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SEA and planning: ‘ownership’ of strategic
environmental assessment by the planners is the
key to its effectiveness
Gernot Stoeglehner, A.L. Brown and Lone B. Kørnøv

As the field of strategic environmental assessment (SEA) has matured, the focus has moved from the
development of legislation, guidelines and methodologies towards improving the effectiveness of SEA.
Measuring and of course achieving effectiveness is both complex and challenging. This paper suggests
that SEA professionals need to consider ‘democratic effectiveness’ as well as ‘environmental
effectiveness’ in both ‘direct’ and ‘indirect’ outputs. The effectiveness of SEA depends critically on the
context within which SEA legislation and guidelines are understood and implemented, and the
relationship of the SEA to the planning activity itself. This paper focuses on the influence that planners
have in these implementation processes, postulating the hypothesis that these are key players in
achieving effectiveness in SEA. Based upon implementation theory and empirical experience, the
paper discusses the role of the planners in SEA implementation, concluding that their ‘ownership’ of
SEA is crucial for both democratic and environmental effectiveness.
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T

HERE IS NOW EXTENSIVE USE of strategic environmental assessment (SEA) as a tool
for considering the environmental effects of
plans, programmes and policies, and various commentators (Therivel and Partidário, 1996; Therivel
and Brown, 1999) have described the principles,
techniques and application of SEA, clearly recognizing it as a range of ‘…analytical and participatory
approaches that aim to integrate environmental considerations into policies, plans and programmes and
evaluate the interlinkages with economic and social
considerations’ (OECD, 2006: 3). This paper is
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concerned with the use of SEA in planning contexts,
particularly spatial planning at the regional or local
level.
The European Union (EU) considers SEA an important tool for environmental protection and sustainable development (Feldmann and Vanderhaegen,
2001) and released Directive 2001/42/EC on the
‘Assessment of the Effects of Certain Plans and Programmes on the Environment’ (European Commission, 2001). This is a framework that provides each
member state with the opportunity to vary its specific interpretation and implementation. The main
elements of SEA in EU practice are the environmental report; consultations with the public, environmental authorities and significantly affected
member states; consideration of the SEA results in
the decision about the adoption of the plan or
programme; an explanatory statement of the decision from an environmental perspective; and monitoring. SEA, according to the EU Directive, has to
be applied in all major fields of planning including
‘agriculture, forestry, fisheries, energy, industry,
1461-5517/09/0200111-10 US$12.00 © IAIA 2009
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transport, waste management, water management,
telecommunications, tourism, town and country
planning or land use’ (Art. 3(2a) SEA Directive) for
all plans and programmes that meet certain criteria.
Outside the EU, SEA is required in various jurisdictions as, for example, in planning EIA for certain
types of plan, including urban plans in China (Environmental Impact Assessment Law of the People’s
Republic of China, 2003); administrative requirements for policy programmes, and plans by Cabinetlevel directive in Canada (Privy Council Office and
Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency,
2004); for various planning activities including provincial level cities in Vietnam (Partidário et al.,
2008); and spatial planning in South Africa (Department of Environmental Affairs and Tourism
(DEAT), 2000).
SEA is now extensively practised. However, empirical research and evaluations of its effectiveness
are still limited (Partidario and Fisher, 2004; Sheate
et al., 2001; Retief, 2007). In much of the literature
critical evaluations of SEA concepts have focused
largely on the conduct of SEA, its content and assessment procedures, and the scientific quality of the
assessment. There has been too little evaluation of
matters that are more central to achieving the underlying objectives of SEA. These include (Nitz and
Brown, 2001):
• how well SEA fits plan-making processes;
• acceptance of SEA as a critical tool in plan making;
• the impact of SEA on decision making within
these processes; and
• the effect of SEA on outcomes.
The aim of this paper is to extend consideration of
