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Introduction

Biodiversity supports many livelihoods and provides essential goods and services to millions of people. However its values are often under-emphasised in land use and development planning. The first World Summit on Environment and Development in Rio de Janeiro (1992) emphasised the importance of biodiversity as the basis of our very existence, to be used wisely and sustainably and conserved for current and future generations. The main threats to biodiversity globally are associated with human activities causing habitat loss or damage. These threats need to be carefully managed if significant, irreversible losses of biodiversity are to be avoided.
Impact Assessment (IA) is widely used to ensure that the environmental implications of a proposed development or new activity are taken into account.  IA may be used at the project-level to predict the environmental effects of a specific proposal (Environmental Impact Assessment, EIA), or at a more strategic level to assess the environmental effects of proposed policies, plans or programmes (strategic environmental assessment or SEA) in a range of sectors eg land use planning, energy, water resource planning, transport.  Simply defined, strategic environmental assessment (SEA) is environmental assessment of a proposed policy, plan or programme. A critical element is that it is strategic and thus forward looking and not reactive.
Both EIA and SEA have been recognised in the Convention on Biodiversity and in other biodiversity-related Conventions as important tools for identifying, avoiding, minimising and mitigating adverse impacts on biodiversity. SEA provides opportunities to ensure that the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity is pursued as a fundamental objective of strategic decision-making. It does this by providing opportunities to:
· Build biodiversity objectives into plans, including local, provincial, county or state level land-use and urban plans and sectoral plans.
· Identify biodiversity-friendly alternatives. 

· Identify and manage cumulative threats. 

· Plan effective mitigation strategies to ensure no net loss of biodiversity.
· Put in place monitoring programmes to provide necessary biodiversity data.
· Strengthen biodiversity partnerships and information networks.
· Create a need for biodiversity specialists to engage with planners and decision-makers. 
· Integrate biodiversity into a range of activities that affect the way environmental resources are dealt with, including agriculture, agroforestry and minerals from central government level downwards.

In some countries SEA is a mandatory requirement for certain kinds of plan. In others SEA is less formal and may be carried out purely on a voluntary basis or as a form of good practice in planning. ‘SEA’ is sometimes used to refer to general description or appraisal of the environment in a larger geographic area than normally covered by EIA, but is more properly applied to environmental assessment during development of a new policy, plan or programme of activities, or significant changes to plans already in place.  

In practical terms SEA provides an opportunity to look at the ‘big picture’ and plan practical, viable and long-term plans for conservation of biodiversity based on larger ecological units. It can also be pre-emptive in identifying which areas should be developed or conserved and ensuring that the results of any systematic biodiversity planning (eg from National Biodiversity Strategy Action Plans (NBSAPs) can be integrated during the development of new strategic proposals. 

On the other hand SEA may be seen as an extra hurdle to negotiate in during the development of such proposals. Biodiversity may be seen as a low priority and there may be pressure to carry out rapid assessments at a ‘surface level’, which actually mean that biodiversity concerns are ‘glossed over’. The challenge to SEA in relation to biological conservation is to go beyond the limits of statutory protection and to increase the emphasis given to biodiversity across development activities and in unprotected areas.  Although it is important to minimise loss and mitigate for damage, it is also important to use SEA to create circumstances in which biodiversity is actively promoted as an important element of a plan, policy or programme or indeed as a plan, policy or programme in itself.  

Aim of this paper
This paper introduces some of the issues which need to be addressed to make SEA an effective tool for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity. It is intended to highlight relevant questions/issues and provide some examples of current international experience.for consideration during the Biodiversity & SEA sessions in Prague with the emphasis on sharing our learning, finding common threads and developing best practice. Also to stimulate submission of papers on relevant issues/experiences for presentation and discussion during the conference. 
The following sections outline some of the issues the session may address. Papers are invited that review the benefits of SEA as a tool for the conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity.  In particular we hope to address the following questions:

· How should biodiversity issues be tackled in SEA?

· Is special expertise required to address them? 

· What conditions are required for effective SEA in relation to biodiversity?

· Are new approaches to gathering and management of biodiversity information and the monitoring and evaluation of environmental change required, or do we already have the experience and information required to carry out effective appraisals of biodiversity at the strategic level?

Getting hold of information

SEA both needs information on biodiversity and provides opportunities to collect new information. How much information do we need? How detailed should it be, and what do we do in countries or situations where information, and the capacity required to collect and organise it, is limited? Even in countries where a considerable amount of information is available, such as the UK (see Box), it can be difficult to decide how much information should be included in an SEA and what should be done about information gaps. This stream will therefore spend some time discussing examples of SEAs from both information-rich and information-poor situations to consider whether different approaches are required.
	The National Biodiversity Network (NBN) (www.nbn.org.uk) is a UK-wide system for monitoring and reporting on biodiversity. It collects information and makes it easier to retrieve or supply. It is intended to help guide the delivery of national priorities through local action. Local Record Centres complement the NBN and participate in information supply and interpretation. Such record centres provide an important link between decision-makers, national organisations and local volunteer data collectors, by guiding the supply and management of local data, providing analysed data to inform development and planning decisions, and monitoring and reporting trends. 


