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Introduction

Transport planning is perhaps better equipped to face the challenges posed by Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) than other development sectors.  However it faces many unique challenges due its heavy reliance on quantified modelling techniques and cost benefit analysis.  Often this has led to the understanding of the problem and the objectives being somewhat secondary to the pursuit of pre-defined solutions promoting particular interests.  SEA is also being introduced at a time when the forces for change in transport planning are evident and perhaps in some countries have begun to decline as the need for quick solutions becomes more imperative.  Nevertheless a cultural change is taking place.
While individual countries have adopted different approaches to transport planning, the basic elements tend to be similar, although some models may operate on more of a bottom up than a top down approach.  Given the common elements, SEA is able to be easily fitted into the rational transport planning model.  As transport planning often operates at a variety of planning scales, so it is imperative that SEA does not introduce additional burdens that further delay the change in transport infrastructure and services that are needed.  Indeed, it should set out to reduce the burden and improve the efficiency of the decision making process by providing decision makers and the public with meaningful information about the trade-offs to be made. 

A central theme of the transport theme at Prague 2005 will be the effective integration of SEA into transport planning whether this is in terms of links with transport modelling, economic appraisal or health impacts.  It will also focus upon the tools and techniques needed to avoid duplication, to produce meaningful analysis rather than another exercise in paper consumption.  Consequently the call for papers is deliberately orientated towards identifying common issues, threats and opportunities focusing upon SEA and transport planning.  
TRANSPORT PLANNING CONTEXT
Across most countries, economic and demographic changes, broadening public policy goals, increased emphasis on accountability, consumer demand and technological innovation are changing the approach to transport.  Within local planning is recognised that a wider array of travel options is needed to sustain economic growth and to guarantee equality of access to opportunities and services within urban and rural communities.  National planning has recognised the impossibility of catering for ever more private vehicle use and that innovation is needed in the way transport planning meets widely shared community goals. 

The approach to transport planning has been changing as a result of a number of forces across most countries that include: 

· Increased competition for public funding at all levels of government;

· Fragmented responsibilities amongst transport authorities, infrastructure and service providers;

· Societal trends that reduce the attractiveness and relevance of traditional public transport services;

· Difficulties in reconciling competing or contradictory transport goals and objectives, e.g. between support for economic growth versus environmental protection versus cost control;

· Vehicle miles of travel increasing faster than population or economic growth;

· Urban sprawl and diffuse travel patterns that impede service by traditional public transport;

· Limited incentives for innovation or risk taking;
· Increasing participation of women in the labour force and increasing home working;

· Growth in the elderly population, single parents, single-adult households

· Change in business structures with increasing outsourcing and just in time logistics;

· Increasing contribution made by transport to global warming;

· New vehicle and traffic management technologies;

· Increased public involvement in decision making (TRB, 1999).
Reflecting upon these trends, the policy framework within which transport planning operates is also subject to numerous competing forces operating within the following domains:

· Transport policy;

· Environmental policy;

· Energy policy;

· Taxation policy;

· Land use policy;

· Other policies such as health. 

An integrated approach treats transport more as a means to promoting the explicit political objectives of government (growth, equity, employment, protecting health and the environment), than as a self-contained sector.  In operational terms, projects are assessed in terms of their contribution towards sustainable development (jobs, communities etc) instead of growth in mobility.  This has been reinforced by an emphasis on identifying how transport projects are to deliver these wider benefits and exactly how regional development benefits are to be achieved.  

The measurement of performance in transport has traditionally reflected an engineering focus, considering issues such as efficiency of vehicle flow and resources use.   With transport being a means to deliver a desirable quality of life the level of access and mobility become the important considerations.  Under the new paradigm new measures of efficiency are multi-modal with a focus upon the entire transport system at different geographic scales.   