SEA effectiveness in plan-making to include planners themselves, and in particular to their ‘ownership’ of the SEA process. Our thesis is that
effectiveness of SEA in planning (and evaluation of
that effectiveness) should include assessing the
nature, extent and quality of such ‘ownership’.
Studies of the implementation and effectiveness
of SEA to date provide little understanding of how
planners perceive or influence the role of SEA in
planning and decision making. We argue that this
needs further attention, and suggest that implementation theory can help us to know what to look for and
what might be potential barriers. The paper draws
from implementation theory and discusses the influence of planners in shaping SEA effectiveness.
Discussion and evaluation of effectiveness of
SEA have covered diverse topics, including the
measurement of environmental-related change before and after SEA; measurement of changes to the
plan due to SEA; measurement of the quality of the
environment; asking practitioner opinions on SEA
effectiveness (Therivél and Minas, 2002); the interaction between content, processes and outcomes
(Owens et al., 2004); the influence of context on
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effectiveness (Runhaar and Driessen, 2007; Bina,
2008; Hilding-Rydevik and Bjarnadottír, 2007); and
ex-post evaluation of SEA (Morrison-Saunders and
Arts, 2004; Partidário and Arts, 2005; Partidário and
Fischer, 2004). It is not the authors’ intention to review this literature, but it is useful, for our purposes,
to touch upon it.
SEA effectiveness can be approached through either direct or indirect environmental outputs (Thissen, 2000; Sadler, 2004). The direct outputs relate to
the goals of SEA, often including sub-goals such as
improving environmental quality and the inclusion
of environmental knowledge in decision making.
Indirect outputs have to do with ‘changes in attitudes
towards the environment, improved awareness,
changes in institutional arrangements and departmental traditions, etc.’ (Retief, 2007: 87). The first
approach, the goal model, is a basic approach to organizational effectiveness (Hall, 1980) which defines effectiveness as ‘the degree to which [an
organization] realizes its goals’ (Etzioni, 1964: 8).
Because of the diversity of interests and goals within
organizations, the goal model has particular difficulties for evaluation of effectiveness in practice. The
direct environmental effectiveness of SEA is widely
discussed in terms of its impact on the decisionmaking process (Partidário 2000; Retief 2007; Runhaar and Driessen, 2007) and on practitioners. Discussion of the effectiveness of SEA that centres on
the quality of the SEA process, the comprehensiveness of the SEA report, or the participatory methods
used – that is, ‘has a good SEA been conducted’ – is
a narrower approach to effectiveness, ignoring
whether the SEA has contributed to the implementation of an environmentally sound and sustainable
planning outcome.
In addition to direct and indirect environmental
effectiveness, there is a need to consider an additional model, or dimension, of effectiveness: democratic effectiveness. This is based on experience that,
for SEA to make a decisional difference, it needs to
be integrated into the planning and decision-making
process, and that the political system is a crucial
consideration for environmental effectiveness
(Kørnøv and Thissen, 2000; Sheate et al., 2001; Nitz
and Brown, 2001; Therivél and Minas, 2002). Democratic effectiveness is an important norm in democracy theory, and refers to effectiveness such as
when political decision makers make the ‘right’ decisions and choose the means to fulfil the political
environmental objectives; and the administration
implements a political decision to perform SEA according to certain legislation and guidelines. These
different dimensions of effectiveness are summarised in Table 1.
Evaluating the effectiveness of SEA is challenging. First, SEA is applied in complex, political decision-making processes (Kørnøv and Thissen, 2000;
Nitz and Brown, 2001; Partidário and Arts, 2005).
Second, assessing effectiveness requires clear SEA
objectives, but in practice these can be difficult to
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Table 1. Dimensions of effectiveness

Direct effectiveness

Democratic
effectiveness

Environmental
effectiveness

Political choice of
means that fulfil
environmental
objectives

Improving
environmental quality

SEA implemented
by the
administration as
politically decided

Indirect
effectiveness

Inclusion of
environmental
knowledge in
planning and decision
making
Single- and doubleloop learning

