abnormal conditions, changes and potential emergency situations. Use established criteria to 

determine significant aspects, communicate them appropriately and document aspects, impacts, criteria and 

significant aspects. 

Reference: 6.1.2, including items a–c and Notes 1–2; A.6.1.2; related change topic 6.3. 

Consider applicable upstream and downstream stages: raw materials, design, production, transport or delivery, 

use, end of life treatment and final disposal. Detailed LCA is not required. The Annex also covers startup, 

shutdown, relevant past activities and incidents, decommissioning, land and marine or coastal use where 

relevant. 

Reference: 6.1.2 Note 1; A.6.1.2. 

Environmental significance 
Environmental criteria are the primary and minimum basis in the Annex explanation. Consider aspect 

characteristics, impact scale, severity, duration, exposure and environmental conditions, as applicable. Other 

criteria, such as legal requirements and interested party concerns, may elevate significance; they must not 

downgrade an aspect already significant on environmental grounds. Significance is relative and can change over 

time. 

Reference: 6.1.2 established criteria requirement; A.6.1.2 significance guidance. 

Competence 
Determine necessary competence for people working under organizational control who affect environmental 

performance and the ability to meet compliance obligations. Ensure competence through suitable education, 

training or experience; determine aspect and EMS related training needs; take action where applicable and 

evaluate its effectiveness. Make documented evidence of competence available. 

Annex examples include people whose work can cause significant impacts, people determining and evaluating 

impacts or obligations, objective contributors, emergency responders, internal auditors and compliance 

evaluators. Attendance at training alone is weak evidence of capability. A practical demonstration or sound 

evaluation exercise can help verify competence for the assigned task. 

Reference: 7.2(a–d), Note and evidence statement; A.7.2(a–b). Verification examples are recommendations. 

Awareness complements competence 
People under organizational control must be aware of significant aspects and related actual or potential impacts 

associated with their work, their contribution to EMS effectiveness and the implications of nonconformity. For 

example, a transfer operator should know both how to use spill controls and why protecting the nearby drain 

matters. 

Reference: 7.3(a–d); A.7.3; A.3 explanation of people working under control, including relevant contractors. 
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4 Operational control and emergency response 

Operational planning and control 
Establish, implement, control and maintain the processes needed to meet EMS requirements and actions 

determined in Clause 6. Set operating criteria and control processes against them. Control planned changes, 

review unintended changes and mitigate adverse effects where necessary. Define the type and extent of control 

or influence for relevant externally provided processes, products or services. 

Reference: 8.1 opening requirements and change and external provision paragraphs; A.8.1. 

Consistent with a life cycle perspective, address environmental requirements in design and development as 

appropriate, determine procurement requirements as appropriate, communicate relevant requirements to 

external providers and consider the need for information about potential significant impacts during transport, 

use and end of life. Document processes to the extent needed for confidence that they operate as planned. 

Reference: 8.1(a–d) and documentation statement; A.8.1; A.6.1.2. 

Potential impact Illustrative control Useful verification 

Soil or water contamination 

during transfer 
Compatible containment, protected 

drains and defined transfer criteria 
Containment inspection and 

observed transfer practice 

Air pollution from a process Appropriate engineering control and 

operating parameters 
Control performance and emissions 

data 

Downstream contamination at 

disposal 
Product design and relevant end of life 

information 
Design review and information 

supplied 

Impacts from contractor 

activities 
Defined environmental requirements and 

suitable oversight 
Briefing, capability review and site 

observations 

Reference: Trainer examples supporting 8.1 and A.8.1; select controls appropriate to the actual operation. 

Emergency preparedness and response 
Prepare for and respond to potential emergencies determined under 6.1.2. Plan actions to prevent or mitigate 

adverse impacts, respond to actual emergencies and take action appropriate to the magnitude and potential 

impact. Periodically test planned responses where practicable, review and revise them particularly after 

emergencies or tests, and provide relevant information and training as appropriate. Document processes to the 

necessary extent. 

Reference: 8.2(a–f) and documentation statement; A.8.2; A.6.1.2. 

For a chemical spill, life safety response and environmental containment both matter. Plan how to protect 

drains and receiving waters, manage contaminated residues and obtain specialist assistance where needed. The 

Annex also highlights communication, key contacts, post emergency evaluation and potential mutual aid. Test 

whether the response actually protects receptors, not only whether responders assemble quickly. 

