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1. Background 
Purpose of the study 
The overall aim of this study, which the RSPB and WWF commissioned from Collingwood 
Environmental Planning (CEP), is to provide a short critique of the effectiveness and potential of 
strategic environmental assessment (SEA) and related tools as applied to high-level policies and 
plans; to analyse the effectiveness of SEAs of certain key national energy-related plans in the UK; 
and to make recommendations for the future development and proper, faithful, honest interpretation of 
SEA in the EU. 

Project objectives 
1. To review and summarise the literature and experience on the effectiveness of SEA and related 

tools to date, particularly as applied to high-level policies and plans. 

2. To provide a short critique of the value of these tools in delivering sustainable development, in 
particular biodiversity and climate change mitigation targets and the need for: 

• The consideration of reasonable alternatives; 

• The identification and mitigation of significant cumulative effects on biodiversity. 

3. To provide an in-depth analysis of the effectiveness of: 

• The SEA of the National Planning Framework for Scotland (NPF2), with specific reference to 
the national development of a power station at Hunterston; 

• The UK National Policy Statement (NPS) appraisals, specifically their Appraisal of 
Sustainability / SEA, (including the Overarching Energy NPS, technology-specific energy 
NPSs and Ports NPS). 

In order to assess the effectiveness of the above, reference to the guidance and research 
available on the European Commission website may be useful.  

4. To make recommendations for the future development of SEA and related tools in the EU. 

5. To inform the RSPB and WWF’s advocacy of effective assessment tools for sustainable 
development. 

6. To inform the RSPB and WWF’s policy position on the revision of the SEA Directive. 

Questions to be addressed 
1. Has the practice and use of SEA in the UK lived up to original expectations and adhered to 

fundamental/founding principles in good faith? 

2. What is required to ensure it lives up to its potential for delivering sustainable development, in 
particular biodiversity and climate change mitigation targets by 2020? 

3. Are the SEAs for NPF2 and the Energy NPS in line with the requirements and spirit of the SEA 
Directive? 

4. Has the practice of Sustainability Appraisal (SA) in England and Wales sidelined environmental 
protection? 

5. What lessons can we learn from the experience of high-level SEA in countries other than the UK 
(including outside the European Union)? 

6. Should SEA cover policy, as well as plans and programmes? 
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Purpose of the Interim report 
The purpose of this Interim Report is to provide an update on progress with the study and in particular 
to present: 

• the findings of the review of the SEA of the NPF2 for Scotland, with specific reference to the 
national development of a power station at Hunterston;  

• a summary of the findings of the key literature on the effectiveness of SEA, from both the UK and 
Europe, which will be drawn on for the final report; and 

• some initial conclusions on the effectiveness of SEA from the research undertaken to date.  

A final report will be prepared, building on the Interim Report, which will consider all the project 
objectives and questions above. 
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2. Lessons from Europe 
Introduction 
This section focuses on the key findings of European reviews of the effectiveness of SEA, namely: 

• the European Commission's Directorate-General Environment (DG Environment) review of the 
implementation of the SEA Directive1; and  

• the report from the European Commission on the application and effectiveness of the Directive on 
Strategic Environmental Assessment2. 

Other literature relevant to the application of SEA across Europe has also been drawn on as part of 
the initial conclusions on the effectiveness of SEA (see Comments below and Section 5 and the 
references in Section 6). 

DG Environment study 
In January 2009 DG Environment published a study concerning the report on the application and 
effectiveness of the SEA Directive (2001/42/EC).  The study was carried out by COWI A/S in 
association with Milieu Ltd between December 2007 and November 2008. 

The study considered the application and effectiveness of the SEA Directive in the 27 Member States, 
including:  

• how they have chosen to transpose and implement the SEA Directive in their national planning 
systems; 

• the organisational and legal arrangements in place and their effectiveness; 

• the level of experience with carrying out SEAs in Member States; 

• an analysis of the handling by the Member States of the key stages of SEA (Screening, scoping, 
baseline reporting, alternatives, impacts, monitoring, preparation of the Environmental Report, 
consultation and public participation); and 

• the relationship of the SEA Directive with other Community policies and legislation, in particular the 
'Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive', the 'Habitats' and the 'Birds Directives', the 
'Seveso Directive', the EU Action Plan 'Halting the loss of biodiversity by 2010 - and beyond' and 
the European Union's Climate Initiative. 

A summary of the key relevant findings of the review is provided below: 

Table 1: Findings of the DG Environment review 

Topic Key relevant findings précised from the review 
1. Overall findings • The application and effectiveness of the SEA Directive across the Member States 

is diverse - in terms of institutional and legal arrangements, the actual 
implementation and how it is perceived. 

• Member States generally have limited SEA experience, but the problems 
encountered so far are relatively small. 

2. Institutional and 
legal 
arrangements 

• Member States have chosen different formal legal ways of transposing the SEA 
Directive into law and defining the responsible Environmental Authorities that must 
be consulted in SEA procedures.  It is generally reported from Member States that 
consultation arrangements work in the intended manner. 

                                                      
1 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/pdf/study0309.pdf  
2 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:52009DC0469:EN:NOT  
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Topic Key relevant findings précised from the review 

• The study found it was not possible to conclude anything with regard to 
effectiveness of institutional and legal arrangements as experiences so far are too 
limited to provide reliable evidence. 

3. Key stages in the 
SEA procedure 

• Determination of the application of the Directive: In general there were only 
few reports of problems - most have adopted a combined screening model based 
on a list of plans and programmes that must be subjected to an assessment 
supplemented by a case-by-case approach.  A few Member States have 
encountered problems related to the interpretation 'administrative provisions'. 

• Scoping: Member States reported that scoping procedures are mostly developed 
on a case-by-case basis rather than prescribing specific methods.  In some 
Member States the scoping procedure results in a formal report.  When consulting 
other authorities on the scope they are given from 10 days to 2 months. 

• Alternatives: Alternatives in the Environmental Report are one of the few issues 
that have given rise to problems in Member States – e.g. how to select the 
reasonable and relevant alternatives to a plan or programme.  Most Member 
States have not defined reasonable alternatives, but all Member States reported 
that the do-nothing alternative has to be included. 

• Environmental report: Drawing up the environmental report, including the 
description of a baseline has only given rise to problems in some Member States.  
The problems mainly relate to the issue of baseline reporting and the availability 
and access to data for the baseline description.  Furthermore, problems have 
been encountered in deciding the level of detail of the environmental report for the 
purpose of strategic decision making, as well as in the development of reliable 
and relevant assessment methods.  Finally, there are problems related to 
providing indicators for monitoring. 

• Baseline reporting: All but one Member State includes a formal requirement to 
provide a description of the baseline situation.  National requirements are often 
the same as those listed in Annex I in the Directive.  Key problems identified 
include identifying the right scale of data for the baseline description and as a 
consequence the right level of detail in assessment, as well as getting the level of 
detail appropriate for strategic level assessment.  Other issues include: the lack of 
good quality information; the time required to describe the baseline situation; the 
lack of homogenous criteria for the scope and content of the baseline analysis; 
and the absence of a standard set of environment and sustainability criteria 
against which plans and programmes should be assessed. 

• Impact assessment: In general guidelines on impact forecasting, including 
methodological guidance, do not exist in Member States.  Most Member States 
have adopted the Directive’s criteria for determining the 'likely significant 
environmental impact' of a plan or a programme without further elaboration.  Most 
Member States use qualitative predictions or a combination of qualitative and 
quantitative predictions.  

• Monitoring and evaluation: Few responses were received from Member States 
on this topic and there is a lack of substantial national guidance.  Monitoring may 
be a general problem in a substantial number of Member States. 

• Consultation: Member States reported that consultation of the public and other 
authorities is well developed employing a wide range of media.  Most Member 
States allow for consultation periods of at least one month, whereas others use 
the criteria 'reasonable time frame' or 'appropriate time frame'.  Experiences from 
the SEA of programming EU Cohesion Policy (2007 - 2013) show examples of 
SEAs carried out over very limited time periods not allowing for appropriate time 
frames for consultation of relevant authorities or the public - or not sufficient time 
to take the outcome of the consultation into account in the environmental 
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Topic Key relevant findings précised from the review 

assessment. 
4. Relationship with 

other EU 
Directives 

• Member States reported considerable differences in implementing SEA, and 
consequently coordinating with the EIA assessments.  Member States have 
chosen quite diverse approaches to solve potential ineffectiveness (i.e. 
overlapping procedures/requirements between SEA and EIA), ranging from joint 
procedures in specific cases to informal coordination between the competent 
authorities.  

• Several Member States have identified the overlapping of the SEA Directive with 
the requirements of other directives as a key problem.  

• Only a few Member States have guidance for coordinating joint procedures 
(synergies) for fulfilling the requirements for the assessments under different 
directives (Water Directive, EIA Directive, and Habitats Directive). 

• Regarding the Habitats and Birds Directives, there was a lack of issues identified 
by nature conservation authorities, from which it could be concluded that they 
consider that the relationship between SEA and Habitats is operating relatively 
smoothly (principally by implementation of Article 11(2) of the SEA Directive and 
Article 6(3) of the Habitats Directive).  However, some other stakeholders such as 
NGOs disagreed and raised concerns as to the proper coordination of SEA and 
Habitats Directive procedures. 

• Member States report that they have taken measures to avoid duplication, 
although the approaches they adopt differ, depending on which option they have 
chosen: a ‘co-ordinated’ or ‘joint’ approach.  