Change in sense of
democracy

Institutional
development

Double-loop
learning

Double-loop learning
Changes in attitudes

operationalize. If SEA objectives are unclear, one
can attempt to assess effectiveness by having input
from different actors (politicians, NGOs, administrators, researchers etc.), but this then leads to a third
factor that challenges the evaluation of effectiveness:
the needs and expectations of different players regarding SEA, which are very likely to be conflicting.
It cannot be expected that there will be one universal
model of organizational effectiveness (Cameron and
Whetten, 1981; Cameron, 1986): it is more likely
that one might expect that ‘effectiveness involves
tradeoffs and management of paradoxes’ (Lewin and
Minton, 1986: 515). Fourth, ‘the chain of cause and
effect is unclear or attenuated’ (Sadler and Verheem,
1996: 19), which means that it can be difficult to
ascertain whether actions other than SEA have had a
confounding effect. Fifth, it can be difficult to distinguish between quality and effect in the evaluation
of effectiveness. In principle it is a matter of
two different things, illustrated by the statement:
‘the operation went well, but the patient died’. One
example of this is the evaluation of public participation in SEA – is it then quality or effect we are
measuring?
This paper discusses the notion of ‘ownership’ of
the SEA by those who conduct, or control, or make
decisions about the planning process. Such ‘ownership’ involves:

It cannot be expected that there will be
one universal model of organizational
effectiveness: it is more likely that one
might expect that ‘effectiveness
involves tradeoffs and management of
paradoxes’

• the planners who are actually organizing the planning process and elaborating the surveys, analysis
and draft plans and programmes – and who, in
some regimes, might also conduct the environmental assessment;
• the political decision makers who give democratic
legitimacy to the planning processes and who actually have to provide the values and objectives
necessary for the planning.
This notion has had little consideration to date, but
may play a crucial role as a requisite to achieving
SEA effectiveness across its different dimensions.
Consideration of SEA ownership could provide
answers to questions such as: How can SEA processes be structured so as to facilitate effective consideration of the environment in plan making? How
can planners be provided with incentives to use EA
information and results effectively in their plan making? Why might planners either ‘own’ or ‘disown’
the ideas and components of SEA? In addition, the
contribution SEA could make to planning activities
clearly warrants analysis.
Implementation theory and planners
Implementation theory predicts or explains the implementation process, starting from policy making or
policy formation and ending with the effects of implementation. SEA implementation is thus the process of establishing the requirements of SEA, from
the formulation of legislation to measuring environmental and democratic effectiveness. The implementation process involves top-down perspectives,
bottom-up perspectives and external factors
(Mazmanian and Sabatier, 1983). The top-down perspective includes, for example, legal and institutional resources to implement SEA. However,
clearly stated objectives and sufficient resources are
not necessarily prerequisites strong enough to guarantee successful implementation. The bottom-up
perspective highlights this, and includes the commitment of different actors (the public, NGOs, politicians, administrators etc.) and the available
management skills (Mazmanian and Sabatier, 1983).
Winther (1990, 1994) also considers the top-down
and bottom-up perspectives in his integrated framework of implementation. He considers four conditions for implementation (Winther, 1990: 20–21):
• ‘the character of the policy formation process
prior to the law or decision to be implemented;
• the organizational and interorganizational implementation behaviour;
• street level bureaucratic behaviour; and
• the response by target groups and other changes in
society.’
This paper focuses on the street level bureaucrats
(SLBs) who, in this framework, are the planners and
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other public administrators. The concept of SLBs was
first used by Michael Lipsky in 1980, arguing that
‘policy implementation in the end comes down to the
people who actually implement it’, and suggesting
that they too need to be seen as public policy makers
(Lipsky, 1980: 8). SLBs include administrators who
provide services to protect and uphold the law.
Implementation research works on two assumptions: first, that the most significant problem is that
involved actors (i.e. planners) have an incentive to
act in a way that hinders realization of the objectives. This has to do with the overload of demands
and expectations resulting from new policies, and
SLBs’ response of developing coping strategies to
simplify and/or distort the policy aim (Lipsky,
1980); and second, that the success of implementation depends on the capacity of the actors. The two
assumptions refer to respectively the actors’ willingness and their capability to put the political decisions
into operation. The interaction between willingness
and capability is complex, and even though the capacity of organizations and employees may be equal,
the result can be very different performance with
regard to both scope and quality owing to differing
levels of interest and willingness (Winther, 1994).
SEA cannot be integrated by individual planners
independently. However, planners exercise judgements in the planning process. They are therefore
distinct from other kinds of ‘environmental bureaucrat’ who have more rule-bounded jobs: the administration of environmental legislation where, for
example, specific levels of pollutants are set as standards to be achieved. The implementation literature
underlines the vital role of SLBs in shaping policy
(Sinclair, 2001; Winther, 1990, 1994; Maupin, 1993;
Lipsky, 1980). There is often a discrepancy between
the actions of SLBs and stated policy (Lipsky,
1980). Even though there are many different kinds
or categories of bureaucrat, Lipsky (1980) concludes
that there is a range of common behavioural patterns. We suggest that these patterns are of interest
for both SEA researchers and practitioners, and that
they can shed light on some of the important issues
of SEA implementation and effectiveness. Examples
of how the planner plays a vital role in effectiveness
are discussed below.
The planner is a sense-maker in
SEA implementation

