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PerceptionS on SEA

 Not All That Glitters Is Gold


Abstract

Multiple decision-makers and uncertainties are involved in SEA. Decisions need to be informed by thoughtful and focused input, especially when we are dealing with high levels of uncertainty. Expectations are high regarding the integration of environmental concerns in strategic decision-making. The rational model has been guiding environmental assessment assumptions for years, based on two critical points: the decision-making process depends on one decision-maker and all the necessary information is available. However, at a strategic level, decision outcomes involve numerous negotiations and are difficult to predict, and  information is usually not available. SEA is increasingly perceived as an instrument that helps to facilitate decision-making and, as a consequence, that contributes to the sustainability of planning processes. Despite the general consensus about the main objective of SEA, different perceptions among practitioners and decision-makers reveal ambiguous realities when we try to relate theory and practice. This suggests that there may be a gap between SEA theory and practice. This question motivated an investigation on how practitioners and decision-makers visions of SEA influence the final result of planning processes in Portugal. The different interpretations and opinions on some key points influence the existing approaches, the actor’s preferences and perceptions. A survey conducted on the perception of SEA enables a closer examination on the current state of SEA in Portugal and understand the influence of actor’s perceptions on the final outcomes of planning processes, keeping an eye on the relationship between theory and practice trends in SEA.
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Introduction
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is recognized as an essential instrument for achieving sustainable objectives with capacity to influence decisions and facilitate the integration of environmental and sustainable concerns in the decision-making process.  In a constant changing world with a globalized society, different trends on perspectives and understandings on SEA leaded to different perceptions on context, aim and approaches. 
Despite its importance, the lack of consolidated discussion about the evolution on SEA practices, and its relationship to SEA theories is quite clear. To improve current SEA practice, as well as its theoretical basis, it is necessary to look into what is happening and how decision-makers and practitioners see and apply SEA to improve the planning process, and subsequently the related decisions. 
This paper aims to address the relationship between SEA theory and practice, as a contribution to a further understanding of SEA. It is divided in four sections: the methodology of the study, a brief state-of-the art on SEA and decision-making theory based on literature review, an examination on the current reality of SEA in Portugal based on the investigation on actor’s perceptions, concluding with a synthesis of the findings on the relationship between theory and practice trends in Portugal.
Methodology

A three-step methodology was used to ensure the consideration of different decision contexts.
1) Questionnaires addressed to actors (including decision-makers and consultants)

A total of 140 questionnaires were sent to national practitioners, having received 21 responses (15%). Actor’s perceptions about SEA concept, process and content, as well the role of SEA in the decision-making process were explored based on results.

2) Case reviews

34 environmental reports from SEA processes between November 2007 and January 2011, with different scales (local, regional, sectorial and one case with voluntary nature) were reviewed. Review criteria included the SEA point of entry in the P/P process, assessment perspective, scenarios and strategic options, governance framework and follow-up.
3) Interviews
A total of six interviews to different actors (two consultants, two decision-makers and two experts) were conducted aiming to deepen the analysis of several environmental reports and to obtain personal opinions on SEA process and his relation to the P/P process, and the contribution of SEA to the planning process. 