• For the Biodiversity Action Plan many Member States simply consider that the 
provisions of the SEA Directive already sufficiently take into account the 
substance of the Action Plan.  

• Climate change issues in SEA, with the notable exception of the UK and France, 
appear to be still limited to plans and programmes which have an obvious impact 
on climate through increased greenhouse gas emissions, although a trend to pay 
more attention to these questions is emerging. 

5. Member State 
perception of 
effectiveness of 
the SEA Directive 

• Member State perception of effectiveness of the SEA Directive was assessed in 
terms of: the degree to which SEA has impacted on the national planning 
procedures and the content of plans and programmes; costs of SEA; whether 
SEA is typically applied as a planning and/or an assessment tool in Member 
States; and stakeholder perception of the main benefits of SEA.   

• A majority of Member States report that the application of SEA has impacted 
positively on existing national planning procedures - including the structuring 
effect of the SEA Directive, as well as the formal consultation requirements which 
has led to an increased transparency.  A majority of Member States also report 
that the content of plans and programmes are gradually being altered as a 
consequence of the iterative process of conducting SEA alongside the preparation 
of the plan or programme and previously adopted and expensive mitigation 
measures may now be superfluous and abandoned due to early inclusion of 
environmental considerations in the plan or programme.  

• There is great variety in the reported costs of SEA, varying according to type of 
plan and programme being assessed but in the range of EUR 3,000 to EUR 
100,000. 

• Member States identified benefits of SEA, including: 
o SEA integrates environmental consideration into decision making - and makes 

plans and programmes "greener". 
o SEA allows for participation and consultation of relevant public authorities 

which both qualify decision making and facilitates and strengthens cooperation 
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Topic Key relevant findings précised from the review 

between different authorities. 
o SEA increases transparency in decision making due to involvement of all 

levels of society. 
o SEA helps to comply with the requirements of specific environmental policy 

concerned, and to check the coherence with other environmental policies. 
o SEA helps to identify the relevant environmental issues and the sharing of 

knowledge between the different actors. 
6. Recommendations 

and proposals for 
amendments 

• The majority of Member States expressed that they see no urgent need for any 
changes being introduced into the SEA Directive at this stage - first and foremost 
as experience in applying the Directive is still too premature.  A considerable 
number of Member States report that they prefer stability in the legislative 
requirements, to allow SEA systems and processes to settle down and provide the 
opportunity to establish robust ways of using SEA to improve plan-making. 

• Possible long term amendments suggested by the consultants was the alignment 
of the SEA Directive to the requirements introduced by the SEA Protocol. 

7. Other possible 
initiatives 

• Other possible initiatives suggested by the consultants include: 
o Setting up a working group to establish the need for further amendments. 
o If the consistent application and implementation of the Directive across EU 27 

Member States is an objective, making the general requirements prescribed by 
the Directive most restrictive and less wide discretions to Member States. 

o Consolidating the SEA and EIA Directives to clarify the interrelationships and 
ensure more consistent application and considering whether two directives are 
needed. 

8. Development of 
further guidance 

• There is evidence that there is a need for further guidance in some Member 
States.  However, Member States disagree as to the extent to which and in what 
areas this is needed.  Therefore further discussion at EU and Member State level 
is required. 

• The need for guidance suggested by Member States relate to different stages in 
the SEA procedure, to the assessment of specific types of plans and programmes 
and to further clarify the relationship between the SEA and EIA Directives and 
other related Directives. 

• Guidance in terms of collections of examples including e.g. cases of best 
practices and lessons learned when assessing plans and programmes that are 
common to all Member States. 

• The consultants recommended establishing forums for knowledge sharing 
between Member States on national application of the SEA Directive 
requirements. This could be by way of seminars, workshops, etc. 

 

EC Report on the application and effectiveness of the Directive 
In September 2009 the European Commission published its report on the application and 
effectiveness of the SEA Directive to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic 
and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions.  Article 12(3) of the Directive requires the 
Commission to send a first report on its application and effectiveness to the European Parliament and 
the Council before 21 July 2006, with a view to further integrating environmental protection 
requirements.  However, due to delays in transposing the Directive in many Member States and to the 
limited experience of its application, the information available on 21 July 2006 was not sufficient to 
produce a report as planned (moreover, this first report had to take into account the experience of the 
new Member States that acceded in 2004 and 2007).  

The report drew on the study commissioned by the Commission on the application and effectiveness 
of the SEA Directive (the “COWI report” discussed above), as well as other sources including Member 
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States’ responses to the Commission questionnaire on the application and effectiveness of the SEA 
Directive, the study commissioned by the Commission on "The Relationship between the EIA and the 
SEA Directives" (2005)3, the Handbook on SEA for Cohesion Policy 2007-2013 (2007, GRDP), the 
Commission's guidance on the implementation of Directive 2001/42/EC, (2003)4, and the 
Commission's experience of the implementation and enforcement of the SEA Directive and its 
application to the EU co-financed 2007-2013 Programmes for the period. 

In terms of the effectiveness of the Directive, which the Commission based on the degree to which 
planning and programming procedures and decisions have been influenced by the integration of 
environmental considerations, and the extent to which planning and programming were amended as a 
result of the application of the SEA procedure, they concluded: 

• Impact of the SEA on the planning process - a majority of Member States consider that SEA 
has had a positive effect on the organisation and structure of the whole planning procedure, in 
particular, the formal requirements of consultation with environmental authorities and the public 
have led to increased transparency. 

• Impact of SEA on the content of plans and programmes - a majority of Member States report 
that, in many cases, SEA changed the content of the plan or programme.  Whilst SEA did not 
generally change the major goals or the financial allocation among the funding objectives; it did 
change certain funding objectives, schemes or criteria.  However, other experiences show that, at 
the level of the largest national plans, a significant number of the SEA findings had a strong 
influence on the substance of the plans, including in the selection of the alternatives or by 
incorporating important suggestions from the SEA.  A majority of Member States also report that 
the contents of plans and programmes are gradually being modified as a consequence of the 
iterative process of conducting the SEA, alongside the preparation of the plan or programme.   

The Commission concluded overall: 

“The overall picture of the application and effectiveness of the SEA Directive across all Member 
States is a varied one in terms of the institutional and legal arrangements of the SEA procedure, and 
in terms of how Member States perceive its role.  This diverse picture also determines the way in 
which Member States view the benefits and drawbacks and what measures are likely to improve the 
implementation and effectiveness of the Directive. 

The general findings of this first report suggest that the application of SEA in Member States is in its 
infancy, and that further experience is needed before deciding on whether the Directive should be 
amended and, if so, how this should be done.  Member States seem to prefer stability in the 
legislative requirements, to allow SEA systems and processes to settle down and provide the 
opportunity to establish robust ways of using SEAs to improve the planning process.  The next 
evaluation report should be prepared in 2013.   

Overall, it can be concluded that the SEA Directive contributes to the systematic and structured 
consideration of environmental concerns in planning processes and better integration of 
environmental considerations upstream.  In addition, by means of its requirements (environmental 
report, consultation and information of the authorities and public concerned etc.) it ensures better 
and harmonized planning procedures, and contributes to transparent and participatory decision 
making processes.” 

 

                                                      
3 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/pdf/final_report_0508.pdf  
4 http://ec.europa.eu/environment/eia/sea-support.htm  
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Comments 

An important consideration with respect to both the Commission reports above is that they draw very 
much upon the views and reporting of the Member States themselves.  As both reports suggest, 
experience of applying the SEA Directive is still in its infancy, and this also means that there is not yet 
a large body of more academic literature evaluating the experience of SEA under the SEA Directive.  
There is some, but it can only be a snapshot at this stage (e.g. Theophilou et al, 2009; Weiland, 2009; 
Fischer, 2009), and it should not be a surprise therefore if early experience is not entirely positive.   

Weiland (2009) concludes, in relation to SEA experience in Germany, that biodiversity and climate 
change are two key areas that have barely been touched upon to date.  Biodiversity is still largely 
addressed using species inventories, target or key species and/or habitats, but little yet in relation to 
ecosystem functions and services.  With regard to climate change effects, key issues remaining to be 
addressed in the context of SEA are the uncertainty not only in their probability but also in the way in 
which climate change will impact on societies or social groups with differing vulnerability or resilience.  

Fischer (2009), in reviewing 117 SEA/SA reports of local authority core strategies, identified a number 
of shortcomings particularly with the practice of listing potentially relevant baseline documents and 
data without distinguishing sufficiently between those that are important in terms of significant impacts 
and those that are not.  Problems were also found to exist with the evaluation of options and impacts, 
the consideration of substantive aspects, such as health, as well as regarding the formulation of final 
recommendations and monitoring.  Therivel et al (in press) found similar problems (from reviewing 45 
core strategies and interviews with planning officers) and a concern that integrating SEA into SA may 
be weakening the environmental focus of the assessment.   

