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Public participation in SEA

Public participation in SEA – Current situation and trends

In the coming years practicing SEA will develop from single cases to a more systematic utilised process in accordance with certain rules and principles. Public participation will undoubtedly be an essential part of such steps forward. The strategic character of SEA makes public participation desirable. However, the abstract and general character of SEA also complicates such involvements. Experiences from single cases, trial runs and research projects till now indicate challenges at all levels of PPP for citizen involvement in SEA. 

Amongst these are the integrative approach to SEA, balancing effects, and the sustainability approach. Other challenging trends is the use of IT and the Internet for the dissemination of information, and early involvement of the public in defining and identifying objectives for the PPP in question and the scope of the assessment. Finally, if public involvement expands to all stages of the SEA process and citizen contributions to substantive parts of the assessment develops, ownership to the final decision will be a new issue, if political responsibility for decisions shall still play a major role in the PPP processes.  

Key issue of concern

The integrative approach to SEA – having the SEA integrated into the policy/planning/programming process and not applied to a final PPP proposal – is widely viewed to be the most effective way the assessment can influence the final decision. Moreover it is a common view that more knowledge brought into the assessment leads to better planned decisions. 

Right away one could ask: Effective for whom? Effective in relation to which aims or interests? Which type of knowledge is needed in relation to which purpose? Is planning about taking as much knowledge as possible into account or should it rather be directed towards dialogue and deliberate debates among the different interests involved or concerned? 

Furthermore, very few have focussed on the issue that the integrative approach can be counterproductive in relation to two other major aims in SEA: 1) to create transparency in the PPP process and in decision-making, and 2) to open up for public participation. Having the environmental assessment integrated into the ordinary PPP process and decision-making means that environmental priorities and balancing effects in relation to other aims and interests become less visible and that it becomes more difficult for citizens and other outside reviewers to involve in the assessment. For example to be aware of when they can involve, and on basis of which subjects, issues or priorities. At least discourses on the integrative approach should address these issues and should furthermore involve inquiries such as: How are public proposals recorded during the process of planning and assessment and made available for the decision-makers? How can proposals from some citizens be made available and useful for other citizens – immediately or at a later stage of the process? Moreover, the substances of planning processes in itself are complicated and makes it difficult for citizens to involve.  

To let SEA be guided by sustainability criteria or to integrate socio-economic effects has been proposed to challenge the abstract and general character of SEA. The SEA would then be directed towards specific defined sustainability criteria or the balancing in-between specific environmental objectives and socio-economic objectives. To make the SEA process directed towards such specific goals could open up for early public participation, for example in the identification of the objectives for the PPP in question and in defining the scope of the assessment. This would also bring into the process specific criteria for balancing effects and to submit balanced proposals to decision-makers. But foremost the assessment would have to rely on bringing in experts and officers from different sectors of interests. Thus having SEA guided by sustainability criteria could open up for early public involvement, but it could also bring in more balancing and priority making. All in all this could constraint public involvement.  

An alternative approach may be to let the assessment be oriented towards reaching an understanding of all likely environmental effects and interest linked to different options of PPP – and then let the politicians/decision-makers make the priorities afterwards. This may as well open up for early public participation and furthermore open up for different rationality criteria and not just the cognitive-instrumental rationality connected to efficiency in obtaining specific goals. Thereby all dimensions of rationality, which also includes ethical and aesthetical rationality could be brought into the process by involving citizens.  

IT and the Internet has shown up to be a fantastic and creative tool for communication and for the illustration of impacts on the environment from certain developments and planning, inter alia visual effects. It can promote and enhance communication and submission of information in all directions. It makes it possible for planners to announce and communicate the actual stage and substance of the planning and assessment process currently, always updated with the most recent information and proposals. For citizens and the general public it makes access to that information much easier. So they can comment on and submit proposals at all stages of the PPP process and the assessment process. It may facilitate the process in many ways, but it may also change the direction and control of the process in favour of outside reviewers and commentators. What will happen if such developments more widely took place and how would it change the process of planning and environmental assessment? Will it for instance result in an SEA process of more deliberate and dialogical character? 

In taking into account new opportunities in using IT another issue might be that it will lead to a digital divide of citizens since not all people have access to IT and the Internet. Concern of such will therefore be part of the discussion on how to utilize new digital instruments.   

The implementation of the EU-directive on SEA may result in some kind of standardisation of the SEA process, at least in Europe, and thus making the processes more effective and comparable. One may also foresee that it can lead to new developments amongst which the requirements for obligatory monitoring of environmental effects may be of major interest. Public participation in such monitoring might have a qualifying effect. Furthermore, it may lead to more informal ways of participation and thus stimulate for more public involvement, efforts and activity.  

Finally the issue of ownership to the final decision should be viewed as a key issue. Ownership to the final decision has to do with political responsibility. If public involvement in the assessment of likely impacts leads to a dilution of the political responsibility for decisions its aim has failed. Public participation should contest the legitimacy decision-makers can achieve by its contribution to bring in the widest knowledge into the decision-making process. Thereby the political decision-makers are tempted by knowledge and not by competing decision-makers. Consequently, the assessment process and the final decision-making process should be regarded as two clearly separated processes.

Key issues for consideration

The outlined key issues of concern imply some key issues for consideration at the session on public participation at the Conference. Furthermore they should be considered in papers submitted for the session. In short they are:

· Early public participation in the identification of planning/programming objectives and means. How can it take place and how will it affect the SEA process as a whole. 

· Public involvement in specific stages of the SEA process and new ways and opportunities for public involvement in the assessment of environmental impacts. This can include reflections on suitable methodologies for public participation.

· The type of rationality related to SEA and decision-making. How can the concept of rationality applied reflect the dialogical character of an SEA process. Can a concept on rationality not only based on efficiency, but also on ethics and aesthetics be applied so communication from interested and concerned citizens can be taken seriously into account.

· Public involvement in monitoring environmental effects and the review of plans and programmes. How can it take place and how will it affect the process as a whole.

· The use of IT and the Internet in the communication and the dialogue between the competent authorities and the general public and concerned citizens. It may relate to all stages in the PPP process, including the SEA. It may also relate to the submission of ideas, objections and proposals from citizens and the general public at all stages. Furthermore the recording of public involvement and its submission to the decision-makers and the public itself can be included. Issues in this section may also include new opportunities versus digital divide.

· The use of a qualified public (representatives, NGO-experts, etc.) in cases where many stakeholders and interests are present.

· In case of actual public involvement in all stages of SEA how can then a clear ownership and political responsibility to final decisions be made. How should such efforts and challenges be met. 

ToR for papers

Papers shall respond to one of the issues highlighted above.

Papers can focus on both theory or/and empirical cases.

Papers that focus primarily on theory shall as a minimum refer to practical areas or actions where the theoretical issues may be relevant.  

In case of papers analysing empirical cases they should as a minimum outline the applied concepts on SEA and public participation.

Moreover case-analyses shall be concluded with reference to the above listed issues of concern and consideration.

Papers shall be written in PC Format and at a maximum of 6000 words in length, tables and figures included.

PAGE  
1