Across Europe and North America there has been an increased attention given to multi-modal studies that set the context within which transport measures (demand management, traffic management and new infrastructure) are conceived.  This is however, not the case across all countries.  For example, in Germany the Federal Transport Infrastructure Plan (FTIP) has the task of choosing between about 2,000 infrastructure measures proposed from lower tier plans.  While at the state level, a transport plan has to decide about 500 projects.   The German bottom-up approach to planning perhaps would appear to inhibit the delivery of integrated and sustainable transport.
At the Prague Council in 2000, Transport Ministers agreed to a common approach to developing sustainable transport policies (ECMT, 2000) that highlighted the need for improved support for decision making on transport projects and policies.  The importance of good cost benefit analysis and effective strategic environmental assessment was stressed and guidance sought on developing better procedures and tools for presenting the results to decision makers.  Improved decision making was seen as being key to integrating transport and environment policies (ECMT, 2004).    
It is within this array of new paradigms facing transport that Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) must function.   As a result, SEA may be seen as an unwelcome burden. Alternatively it may be seen as a new tool by which a more robust and egalitarian set of transport solutions can be proposed.   
Issues for SEA to Address
The main objective of SEA is to provide a robust analysis of the contribution that transport policy and proposals make to each of the main relevant goals of government, highlighting outcomes, conflicts and trade-offs.  Assessments need to illuminate the issues and propose ways forward, providing a mechanism for delivering consensus among stakeholders on the nature of the problem, the alternatives available and the preferred solution.  This is no easy task, but one in which transport planning is generally more capable of addressing than perhaps some of the other development sectors such as land use planning.  
Apart from which plans and programmes require SEA, a central thread in the Directive is that duplication of assessment should be avoided.  Hence cost benefit analysis and environmental assessment should be integrated in multi-modal transport studies and transport plans, in a way that makes trade-offs visible rather than hidden behind a spurious accuracy that quantified techniques can generate.  Tiering in which topics are assessed in different plans is raised as a solution.  Consequently, SEAs prepared for transport planning need to be effectively linked with those undertaken for spatial planning and other sectors.  With different administrations, devolved responsibilities and different spatial scales, the task of providing effective integration is likely to be challenging.  Apart from creating links across administrative boundaries and topics, the allocation of issues to an appropriate tier in the plan and project planning processes is also a challenge if duplication of effort is not to result.  However is there a risk of failing to establish the overall impact with a lack of overall transparency and accountability?  

Aside from the procedural and administrative aspects of incorporating SEA into transport planning, the assessment tools need to be fit for purpose.  Some guidance has sought to apply project level assessment tools to strategic studies with mixed results, while others tend to be broad brush providing little meaningful assistance to the plan making processes.  While expert opinion is of increased importance in SEA, statistical analysis should not be neglected.  Expert opinion should be supported by evidence that can be defended in public.   

Establishing the regional economic development, environmental and community objectives that transport projects are intended to deliver during the early plan-making stages is critical if risks of delays and revisions to the projects are to be minimised.  To deliver this, political decision makers should play an integral part in the process of defining problems and community objectives that the plan is to address.  Transparent mechanisms that integrate wider economic, social and environmental issues into the plan and project formulation processes are therefore needed.  
While SEA is narrower in scope than sustainability appraisals, SEA neatly provides a mechanism through which stakeholders can be informed and be involved.  The approach of the French for integrating local sustainable development priorities into new infrastructure projects through the 1% sustainable development fund, is one means to address local objections.  So can SEA assist in the definition of national, regional and local objectives to provide a framework for trade-offs?
Strategic environmental assessments face the challenge of delivering an appropriate amount of information on the environmental performance of alternative transport strategies being considered in the plan.  This may result in superficial assessments that are “add-ons” to the transport planning process.  Apart from failing to add value such assessments also bring the process into disrepute and create opportunities for legal challenge.  The other danger is that they become too comprehensive and unwieldy, failing to focus upon the key issues, descending to the level of detail more appropriate to EIA.  A related issue is how to distil key information into a consistent, coherent and accepted presentational form for decision makers and the public.  
Linked with communication is the task of safeguarding the impartiality of the assessment where the plan making authority is also responsible for the SEA.  This is a situation that does not normally arise with EIA.  In France, credible independent institutions are able to act as arbiters (ECMT, 2004), while in the Netherlands, separation of stakeholder consultation from expert appraisal is viewed as important.  A key issue is how to ensure the objectivity of the assessment and avoid similar failures to early the EIAs?  

