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Introduction
Sustainability appraisal (SA) is increasingly becoming recognised around the world as an important tool to support the shift towards sustainable development or sustainability
, with some jurisdictions already having considerable practical experience with sustainability appraisal processes (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler 2004). The workshop discussions at Prague 2005 will therefore provide a timely opportunity to reflect upon experiences with SA to date, in the interests of promoting SA as a policy tool and providing valuable input into its ongoing evolution. The title for this conference topic, “SEA and Sustainability Appraisal”, reflects the growing sense that the development and implementation of SA may be guided and informed by experiences gained through the maturation of SEA. 

In this paper, and for the workshop discussions at Prague 2005, we will take “sustainability appraisal” to mean any process that has as its aim to ensure that sustainability considerations are taken into account in decision-making.  This broad definition encompasses a range of processes which have been developed in different jurisdictions for different purposes, including the UK’s “sustainability appraisal” of regional plans (DETR 2000), “sustainability impact assessment” of trade agreements (Lee and Kirkpatrick 2001) and other processes variously termed “sustainability assessment”, “sustainability impact assessment”, “integrated assessment” or something similar (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler 2004; Hacking 2004).

While an important feature of this workshop will be to explore the relationship between sustainability appraisal and SEA (applied to policies, plans and programmes), the discussion will also extend to the sustainability appraisal of projects. Although this application of sustainability appraisal is perhaps more closely related to project EIA than to SEA, it is increasingly being promoted as an alternative or a supplement to traditional EIA and therefore warrants examination in this workshop (see for example Pope 2003).

The purpose of this brief paper is to outline what we consider to be the most pressing and fundamental questions facing the development and implementation of sustainability appraisal around the world. We believe these should form the basis of discussions at Prague. This paper also emphasises concepts rather than processes and techniques for SA, although these are briefly discussed too. Such conceptual questions about SA and its role in decision-making are complex, important and often inadequately addressed. The workshop discussions in Prague will aim to redress that imbalance.

The conceptual basis for sustainability appraisal

Since the broad aim of SA is to ensure that sustainability issues are taken into account in decision-making, the starting point for the development of meaningful sustainability appraisal processes must be the contemplation of the nature and requirements of sustainability or sustainable development. This has proved far more complex and conceptually difficult in practice than addressing environmental considerations alone. Many alternative theoretical formulations of the concept of sustainability/sustainable development have been developed, which are founded upon common concerns and principles, but which have different emphases (Gibson 2001). In the following discussion, we attempt to highlight some of these conceptual complexities and challenges and their implications for SA. 

The most common conceptualisation of sustainability involves the integration of the ‘triple bottom line’ (TBL) of environmental, social and economic considerations. Most SA processes are therefore based upon an integrated TBL approach (Twigger-Ross 2003).  In jurisdictions in which environment is broadly defined to encompass socio-economic as well as bio-physical issues, SEA processes may provide a platform for SA.
In reflecting upon SEA and SA, it is particularly important to consider the relationship between environmental protection and /sustainable development. Addressing this issue will help to define both the scope and the role of sustainability assessment as a policy tool. 

For example, several authors have expressed concerns about taking an integrated TBL approach to SA, fearing that this approach provides a vehicle for the ‘watering down’ and ‘trading off’ of environmental considerations against socio-economic goals. They therefore consider SA a threat to the SEA goal of integrating environmental considerations into decision-making and protecting the environment (Sheate et al 2003; Jenkins et al 2003; Gibson 2001; Lee 2002). 

In the development sector, the potential for trade-offs is viewed in a more positive light. The integrated TBL approach to sustainability appraisal is seen as a process for striking an appropriate balance between environmental, social and economic outcomes, and therefore perhaps providing the means to make acceptable a proposal that would otherwise be considered unacceptable if viewed only in environmental terms (Pope et al 2004).