Much of the reporting to date, therefore, has focused on the problems of implementation rather than 
the positive benefits that SEA / SA may be able to bring to the plan making process and to 
stakeholders.  Some other European experience from practice and from research projects suggests 
there are real benefits that can accrue (e.g. Partidario et al, 2009; Sheate and Partidario, 2009) which 
may include less tangible benefits than just changes to actual plans, e.g. in the relationships created 
with stakeholders, the opportunities created for better long-term thinking about plans and strategies, 
knowledge exchange etc.  But to reap the benefits requires time, sufficient resources and recognition 
by plan makers that SEA can provide beneficial support to plan and strategy making processes. 
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3. Lessons from UK Research 
Introduction 
There are currently a number of ongoing and completed studies on the effectiveness of SEA including 
in the UK: 

• The Scottish Government’s review of SEA implementation in Scotland – The SEA Pathfinder 
Project; 

• The Department of Communities and Local Government’s (DCLG) study of the effectiveness of 
SA and SEA; and 

• The Sustainable Development Research Network’s (SDRN) research on issues for the practice of 
sustainability appraisal in spatial planning5. 

A summary of the key findings and issues emerging from these studies are provided below. 

Scottish Government’s SEA Pathfinder Project 
Following implementation of the Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act (2005), the then Scottish 
Executive commissioned research6 to examine emerging SEA practice in Scotland with a view to 
informing and shaping future SEA policy in Scotland: SEA Pathfinder Project: Practical 
Implementation and recommendations for good-practice.  The Scottish Government is expected to 
publish a summary report from the research in the near future. 

The overall aim of the project was to examine Scottish SEA practice, identify emerging SEA 
implementation issues and develop potential good-practice recommendations.  Here were two key 
elements of the approach: 

• Identification of volunteer Scottish SEA case studies; and  

• Development of a consistent approach for evaluating case study SEA processes.  

Seven Scottish responsible authorities volunteered and were invited to participate, representing 
diverse SEA case studies across a wide range of plans, programmes and strategies (PPSs) and at a 
range of different scales (i.e. national level strategies to local level plans). 

The key issues emerging from the research were categorised and the table below provides some key 
examples. 

Table 2: SEA Pathfinder issue categories and examples 

Issue category Example issues 

1. Undertaking SEA tasks 
as part of PPS-
development process 

• Lack of recognition of what are SEA activities within existing plan-
development process  

• Scope for improving co-ordination between PPS developers 
2. Integration of PPS-

development and SEA 
processes 

• Opportunities to reduce duplication of effort between PPS and SEA 
processes 

3. Communicating the SEA 
process 

• The outputs of SEA can be difficult to understand 

4. Mitigation and • Need for fuller assurance that mitigation/ enhancement measures 

                                                      
5 http://www.sd-research.org.uk/post.php?p=908  
6  Madeira, N, Phillips, P and Sheate, W. R (2009), Final Report to the Scottish Government, SEA Pathfinder Project Stage 1: 
Research, (April 2009); and Phillips, P and Sheate, W. R. (2009), The Scottish SEA Pathfinder Project: Practical 
Implementation and recommendations for good-practice, The Environmentalist (in press) 
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Issue category Example issues 

monitoring prescribed in higher level SEAs are being implemented in the required 
lower level PPS and SEAs 

5. Resources for SEA • Lack of personnel with the appropriate skills and experience in some 
authorities  

• Scope to improve pre-planning and creative thinking about allocation of 
resources 

6. Flexibility in approach • Toolkit erroneously perceived as requiring a set, formal template approach 
for compliance 

7. Institutional 
stakeholders 

• Scope for improved strategic overview of SEA requirements and framework 
within SEA team and/ or organisations  

• Opportunities for clearer and more logical tiering or consolidations of SEA 
assessments within PPS or between PPSs; including monitoring 

8. Compliance • Continuing lack of awareness of the relevance of SEA and its statutory 
requirements 

 

Two key areas from the above table were identified as problematic: tiering, and scoping:- 

Tiering 

Separate screening of individual PPSs on a case by case basis invariably means that few authorities 
had developed a strategic view across the range of PPSs produced to understand how they might 
relate to each other and how and where SEA will be needed. Such ‘strategic screening’ could make a 
real difference to perceived value and actual effectiveness of SEA in influencing PPSs.  The SEA 
Pathfinder report recommended that such strategic screening should be undertaken for all PPSs 
across a Responsible Authority so that a strategic view could be taken as to which PPSs are likely to 
require SEA and understand better the hierarchy of PPSs.  A view could then be taken how such 
SEAs should be organised, e.g. whether there could be consolidation of assessments or whether 
separate assessments at different tiers would be more appropriate and effective.   

Scoping 

Some case studies considered ‘scoping out’ of SEA issues / topics as more or less a pre-requisite of 
scoping, the result being that some SEA topics / issues were scoped out inappropriately. 
Inappropriate scoping out raises potential questions of compliance with the SEA Directive / Act which 
require an assessment of all likely significant effects on the environment across the range of issues 
described.  The SEA Pathfinder report recommended that those undertaking SEA should be very 
careful here and ‘scope in/ out’ SEA sub-topics rather than whole SEA topics, while giving appropriate 
consideration to the inter-relationships between topics and likely cumulative effects.  It is possible that 
while some sub-topics may not be significantly affected, e.g. water quality, other water sub-topics may 
be, e.g. flood risk.  Or it may be that there may not be significant effects directly on a particular topic, 
but cumulative effects could be significant.   Critical to any scoping in or out of sub-topics should be a 
record of the rationale behind the decision.  Linked to scoping, the report also highlighted the need to 
explore and decide how best to assess the PPS as a whole, not simply assess all the elements of the 
PPS that could be assessed since that may not help to understand the likely effect of the plan as a 
whole.   

DCLG’s study of the effectiveness of SA and SEA 
Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG) commissioned a study entitled Towards a 
more efficient and effective use of Strategic Environmental Assessment and Sustainability Appraisal 
in spatial planning.  The study, being undertaken by Scott Wilson, was commissioned in March 2008 
and the findings are expected to be reported in early 2010.  The findings and recommendations 
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referred to here are therefore based only a preliminary indication of the results of the research and 
should therefore be treated with caution. 

The project’s stated aim was to explore the application of SEA / SA to plans and programmes 
focussing in particular on the extent to which SEA / SA promotes public involvement in decision 
making; effective and efficient decisions in spatial planning; and the promotion of sustainable 
development in line with the objectives of the SEA Directive and the UK Sustainable Development 
Strategy. 

The project’s stated objectives were to: 

• help improve efficiency of the application of SEA / SA processes to plans and programmes; 

• assess the effectiveness of SEA / SA in influencing plan outcomes and in increasing public 
involvement; 

• improve consistency in methodology and approach through developing common baseline 
information, a selection of good practice case studies, and highlighting synergies and methods of 
integration with other required forms of assessment; and 

• inform any changes to CLG guidance, as appropriate and relevant. 

The brief also set out three key questions to be answered: 

• Is SA / SEA being implemented and undertaken in an efficient way? 

• How effective is SA / SEA? 

• How effectively are economic, environmental and social considerations compared and contrasted 
through SA / SEA? 

The research focuses on the application of SEA / SA to RSSs and LDDs in England. 

A summary of some of the findings emerging from the research and where problems have been 
identified and improvements could potentially be made are described below: 

• SEA approach and process, and links to plan-making:  
o Better integration of plan-making and SEA / SA at the early, evidence gathering stages 

o A more baseline-led approach to SEA / SA with a shift away from an objective led approach 

o Demonstrating compliance with the SEA Directive and ensuring that all the information 
required under Annex 1 is provided and signposted  

o Integrating some other forms of into SEA / SA (e.g. Equality Impact Assessment, Health 
Impact Assessment and Rural Proofing), but undertaking Habitats Regulations Assessment 
separately 

o Careful consideration of the methodology for SEA / SA at the regional level and agreeing it 
with key stakeholders from the outset 

• Scoping, including baseline and policy context: 
o More spatial and a combined plan and SEA / SA evidence base to facilitate the generation 

of options and testing alternatives, one approach is an area-by-area evidence base  

o Documenting the evidence base and outlining the major alternatives to be considered in 
scoping reports (thus obviating the need for separate issues and options consultation) 

o Considering scoping out issues as long as this is done transparently with clear explanations 

o A central review of the international and national policy context and to provide a standard 
district and borough wide data that is up-to-date 
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• Alternatives 
o Focusing on fewer, better alternatives that provide the raw material for SEA/SA to fulfil its 

potential as a planning tool 

o Evolving the scope of the appraisal as the plan develops and reflecting the options being 
considered, periodically updating the scoping report as necessary 

• Approach to the identification and evaluation of effects assessment 
o Using a workshop approach to bring stakeholders with different backgrounds and expertise 

together to identify and evaluate impacts  

o Adopting a proportionate approach in assessment so the level of detail of the appraisal 
reflects the level of detail of the plan 

o Focusing the SEA / SA more on deliverability so it questions which plan options, policies etc 
will be effectively delivered on the ground in order to avoid over-positive assessment results 

o Screening plan policies with insignificant effects out of the appraisal 

o Including interactions with other policies, plans, programmes and projects in the analysis of 
cumulative impacts and using the business as usual scenario as a benchmark for evaluation 
of alternatives and identifying cumulative impacts  

o Generating recommendations from SEAs / SAs which can be explicitly taken into account 
and the plan-makers can respond to 

• Reporting 
o Adopting a more intelligent approach to reporting, such as separate non-technical 

summaries which are digestible and facilitate public engagement 

• Guidance / further research 
o Focussing on dissemination of good practice case studies rather than developing further 

guidance  

o Researching the role of environmental limits in SA and piloting at various scales (regional, 
sub-regional and local) 

o Researching the links between development and socio-economic outcomes 

Many of these findings have resonance across all SAs / SEAs, not just spatial planning, and are 
particularly pertinent to this study.  For example, developing more appropriate alternatives and a 
greater focus on deliverability.  There are some findings in particular which raise issues that are 
worthy of further comment: 