Several authors have argued that policy implementation involves interpretation, and that the ‘meaning’
of policies is created in a context by the individual
implementers (Geertz, 1973; Yanow, 1996). It can
be argued that ‘an individual’s prior knowledge and
belief systems affect how they make sense of policy
and how they translate understanding into action’
(Spillane et al., 2002: 404). In other words, planners
will bring their own knowledge, ideas, values, expectations, agendas and abilities to the implementation of SEA, which may be quite different from
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those of an SEA practitioner (Vicente and Partidario,
2006). This can vary significantly from the original
intentions and policy formulation in SEA legislation.
The planner can (mis)understand SEA
as being familiar

An individual’s expectations, based on prior knowledge and experience, influence the expectation and
understanding of new ideas (Olsen et al., 1996) and
‘new ideas are understood as familiar ones, without
sufficient attention to aspects that diverge from the
familiar, or are integrated without restructuring of
existing knowledge and beliefs, resulting in piecemeal changes in existing practice’ (Spillane et al.,
2002: 398). So, when planners perceive SEA, it can
be interpreted as essentially the same as the planning
practice already in place. This may either lead to its
rejection or perhaps may result in only minor
changes to current planning practice.
The planner may utilize SEA but only in
implementation gaps

SLBs experience gaps between their working situation and the demands put forward through legislation, other rules, the politicians/decision makers, the
public, and their own limited resources (Winther,
1994; Lipsky, 1980). These gaps can result in a
chronic sense of insufficiency, which they may attempt to minimize through a range of ‘mitigating
measures’. With regard to planners’ implementation
of SEA, they can mitigate/limit the implementation
gap by, for example, focusing on the programmed
and more routine planning activities, leaving little
time for the ‘unprogrammed’ SEA procedures, or
emphasizing some parts of the SEA and leaving out
others, such as, for example, full consideration of
environmental alternatives or other lateral solutions.
The planner can innovate through SEA