Others suggest that the TBL is an inappropriate interpretation of sustainability for the purposes of SA. They argue that it attributes too many factors to the concept of sustainability/sustainable development, which more appropriately belong in the realm of planning. Instead, they advocate basing SA on criteria derived from the Rio Declaration sustainable development principles of inter- and intra-generational equity The former is characterised by the preservation of environmental systems for future generations (George 2001). Others have suggested assessment processes based on ecological sustainability, but as something distinct from and existing alongside broader TBL-based sustainability appraisal processes (Sadler 1999). 

So, should SEA and SA be combined into one process (Smith and Sheate 2001)? Perhaps the real challenge is therefore to design SA processes that address a broad range of TBL issues but also protect the environment (as a bottom line) from inappropriate trade-offs through incorporating ‘minimum acceptability criteria’ (Sadler 1999; Sippe 1999). Or is this asking too much of a single process? Is TBL integration alone already unwieldy and difficult? Is there a case for maintaining SA processes as distinct from SEA and EIA?
Even if a TBL approach is adopted which gives equal consideration to environmental, social and economic considerations, there are further areas for debate. For example, should SA be a process for identifying, evaluating and mitigating the negative TBL impacts of a proposal, or should it go beyond this to promote positive outcomes and contributions towards aspirational objectives (Pope et al 2004, Gibson 2001)? 

Another question is whether SA should be guided by a clear vision of sustainability/sustainable development, as suggested by Bellagio Principle No 1 (see www.iisd.org). This would encourage us to ask if we are heading in the right direction towards a defined ‘end point’ in our decision-making and if we are moving at an acceptable pace. This raises the question of whether is it desirable, practical or even possible to meaningfully translate a vision of sustainability/sustainable development into criteria which define what is and isn’t considered sustainable (George 2001, Pope et al 2004)? It has been suggested that this may be more meaningful at a regional level rather than a national or global level. The alternative view is that a vision of sustainability/sustainable development is unnecessary and that any improvement over the status quo (either by minimising negative TBL impacts or by contributing to positive TBL objectives) is an appropriate and sufficient goal for SA.

Applications and role in decision-making
SA can and should draw upon SEA experience and practice in terms of application and process. So, like SEA, SA can also be either a reactive process applied to existing proposals or existing activities, or a more proactive process applied during the development of a proposal (Partidario 2003; Sheate et al 2003). 

When conducted reactively, SA can be considered analogous to conventional EIA as it seeks to identify and evaluate the sustainability implications of a proposal, whether it be a policy, plan, programme, project or anything else:

· To determine whether or not the proposal is ‘sustainable enough’ in the eyes of the decision-makers; and/or 

· To identify opportunities to refine the proposal to make it ‘more sustainable’ where appropriate (for example to maximise mutually supportive benefits with minimal trade-offs). 

However, like SEA, SA can also be a more proactive process that provides input on sustainability implications during the process of developing a proposal (Therivel 2004; Noble 2000):

· To ensure that sustainability considerations play a part in defining the desired outcomes from the proposal; 

· To choose between alternative options; and 

· To refine the preferred option. 

This proactive approach reflects the view that SA should not be considered as an “add-on” process but as a tool to provide sustainability focus to existing planning and decision-making processes.  By integrating SA with the planning and decision-making process there is potential to ensure that policy outcomes are consistent with and embody sustainability, however sustainability is interpreted.  By identifying and evaluating sustainability considerations much earlier in the decision-making process, SA should provide more opportunities for ensuring sustainability outcomes.  

This raises the question of sustainability appraisal of project proposals. Here, SA is often advocated as a supplement to or replacement for traditional project EIA. In this way, it is a reactive process (see for example Pope 2003). Can reactive SA make a real contribution to sustainability/sustainable development when they are conducted late in the process of developing a proposal and are based upon proposals which have been developed to meet a proponent’s own financial and strategic objectives rather than society’s sustainability goals? Or do such SAs ask the wrong questions too late? If SA is ideally applied during the development of a proposal, then perhaps much can be learnt from experiences with proactive applications of SEA. 

