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Abstract

The current trend of industrialization and urbanization in developing nations has a huge impact

on anthropogenic and natural ecosystems. Pollution sources increase with the expansion of cities and

cause contamination of water, air and soil. The absence of urban environmental planning and

management strategies has resulted in greater concern for future urban development. This paper

advocates the adoption of strategic environmental assessment (SEA) as a means to achieve

sustainable development in developing countries. It investigates project-level environmental impact

assessment (EIA) and its limitations. The exploration of SEA and its features are addressed. The

effective implementation of SEA can create a roadmap for sustainable development. In many

developing countries, the lack of transparency and accountability and ineffective public participation

in the development of the policy, plan and program (PPP) would be mitigated by the SEA process.

Moreover, the proactive and broadly based characteristics of SEA would benefit the institutional

development of the PPP process, which is rarely experienced in many developing countries. The

paper also explores the prospects for SEA and its guiding principles in developing countries. Finally,

the paper calls for a coordinated effort between all government, nongovernment and international

organizations involved with PPPs to enable developing countries to pursue a path of sustainable

development through the development and application of strategic environmental assessment.
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1. Introduction

Developing countries are accepting more responsibility for the environmental impacts

that result from their development activities, and many have developed environmental

impact assessment (EIA) legislation as a management tool for these impacts in the last

two decades. EIA is now practiced in more than 100 countries worldwide (Donnelly et

al., 1998). Today, EIA is firmly established in the planning process in many of these

countries (Momtaz, 2002). In 1989, the World Bank ruled that EIA should normally be

undertaken for major projects by the borrower country under the Bank’s supervision.

The United Nations Environment Program (UNEP) also made recommendations to

member states regarding the establishment of EIA procedures and established goals and

principles for EIA. It subsequently issued guidance on EIA in developing countries

(UNEP, 1988).

Despite the existence of good EIA guidelines and legislation, environmental

degradation continues to be a major concern in developing countries. In many cases,

EIA has not been effective due to legislation, organizational capacity, training, environ-

mental information, participation, diffusion of experience, donor policy and political will.

EIAs have not been able to provide denvironmental sustainability assuranceT (ESA) for
these countries (Sadler, 1999). This failure and the inherent limitations of EIA lead to the

consideration of strategic environmental assessment (SEA). It is the proactive assessment

of alternatives to proposed or existing PPPs, in the context of a broader vision, set of goals

or objectives to assess the likely outcomes of various means to select the best alternative(s)

to reach desired ends (Noble, 2000).

2. Limitation of EIA and the role of SEA

2.1. Limitations of project-level EIA

In the early 1990s, researchers were studying the limitations of project-level EIA. Their

findings called for the introduction of something other than project-level EIA to

encompass environmental considerations. They realized the need for the environmental

assessment of policy, plan or program:

bThe requirements for the content of an EIS as laid down in the Environmental

Protection (General Provisions) Act are suitable for application to project EISs.

Problems may arise, however, if we try to draw up certain parts of an EIS, for plans

and programs of a fairly abstract nature, in precisely the same way. (Verheem, 1992)Q

In the first half of the 1990s, researchers emphasized the limitations of project-level

EIA. The limitations stated by Glasson et al. (1994) and Lee and Walsh (1992) can be

summarized as follows:

(1) Project EIAs react to development proposals rather than anticipate them, so they

cannot steer development towards environmentally brobustQ areas or away from

environmentally sensitive sites.
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