ASSESSMENT OF CUMULATIVE IMPACTS IN SEA

The purpose of this session is to explore ways that SEA can be strengthened to better incorporate the assessment of cumulative effects. Specifically, the session will seek to draw together knowledge and understanding of Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) and Cumulative Effects Assessment (CEA) so as to provide new critical methods to tackle systemic environmental problems that currently elude us. 

While there has been significant progress in the construction and development of SEA, and also considerable advances in our understanding of CEA, SEA theory and practical application has not yet delivered as much as it should it respect of cumulative effects. Arguably, successful incorporation of cumulative effects assessment into SEA might well constitute an exciting step forward in addressing a range of widespread intransigent environmental problems. The intent of this session is to move forward and make a difference to both our critical understanding and our practices. 

Current Situation and Trends

There has been considerable progress in recent years in the uptake of SEA across many countries. Along with advances in concepts and practice led by practitioners and academics, instruments such as EC directives as well as legislative reforms and non-mandatory approaches in many countries have encouraged a focus on the “bigger picture” of environmental policy-making and its contribution towards national and local goals of sustainability. 

There is much literature and experience now amassed on SEA and its implementation. The use of case studies has been important in informing developments in SEA as well as identifying gaps and weaknesses in methods, practices and decision-making.  While some of these gaps may be attributable to institutional practices in particular countries, one dimension that requires much more attention is the assessment of cumulative effects and how it might be incorporated more successfully within SEA methodology. 

While significant progress has been made in the past in respect of building a substantive base of theory and methodology in respect to CEA, a crucial impasse point has been reached which needs to be addressed in order to move forward. For example, for a number of years now, a constant theme in the CEA literature relates to the difficulties of working across jurisdictions and across stakeholder groups. Lack of resources, lack of skills on the part of practitioners, poor quality national guidelines and so on, also feature prominently. A further dominant feature has been a focus on the assessment of multiple projects in regions rather than grappling with how assessment of cumulative effects per se might be integrated within relevant planning processes, not just at the regional level but at lower tiers as well. It is only relatively recently that attention has turned towards how CEA might be incorporated more intentionally in SEA and plan making.

Similarly in SEA, methodologies do not often address the assessment of cumulative effects in a substantive way, or acknowledge the sharp realities of political decision-making where addressing cumulative effects adequately can challenge jurisdictional agendas and sensitivities. In many respects, it is the decision-making context that is so problematic in addressing cumulative effects and is often under-rated in our focus on methodologies and practice.

Developments in SEA and CEA have tended to follow separate paths without sufficient integration at key points, particularly at the policy and planning levels. This can be attributed, in part, to different starting points. For example, in CEA there has inevitably been a strong focus on science without sufficient follow-through to relevant policy-making and implementation. In contrast, SEA takes a more holistic and interdisciplinary approach, which may downplay some important scientific dimensions. In all of this, however, the difficulties of addressing cumulative effects at policy and planning levels should not be underestimated. Tackling this conundrum successfully could be a major breakthrough for the impact assessment community and advances in our methodologies.

Key issues of concern

A number of key issues in this topic area can be identified from the literature and discussions at previous IAIA sessions:

· The inclusion of cumulative effects assessment as integral to policy and planning at all levels (local to national). One problematic dimension that needs to be addressed in this regard is the often inter-jurisdictional nature of cumulative effects: how can we better deal with such complexity? Are our current methods sufficiently robust? 

· Overcoming the disjunction that often exists between CEA and SEA. Whilst SEA implementation is now well advanced, we are still not taking sufficient account of cumulative effects at the level of practice.  While there has been considerable focus on the region as the most useful means of both conceptualizing and addressing cumulative effects, the reality is that cumulative impacts are generated through plans and activities at local levels. How might we better integrate regional and local levels of plan making and decision-making?

· The apparent inability of many government agencies to apply comprehensive cumulative effects practice. Despite well-established legal systems for planning and environmental assessment in many countries, systemic environmental problems such as contamination of ground water, pollution of air quality, depleting water resources, poor urban amenity and traffic congestion, still occur. How can we better integrate assessment of cumulative effects in SEA, and how likely is it to achieve the results we seek?

· At a more fundamental level, the assessment of cumulative effects, and how likely outcomes might be addressed and overcome, raises questions about the ‘how-to’. In this regard, underlying philosophical approaches to planning and environmental management come under scrutiny. For example, many governments have shifted from an emphasis on regulation and prescription towards a mix of regulatory and non-regulatory measures in achieving environmental outcomes sought. How does SEA with a focus on the assessment of cumulative effects ‘fit’ in these models? What is likely to work best in mixed models? Where and how might we get ‘best value for our dollar?’

Key Issues for consideration at Prague

A particular interest for this conference session will be the integration of SEA and cumulative effects at the policy-making and planning level. As noted, this is currently a problematic area for practitioners in many countries. There are three aspects that have been singled out for attention: methodology, practice and decision-making.

· At a methodological level, can SEA be improved to include more emphasis on the assessment of cumulative effects and in what ways?  

· Does this mean that land use and spatial plans need to be strengthened? 

· If so, in what way? 

· Within plans, what mix of regulatory and non-regulatory approaches are most useful for addressing cumulative effects within SEA? 

· How might integration between relevant plans be achieved, particularly where these plans are the responsibilities of different agencies?  

· In strengthening SEA for cumulative effects, does it require that SEA is most effective where it can be addressed through land use or spatial planning processes? 

· Or are there other forms of institutional arrangements and instruments that are just as, if not more, useful?

· Are there successful examples of where SEA has addressed cumulative effects well and what have been important factors in achieving results?

· In an increasingly post-modern context dominated by differences and diversity, what political and institutional pre-conditions are needed to ensure that cumulative effects in SEA are taken seriously by decision-makers and acted upon?

Terms of Reference for papers 

This session invites papers that will move beyond the descriptive to encompass critical reflection, analysis and pointers towards new thinking to address the issues as outlined above. In developing papers, authors should be mindful that it is important that we move beyond what we know and what has been presented at previous IAIA sessions.  For example, case studies are welcome where lessons can be identified and then related to some of the broader theoretical and practical issues touched on above.  Papers are especially welcome which:

· contribute towards a sharper analysis of the theoretical and practical relationship between cumulative effects and SEA; 

· clearly identify problems of implementation and suggest solutions;

· propose new lines of enquiry and reflections that can be taken to the next IAIA conference
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