The broader question here is: to what should SA be applied? Dovers (2004) suggests that SEA (and by extension SA) generally only addresses the direct causes of environmental degradation (or ‘unsustainability’) and suggests that a ‘deeper’ approach is required that addresses indirect causes, that is ‘the broader area of policy and institutional settings that influence patterns of production and consumption, settlement and governance, such as economic and tax policy, trade, regional development, and so on’, in contrast to addressing only direct causes. What applications of SA have been implemented and to what effect with respect to the shift towards sustainability/sustainable development?

We can also distinguish between internal SA conducted by the proponent or policy-maker responsible for the development of the proposal, and external SA conducted by regulators, government decision-makers or advisors. The latter is a reactive process generally conducted to aid a decision on whether or not a proposal should be approved. This, in turn, raises the issue of appropriate institutional arrangements for external SA, and also about the relationship between sustainability appraisal and politics in a representative democracy.

We suggest several issues that need to be addressed in this regard:

· Are there existing examples of effective institutional structures that allow for the consideration of sustainability issues in government decision-making? 

· How might it be possible to deal with the criticism that institutional structures designed to deal with sustainability appraisals (such as Commissions for Sustainable Development)] usurp the generally understood role of elected government?

· How would an institutional process be designed for sustainability appraisal if one already exists for SEA?

Processes issues and challenges

There are a number of challenges in considering how to undertake SA: 

· Given that sustainability/sustainable development is a global and intergenerational issue, SA would seem to call for the broad consideration of impacts in both space and time. What is practical, and what are the challenges and limitations of a broad approach to impact identification? 

· If a broad-ranging approach to sustainability appraisal is adopted that incorporates a wide range of TBL parameters, the issue of substantive or horizontal integration must be addressed. How can such integration be achieved?

· Inevitably, integration will lead to the potential for trade-offs between competing interests. How should trade-offs be evaluated for significance and acceptability?

· What role should stakeholders and the broader community play in SA? For example, in scoping, evaluating impacts, identifying appropriate trade-offs or compromises, etc?

· Should SA processes be quantitative and technically-based, as in the case with traditional EIA, or does SA call for more qualitative and value-based approach? If so, how can the qualitative and the quantitative be reconciled in a single process?

· It is often suggested that sustainability requires a multidisciplinary approach to policy and decision-making. How can this requirement be addressed in practice?

Terms of Reference for authors

We invite those of you who are considering coming to the Prague workshop to think about the issues raised in this paper.  Conceptual or theoretical papers that address these issues will be welcomed. Case study papers will also provide essential input into the discussion, and should ideally illustrate how one or more of the issues raised in this paper has been addressed. For example case study papers could specifically respond to questions such as: 

· How has the concept of sustainability/sustainable development been interpreted and embedded in the process and, therefore, what it is the aim or intent of the process? 

· How, when and to what is the process applied and how does it inform decision-making? 

· How have the process challenges outlined in this paper been addressed? 

We hope that there will be enough room for everyone who is interested in ‘SEA and SA to present their work. Although the intention is to select papers for presentation at the workshop based on how closely they relate to one or more of the questions and issues raised here, we recognise that SA is a complex, relatively new and rapidly evolving field and therefore that others may have identified issues and challenges that we have not addressed. We encourage any potential authors who feel strongly to submit their work for consideration. Papers not actually selected can be circulated in electronic form or authors can provide copies in paper form to stimulate reflection. Alternatively, authors may wish to prepare a poster.
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� The term ‘sustainable development’ has been widely used since the Brundtland report of 1987 and has subsequently been reflected in the Rio Declaration of 1992and many subsequent policies, institutions and pieces of legislation around the world. However, the term ‘sustainability’ now seems to be preferred in some jurisdictions, for example Australia. There is debate as to whether the two terms are in fact equivalent or not. This paper utilises both terms. Reflections about any perceived differences between the two, and any policy implications of such differences, will be welcome input to the discussions on SA in Prague.
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