• A more baseline-led approach to SEA / SA - the research suggests that an objective-led 
approach comes at the expense of an assessment against the baseline situation and that current 
guidance advocates a methodological hybrid.  It suggests various benefits of a shift toward as a 
more baseline-led approach, including:  

o avoiding the problems with an objective-led approach that are not easy to resolve (such as 
explaining the difference between plan and SA objectives; whether or not a set of objectives 
must be consistent with one another; the number of objectives that should be generated and 
the extent to which they assist in distinguishing between competing alternatives; concerns 
over the ‘balance’ between economic, social and environmental objectives; whether or not, 
taken together, the aspirations expressed through a set of objectives constitute ‘sustainable 
development’; and scoping consultation often focusing attention on re-wording / extending 
SA objectives, rather than on relevant environmental issues); 

o promoting an approach to appraisal more in keeping with the requirements of the SEA 
Directive and the outcomes in terms of impact identification and evaluation anticipated by 
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stakeholders (particularly the SEA Consultation Bodies).  In particular, it would increase the 
emphasis on explicitly establishing the future state of the environment - “the likely evolution 
thereof without implementation of the plan or programme” – a task often neglected in current 
practice; and 

o it would signal a shift away from a matrix-based methodology.  The research suggests that 
SA’s poor reputation among planners and stakeholders alike can be partly attributed to the 
preponderance of pages and pages of tables which make for large, inaccessible reports.  
The often impenetrable nature of these reports is unlikely to enhance the role of SEA / SA in 
decision-making. 

However, whilst we would agree that the application of SA objectives is currently not being done 
particularly well or is always applicable to every SEA / SA, and agree that appraisal should be 
supported by appropriate evidence and baseline, we would dispute that a more baseline-led 
approach is necessarily the answer.  When used well for example, objectives and matrices 
provide a useful visual tool to summarise and juxtapose appraisal findings for different 
alternatives and topics, and also a systematic framework within which to undertake the 
assessment, e.g. in terms of defining significance criteria and indicators for monitoring.  In 
addition, for SEAs / SAs of more strategic plans and strategies (and policies) in particular, there 
is a potential need for the approach to be different to an entirely baseline-led / EIA-like approach 
which can potentially be applied where there is greater certainty about potential effects and a 
more spatially specific dimension nearer the project end of the spectrum, for example.  This also 
reflects a wider academic debate about the role of SEA in sustainable development, in that it has 
a potential role to deliver better planning and decision-making processes and not just the 
assessment of likely impacts against a baseline. 

• Demonstrating compliance with the SEA Directive - this is clearly essential, however it is 
important to be remember that Article 5 as well as Annex 1 of the Directive will need to be 
considered to ensure compliance.  For example, Article 5 requires that the environmental report 
includes details of the “likely significant effects on the environment of implementing the plan or 
programme, and reasonable alternatives taking into account the objectives and the geographical 
scope of the plan or programme, are identified, described and evaluated”.  The reference to 
“reasonable alternatives” here is key and, in our experience, requires a shift in thinking among 
many plan-makers to think appropriately about real, strategic alternatives.  A focus only on Annex 
I misses the point that Annex I must be read in conjunction with Article 5 and could therefore lead 
to potential non-compliance. 

• Practitioners should be braver scoping out issues - whilst this finding acknowledges the need 
for scoping out to be done transparently and with clear explanations, there is a potential danger of 
excluding issues and effects that are considered not relevant or significant too early and before 
the full implications of the plan are better understood and the identification of effects more 
advanced.  The suggested focus on key issues and effects is appropriate, however experience in 
Scotland (see above on the SEA Pathfinder project) for example supports a cautious approach to 
screening issues out too early. 

The SDRN’s study of SA in spatial planning 
The Sustainable Development Research Network (SDRN) commissioned in 2006 research under its 
Spatial Planning Workstream on “Issues for the practice of sustainability appraisal in spatial planning - 
a review” jointly from Land Use Consultants (LUC) and the Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI).  The 
aim was to explore the role of SA in improving the delivery of sustainable development outcomes 
through the spatial planning process, to review what is known about current practice, and to establish 
gaps in existing research. 
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Key issues identified through the literature review included: 

• The contribution of SA to promoting sustainable outcomes is not being comprehensively 
measured, monitored or researched, particularly at the local level. 

• Practitioners are finding that it is difficult to balance environmental, social and economic impacts 
against one another. 

• There is too much emphasis on getting SA done quickly to meet minimum requirements rather 
than on ensuring effective policies. 

• There is a lack of skills and training in SA, especially for local authority planners. 

• The SA process is currently very resource-intensive in terms of staff, time and money. 

• The quality of SA can be compromised by a lack of baseline information. 

• Often too much information is gathered at the scoping stage without the skills to apply it 
meaningfully to decision-making. 

• There are often too many indicators and objectives used in appraisal, or they are too broad to 
help with assessment. 

• The format and language used in SA Reports can be a barrier to public and stakeholder 
consultation and their use by practitioners and decision-makers. 

• The potential for consultation to aid the consideration of difficult sustainability issues is not being 
fully realised. 

• Elected members and other stakeholders are not always engaged effectively from the beginning 
of the SA process. 

• There is inconsistent assessment of the significance of impacts in SA. 

• It is difficult to appraise the extent of potential environmental impacts without detail of 
environmental thresholds. 

• A lack of integration of SA and other assessment procedures can lead to duplication of effort. 

• The role of SA in the decision-making process needs clearer definition, including how this is 
expressed through Regulations. 

• There is a lack of independent validation of SA Reports. 

The review of literature and consultation with spatial planning practitioners, policymakers and 
researchers led to recommendations for further research which fell into three key areas: 

• Making the process more practitioner-friendly - the difficulties encountered with different 
elements of undertaking SAs such as evidence gathering, testing alternatives, determining 
significance etc, would all benefit from examination to determine how best to tackle these aspects 
of the process. 

• Evaluating the impact of SA - the determination of the extent to which the SA process in its 
current use and form is actually affecting policy formulation and decision-making.  There is 
evidence of areas where SA recommendations are making a real difference to development plan 
policies, but equally there is evidence to suggest that recommendations are often ignored. 

• Determining actions to build on strengths and resolve weaknesses of SA - the third area is 
based on a requirement to determine what needs to be done to tackle those areas which are not 
working; to more clearly define the role of SA (and SEA) and strengthen the areas where it can 
actually make a difference.  The role of joint-working between administrative authorities when 
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undertaking appraisals also appears to be an area which has not been explored in depth.  While 
good appraisals will consider the implications of the plan and forces influencing it beyond this 
boundary, the opportunities for exploring the potential for joint-working between local authorities, 
or SA’s which are set at different scales do not appear to have been fully explored. 

The recommended priorities for further research are summarised in the table below.  

Table 3: Summary of priorities for further research from the SDRN research 

Key areas of potential 
research Research priorities 

1. Making the 
process more 
practitioner-
friendly 

• The identification and use of the evidence base to inform SA and policy formulation 
(including the potential for standardised data sets, application of evidence, and the 
use of the capacity approach, such as environmental limits) 

• Developing tools and techniques for forecasting sustainability trends and outcomes 
into the future (including the prediction and use of future baseline conditions). 

• Developing options for how to engage with stakeholders who are outside the 
planning system. 

• Examination of the ‘weighting’ given to economic, environmental, and social effects 
in appraisals (including how this has influenced the spatial strategy and policies 
being appraised). 

• Consideration of the most appropriate geographical scales for SA to be 
undertaken, including: 

o Undertaking SA across administrative boundaries below the regional level; 
and 

o The role and implications of appraisal of national policy statements. 

2. Evaluating the 
impact of SA 

• Evaluating the extent to which options and alternatives are identified and usefully 
tested through SA. 

• Evaluating the actual and perceived impact of SA on policy formation. 

• Evaluating the actual and perceived impact of SA on policy outcomes. 

• Assessing the pros and cons of the integration of SA with other assessment 
procedures. 

3. Determining 
actions to build 
on strengths and 
resolve 
weaknesses of SA 

• Identification and dissemination of SA best practice to practitioners (i.e. what is 
working, what is not, how to apply skills to make SAs more robust) 

• Reviewing the usefulness and appropriateness of incorporating SEA into SA in 
view of the aims and objectives of the SEA Directive. 

 

Comments 
The above studies draw broadly similar conclusions around a wide range of issues: ‘could do better’ 
sums up much of the experience to date, both in terms of the way in which SEA/SA is undertaken – 
the techniques and methodologies used - and the way in which it is integrated with or influences the 
plan making processes.  However, there are some interesting contrasts between the Scottish and 
English studies.  In Scotland, where SEA is being applied to a wider range of plans, programmes and 
strategies than the SEA Directive, experience in the early years has seen a tendency, among some at 
least, to try to minimise workload through over-zealous scoping out of what may be key environmental 
issues.  At the same time, the provision of detailed guidance and templates has given the (false) 
impression that there is only one way to do SEA, which has had rather a suffocating effect on 
innovation.  The impression created early on that SEA would not create an undue burden has 
sometimes meant that it was thought that it could be done quickly, simply, and without the necessary 
understanding or capacity and skills to undertake effective SEA.  In England, the CLG research, 
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focuses on SA, suggests that practitioners should be bolder at scoping out issues, and that SEA 
should follow a more baseline-led approach to avoid the overload of matrices.   

