
”Search for Appropriate Organisations”

There is no such thing as “good organization” in any absolute sense. 

Always it is relative; and an organisation that is good enough 

in one context or under one criterion may be bad under another. 

W. Ross Ashby (1968)

Current Situation and Trends

During the years of developing and using SEA, it has become more and more obvious that SEA could not be defined as a technical instrument in a social vacuum. Everyone has recognised that the living social, political and organisational processes are forming SEA and will decide, whether or not and also how the SEA results are used. With the increasing practical experience in SEA, the relation between policy, programme and planning processes and SEA becomes even more in focus in relation to the international discourse. 

The IAIA-workshop “Integration of SEA and Decision Making” in Vancouver 2004 had the starting point of SEA being just another component in an already complex set of steering mechanism characterised by: 

· Loose-coupled systems,

· which has to live up to very contradicting considerations,

· where each actor or group of actors brings in their own goals and understanding of goals,

· where preferences and goal-means relations are problematic and

· where most attempts at social control are clumsy and unpredictable.

Not to say one shall loose faith in any systematic way of producing knowledge about the environment – but it has to be done in a way which recognises existing limitations as being efficient.

The overall recommendation from the workshop was that there is a need for analysing different decision situations. The participants from the workshop articulated a need for:

· mapping – both the formal and informal decision making process

· actor involvement and

· organisational setup – with strong intended exchange and learning elements.

This paper “Search for Appropriate Organisations” will use the aspects above as a starting point and the main aim of the paper is to focus on ‘hit factors’ for SEA from the perspective of decision-making, actors’ constellations and process organisation. This discussion will be based on the actual situation, where new SEA procedures often meet old decision-making structures with existing routines and formal as well informal processes. 

Key Issues of Concern and for Considerations at IAIA SEA-Prague

Having in mind that planning and decision making processes are not rational and linear, value free and technical processes only, central questions are raised in relation to the development and use of SEA. Different kind of SEA types and varied frameworks provide different opportunities for the integration of SEA processes and results.

How can a more varied and non-rational understanding of the political decision making processes and organisational aspects bring us closer to the purpose of SEA - to make a sound environmental basis for decision making? What factors are crucial for a successful implementation?

The following will highlight some threats and opportunities regarding the organisational aspects of SEA, which have to be dealt with proactively through the search for appropriate organisations.

SEA takes place both in formal and informal organisational structures

Organisations cover both the influences of the formal organisational structure (division of responsibility and competence) and the informal structure of more psychological character (attitudes, norms, traditions etc.). The informal structure is not directly visible. However, it can be very strong and influential both in relation to how decisions are reached and also to which decisions are made. In other words, how effective an SEA could be managed and especially, how the results are integrated and finally recognised in the plan, programme or policy.

Question: How can we in the SEA process cope with formal and informal organisational structures and decision-making processes? How could the process be organised in a more formal and transparent manner?

SEA as a communicative action

Assessing complex environmental issues often demands a well coordinated effort between different groups of profession or between different parts of the organisation. Furthermore, it also demands an effort to involve stakeholders from outside the organisation itself. Adding the differences in rationalities, (covering different norms, values, professional attitudes etc.), raises further the need for developing a structured and qualified dialogue. The way in which this effort is organised may be crucial for the success of SEA. Therefore the ability of mutual understanding is crucial.

Question: How can we when organising the SEA work support the dialogue and thereby challenge the different rationalities and exchange expertise and preferences?

SEA is to be used by decision makers and the public

Through the SEA, information is produced to inform the decision makers and the public to ensure a sound basis for decision making. Whether the basis for decision making is sound or not depends upon the level of detail and timing being appropriate in relation to the decision makers and the public. Experts primarily perform environmental assessments and there is often a considerable difference in the level of knowledge and understanding between officials and decision-makers/public. When combining this with the rapid change of political speed, it may hinder the use of the results. 

Question: When organising the SEA work, how can we produce and bring knowledge at the right time and at the right level of detail to the decision makers and the broader public to ensure use of the results? 

SEA function in political systems

Organisations are a loose coupling of individuals and groups with different interests. To support own objectives they build coalitions. The power is both a resource in the political game and an important result of the same. That is why political processes will always be continuing and never ending. SEA cannot avoid being part of the ongoing game of power and interests. Environmental assessment is per definition politically loaded, because it contributes to the selection of activities which needs attention, to the formulation of the alternatives which should be taken into account, how positive and negative impacts are assessed, and how resources are divided.

Question: When organising the SEA work, how can we cope with the political system and support a transparency in relation to the decision making process. Which role could public participation play in relation to the political processes?

If SEA is to affect policy processes and their outcome, we are to consider the organisational aspects in relation to the decision-making process. Guided by insight into the nature of decision making, different organisational models can be considered. This will also be the focus for the paper “Searching for Appropriate Organisations”. 

ToR for Papers which respond to Position Papers

Authors are invited to provide papers, which are dealing with the questions raised above. The focus should be on actual research as well as on practical experience within decision-making processes in general and the organisational structure in specific. Furthermore, the role of the different steps in SEA in relation to decision-making processes could be discussed. For instance, how to organise an effective scooping and integrate it into DMP? How should public participation be organised and how can it be effectively used in the DMP?, How should the monitoring process be organised and what are the effects on future DMP, if any - (or even the effects on the ongoing process?) .

The paper would like to bring together the theoretical and the practical experience. Hence, discussion time will stay open longer.

No matter the angles which are chosen in regards to the organisational setting, the authors must relate to the following questions:

a) What is the theoretical and/or empirical base?

b) What characterise the organisation and decision making context?

c) Which stages of SEA and what specific aspects are the findings related to in relation to the adminstrative level and the sector? 

d) What are the main findings in relation to organisational aspects and setting?

e) Based upon the findings – what are the recommendations regarding appropriate organisations, when integrating SEA into exiting organisation and decision-making processes?

Through these recommendations on ‘Appropriate Organisations’ knowledge of increasing effectiveness, efficiency and adaptiveness of SEA is expected 
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