If the planner is not bound by the existence of sensemaking based on existing knowledge and belief systems – does not assume that SEA is essentially the
same as the existing planning process, and is not
experiencing significant gaps between demands and
resources – then there is significant potential for him
or her to be an important source of innovation. This
situation is possible when input from the SLB (the
planner) is included in the design and implementation of SEA into the planning activities.
SEA ‘integration’ in the planning process
Planning is a political process (Bechmann, 1981)
aimed at decisions about a perceived and desired
future, in complex or over-complex systems, with
incomplete information (Fürst and Scholles, 2001),
and bringing levels of facts and values together
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influenced by actors’ contexts, concrete decisionmaking situations (Scharpf, 2000) and power relations (Richardson, 2005). The introduction of SEA
requirements to planning increases this complexity.
‘Integration’ of SEA to the planning process can
have many different meanings (Hacking and Guthrie
2008). We focus on two dimensions of ‘integration’:
the integration of SEA in the planning procedures on
the one hand, and on the other that of environmental
issues with all other issues (economic, social, technical) addressed at all stages of the planning and
decision-making process.
An example from Austria which provides a generic
model of how SEA can be integrated into a planning
process has been described by Stoeglehner (2004),
and is depicted in Figure 1. It shows that all elements
of the SEA process comply with the phases and steps
of a planning process and can therefore be quite integrated, at least on a procedural level. Furthermore,
content integration means that environmental issues
are elaborated together with other planning issues.
This scheme can be applied irrespective of whether
the planners also conduct the environmental assessment or whether separate planning and assessment
teams collaborate – which is largely a matter of the
planning and assessment task. Another example of
integration, this time between a City Development
Strategy and SEA in Vietnam, has been described by
Partidário et al. (2008). The need for SEA procedures
to be integrated with plan formulation procedures is
supported by many commentators (for example,
Fischer et al., 2002), but this must not just be just paper integration, or the equivalent of what might be
described as a ‘hostile merger’ in the corporate world.
Does an integrated SEA planning model support
or create ownership? Even in a highly integrated
planning and SEA system, such as that in Austria,
and described in Figure 1, major concerns are raised
by planning practitioners about the effectiveness of
SEA. For instance, a senior government official
stated that not a single SEA had so far significantly
improved the environmental performance of a municipal spatial plan in Austria because of the already
high environmental standards of existing spatial
planning (pre-SEA requirements) and the nature of
the political decision-making processes (Maxian,
2007). Furthermore, a positive cost–benefit advantage from SEA is unlikely because the results are not
binding on decision makers (Reichelt, 2007). SEA
practice is also challenged because decisions are
unlikely to be revised even if the environmental assessment reveals significant negative impacts, with
environmental consequences being traded off against
other planning aspects (Pistotnig, 2007). This parallels observations about sustainability assessment
which highlight the risk that, by content integration,
environmental issues may receive less weight than
economic (and social) issues (Pope and Grace, 2006;
Morrison-Saunders and Therivel, 2006).
The statements reflecting Austrian SEA perceptions, which directly address SEA effectiveness in
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spatial planning, accord with the discussion in Section 2 above. They can be explained by SLBs’ perceptions of SEA as something already mostly
covered by the planning process. Limited resources
for planning make the SLBs focus on routine activities so as to minimize the implementation gaps between their working situation and the SEA
requirements. Therefore, innovation in the planning
process that one would expect to be initiated by SEA
has not happened, and the added value of SEA is
judged by SLBs to be minimal.
In order to realize the potential for true innovation
through SEA we suggest that, although integration
of SEA and planning is essential, by itself it is insufficient. Ownership is the key to effectiveness, as
ownership directly addresses the role of SLB planners as sense-makers in the implementation of SEA.
Enhancing ownership
Our line of argument is quite simple. We can assume
that planners involved in any planning process already ‘own’ at least most of the elements of that
process. In many respects, the formal requirements
of SEA can be seen as a relatively recent imposition
of (potentially) new elements/emphases in these
processes, and for SEA to be effective there must be
ownership by the planners of these ‘additional’ emphases/activities. Our take on the word ‘ownership’
is perhaps more readily illustrated by its antonym: if
planners ‘disown’ the elements/emphases SEA
brings, then they refuse to acknowledge or accept
them as their own, repudiate them, deny or refute
them, or ignore them. Ownership means that planners have to want, use, and then incorporate these
within their planning activity – but by this we do not
mean that they must exercise proprietary rights over
the SEA. For example, the ownership we suggest is
necessary could be achieved equally where separate
teams undertake planning and the SEA, or where the
same team undertakes both roles.
Elements of ownership

What, in theory, are these additional elements?
This will be quite variable depending on the particular planning activity, the nature and components
of the planning methodology, and the existing level
of commitment to environmental issues or to consultation in any particular context. We propose

Ownership is the key to effectiveness,
as it directly addresses the role of SLB
planners
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Figure 1. Planning process with integrated SEA-process of the CDP Hörsching (after Stoeglehner 2004)

the following as a tentative listing of important
aspects:
• Ownership of values/concepts:
• Environmental values and objectives;
• Sustainability as a goal;
• Environmentally strategic thinking;
• Ownership of techniques/process:
• Methods for the survey and analysis of environmental assets;
• Establishing environmental objectives and
scoping of environmental impacts and opportunities;
• Development of options based on environmental impacts/opportunities;
• Deliberative methods for planning options that
include environmental justice and environmental mainstreaming perspectives;
• Putting forward mitigation measures for
116

environmental impacts and search for environmentally friendly alternatives;
• Community input;
• Ownership of outcomes:
• Full environmental effects of options put to
decision makers along with other decision
criteria;
• Environmental education of and interaction
with decision makers re environmental values,
objectives, impacts and opportunities;
• Decisions made in the light of environmental
effects and opportunities;
• Plan implementation with environmental
mitigation.
There needs to be consideration of where in the
planning process these would fit, where they overlap
with existing planning elements, and impediments to
and opportunities for their uptake.
Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal June 2009
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Ownership of environmental values and
sustainability objectives