Reference: A.8.2(a–j); 8.2(a, c–f). Spill scenario is a training illustration. 
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5 Corrective action monitoring and change 

Nonconformity and corrective action 
When a nonconformity occurs, react to it and, as applicable, control and correct it and deal with consequences, 

including mitigating adverse environmental impacts. Evaluate the need to eliminate causes so it does not recur 

or occur elsewhere: review the nonconformity, determine causes and check for similar actual or potential 

failures. Implement needed actions, review effectiveness and change the EMS if necessary. 

Corrective action must be appropriate to the significance of the nonconformity’s effects, including its 

environmental impacts. Document the nature of nonconformities, subsequent actions and corrective action 

results. A cleanup addresses consequences; fixing the cause addresses recurrence. Both may be needed. 

Reference: 10.2(a–e), proportionality and documented evidence statements; A.10.2. 

Corrective action illustration 

 

Reference: Trainer application of 10.2(a–d); related 8.1 and 8.2. 

Monitoring and evaluation 
Evaluate environmental performance and EMS effectiveness. Determine what to monitor, measure and analyse, 

suitable methods, evaluation criteria and indicators, and timing. Use calibrated or verified equipment as 

appropriate, communicate relevant information and retain available documented evidence of results. Annex 

guidance links monitoring to significant aspects, obligations and operational controls. 

An output indicator such as waste mass or pollutant load can demonstrate pressure on the environment; it is 

not automatically a direct measurement of environmental condition or ecological outcome. Where relevant, 

interpret it alongside receptor data and other influences. Avoid claiming a proven impact reduction from 

training attendance or an inspection count alone. 
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Reference: 9.1.1(a–e) and subsequent requirements; A.9.1.1. Indicator interpretation is trainer guidance. 

Planning changes and preventing harm 
Manage changes that affect or can affect the EMS in a planned manner so intended outcomes remain 

achievable. The Annex explains evaluation of anticipated effects and environmental impacts and mitigation of 

unintended adverse consequences. Review aspects, controls, competence and emergency arrangements when a 

process, facility, product or obligation changes. 

Reference: 6.3; A.6.3; 6.1.2(b). A.10.2 links the preventive function to 4.1 and 6.1.4. 
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6 Integrated review and participant exercise 
EMS connection Environmental impact question Reference 

Definition and 

concept 
Have we described an environmental change rather than 

only an activity, release or business effect? 
3.2.4; A.3 

Aim and policy Do commitments reflect relevant impacts and protection 

of the environment? 
0.2; 5.2; A.5.2 

Aspects and 

significance 
Have we assessed actual or potential impacts under 

relevant conditions and life cycle stages? 
6.1.2; A.6.1.2 

Objectives Do priorities and indicators reflect significant aspects, 

obligations and policy commitments? 
6.2.1–6.2.2; A.6.2 

Competence and 

awareness 
Can relevant personnel perform their tasks and explain the 

impacts associated with their work? 
7.2–7.3; A.7.2–A.7.3 

Control and 

emergency 
Are operating criteria and response actions appropriate to 

the potential environmental consequences? 
8.1–8.2; A.8.1–A.8.2 

Results and 

improvement 
Do we evaluate results, mitigate consequences and 

address causes of failures? 
9.1.1; 10.2; A.9.1.1; A.10.2 

Participant exercise / case Study 
Use one site activity such as effluent treatment, fuel transfer, pesticide application or boiler operation. Identify 

its aspect, environmental receptor and potential environmental change. Include one abnormal or emergency 

scenario and one applicable life cycle stage under control or influence. Explain significance using established 

criteria. 

Then link the scenario to a policy commitment, a suitable objective or justified priority decision, required 

competence, operating criteria, an emergency response action, a result indicator and a possible corrective 

action. Keep proposed records and controls proportionate to the activity. 

Evidence examples for discussion 
Aspect and impact assessment, significance criteria, objective action plans, task competence evidence, operating 

instructions, contractor requirements, emergency test findings, monitoring results and corrective action 

effectiveness reviews. These are examples of evidence; the standard’s actual documentation requirements 

govern what must be available. 
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