Some authors create a parody in which SEA is either data led – demanding large databases, or objectives-led – where reliance is based upon pre-defined indicators offering consistency of approach.  An alternative may be termed evidence-based in which knowledge is to be used to identify significant impacts.  These different approaches are rather more academic ideals than practical realities.  Nevertheless they do set the context for procedural, technical and cultural issues associated with SEA.

Among the technical issues needing to be addressed are: identifying significant environmental impacts, particularly cumulative impacts, forecasting the future baseline conditions, and the development of meaningful alternative strategies.  How significance criteria are developed for individual impacts and the mechanisms by which they are aggregated to provide scores across the alternative strategies also merit attention raising issues of quantification and monetisation techniques.
It is becoming recognised that a single measure of economic efficiency is flawed and many countries are incorporating multi-criteria analysis.  This is particularly important as a focus on economic efficiency does not assist in understanding the distribution of the costs and benefits.  Options that are equally economically efficient may result in a very different distribution of costs and benefits.  As a result of SEA, scarce financial resources should be less likely to be wasted and allow more cost effective delivery of objectives.  Questions as to how to integrate environmental and economic appraisal activities throughout the transport planning process will undoubtedly arise. 

SEA provides new opportunities for mitigation in that measures need no longer be conceived as bolt-on to the project design.  Instead, longer term mitigation can be undertaken, perhaps with mitigation remote to the project being both more financially and environmentally beneficial than the delivery of measures local to the project.  Also, SEA creates opportunities for organisational or institutional change or advanced data assembly offering new means of avoiding or minimising significant impacts.
The SEA Directive makes it a requirement to monitor significant environmental effects resulting from the plan.  This raises issues of what to monitor, how to detect trends and attribute effects to specific causes given natural and induced environmental variability.   Then there are the organisational aspects of data assembly and management not just for single plans, but coordinated across all plans operating in an area that need to be considered.  
How SEA interacts with EIA is a key aspect if the burden of assessment is to be lightened and if the environmental benefits of SEA are to be realised.  For transport planning this could mean that certain types of project no longer require an EIA as the SEA establishes that no significant effects are likely.  This may stimulate legislative change where EIA thresholds are set very low.  Also, the SEA could better define the scope of the EIA so that it is undertaken more efficiently.  Perhaps the greatest benefit would be the delivery of a clear set of environmental design objectives within which specific transport projects must conform.  Having such a set of specific objectives defined in advanced could help to replace the mitigation culture with one of impact avoidance. 

While transport is perhaps better placed to accommodate SEA, the key task remains to deliver the change in the culture of transport planning in order that problems are better understood and sustainable transport is delivered. Key to this will be more effective and open mechanisms for involving the public and a willingness amongst transport planners to accept the legitimacy of the view of others and the need to address objectives beyond those of road safety and reducing congestion.  
TERMS OF REFERENCE FOR PAPERS
The terms of reference for the papers set out below is deliberately orientated towards identifying common issues, threats and opportunities focusing upon SEA and transport planning.  Consequently, papers should use individual experiences to highlight principles of general application.  The following methodological, procedural, technical and cultural issues merit particular attention:
· Devising and assessing alternative strategies in transport plans: How are strategies devised, what detail, who is involved, how the boundaries with other plans and jurisdictions are handled?
· Integrating SEA into other assessment activities: How to bring economic, social, health and environmental assessments together at the same plan level and provide integration between SEA and project EIA?
· Stakeholder involvement in defining the problem and objectives:  How to engage the public when they tend only to become involved in transport planning when projects directly affect their interests?  
· Assessment tools for SEA:  Are we properly equipped with tools and techniques for SEA? How to avoid reliance upon GIS?  What rules are needed for significance criteria and how to aggregate impacts for strategies with multiple transport measures?  Can environmental capacity be defined?  

· Communicating the assessment: How to keep the assessments meaningful for the different audiences yet technically robust.

· Quality control in SEA: Is it an issue when the plan maker is also judging the SEA and its mitigation/monitoring requirements? 
· Changes to transport planning:  How will SEA change the culture of transport planning, will there be a strong multi-modal emphasis, mitigation across projects, environmental justice and streamlining of EIA activities?
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