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Introduction

With this paper we would like to kick off the call for papers on the subject of "SEA knowledge centre performance" in the build-up to the IAIA SEA conference in September 2005. We hope that our questions will inspire you to reflect on the theme and to contribute a paper or poster related to one or more of the questions. In addition, we invite you to participate in the discussion in Prague.

The application of SEA increased very quickly during recent years, not only in number but also in ways of application. In view of introducing or improving the use of SEA in countries and institutions, it is important to know the actual developments. In this paper we would like to discuss the dissemination of SEA information and how this can be facilitated through “SEA knowledge centres”. We would like to focus on what we may (or may not) expect from these centres, the type of information required and the tools necessary to reach different user groups.

Current situation and trends

At present, SEA is a hot topic in the (environmental) assessment world. The focus gradually shifts from EIA towards SEA. At country level, interest increases in assessment instruments for policies, plans and programmes for national, regional or sector planning. Countries like Canada, the Netherlands and South Africa, have gained experience in the practice of SEA for quite some time. Other countries, including many developing countries, have just started the implementation of SEA, either through the expansion of the actual EIA practices (e.g. EIA for spatial plans), through the introduction of SEA legislation or through pilot SEAs. Institutions like the UNDP, UNEP, World Bank and other donors need instruments for the assessment of donor policies and country programmes, e.g. PRSPs and sector programmes. To that purpose they too have developed and applied SEA and SEA-like instruments. The academic world (e.g. the University of Manchester) also plays a role in the development of SEA.

A world-wide blue print for SEA does not exist. As a matter of fact, there is a lot of discussion on what we call "good practice SEA" (or not, whatever the case might be) and how SEA can be implemented. The SEA world is in motion, but how do we know what is going on? Meetings, like the annual IAIA conference, provide platforms for the exchange of knowledge and experiences with SEA soul mates and for building networks. This type of conferences produces a lot of papers and documents, published in magazines and on websites. Apparently, there's a lot of SEA information out there. Question is: do we all have the facilities to search for this information? Do we find the information we are looking for? How do we know what is good, reliable information? Is it easy to find? At IAIA 05 in Prague we would like to discuss how to facilitate the process of finding the information we are looking for. Is there a role for so called “SEA knowledge centres” in making useful information better available and more easily accessible?

SEA knowledge centres in information provision

A definition of a "SEA knowledge centre" does not exist. This paper will provide a concept on what we may expect from these centres, related to availability, quality, applicability and accessibility of the information they provide.

Availability

An SEA knowledge centre should have access to SEA information. This can be from its own institution (research at universities, coaching of SEA processes) or collected from other institutions (selected case studies as examples to develop the SEA process in a country or an organisation). SEA information is not necessarily available exclusively in the SEA world. Similar information can probably be found with planning and management institutions as well. How wide should the circle be from which to collect our information? 

Quality

Should we expect a certain level of quality with regard to the information we receive from SEA knowledge centres? Criteria to define the quality are related to the authority of the author and the institution, the accuracy and comprehensibility of the presented information, and whether the information is up-to-date. Do we have to define minimum standards for the quality of information from SEA knowledge centres? Or should a knowledge centre just make the information available and leave it up to the users themselves to define the quality? 

Applicability

The information presented by SEA knowledge centres will be more beneficial if it includes an indication under which circumstances the information has been gathered (e.g. the political context for the way public participation is applied in SEA). Should an SEA knowledge centre be able to give an indication, how information can be tailored to the local (physical and social) context of the users? 

Accessibility

Accessibility rather depends on the means of those who search for information. Having more financial and technical facilities usually leads to better access to meetings, as well as to printed and digital information. Lack of these facilities, as well as a poor internet connection, can be the cause that access to information is rather limited. Should SEA knowledge serve both groups and adapt the tools they use to the different users groups? Or do we mainly focus on digital information?

Which information is useful?

There is a wide variety of parties interested in SEA information. Experienced people will be more interested in specific information; newcomers probably look for more general and introductory information. Information can be theoretical (“knowledge”) as well as practical (“experiences”). Expectations are that the following categories of SEA information cover both groups:

· How to introduce SEA (from architecture of the system, application, to institutional context and funding)

· Approaches and methodologies in SEA

· SEA legislation and regulations

· Manuals and guidelines for the application of SEA

· Training materials

· Trainers and coaches

· SEA practitioners

· SEA case studies

· Good practices

· Lessons learned from practical experience

Tools

Here we focus on 3 tools useful to SEA knowledge centres: websites, databases and helpdesks.

Websites

Most institutions working in the field of SEA already have websites containing information with regard to who they are, what they do and the kind of publications they prepare. Occasionally there are direct links to their publications, for instance on websites of EA centres at international, regional or country level, environment ministries, some planning or sector ministries, environmental institutions and bilateral and international donors. Whether you find the SEA information you are looking for, depends mainly on the:

· systematic set-up of the website (including links from the home page to special pages for SEA, a site map and search functions)

· overview of documentation to be found on the website or links to where the documentation can be obtained

· language

· degree to which the website is kept up-to-date

· access facilities to the WWW

· user's competence to search the WWW/websites.

Databases

An SEA database contains large numbers of documents or references. Databases are quite often thematic and not necessarily organisation-oriented. A database contains an accumulation of carefully selected documents (from within the organisation or from a wider range of sources). These documents will be stored and the database should be kept up-to-date. A search option should allow for easy retrieval of the documents. This again, is important for those who have limited access to the WWW. Setting up a database is time and money consuming, and it is even more difficult to maintain it and keep the information up-to-date. 

Helpdesk services

Most helpdesk services for SEA are run by departments within an organisation, e.g. within a ministry and are related to specific programmes and activities. Some national and regional EA centres provide helpdesk services specifically for the countrie(s) within their programmes. In practice helpdesk services are rather time consuming and therefore expensive.

Key issues for consideration at IAIA SEA Prague
In this paper we have indicated some criteria for the performance and success of an SEA knowledge centre. Here are some considerations for your contribution:

· At present, a lot of experience is gained in the field of SEA. Is information on these experiences available, applicable and accessible to all, and how do we know its quality?

· Which information is most needed? 

· Which tools serve the best? Do we need other tools? Should services be provided free of charge?
· What should we undertake to improve or strengthen SEA knowledge centres? Where do we want to be next year?
· How might IAIA contribute to this agenda?

If you would like to contribute to the discussion on SEA knowledge centres, we hereby invite you to share your views on the criteria for SEA knowledge centres and how they should operate.

! Finally: Could you share your personal experiences by providing examples of the sources you use for good information in the matrix below.
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	Case studies
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