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Abstract

Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is acknowledged to be an important decision support

tool. The increased application of its principles in countries worldwide, the introduction of SEA

procedures in planning and decision-making processes of international aid and cooperation

organisations, as well as the recent endorsement of two relevant legal documents in the international

arena only serve to emphasise the acclaimed significance of the process. In light of the scarcity of

literature exploring the practical implementation of SEA, this paper attempts to provide a

comparative overview of SEA systems in 12 selected countries from their legal, institutional and

procedural perspectives in order to unveil potential implementation pitfalls, obstacles and lessons

learnt as well as uncertainties and lack of data for future research, replication and customisation

elsewhere or refining of existing systems.
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1. Introduction

The development and consequent adoption of Strategic Environmental Assessment

(SEA) procedures have gained momentum in recent years. Not only have more countries

revised their approaches vis-à-vis the integration of environmental assessment at different

tiers of the decision-making process, but the international arena has also played a vital role

in re-emphasising the importance of SEA through the endorsement of two important legal

documents, namely, the European SEA Directive (2001/42/EC) and the United Nations

Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) 2003 SEA Protocol. Moreover, international

financing institutions and cooperation organisations are introducing more and more their

own SEA procedures and requiring beneficiary countries to adopt and potentially

mainstream these procedures into their planning and decision-making processes. A quick

overview of the SEA concept and its different application models,5 as well as milestone

international initiatives are briefly described prior to the comparative evaluation of SEA

experience in 12 selected countries, which aims to unveiling potential implementation

pitfalls, obstacles and lessons learnt, as well as uncertainties and lack of data for future

research, replication and customisation elsewhere or refining of existing systems.

2. Brief overview of SEA

SEA is recognised as an important decision support tool for integrating environmental

considerations along with social and economic considerations into proposed policies, plans

and programmes (PPPs). In essence, the process attempts to mainstream environment into

policy and decision-making processes. The concept has been defined as (Sadler and

Verheem, 1996):

bA systematic process for evaluating the environmental consequences of proposed

policy, plan or programme initiatives in order to ensure they are fully included and

appropriately addressed at the earliest appropriate stage of decision-making on par

with economic and social considerations.Q

Moreover, it is often considered as a complement to project-based Environmental

Impact Assessment (EIA) so that environmental assessments are conducted at all levels of

decision-making; from policy/plan/programme formulation to project management and

implementation.

In light of the evolving nature of environmental assessment, SEA is currently perceived

as a second-generation paradigm moving EIA principles dupstreamT in the decision-

making process (Table 1). It has been reported (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler, 1999, 2003) that

most SEA experience occurred at the level of plans and programmes where EIA

procedures and approaches were applied fairly readily (most commonly for the energy,

transport, waste and water sectors and on spatial or land use plans). However, recent

controversy has surfaced with regard to the nature and scope of SEA. One school of

5 Due to the abundance of literature concerning the evolution and intricacies of the process, the next sections are

restricted to issues of concern to this paper.
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