An important lesson from both of these studies should actually be that over-prescription through 
guidance can work against delivering what might be most effective in any particular circumstance.  
The more strategic the assessment, the more flexibility that is needed to tailor the techniques and 
methodologies adopted to be fit for purpose.  What is required is greater capacity and knowledge of 
SEA within responsible authorities, so that those undertaking SEA/SA, or commissioning it, 
understand better how and why they are doing it and for what purpose.  That requires practitioners to 
have access to a suite of SEA techniques and methodologies, and understanding of what might be 
most useful and appropriate for what purpose.   

The need for greater knowledge of SEA/SA within responsible authorities is equally true for those 
involved in or contributing to the preparation of the plan, programme or strategy.  They need to have 
some understanding of SEA, rather than just passing the draft over to an SEA “specialist” to assess – 
developing plans, programmes or strategies with SEA in mind from the outset might result in a more 
integrated consideration of their potential environmental effects. 
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4. Lessons from Strategic Case Studies 
Introduction 
This section considers some of the key lessons from two case studies:  

• The SEA of the Scottish National Planning Framework (NPF2); and  

• The SA of the Eco-towns Planning Policy Statement and programme. 

It is intended that lessons from other strategic case studies, such as the Energy NPS, are used to 
inform the final report from this study. 

SEA of the Scottish National Planning Framework (NPF2) 
The NPF2 has a particular focus on promoting “sustainable economic growth” and it is not surprising 
therefore that there were a number of conflicts between the SEA objectives, seeking to protect the 
environment and people, and the programme itself.  The key area of conflict was in trying to reconcile 
climate change and economic growth aspirations due to a large number of proposed major energy 
and transport projects.  Many developments would have significant negative effects on biodiversity 
particularly on coastal and marine habitats and species.  

The problems with the SEA stem directly from the split nature of the plan process itself, which while 
national was not particularly spatial in its approach to alternatives, and in the creation of a class of 
national development projects (NDPs) which had the effect of turning strategic thinking on its head.  A 
large amount of time and effort went into determining the NDPs, whereas a more spatially relevant 
strategy at the national level, followed by a series of programmes or sectoral plans also subject to 
SEA, would have been a far more logical way to proceed and would ensure that the most appropriate 
level of assessment was applied at each stage.  As it is NDPs have been created by the NPF2 without 
adequate assessment of whether they are the most appropriate or environmentally acceptable 
projects to take forward. 

There were two types or levels of alternatives considered, neither of which appear particularly rational 
(or indeed ‘reasonable’), given the nature of the strategy the SEA was assessing:  

1) High-level ‘alternatives’ representing four thematic scenarios: economy, sustainability, 
communities and connectivity, each of which represents a selection of policy options.  Business 
as Usual (BAU) scenario has been also included in this ‘category’ as a fifth scenario; and 

2) National Development ‘alternatives’, representing a number of energy, transport or 
environmental infrastructure projects, although as the NPF2 process and SEA unfolded there 
appears to be even less logic to the way these projects might have been considered ‘alternatives’.  

A fundamental problem illustrated by this approach to alternatives is the gap between ‘strategic 
scenarios’ and ‘national development projects’, i.e. there is no sectoral or programme level of 
assessment, nor assessment of spatial alternatives.  The NPF2 SEA attempted to do both high level 
policy assessment and low level (but superficial) project assessment – it is not surprising that it does 
not really accomplish either very satisfactorily.  The reality here is that the strategic planning process 
is being driven by the projects, rather than the other way around, constraining the nature of what 
might be considered to be ‘reasonable’ alternatives and potentially raising a question of whether the 
SEA Directive is being circumvented by such an approach. 

A more detailed review of the SEA of NPF2, along with a chronology of key events and publications 
associated with the SEA, can be found in Appendix 1. 
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SA of the Eco-towns Planning Policy Statement and programme 
In 2008 CEP undertook a review of the proposed CLG Eco-town Planning Policy Statement and 
Programme sustainability appraisals for the BARD Campaign (a local group campaigning against the 
Middle Quinton proposed eco-town)7. The SAs and associated documents included:- 

• SA and HRA Non-technical Summary of draft Planning Policy Statement and Programme; 

• SA and HRA Report of draft Eco-towns Planning Policy Statement; 

• SA and HRA Report of draft Eco-towns Programme (and Middle Quinton chapter); 

• SA Scoping report; and  

• Draft Eco- towns Planning Policy Statement. 

There were many problems with what we considered to be exceptionally poor SA reports (Planning 
Policy Statement and Programme), and a number of which we believed could have offered potential 
grounds for challenge with respect to non-compliance with the SEA Directive.  These included:- 

i) Failure to consider and evaluate reasonable alternatives (for draft Planning Policy Statement and 
Programme SAs); 

ii) The inadequate consideration of the evolution of the baseline without the plan or programme (for 
draft Planning Policy Statement and Programme SAs); 

iii) Failure to produce an acceptable non-technical summary; 

iv) Failure to assess all likely significant effects (for draft Planning Policy Statement and Programme 
SAs); 

v) Failure to provide the data necessary to undertake the assessment of likely significant effects and 
the poor methodology which fails to utilise current knowledge and methods of assessment (for 
draft Planning Policy Statement and Programme SAs); 

vi) Failure to undertake a compliant assessment of cumulative and synergistic effects (for the draft 
Planning Policy Statement and the Programme); 

vii) Failure to provide adequate proposals on monitoring (for draft Planning Policy Statement and 
Programme SAs). 

We also considered there to be potential scope for a formal complaint to the European Commission 
over failure to properly transpose the SEA Directive with respect to this type of policy statement and 
related programmes.  We felt at the time that the Eco-towns draft Planning Policy Statement / 
programme SAs may set a precedent for what is likely to be repeated in the National Policy 
Statements (NPSs) and related programmes – essentially the same problems of ‘tiering’ exist. 

The SEA Directive is quite explicit about tiering (‘set the framework for future development consent of 
projects’, Article 3 (4)).  In the Eco-towns case while the Planning Policy Statement sets the 
framework for the consent of subsequent projects subject to EIA, those projects have also effectively 
set the framework for the Planning Policy Statement, to the extent that the programme and projects 
constrained the very nature of the ‘reasonable alternatives’ available to the draft Planning Policy 
Statement SA.  In other words, the types of alternatives available at the policy/plan level were not 
considered ‘reasonable’ in relation to the objectives of the draft Planning Policy Statement, because 
that might open up options other than projects (eco-towns).  In our view this potentially represented a 
circumvention of the purposes of the SEA Directive in a similar way to well-established ECJ case law 
on EIA, which has addressed attempts to circumvent the purposes of the EIA Directive.  Since a 

                                                      
7 http://www.bardcampaign.org/press/pressreleases/198064/the_sheate_report.html  
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similar approach to tiering was adopted in the Eco-towns draft Planning Policy Statement/Programme 
SA as is now being adopted for the NPSs and related programmes, the same potential criticisms 
could be levelled at the NPS approach (and indeed the NPF2 in Scotland), i.e. that projects are 
dictating strategy and not the other way around.  Given this consistency of approach adopted across 
Government, a complaint to the European Commission may have some legitimacy with regard to 
potential non-compliance in the application of the SEA Directive in these strategic cases. 

Another area of poor performance for the Eco-towns SAs was the apparent blind faith in mitigation, 
where little evidence was provided as to how the mitigation measures would be delivered.  At such as 
a strategic level there is no means of guaranteeing/securing either that mitigation measures will be 
delivered or that they will in any case be successful.  This blind faith in mitigation appears to pervade 
the SA reports, including in the comments on cumulative effects and habitats. 
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5. How effective is SEA? 
What do we mean by effectiveness with respect to SEA/SA?  Evaluating effectiveness of tools is 
notoriously difficult, since it is unlikely that a control is available against which to compare the 
implementation of the tool, i.e. it is not possible to judge what would have happened in the absence of 
the tool.  It is therefore very difficult, if not impossible, to separate out the effect of using the tool from 
the effect of many of the other variables affecting plan development and decision-making.  The tool 
will have been just one factor exerting some degree of influence.  There have, however, been plenty 
of attempts at evaluating or promoting effectiveness in, for example, SEA and environmental 
integration, see for example Sadler and Verheem, 1996; Fergusson et al, 2001; Sheate et al, 2001, 
2003; IAIA, 2002; Fischer, 2005; Fischer and Gazzola, 2006; Emmelin, 2006; Retief, 2007; CEC, 
2009).  IAIA has published SEA performance criteria (IAIA, 2002) which aim:- 

“to provide general guidance on how to build effective new SEA processes and evaluate the 
effectiveness of existing SEA processes.” 

These criteria include the need for SEA to be integrated, sustainability-led, focused, accountable, 
participative and iterative and implicit in this is that if such elements are in place this is likely to lead to 
effective SEA processes.  Fischer (2005) defines SEA effectiveness succinctly as the ability of SEA to 
influence the decision-making process and also the mindset of the actors involved.   