Planners and decision makers need to identify the
environmental values and sustainability objectives as
their own. It is not sufficient that these appear – as
they do in many plans – simply as rhetoric. The notions of sustainable development have infiltrated
most levels of government, so that there is already
likely to be broad-scale acceptance, at the conceptual
level, of the need to incorporate sustainability and
environmental considerations into plan formulation
and decision-making. Ownership of environmental
values and sustainability objectives must go much
further than mere words, and be manifest throughout
the planning process. Values and objectives play a
role in each of the following phases of planning, according to Figure 1:
• Preparation phase: formulation of overall environmental goals and inclusion of environmental
issues in the scope of the planning process;
• Exploration or investigation phase: survey of environmental assets and analysis of problems and
chances related to environmental issues taking
environmental values into account;
• Drafting phase: establishing detailed environmental objectives leading to measures for the protection, management and/or development of
environmental assets as well as assessing the environmental impacts of the draft plans;
• Decision-making phase: weighting environmental
issues at least as much as the other planning issues in the final decision, introducing compensation measures for non-mitigable negative impacts;
• Implementation phase: carrying out measures for
protection, management and/or development of
environmental assets as well as compensation
measures for negative impacts; monitoring of the
environmental effects of the plan implementation
and taking remedial action if significant negative
impacts occur.
How can we increase planners’ ownership of environmental values? One answer can be found in theories about collective learning (Innes and Booher,
2000, adapted from Argyris, 1993). If a planning
process is interpreted as a collective learning process
of a group of planners, decision makers and the involved public, two kinds of learning process can be
initiated:
• Single loop learning If negative consequences
of a planning proposal can be discovered within
the planning process the plan will be adapted
without the underlying objectives being questioned. This might lead to mere ‘end-of-pipe’
adaptation of planning measures or the introduction of compensation measures for negative
impacts, but not to a substantial change in values
or objectives.
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• Double loop learning Double loop learning addresses the level of values so that if, after a single
loop, the negative impacts are still not acceptable,
the planning objectives are questioned and their
feasibility reconsidered. Substantial changes to
the planning process can potentially be made that
reach back to the preparation phase, so that the
planning purpose, framework and overall objectives might be renegotiated.
Standalone SEA has very limited capacity to enhance double loop learning, and hence minimal opportunity to increase ownership of environmental
values by planners. SEA as practised often seeks to
improve decision making based only on the rational
model that better information alone automatically
leads to better decisions (Vanderhaegen and Muro,
2005) and that the collection of further information
would increase the environmental performance of
the plan – predominantly by enabling single loop
learning. Integration of environmental values and
objectives in the planning process through double
loop learning has far more potential if there is ownership of SEA by planners. Such integration has far
more relevance for effectiveness than any standalone
environmental report (Brown and Therivel, 2000;
Partidário, 1996). Contestable, or missing, information is not compensated by further surveys of environmental information, but requires a systematic
integration of environment-related values and objectives into the planning process (Dalkmann et al.,
2004).
In SEA systems, such as that in the EU, environmental values may be addressed only as environmental objectives that must be documented in the
environmental report. The collection of environmental objectives may often be seen as a survey exercise, not a negotiation process regarding
environmental values and objectives integral with
the planning process. Therefore, as soon as there is
scope for discretion on these within the planning
process, they can become subsumed under other sets
of ‘planning’ values, disappearing from the preparation of the planning drafts, as the basis of ‘environmental’ alternatives, and from the information
conveyed to the political decision makers for the
final decision about the plan or programme to be
adopted.
Most existing SEA systems do not promote double loop learning systematically. We argue that
ownership of environmental values and objectives
can encourage double loop learning, particularly
within an integrated SEA/planning process. Because
of different social, economic and actor contexts, environmental values and objectives have to be rediscovered and reinvented in each planning process.
Double loop learning requires collaborative streetlevel activity involving planners, decision makers
and environmental authorities, and might also involve the public. To enable and enhance these kinds
of activities, an unambiguous commitment is
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required, at all relevant political levels, to such environmental values, objectives, appraisal of environmental effects and consideration of environmental
issues in all decision making. To implement this activity, different paths of education and awareness
raising are required, from education and lifelong
learning programmes of planners and assessment
professionals, to awareness raising among decision
makers, and guidance for integrated planning and
assessment processes. It also requires that the role of
environmental authorities with regard to planning
authorities be redefined – from consultation to collaboration. From a long-term training perspective,
we need planning graduates with an understanding
of environmental planning and assessment, and environmental graduates with an understanding of planning processes and contents.
Ownership of techniques/processes and outcomes

