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Situation and Trends

A promotional tone clearly permeates much of the Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) literature to date, as scholars have striven to articulate SEA’s objectives, role, benefits, and practical achievements (Wood and Djeddour 1992; Fischer 1999; Partidario and Clark 2000). In practical terms, the institutionalisation of SEA has been realised in a number of countries, as well as in the European Union and the United Nations (UNECE 2003). Despite these very significant initiatives, however, a proliferation of new assessment methods and processes aimed at strategic-level planning—including inter alia, Sustainability Appraisal (SA), Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA), Impact Assessment, and Territorial Impact Assessment—have caused confusion amongst practitioners and policy-makers alike, and may in the long term undermine the future of SEA unless the latter is capable of making a clear case for its existence. 

It is our conviction that making this case demands renewed attention to the theory of SEA. We believe the emphasis on developing better techniques in SEA research to date must be complemented by renewed attention to its conceptual development, and that a new theory of assessment may be necessary.
 This position paper on SEA Theory and Research aims to explore and illuminate some of these problems, as well as to articulate a framework to guide the development of a more solid theoretical basis for this important field of inquiry and practice.A first step is to re-visit the drivers that triggered a demand for SEA in the first place, normally defined in terms of: the so-called shortcomings of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), and the shifting attention to sustainability. A re-examination of the origins of these drivers leads us to identify a number of incipient shifts in thinking about SEA: (1) an implicit shift from symptoms to causes; (2) recognition of the need for structural reform; (3) increasing emphasis on civic and ethical values.

First, early proposals for SEA amounted to the treatment of the symptoms rather than the causes of difficulties (Thérivel et al. 1992; Sadler and Verheem 1996) experienced in the 1970s and 1980s, which had essentially political and policy-related origins (Caldwell 2000; Bartlett 1999; a view also supported by EA practice). More recently, however, the role of SEA has been more clearly defined (i.e. to improve policy-making processes), which could indicate a first substantive shift of attention from symptoms to causes (Bina 2003). 

Second, at this relatively early stage of SEA’s development, it is vital to recall that a political agenda has always been central to the purpose of EA, which is to inject public environmental considerations into economic decision making, and thus to change the way that decisions are made (Caldwell 1989). Despite a recognition that SEA was conceived in response to the structural problems of EIA (Sadler and Verheem 1996), SEA research has tended to focus on the need for new and better techniques (Thérivel and Partidário 1996). Increasing recognition of the need for a different approach in upstream decision contexts (Ortolano and Shepherd 1995; Partidario 1999; Clark 2000), however, opens the door to a recovery of this broader transformative agenda.

Third, the changing environmental movement has meant greater emphasis on civic and ethical values. Situated at the contested boundary of science and politics (Wallington 2002: 193), SEA is well-located to facilitate a ‘vital social discourse about the conditions and boundaries of scientific knowledge in relation to moral and social knowledge’ (Wynne 1992: 115). SEA may have superficially espoused such values by making more persistent reference to its contribution to sustainable development, and to the importance of community values (Partidario 2000); however, the legacy of rationalist and technocratic discourses in SEA mitigates against this more fundamentally political challenge. This is a challenge that centrally involves finding new ways of conceptualising ‘objective’ policy advice, as well as making structural changes within the organisations and institutions that shape development. 

These challenges suggest that SEA must move beyond the ‘impact assessment mindset’. It is our firm belief that SEA can only facilitate more sustainable forms of development if conventional wisdom about its raison d’être is questioned. The substantive purpose of SEA, and the roles that this implies, require a new theory of assessment that can contribute to an informed and democratic environmental governance. The relatively recent opening of the EA discipline to contributions from theories of knowledge formation, decision-making (Lindblom 1971; Weiss 1982; Faludi 1987; Rapoport 1989; March and Olsen 1989), policy analysis (Togerson 1986; Thissen 1997; Majone 1989), social and organisational learning (Argyris 1992; Owen and Lambert 1995), and democracy and governance (Grove-White 1999; van Eeten 2001b), are a welcome development in this regard. We present three themes as a framework for organising the potential contributions of such insights to SEA in particular, and thus to address the challenges and opportunities confronting SEA Theory and Research: (1) the substantive purpose of SEA, (2) the object of SEA and its contextual dimensions, and (3) the strategic dimension of SEA.