A simple understanding of effectiveness more generally, therefore, may be that for a tool to be 
effective it needs to be able at least to meet its own objectives.  In the case of SEA this will be to 
ensure that environmental considerations inform and influence the decision-making process about 
whether a plan or programme will be adopted or approved, i.e. that the environment is integrated into 
decision-making.  This influence may occur at various stages throughout the planning process: early 
on in influencing the options considered, and at later stages to inform mitigation and monitoring.  
Arguably it is at the earliest stages where SEA can be most effective in influencing the overall 
direction and objectives of the plan, programme or strategy under consideration.  As Noble (2000, 
2002) suggests, a truly strategic consideration of alternatives requires the assessment of alternative 
options, i.e. alternatives for meeting the objectives set, such as alternative modes of transport.  This is 
in contrast to a consideration of option alternatives, e.g. alternative locations or routes that might 
occur in an EIA of a road scheme where the option of a road has already been decided.  In the EU, 
the SEA Directive 2001/42/EC requires the evaluation of reasonable alternatives and is creating an 
important lever in ensuring that alternatives are properly considered and a potential focus for legal 
challenge if they are not8. 

The SEA Directive follows the same broad principles as the EIA Directive, based on an essentially 
rationalist approach that provision of environmental information to decision making will result in better 
decision.  While it is widely recognised that in reality decision-making takes place more within 
bounded rationality (Nilsson and Dalkman, 2001), at strategic levels SEA has something more to offer 
decision-making than simply the provision of information to decision-makers.  It offers wider benefits 
to improve decision-making in a more systematic way, to consider the environmental implications of 
long-terms plan, to engage stakeholders in the planning process, and to assess strategic options and 
key issues. 

The EU experience suggests that it is still early days to judge the real effectiveness of SEA, but UK 
research has highlighted some similarities with the early days of the EIA Directive, i.e. variable to poor 
understanding and application of SEA in practice. 

                                                      
8 Recent UK case law on SEA, e.g. Seaport case in Northern Ireland: No. [2007] NIQB 62; East of England Plan case 
(Hertfordshire County and St. Albans District Councils v Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, May 2009); 
and critique of Eco-towns SA (Sheate, 2008). 
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The key areas where problems can be observed are:- 

1) Screening - which plans and programmes should be subject to SEA?  Many organisations lack 
the skills and capacity to screen strategically across the whole organisation for which plans and 
programmes might require SEA and what the relationship to each other should be. 

2) Consideration of alternatives – arguably the strongest lever provided by the SEA Directive. 

3) Integration of SEA with plan-making processes – often poor integration is observed, e.g. 
alternatives considered as part of the plan process often are not returned to or used in the SEA. 

4) Scoping – the inappropriate scoping-out of key SEA topics can be a problem as responsible 
authorities try to minimise the workload of the SEA process.  The rationale for scoping out is 
often unjustified or simply not provided. 

5) The assessment of significant effects, including cumulative effects.  Often inconsistent 
approaches to the assessment of significance, and particularly a danger that assessors take an 
overly positive view of how and whether policies and actions will be implemented, often without 
justification.  Often poor attempts at cumulative effects assessment can be observed, illustrated, 
for example by the NPF2 SEA in Scotland, which took a rather one dimension view of cumulative 
effects, exacerbated by an unjustified belief in mitigation and a general failure to see alternatives 
as part of the avoid, reduce or remedy hierarchy of the SEA Directive. 

6) Mitigation and monitoring – in the Eco-towns SAs example mitigation measures were the main 
focus, but little evidence was provided as to how they would be delivered.  Indeed, at such a 
strategic level there is no means of guaranteeing/securing a) that mitigation measures will be 
delivered and b) that they will in any case be successful.  A large amount of blind faith in 
mitigation pervades the SA reports (and HRA/Appropriate Assessments), including in the 
comments on cumulative effects and habitats.  There is a distinct lack of recognition of the 
precautionary principle being applied in such cases, which would be more consistent with the aim 
to avoid damaging impacts on conservation objectives rather than mitigating them. 

7) Presentation and communication – the presentation of SEA environmental reports and SA 
reports, and particularly non-technical summaries, often does little to promote engagement in the 
SEA/SA process.  Again the Eco-towns SAs offer little to anyone without some knowledge or 
understanding of the issues; the non-technical summary amounts to 85 pages of largely cut and 
pasted material from the main environmental report.  Considerably more effort is need on non-
technical summaries to focus on the issues that matter and properly convey a summary of the 
environmental report in a non-technical manner.  This issue has been raised in the courts (e.g. in 
Seaport, and a subsequent hearing in Northern Ireland, Irwin Glenbank Ltd v Department of the 
Environment, Northern Ireland (2009), where the opposite problem was observed – a one-page 
non-technical summary which was neither non-technical nor a summary. 

From the above it can be seen that some of the experience to date is not necessarily delivering 
effective SEA, either in terms of influencing the plan or in terms of changing the mindset of the actors 
involved, which is likely to take a longer period of time to achieve.  That is not a criticism of SEA itself, 
more of its application and the way it is perceived by responsible authorities.  In Scotland, for 
example, where SEA is being applied to a much wider range of plans, programmes and strategies, 
some responsible authorities are attempting to minimise the work involved, through scoping out where 
ever possible, or through combining what might more usefully be separate assessments9.  The 
Scottish Government, however, is addressing this by developing and increasing its SEA capacity and 
improving resourcing of the SEA Gateway.  It will be interesting to see if other responsible authorities 
enhance their SEA capability in a similar manner. 

                                                      
9  See Scottish Government, SEA Pathfinder Final Report, 2009 
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On the other hand, from our own experience of undertaking SEA, one of the key challenges to 
delivering effective SEA is the limitation of time and resources.  Where sufficient time is available, and 
SEA is considered from the outset, the SEA team and process have the opportunity to engage more 
fully with the plan making team and stakeholders and use SEA/SA as a way of helping to structure the 
plan or strategy itself and properly consider alternatives.  Conversely, where time is curtailed, options 
severely constrained or SEA is only introduced late in the process, the SEA inevitably becomes a bolt-
on exercise with little real influence on the plan making process.  The ability of SEA to influence the 
planning process or the mindset of the plan makers or stakeholders is severely constrained in such 
circumstances, and there is little real opportunity for exchange of knowledge or understanding. 
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Appendix 1: Review of Scottish National Planning 
Framework (NPF2) 
Introduction 
The NPF2 is intended to promote ‘sustainable’ economic growth in Scotland.  At its heart lie a number 
of contradictions centred on this desire for growth while at the same time seeking to respect 
environmental limits, reduce emissions and address climate change.  This is exemplified by the 
inclusion as national development projects of some particularly environmentally damaging projects, 
such as Hunterston power station.  While the term ‘sustainable economic growth’ is used frequently 
throughout the assessment it is never clearly defined.   

The overall aim of the SEA itself is also somewhat vague: ‘It has aimed to identify and assess 
potentially significant effects of the policies and proposals whilst maintaining a national perspective, 
and in many cases effects remain uncertain, and may only become clearer when they have been 
translated into strategic and local development plan policies’.  The inherent conflict does not appear to 
be recognised: the NPF2 creates ‘national development projects’, so the way in which those projects 
are established should be subject to proper strategic assessment to ensure that environmentally 
damaging projects are not included in the NPF2 if at all possible. 

A positive aspect of the SEA is that the process was quite transparent: comments from consultees 
(positive and negative) were openly considered and reported.  The SEA was useful in providing an 
understanding of the some of the potential impacts that may arise due to NPF implementation.  In 
addition, it has outlined how the NPF has been modified by the SEA process and suggested what 
more could be done. 

As a spatial plan the NPF2 provides five spatial perspectives based on the main economic regions of 
Scotland (although the SEA ER itself does not provide a rationale for this focus): 

• Central Belt 

• East Coast 

• Highlands and Islands 

• Ayrshire and the South-West 

• South of Scotland 

However, from the SEA perspective – for an SEA of a spatial plan it lacks consideration of real spatial 
alternatives. 

Alternatives 
There were two types or levels of alternatives considered, neither of which appear particularly rational 
(or indeed ‘reasonable’), given the nature of the strategy the SEA is assessing:  

1) High-level ‘alternatives’ representing four thematic scenarios: economy, sustainability, 
communities and connectivity, each of which represents a selection of policy options. BAU scenario 
has also been included in this ‘category’ as a fifth scenario.  

2) National Development ‘alternatives’, representing a number of energy, transport or 
environmental infrastructure projects, although as the NPF2 process and SEA unfolded there appears 
to be even less logic to the way these projects might have been considered ‘alternatives’.  
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High-level alternatives 

Surprisingly for a spatial plan, the alternative ‘scenarios’ considered are not spatially-focused, but 
thematic.  One might expect for a spatial plan that reasonable high-level strategic alternatives might 
include alternative spatial approaches to delivering development, e.g. a focus on concentrating 
development in urban settlements, a focus on transport corridors and nodes, a dispersed approach to 
development etc.  The four (plus BAU) scenarios chosen appear somewhat arbitrary extremes, 
without any analysis of future drivers of change that might have underpinned such scenarios.  Nor do 
these scenarios relate to the regional spatial perspectives of the NPF2.  In fact the scenarios 
themselves are to a large extent circular in relation to the SEA assessment objectives and criteria.  
Not surprisingly the economy scenario is worse for the environment, and the sustainability one is 
better.  Spatially driven scenarios would not be so predictable and the assessment might have had a 
more meaningful influence.  Furthermore, the level of detail of assessment – against the SEA 
objectives and sub-criteria appears overly detailed for the high level nature of the scenarios compared 
with the very thin level of assessment afforded the national development projects.  It is not surprising 
therefore that there is no clear rationale as to why certain elements from different strategic scenarios 
were taken forward to constitute the Discussion Draft NPF.  