Biodiversity Objectives 
The process of national and local biodiversity action planning promoted by the CBD provides essential information to support SEA. Biodiversity action plans  can include important goals, objectives and targets, summarise what information there is on biodiversity and who holds it, provide details of important partners and consultees: often a very useful starting point for SEA. However countries differ considerably in terms of their emphasis on planning for biodiversity.  In some, such as South Africa, there is a strong emphasis on systematic spatial planning for biodiversity. In others a much more haphazard and reactive approach is adopted. There is growing experience of how to ‘package’ biodiversity information and priorities so that they can be clearly understood and addressed by planners and decision-makers. Some of this experience will be reviewed during the Stream.
If there is no systematic biodiversity planning, SEA practitioners, planners and decision-makers may need to set their own objectives for biodiversity, to provide a basis for evaluating the likely success of a proposed plan in biodiversity-terms. 

Examples of objective-setting for biodiversity in SEA are sought, as well as examples of participatory approaches to objective-setting. These might address the following types of question: 

· What are we trying to achieve for biodiversity generally and in this particular plan? 

· What constitutes a high level of protection for biodiversity?

· What measures of biodiversity should be used to evaluate sustainability?

· Are there any biodiversity threats or opportunities specific to this plan?

Biodiversity Indicators
Biodiversity indicators are characteristics which, when measured repeatedly, demonstrate ecological trends and make it possible to gauge the current condition of biodiversity in a defined area. 

Ideally biodiversity indicators should be:

(i)
sensitive to change

(ii)
widely distributed

(iii)
capable of providing assessment over a wide range of stress

(iv)
independent of sample size

(v)
easy and cost effective to measure, collect and analyse

(vi)
able to differentiate between natural and anthropogenically-induced changes 

(vii)
relevant to key ecosystem processes 

(After Noss, 1990) 
It is difficult to identify indicators for biodiversity that are easy to understand, policy-relevant and most importantly, relevant to people who need and use biodiversity. Examples are sought where indicators have been identified and used as a basis for impact assessment and monitoring.
How to reach and work with planners and decision-makers?

Reconciling the needs of development with those of conservation of the worlds’ scarce habitats and their dependent species is a difficult task.  Historically, biodiversity has had a low profile when considering development proposals, and it is only in relatively recent times that its importance has been promoted at all.  Overall recommendations fall into two categories: interim initiatives to limit or remove damage to habitats as a consequence of development, and long-term management strategies developed to ameliorate any future development-linked impacts.  Ultimately decision makers need expert guidance as to circumstances in which all development must be banned to conserve habitat or where it should be permitted only with special safeguards. They also need to be made aware of the benefits of biodiversity and the opportunities that can be taken to capitalise on these. 
Contributions are therefore requested that present experiences in:

· incorporation of biodiversity in SEA

· approaches to systematic biodiversity planning

· working with planners and decision-makers

Taking an ecosystem approach
SEA is often seen as a means of taking an ‘ecosystem approach’ to the planning of development, but there is little advice available on how to do this.

Key ecological questions to address through SEA have been identified in draft guidance produced in South Africa (Brownlie, pers.comm). These include:

· What are the key ecological drivers of the ecosystems within this landscape or vegetation type in terms of maintaining ecosystem function, pattern or structure?

· What are the key issues, vulnerabilities and threats affecting this system?

· What are the ‘bottom lines’ and non-negotiables in this system?

· What broad spatial guidelines can be given with respect to the best approach to development and disturbance?

· What are the critical things to maintain in terms of managing the system for biodiversity and ensuring its persistence, including providing for continued evolution and ability to adapt to the impacts of global change?
· What, if any reliable indicators could be used to monitor ecosystem health (as related to key vulnerabilities)?

· What is the ability of this system to recover or bounce back from damage?

· Are there any acceptable trade-offs, compensation measures or offsets for biodiversity loss in this system?

Examples of SEAs which have sought to take an “ecosystem approach” are sought. 
Conclusion

The objectives of this session are to:

· Provide an opportunity for specialists in biodiversity and in SEA to meet and share experiences and ideas;

· Explore the benefits of SEA for biodiversity

· Discuss examples and experiences of the integration of biodiversity and SEA

· Review draft guidance

· Identify requirements for further development of advice and guidance

The session will draw on experience and examples of SEA practice from different countries to review the extent to which biodiversity issues are addressed.  

The session will also explore important biodiversity considerations and principles that should be adopted to ensure good practice in SEA. Emerging international guidance on SEA and biodiversity will be discussed and experiences presented at the conference will contribute to its further development.  
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