Key issues: opportunities and threats

The purpose of SEA

There is overwhelming support for the idea that SEA should contribute to the international policy agenda of sustainable development (cf. Lee and Walsh 1992; Sadler and Verheem 1996; Thérivel et al. 1992; Thérivel and Partidario 1996; Partidario 1999; EC 2001). In the wake of this enthusiasm, however, two questions still await a convincing answer: (1) what is meant by the environmental dimension (both implicit and explicit) of ‘strategic environmental assessment’; and (2) how can an environmental assessment process contribute to sustainability? 

To date, the environmental dimension of SEA has been largely ignored by many of the alternative processes and methods being proposed and adopted to assess strategic initiatives (e.g. SA, SIA), which favour instead the broader concept of sustainability. Given these trends, it is timely to ask: what is the continued relevance (or otherwise) of references to ‘environment’ when attention seems to have shifted irreversibly to the umbrella concept of sustainability; and what is the nature and extent of the difference between SEA and sustainability assessment. Although a sustainability mantle promises to be politically advantageous, and may extend the influence of EA more broadly, SEA professionals must remain mindful that it also threatens to undermine the future of the ‘environment’ as a focus of political attention (see, for example, Wood 2003).

A related theme is the need to address the tensions between neutrality and advocacy in SEA (cf., for example, Kørnøv and Thissen 2000; Thissen 2000). According to Wallington (2002), this dualistic formulation of the challenge is unhelpful: by definition, ‘strategic’ action implies purposive action; and for SEA, reconceived as a process of purposive inquiry, this constitutive purpose is the environment. Actively embracing its environmental purpose would help to distinguish SEA from all other forms of strategic assessments whose scope often tends to overlap (Bina 2003), giving SEA a clear purpose and role in modern governance: environmental sustainability (cf. Sadler 1999). Views to the contrary have been expressed, however (cf. Kørnøv and Thissen 2000). Further exploration of these tensions will be central to defining a role for SEA and its practitioners. 

This leads us to the second question introduced above: how can assessment contribute to sustainability? We wish to highlight the misleading linearity intrinsic in the almost universal claim that SEA is to contribute to sustainable development. This instrumental rationality is a legacy of the so-called rational model of policy making which prevailed when EA was created, and which assumes that the provision of rational information will improve decision making, and will therefore improve the prospects of a better result for the environment and (or) sustainability. Although the practice of EA fails to live up to this ideal,
 the assumptions of the rational model remain dominant in models of EA (Nitz and Brown 2000) and SEA (Kørnøv and Thissen 2000) alike. 

Without seeking to deny the rational model, we suggest taking the conceptual development of SEA beyond it, thus doing justice to the complexities, incongruence, and unpredictability of much of policy-making. Bina (2003) proposes the concept of  ‘environmental capacity’—the combination of political will and availability of means to promote environmental protection and sustainability—as a way to reframe SEA’s contribution to sustainability. By ‘improving the environmental capacity of the policy process and its wider context,’ SEA holds the promise of ‘progressively reducing the gap between current practices of policy-making, and those more conducive to environmentally sustainable decision-making’ (Bina 2003: 332). In this way, SEA could be conceived as a transition mechanism with a transformative role.  

The object of SEA and its contextual dimensions

The idea that there is a ‘strategic’ object—such as a policy, plan or programme (the ‘PPPs’)—whose environmental effects should be assessed has been at the heart of justifications for the need for SEA since the 1980s. Yet the widely held assumption that projects are the outcome of strategic initiatives (PPPs) fails to acknowledge the problems with tiering (Bailey and Dixon 1999), which are associated with its assumption that there is a hierarchical nesting of decision levels, that assessment at higher levels reduces the need for assessment at lower levels, and indeed that PPPs exist at all. Bina (2003: 331) draws on evidence from developed and developing countries to demonstrate the absence of PPPs and clear tiering, so that projects are developed in a policy vacuum, and PPPs are formulated without the necessary ‘capacity for strategic thinking and planning’. A constructive role for SEA would be to strengthen such capacity, and thus respond to users’ views that it should compensate for the lack of a ‘strategic outlook’ – a view increasingly discussed also in the context of multi-lateral development banks. 

This problematisation of the object of SEA exposes the complexities within the claim that SEA should improve policy-making, and demonstrates the need for greater consideration of the contextual dimensions of SEA: the immediate, wider, and civic contexts in which SEA must operate. We suggest that ‘context’ is one of the most critical concepts for both the theory and operationalisation of SEA.