The scenarios approach was clearly quite an elaborate effort to consider alternatives, and indeed 
happened early in the NPF2 process and would appear to have helped inform the NPF2 itself.  The 
problem was that the approach was essentially misconceived; in seeking alternatives it ended up 
setting up an economic scenario against a sustainability scenario, against a community-based 
scenario, against a highly connected scenario, and all without a real spatial dimension.  Why these 
four themes?  Page 21 of the Environmental Report (ER) states itself that “it was very unlikely that 
any of the five ’themed alternatives’ would be adopted in its entirety [...] instead [...] the NPF would be 
a mix of components selected from across the range of alternatives”.  Yet you could have a number of 
reasonable spatial scenarios (and/or combinations of scenarios) that might be to varying degrees 
sustainable.   

A number of components from each of the scenarios are included in the final NPF2.  Notwithstanding 
the problems with the particular approach adopted in this case, it would have been beneficial to 
assess the NPF2 itself alongside the five alternatives to allow a comparison to be made.  This was not 
done.  The combinations of separate components from each scenario, when brought together as one 
package may well have a rather different effect to the individual components in isolation or within the 
context of their original scenario. 

National development projects  

Secondly, it is not clear why such a large number (52) of additional National Developments, which are 
not ‘less environmentally damaging’ alternatives to the nine developments already included in the 
Discussion Draft NPF, were taken forward for the assessment.  The list of 52 (including the original 9) 
was a ‘wish-list’ of authorities and developers, but no attempt was made to look at them strategically 
on a programmatic or sectoral basis, e.g. transport developments, energy projects etc., and therefore 
consider whether some of them were alternatives to each other in sectoral and strategic terms.  It is 
mentioned in Annex 1 that an attempt was made to define alternatives for National Developments 
‘however, this proved to be difficult to achieve in practice as alternatives for each of the proposed 
national developments have been or will be explored in more detail within their respective more detail 
SEAs or EIAs’.  This effectively devolves responsibility for strategic decision-making down to project-
level EIA, instead of considering strategic issues properly at the strategic level.  It would hardly be 
surprising if major strategic issues are raised in the future in each project level EIA process by 
stakeholders, issues that should have been considered at the SEA level. 

A fundamental problem illustrated by this approach to alternatives is the gaping hole between 
‘strategic scenarios’ and ‘national development projects’, i.e. there is no sectoral or programme level 
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of assessment, nor assessment of spatial alternatives.  The NPF2 SEA is attempting to do both high 
level policy assessment and low level (but superficial) project assessment – it is not surprising that it 
does not really accomplish either very satisfactorily.  The reality here is that the strategic planning 
process is being driven by the projects, rather than the other way around, constraining the nature of 
what might be considered to be ‘reasonable’ alternatives and potentially raising a question of whether 
the SEA Directive is being circumvented by such an approach. 

Assessment of effects and cumulative effects 
The methodology adopted for assessment results in a more detailed assessment of strategic 
scenarios, and a more superficial assessment of projects, ostensibly on the basis that the national 
development projects will be better assessed at EIA level.  There is therefore a lack of any 
assessment in between these two extremes, i.e. at a programme level, e.g. for energy infrastructure 
options, for transport infrastructure options etc.  The NPF2 exhibits some common weaknesses 
observed in Scotland in the SEA Pathfinder research project, that of high level strategies also trying to 
assess more local level aspects, when really what would be more appropriate would be a proper 
tiered approach to assessment – a separate high level plan or strategy subject to SEA, followed by a 
programme or action plan also subject to a separate SEA.  The SEA has, in many respects, tried its 
best with a poorly conceived plan, but that does not excuse the approach adopted to the 
consideration of alternatives or the assessment of effects.  The assessment methodology flows 
directly from the approach adopted to the plan itself. 

Hunterston 

The national development identified at Hunterston raises some particular issues.  The Supplementary 
Candidate Developments ER summarises the identified effects for the Hunterston Transhipment 
Terminal and Clean Coal Power Station:- 

“2.83 The development of a international transhipment hub and clean coal power station at 
Hunterston is likely to result in significant adverse effects on a nationally protected biodiversity 
site, given the sensitivity of the area and its value for aggregations of wildfowl. Other potentially 
significant negative effects include emissions arising from shipping, which have the potential to 
be significant over the long term, depending on the level of freight movements involved. The 
health and atmospheric effects of the clean coal element of the development remain unclear, and 
would require further exploration and mitigation at the project level and the application of 
appropriate consenting regimes to mitigate potential effects. 

2.84 Although no further significant adverse environmental effects are predicted, further 
assessment and environment mitigation will be required at the project level, given the issues 
raised above, the more general sensitivity of the water and coastal environment to shipping 
activity, the landscape character of the location and the potential implications of fossil fuel based 
power generation. Scheme-specific alternatives have not been explored as part of this 
assessment.” (emphasis added) 

Yet Hunterston ended up as a national development project in the final NPF2.  There would seem to 
have been little attempt to follow the sequence described in the SEA Directive of “avoid, reduce or 
remedy”.  The aim, especially in relation to protected areas, should always be to avoid impacts in the 
first place.  The devolution of responsibility down to project level assessment is inadequate, given the 
very presence of a project as a NDP gives it nationally significant status and priority in planning terms 
(establishing a need for the development).  The likely expectation – and no doubt the reason so many 
potential NDPs were thrown into the pot for consideration – is that such projects will go ahead.  To 
rely on mitigation is inadequate since mitigation is never guaranteed to occur, and even if it does may 
not be successful. 
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Given the fact that particular emphasis was placed in the NPF2 objectives on biodiversity protection, it 
is unclear why projects like Hunterston power station have been taken forward.  Does the need for 
development justify the choice?  If so where is the rationale and assessment of need? 

Cumulative effects 

The impression given by the ER is that the positive effects are overly highlighted and the negative 
effects are considered to be largely tackled through the mitigation, emphasised for example by: 

“There is likely to be considerable scope for project-level mitigation to ensure that cumulative 
effects on marine and coastal biodiversity are not significant at the national scale.” (para 3.6, 
Supplementary Candidate Developments ER).   

This statement in itself leaves plenty of room for - and implies acceptance of - significant effects at the 
site scale, even if not significant nationally. 

The approach to cumulative effects moreover was rather one dimensional, was not considered at all 
at the most strategic level and amounted largely to a ‘look across’ the matrix against each SEA 
objective for the national development projects.  There was, therefore, no proper consideration of 
cumulative effects of development projects in relation to other plans, programmes or project spatially, 
nor across the country for sectors.   

The ER does recognise the spatial aspects:- 

“Given that the NPF is essentially a spatial strategy, it is useful to reflect on how the findings 
relating to each of the environmental topics may interact in any given location.  This helps to 
identify any further geographically concentrated impacts that may be significant and cut across 
the individual topic areas discussed above.” (para 3.36, Supplementary Candidate Developments 
ER).   

But it then proceeds to address this in just one paragraph (3.37) with six bullet points in around half a 
page. 

This problem stems essentially from the approach adopted for considering alternatives.  Since no 
proper strategic spatial options were considered there was no logical opportunity to consider strategic 
cumulative effects spatially. 

Conclusions 
Given that the NPF2 has a particular focus on promoting ‘sustainable’ economic growth, the conflicts 
between the SEA objectives, seeking to protect the environment and people, and the programme 
itself were unavoidable.  The key area of conflict was reconciling climate change and economic 
growth aspirations due to a large number of proposed major energy and transport projects.  Many 
developments would have significant negative effects on biodiversity, including Hunterston, 
particularly on coastal and marine habitats and species.  The problems with the SEA stem directly 
from the nature of the plan process itself, which while national is not necessarily strategic in its focus, 
and in the creation of a class of national development projects potentially turns strategic thinking on 
its head.  A large amount of time and effort went into determining the NDPs, whereas a more spatially 
relevant strategy at the national level, followed by a series of programmes or sectoral plans also 
subject to SEA, would be a far more logical way to proceed and would ensure that the most 
appropriate level of assessment was applied at each stage.  As it is NDPs have been created by the 
NPF2 without adequate assessment of whether they are the most appropriate or environmentally 
acceptable projects to take forward. 
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Timeline - Steps of the NPF2 process 
The preparation process involved the following 6 stages: 

• Stage 1: Initial engagement on scope and content of NPF2: February – October 2007 
(complete) 

• Stage 2: The issue of NPF2 Discussion Draft: 8 January – 15 April 2008 (complete) 
• Stage 3: Revision in the light of reaction to the discussion draft: April – November 2008 

(Complete) 
• Stage 4: Consideration of Proposed NPF2 in Parliament: Dec 2008 – March 2009 (Complete) 
• Stage 5: Final considerations and publication of NPF2: Summer 2009 (complete) 
• Stage 6: Monitoring and evaluation: Beyond Spring 2009 (current stage) 

Steps of SEA: 
 
Winter/Spring 2007 

Scoping Report was published online in Winter/Spring 2007  
 
January 2008: 

1. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Environmental Report 
2. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Environmental Report: Non-Technical Summary 
3. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Annex to the Environmental Report: Assessment of 

Strategic Alternatives 
(9 National Developments are being considered at this stage) 
Consultation: 8 January 2008 – 15 April 2008   

 
September 2008: 

4. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Supplementary Assessment of the Environmental 
Effects of Candidate National Developments Environmental Report Annex 2. Consultation 
Paper  