Planners need to incorporate the components of SEA
methodology fully into their planning methodologies. But unless planners, decision makers and
administrators can see that SEA methodology will
fit, or readily extend, the way they currently plan
and make decisions, and that it will add value, it
is unlikely to be embraced, let alone included,
and more likely to be met with reluctance, even
resistance.
Integration of SEA concepts and processes into
planning techniques and processes requires the cooperation of the planners and the decision makers,
but it is not a one-way street (Brown and Therivel,
2000). The techniques, processes, time frames and
administrative requirements for implementing SEA
need to be tailored closely to the particular circumstances of the planning system under consideration
(Dalkmann et al., 2004). Proponents of SEA need
to develop ‘environmental capacity’ (Bina, 2008) or
the ability to adapt SEA components to existing
planning, formulation, and decision-making activities. This will require an understanding of the dynamics, tools and protocols of each planning
process, and working to integrate SEA components.
SEA proponents will need to understand the stages
of planning and policy-making and be able to identify the activities and issues that will be addressed
at each stage. In addition, they will need to identify
when decisions are made at different stages of the
planning process, and by whom, and the appropriate form and content of environmental information
that must be available at these decision points. SEA
must fit the planning process, not the other way
around. Therefore, the adaptation of SEA to planning processes, to the extent that planners and
planning decision makers and administrators will
start to regard them as their own, will be a critical
step for ownership of SEA, and hence for SEA effectiveness.
Building upon implementation theory we make
the following points:
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• Planners must see and learn how SEA is different
from existing planning processes, otherwise there
is a risk that they will perceive it as essentially the
same as the planning practice already in place,
leading either to rejection of SEA approaches or
to only minor changes in planning practice.
• Planners need enough resources to avoid implementation gaps between their working situation
and the demands of SEA to secure effectiveness
and ownership.
• Planners need to be included in the design and
implementation of processes so as to incorporate
SEA into planning activities.
As a consequence, planners must own the environmental and sustainability dimensions of the outcomes: first within the planning documents (draft
plans, approved plan, environmental and other planning reports, explanatory statements of the decision),
and ultimately within their implementation over the
longer term:
• Planning documents must reflect the environmental considerations and the role environmental
issues have played in the decision regarding adoption of the plan;
• In the implementation of the plan there must be an
adequate allocation of resources to ensure that
action is possible on the environmental issues
elaborated and included in the final planning
documents. These aspects cover compensation
and mitigation measures for identified environmental effects, as well as monitoring and taking
remedial action in case of unforeseen environmental impacts.
Conclusions
Integrating SEA into the planning process is a necessary precondition for effectiveness, but per se is
not sufficient. Even when SEA is nominally integrated with planning, there are still two parallel
processes effectively taking place: planning and assessment. Without ownership of SEA, SLB planners
are unlikely to accept it as a useful tool and are more
likely to regard it as an additional bureaucratic activity with little added value.
Increasing the effectiveness of SEA will require
the development of links between the planning and
assessment processes such that planners profess, and
exercise ownership of, SEA values, processes, techniques and outcomes. SLB planners need to be innovative in their integration of SEA in the planning
process. Through implementation theory we have
highlighted the impediments to effectiveness that
can result from the absence of such ownership: that
the meaning of policies is created in any context by
the individual implementers; that SEA components
may currently be misinterpreted by planners as being
ostensibly present within current planning activities,
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requiring little or no effective advance in planning
practice; or that SEA may be utilized but only to the
extent of filling implementation gaps.
The future of SEA effectiveness in the planning
process is largely dependent on SLB perceptions and
sense-making. If SLB planners believe in the concept and processes of SEA – or in other words,
‘own’ the SEA – SEA will have the potential to contribute to improved environmental and democratic
effectiveness of plans and programmes. If not, it will
rarely make much difference to planning outcomes.
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