Attention to date has focused on the characteristics of the ‘immediate context’—that of planning and decision-making, and related theories—as SEA professionals have attempted to bridge the gap between the assessment process and the policy-making actions it seeks to assess (Bina 2003; Wallington 2002). The aspiration to ‘integrate the objectives of SEA with these procedures’ (Brown and Thérivel 2000: 186), and to create better synergies between SEA and policy making, is to be welcomed in terms of strengthening the coherence and effectiveness of assessment at the strategic level. But we suggest that this enthusiasm should be tempered, once we reflect on the danger of uncritically adapting to prevailing policy processes: ‘Congress designed NEPA to help reform institutional realities with deeply embedded [development-oriented] values and world views. Paradoxically, these same entrenched views and perspectives often govern how agencies implement NEPA’ (Boggs 1993: 29). 

With such warnings in mind, we would argue that SEA must attend to its ‘wider’ context (Bina 2003), which highlights the ‘civic’ dimensions of policy actions (Wallington 2002). The wider context is defined here in terms of political, cultural, institutional and administrative dimensions. The circular dynamic relationship between assessment and its context brings to the fore the political and cultural origin (the ‘causes’) of many of the problems SEA is being requested to address, as well as connecting SEA with the ‘environmental capacity’ of this wider context. This contextual orientation also directs attention to SEA’s role in policy implementation and revision, which has been neglected in leiu of attention to the ‘immediate context’. As Wallington (2002) argues, policy implementation is not merely technical rule-following; nor will conflicts necessarily be ironed out prior to ‘the decision’. Rather, policy is more often made in the process of negotiation and compromise that characterises the process of implementation – a fact which provides further evidence of the problems with tiering, and fortifies the need for a dynamic relationship between SEA and its wider context. 

The strategic dimension of assessment

To this point, we have argued that the term ‘strategic’ has implications both for the purposive nature of inquiry, and for the nature of the object of assessment. In this section, we suggest that these dimensions of a strategic EA have implications for the inevitable question: ‘how can SEA achieve any of the above?’ As such, we wish to draw on previous theoretical insights to direct research and practice toward the development of more effective methods and tools for SEA. In particular, we wish to explore interpretations of strategic assessment which will enable SEA to ‘add value’ – in the words of Partidario (1999) – to existing planning and policy-making activities. We believe this centrally involves renewed attention to the tranformative potential of SEA; otherwise, SEA may be judged as merely a costly additional bureaucratic task. Indeed, evidence that planners and policy analysts already incorporate environmental considerations in their work (Boothroyd 1995; Bailey and Dixon 1999; Partidario 1999), which would imply that a separate SEA process is not required, presents a very real threat to the future of SEA. 

If, as we have suggested, SEA was originally conceived of as a transformative process operating at the boundary of technical and social/political concerns, then it should explicitly combine the prediction and evaluation tasks traditionally associated with EA, with activities traditionally linked to planning. Central tasks here are problem definition (Thérivel and Brown 1999; Bailey and Renton 1997), and the proposal of alternatives. Implicit in this approach is the need to challenge the classic dichotomy of planning and assessment, and the political and technical roles with which they are associated, in order to seek theories and practices that can solve today’s environmental challenges to informed and democratic governance (Stirling forthcoming; Owens et al. in press). 

This combination of roles suggests that a primary function of SEA should be to facilitate the interaction between the kind of critical reflection (dialogical approaches) normally associated with ‘political’ approaches, and the systematic, disciplined inquiry (analytical/descriptive approaches) that has always characterised EA (Wallington 2002; RCEP 1998; NRC 1996). When the purpose of SEA is essentially transformative, SEA should facilitate moments of learning throughout policy-making processes, integrating its traditional analytic role, which leads to a ‘corrective’ learning style, with one that promotes argumentative and dialogical moments, leading to ‘cognitive’ and ‘social’ learning (Van der Knaap 1995: 203). Integrating these essential and complementary dimensions of inquiry in SEA demands the creation of institutionalised forums that foster the reflective and dialogical forms of rationality necessary to facilitate opportunities for learning in both the civic and organisational context. Here, Wallington (2002) argues that participatory dialogue becomes an ‘epistemological and political imperative’ that can promote the interaction between the ethical and political values of the civic context with scientific knowledge through the exercise of ‘practical judgment’, which is crucial to address uncertainty (RCEP 1998; RCEP 2002). 