(52 National Developments in total are being considered at this stage) 
Consultation 18 September 2008 – 31 October 2008  

 
December 2008: 

5. National Planning Framework 2: Discussion Draft. Analysis of Consultation Responses  
 

January 2009: 
6. NPF for Scotland 2 SEA – Environmental Report Annex 2. Analysis of Consultation 

Responses 
National Planning Framework for Scotland 2. Assessment Matrix of Candidate National 
Developments Against the National Development Criteria 

(Assessment of 207 projects against the National Development criteria) 
7. NPF for Scotland 2 SEA – Environmental Report Annex 3. Consolidated Non-Technical 

Summary  
 

June 2009 
8. NPF2:  SEA Post Adoption Statement (not published yet)  
9. NPF2: Appropriate Assessment  

 NPF for Scotland 2 
 
 
1. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Environmental Report 

• Assesses the environmental effects of NPF, spatial perspectives (Central Belt, East Coast, 
Highlands and Islands, Ayrshire and the South West, South of Scotland), and 9 proposed 
National Developments:  

 Replacement Forth Crossing  
 Edinburgh Airport Enhancement  
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 Glasgow Airport Enhancement  
 Grangemouth Freight Hub  
 Rosyth International Container Terminal 
 Scapa Flow International Container Transhipment Facility  
 Grid Reinforcements for renewable energy development  
 The Glasgow Strategic Drainage Scheme 
 2014 Commonwealth Games Facilities 

 
• Proposes the measures to reduce/prevent and offset the significant adverse effects.  

 
2. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Environmental Report: Non-Technical Summary 

• Provides a summary of the Environmental Report.  
 
3. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Annex to the Environmental Report: Assessment of 
Strategic Alternatives 

• Explains how the four thematic alternatives, namely economy, sustainability, communities 
and connectivity, were developed so that each formed an outline NPF. In addition, a fifth 
alternative of ‘business as usual’ was identified to facilitate the comparison of future options 
with the effects that continuation of the first NPF might have on environmental baseline.   

• Each of the alternatives is described and subsequently followed by the assessment matrix of 
potential impacts. In addition, the summary of the views of consultees in relation to each 
alternative were provided.  

• The comparison of alternatives in terms of their environmental performance was conducted. 
• Sustainability and Communities alternatives scored better than the Discussion Draft NPF. 
• Finally, the components of alternatives that have been included or excluded from the 

Discussion Draft and the underlying reasons were summarized in a table (p48). The 
environmental effects arising from this selection is given at the end of the paper.  

 
4. National Planning Framework 2 SEA Supplementary Assessment of the Environmental 
Effects of Candidate National Developments Environmental Report Annex 2. Consultation 
Paper 

• During the consultation process on the Discussion Draft NPF 43 additional National 
Developments were proposed by stakeholders for inclusion in the NPF. The candidate 
developments (43) together with initially proposed projects (9) are listed below:  

1. Forth Replacement Crossing 
2. Edinburgh Airport 
3. Glasgow Airport 
4. Aberdeen Airport 
5. Prestwick Airport 
6. A9 Upgrading: Dunblane - Inverness 
7. Targeted Road Improvements: Glasgow - Fort William 
8. A96 growth area 
9. A1, A68 and A7 route improvements 
10. Improved Rail Connectivity in the West of Scotland 
11. Edinburgh – Glasgow Rail Improvements Programme 
12. Highspeed rail to London 
13. Rail links within Aberdeen 
14. Rail Service Enhancements between Aberdeen and Inverness 
15. Rail Service Improvements on the Highland Mainline to Inverness 
16. Borders Rail link including an extension to Carlisle 
17. Edinburgh Tram 
18. National Long Distance Trails Network 
19. Rail Service Enhancements between Aberdeen and the Central Belt 
20. Further Electrification of the Strategic Rail Network 
21. Far North Rail Line 
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22. Upgrade Edinburgh Haymarket Public Transport Interchange 
23. Rail Service Enhancements between Glasgow Inverclyde/Ayrshire 
24. Reducing Conflict between Local and Strategic Traffic in Dundee 
25. A90 Aberdeen to Dundee 
26. Grangemouth Freight Hub 
27. Rosyth International Container Terminal 
28. Scapa Flow International Container Transhipment Facility 
29. Hunterston Transhipment Facility and Clean Coal Power Station 
30. Loch Ryan Gateway Port 
31. Peterhead Deep Water Port 
32. Port of Dundee 
33. Sullom Voe Oil Transfer Facility 
34. Sub-sea super-grid 
35. Energy Transmission Infrastructure 
36. New non-nuclear baseload capacity at existing power station sites 
37. Outer Hebrides National Energy Zone 
38. Stornoway West Harbour 
39. Hunterston – Carradale Subsea Cable 
40. Nigg Complex 
41. Peterhead Carbon Sequestration 
42. Westfield Energy Park 
43. Fife Energy Park, Methil 
44. Energetics Cluster on the Ardeer Peninsula 
45. Glasgow Strategic Drainage Plan 
46. Commonwealth Games 
47. Central Scotland Green Network 
48. Development of the Canal Network (Lomond Canal) 
49. National network of waste facilities 
50. Coastal protection –Firth of Forth 
51. The Energetica Corridor 
52. Edinburgh Bioquarter 
 

• These are considered as being ‘reasonable alternatives’ because they : 
o Raise significant planning issues that require to be addressed; 
o Are at an appropriate stage in the planning process (i.e. planning or equivalent 

consent has not already been granted); 
o Are transport, energy or environmental infrastructure projects, as opposed to more 

complex development proposals likely to involve multiple planning and other 
consents; and 

o Are sufficiently defined to allow for a meaningful environmental assessment. 
• This paper was designed to facilitate the assessment of environmental impacts of these 

additional national developments.  
 
5. National Planning Framework 2: Discussion Draft. Analysis of Consultation Responses  

• An explicit review of stakeholder responses on Discussion Draft NPF 
• A list of suggested additional National Development designations 

 
6. NPF for Scotland 2 SEA – Environmental Report Annex 2. Analysis of Consultation 
Responses 

• Summary of the stakeholders’ views on the overall approach to the SEA and its findings.  
• Views on the National Developments that have been selected to go forward  
• Appendix 1 provides detailed comments on all 52 candidate national developments that were 

subject to the SEA 
 

7. National Planning Framework for Scotland 2. Assessment Matrix of Candidate National 
Developments against the National Development Criteria  
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• Explains how the projects were identified as National Developments. In order to be granted 
national development status, the project has to meet any of the 6 criteria: 

o Make a significant contribution to Scotland’s sustainable economic development; 
o Strengthen Scotland’s links with the rest of the world; 
o Deliver strategic improvements in internal connectivity; 
o Make a significant contribution to the achievement of climate change, renewable 

energy or waste management targets; 
o Are essential elements of a programme of investment in national infrastructure’ 
o Raise strategic issues of more than regional importance   

• The assessment matrix of all proposed projects (207, including initial 9 and additional 43 
projects) is given.  

 
8. NPF for Scotland 2 SEA – Environmental Report Annex 3. Consolidated Non-Technical 
Summary  
Its purpose was to set out the findings of SEA process. More specifically it: 

• explains how the SEA of the NPF was undertaken; 
• describes the key outputs from each stage in the SEA process; 
• summarises the opinions that were expressed by consultees in relation to the SEA findings at 

each stage; 
• explains how this information has been taken into account in the Proposed National Planning 

Framework;  
• reflects on the overall role and effectiveness of the SEA process. 

9. NPF2: SEA Post Adoption Statement  
This will reflect the overall findings from the SEA process and provide more detailed information on 
how they have influenced the final content of the NPF. It will also provide commitments to future 
monitoring of predicted environmental effects.  
 
 
National Planning Framework for Scotland 2 
 
Consolidated Non-Technical Summary (January 2009) (p25) states that the Framework takes forward 
the 9 developments identified in the Discussion Draft. It also includes 4 additional National 
Developments and two further airport enhancements, which are: 
 

• West of Scotland strategic rail enhancements; 
• Port developments on Loch Ryan; 
• New power station and transhipment hub at Hunterston; 
• New non-nuclear baseload capacity at other existing power station sites. 

 
And - additional airport enhancements in Aberdeen and Prestwick 
 
However, the final list in NPF 2: 
  
1. Replacement Forth Crossing; 
2. West of Scotland strategic rail enhancements; 
3. High-speed rail link to London; 
4. Strategic airport enhancements; (Glasgow, Edinburgh + Aberdeen and Prestwick)  
5. Grangemouth Freight Hub; 
6. Additional Container Freight Capacity on the Forth; 
7. Port developments on Loch Ryan; 
8. Scapa Flow Container Transhipment Facility; 
9. New power station and transhipment hub at Hunterston; 
10. New non-nuclear baseload capacity at other existing power station sites; 
11. Electricity grid reinforcements; 
12. Central Scotland Green Network; 
13. Metropolitan Glasgow Strategic Drainage Scheme; 
14. 2014 Commonwealth Games facilities.  
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In red-9 initial proposed projects (note that Glasgow and Edinburgh Airport Enhancements are 
counted as one here).  Interestingly, Rosyth International Container Terminal, which was among 9 
proposed developments, is not in the list.  In green – four selected additional National Developments.  

Between January 2009 and June 2009 it would appear that three more projects were taken forward to 
the final list.   
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