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Current situation and trends

Against a backdrop of continued debate on the exact nature of SEA, governments around the world are busy implementing their specific version.  Consistently, such introductions of SEA into a planning system are accompanied by the development of some sort of guidance, explaining just how SEA should be undertaken. 

The EU SEA Directive is serving as an impetus for many such guidance materials. Current and aspiring EU member countries have had to adapt their strategic assessment practices to meet the EU Directive requirements or newly introduce the topic into their laws and practice, both often leading to the development of national SEA guidelines and manuals. SEA guidance materials have also been developed elsewhere, in, for example, South Africa, Canada and Hong Kong. Of course, SEA guidance is produced not just at the level of a country or region: the EU has provided guidelines for SEA implementation, the Espoo convention (on transboundary SEA) is giving rise to an SEA manual and international agencies, such as the World Bank, are also setting SEA standards through production of their own SEA guidance documents and training resources.

Key issues of concern

This broad range of SEA guidance material from an equally diverse range of sources begs the question: Is there a danger of continual ‘reinvention of the wheel’ in SEA guidance? On one hand, it would seem logical that SEA guidance produced differs according to its context. Therivel et al. (“Writing strategic impact assessment guidance” in: Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 2004, 22 (4): pp. 259-270) reviewed early guidance documents for the implementation of the EU SEA Directive in England, Iceland, the Lombardia region of Italy, Portugal and Scotland, and found substantial variation. The name given to the process of SEA, for example, differed between the five guidance documents dependant on how SEA was understood and how it translated to existing planning practice. Some of the guidance material studied emphasised sustainability more strongly than others, and a range of interpretations of the division into stages of SEA was displayed in the documents reviewed.

On the other hand, there will certainly be overlap between the various SEA guidance materials produced as well, since all deal with essentially the same process. Therival et al. indeed note commonalities between the different SEA guidance documents they studied. To illustrate, each includes a description of specific methodological tools for SEA, such as matrices, checklists, and scenario testing. For such practical aspects of SEA, the developers of SEA guidance material can of course benefit from existing experience elsewhere, but perhaps the harmonisation of SEA guidance should go much further. Surely, the current reconsideration, or introduction, of SEA in many places provides an opportunity to bolster the level of SEA practice by ensuring that guidance material incorporate best practice principles. 

There are some obstacles to such harmonisation. Firstly, it presupposes that there are in fact internationally subscribed SEA best practice principles. IAIA has advanced a set of performance criteria for SEA in its special publications series, and there are other authors who have proposed SEA standards. Therivel et al. noted that the SEA guidance documents included in their review were produced by government departments or by commissioned consultants. Would such parties know about, accept and follow SEA best practice principles provided by an organisation like IAIA? Are they otherwise linked into the international impact assessment community?

Secondly, the political context of a given planning system can limit the degree to which best practice principles can be implemented. Commitment to SEA as a planning instrument may be limited, public participation in governmental planning problematic, or the concept of sustainable development not widely underwritten. In addition, if planning practice is not well developed, the possibilities for SEA are also restricted.

Key issues for consideration

I propose to explore three key issues at this session in Prague:

1.
To what degree is harmonisation of SEA guidance development desirable and possible? Can distinctions be made between those elements of SEA guidance that should be common to all manuals and guidelines, that are non-negotiable so to speak, and those that can and should yield to the characteristics of the local context?

2.
If it is agreed that there is indeed a need to optimise synergies between SEA guidance developments, how might this be achieved?  

3. 
What can be concluded about the effectiveness of SEA guidance material, both in terms of the content and the development process? Since this area is relatively new, there has been little systematic evaluation of guiding documents on SEA, but there are undoubtedly lessons to be drawn from practice on what seems to work well and what doesn’t. For instance, Therivel et al. note that it is generally easier to write very practical guidance for countries with existing SEA-type experience than for those with less experience.  From my own experience I can confirm that practical illustrations from case studies in guidance material are very effective.

Authors are invited to provide papers dealing with the three key issues outlined above. Papers on practical experiences with SEA guidance development are particularly welcome. However, this position paper is not intended to restrict the discussion and papers on other questions for SEA guidance development will certainly be considered. The focus of this session will be on discussion rather than presentations. 