The operationalisation of such transformative SEAs can be more easily conceived within the context of an organisation. It is acknowledged that the exact conception of sustainable development will depend, first and foremost, on the political and cultural context of operation. Empirical evidence shows that discussions can expose deeply rooted tensions between dominant worldviews, but that once these exchanges are transposed to the organisational boundaries these tensions become manageable, leading to greater environmental awareness and to a tentative understanding of ‘sustainable development’ in context (Bina 2003). 

Guidance for Contributors to the Theory and Research session

The session will be chaired by Olivia Bina, Tabatha Wallington and Wil Thissen, and will aim to contribute to the development of a new theory of assessment for SEA, and therefore to a sounder theoretical grounding for SEA practice. 

Since the inception of Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), its scholars and practitioners have devoted much attention to the development of techniques to facilitate its implementation in the upstream decision contexts that characterise strategic initiatives. By contrast, very little attention has been paid to the conceptual development of SEA. While SEA has drawn significant lessons from the experience with project-level environmental impact assessment (EIA), the legacy of prevailing rationalist and technocratic discourses in EIA mitigates against the fundamentally different challenges thrown up by upstream decision-making. If SEA is to achieve its celebrated purpose as a contribution to sustainable development, and thus fulfil its role in improving policy-making processes, the implicit and explicit assumptions of existing models of SEA (both normative and operational) must be examined, and conventional wisdom about its raison d’être must be questioned. We present three themes as a framework for organising the contributions of theoretical insights toward a more solid theoretical basis for SEA Theory and Research. Although contributions to SEA theory in the widest possible sense are welcomed, we encourage a distinct emphasis on the themes identified below.

1.  The purpose of SEA

Given the shift from environmental to sustainability discourses, clarification of the purpose of SEA is required: 

· First: What is meant by the environmental dimension (both implicit and explicit) of ‘strategic environmental assessment’? Is SEA the equivalent of Sustainability Assessment? (and, if so, should we not choose one acronym?). Or, does SEA provide the ‘environmental sustainability’ component of sustainability assessment? Or, should SEA move towards what Sadler (1999) has called Environmentally Sustainable Assessment (ESA)? What do we mean with all these terms? 

· Second, how can an environmental assessment process actually “contribute to sustainability”? Is the promotion of organisational and social learning central to this claim and purpose?

· Third: How do the objectives of SEA relate to other values of concern in policy and decision processes, such as efficiency, democratic character, legitimacy? To what extent is the assessment of the successes of SEA in light of these varied objectives an inherently subjective matter? Fourth, not independent of the points above, can SEA be a transitional phenomenon eventually becoming obsolete if forms of ‘integrated’ assessment would become the standard?

2.  The object of assessment in SEA

We also direct attention to the traditional object of assessment in SEA and its contextual dimensions: 

· What is the relationship between policies, plans, and programmes, and between these strategic initiatives and project-level EIA? Does ‘tiering’ provide a useful framework? Here we welcome papers which attempt to understand how policy and planning processes work in practice, and that can draw on such new understanding of complexity to illuminate the concept and practice of “assessment”. 

· Beyond this immediate policy-making context, we wish to address the relationship of SEA with the wider context in which it must operate—an environment which has political, cultural, institutional, administrative, and civic dimensions. Is the environmental capacity of the organisational context as important an object of the assessment as the individual planning initiative?

3.  The strategic dimension of SEA

· What might doing ‘strategic’ assessment actually involve? How can SEA ‘add value’ to existing policy and planning processes, so that it is not merely renounced as a costly additional bureaucratic task? How can the practice of SEA contribute to informed and democratic environmental governance? 

· Would it be possible, and desirable, to identify, different ‘styles’ of SEA depending on the context and the purpose(s) chosen?

For any further clarification you may contact one of us:

Olivia Bina (o.c.bina.92@cantab.net)

Tabatha Wallington (T.Wallington@murdoch.edu.au) 

Wil Thissen (w.a.h.thissen@tbm.tudelft.nl) 
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� We follow Bartlett and Kurian’s (1999) rationale in suggesting that SEA theorising must begin with, and make sense of, the implicit and explicit assumptions of existing models of SEA (both normative and operational), as well as the normative claims made about the raison d’être of SEA.


� See also (Caldwell 1982), (Taylor 1984), Culhane et al. (1987), (Weston 2000), (Nilsson and Dalkmann 2001), (Lawrence 2000), (Caratti et al. 2004). This conclusion is supported by virtually all empirical research in policy analysis (Kørnøv and Thissen 2000).
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