Integration of SEA in Decision-Making
Strategic Environmental Assessment

SEA started-off under the theory of EIA, adopting terms and approaches normally used by EIA, and specially having the same objective: assess environmental impacts. With the purpose of providing decision-makers with the better environmental information in a rational and objective way (Kornov & Thissen, 2000; Nilsson & Dalkmann, 2001), SEA was not able to meet the requirements for an effective integration of environmental concerns at a strategic level of decision.
The link between SEA and sustainable development has been progressively strengthened throughout the evolution of SEA perspectives: starting from the aim to assess environmental impacts of PPP and their alternatives (Therivel, 1993), to ensure the ‘full integration of relevant biophysical, economic, social and political considerations’ (Partidário, 2000), or the holistic understanding of social and environmental implications of policy proposals (Brown & Therivel, 2000), as a tool of the decision-making process to support sustainable development (Fischer et al., 2001), and more recently to ‘understanding and exploring environmental and sustainable options in strategic decision-making that help address the problem and meet intended objectives’ (Partidário, 2007). 
Although the basic concept of assessment is supported by many, there are those who defend that SEA is a tool/instrument used to ‘identify strategic alternatives’ or a ‘decision-making tool’, that is totally integrated in the planning process (Bina, 2003). Despite the similarities between SEA and EIA basic structures, in terms of procedural and methodological aspects the differences are visible. Noble (2000) describes SEA as a proactive approach that anticipates future problems and needs, and which identifies a variety of alternative options to ‘reach the most desired end’. While EIA is referred by the same author as having a reactive approach that responds to particular stimuli, as Noble (2000) refers: ‘The course of action is pre-determined; the reaction is to assess its potential consequences’.
Current literature describe SEA in two ways (Partidário, 2007): as a new methodology that address environmental impacts with an integrated approach focused on strategic options (‘strategic’ SEA), and as the extension of an existing EIA methodology adapted to planning and programmarit levels of decision-making (EIA-based SEA). The authors argue that a ‘strategic’ SEA in a decision-centred model increases SEA efficiency, with SEA designed to fit the decision-making process and characterized by three main functions of SEA: 1) integration of environmental and sustainability issues in strategic processes; 2) assessment opportunities and risks of strategic options; and 3) validation of the assessment of strategic processes and outcomes (Partidário, 2007).
Lessons to SEA process: Decision and Perception
In Ladrière (2000) words, ‘Decision, being relative to an action that must be insert in the world (natural and social), have … the character of a singular event. It is determined as a function of the particular situation in which it arises and the objective possibilities that are offered by that specific situation (…)’. 
The decision process is characterized by a continuous learning and negotiation between the different actors involved. In the beginning of the process attention must be given to the decision nature and context, culture of the actors involved, their mutual dependences and fundamental interests, as well to the democratic nature of the process, among other equally relevant factors. Many authors discuss features related to decision theories that are associated with SEA such as the complexity, divergences, uncertainties, lack of knowledge and cognitive limitations (Kornov & Thissen, 2000; Dalkmann, Jilliberto & Bongardt, 2004).
The rational model has been guiding EA assumptions for many years, expressed in four main points (Lobos&Partidário, 2010; Partidário, 2011): 
· There is one single and central decision maker in an explicit, organized and structured sequence of stages in a clearly defined decision process.
· It is possible to predict the consequences of decisions with a reasonable degree of certainty and therefore to decide on the best course of actions on the basis of those predictions.
· decision issues depend mostly on the analysis of consequences; providing information about consequences of a decision is enough to make “better” decisions. 
· the only useful (legitimate) knowledge to inform the decision is that which has been scientifically produced. 

However in the real world, and particularly in a strategic level of decision, outcomes are difficult to predict, there exist a large number of stakeholders and actors, there are less formalized procedures and several negotiations before a decision can be reached. 
Nilsson and Dalkmann (2001) argued that SEA cannot only rely on a rational approach. Decisions need to be based on values installed by society, in presence of rationale criteria and value judgment. SEA should be flexible to decision context variations and should influence the process, priorities, values, visions and behaviors (Nilsson & Dalkmann, 2001; Fischer, 2003; Dalkmann, Jilliberto, & Bongardt, 2004; Lobos & Partidário, 2010).
The different interpretations of decision-makers and consultants about the role of SEA, scope and contribution to the decision-making process help to explain the different approaches that can be observed today, the hierarchy of preferences, the technical solutions and, ultimately the gap between SEA theory and practice. According to Lobos and Partidário (2010), this gap is strongly motivated by the perceptions of actors since for decision-makers SEA purpose still is to provide a rigorous analysis on the environmental effects on PPP based on impacts prediction and the proposal of mitigation measures. 

The ability that consultants have to convert complex information for decision-makers sometimes dictates the success of SEA as instrument that supports and facilitates decision. Nitz and Brown (2001) argue that the potential contribution of SEA to the PPP should pass by the consultants and the way they assure the understanding of the environmental and sustainability considerations, and hence the results. With their knowledge, consultants have what it takes to shape the content and form of SEA to decision context, and as a consequence, built a communication channel for mediation between them and decision-makers (Vicente & Partidário, 2006) and increase the quality and effectiveness of the decisions.
The influence of perceptions in the Decision-Making Process
When the SEA Directive was transposed in 2007 to the Portuguese legislation, guidance was published by the Portuguese Environmental Agency (APA) to support good practice in SEA. The Strategic Environmental Assessment Good Practice Guide – Methodological Guidance (Partidario, 2007a) sets a strategic-based model to SEA, describing functions and expected outcomes, methodology components and principles, and structural elements. The model lays out the Critical Decision Factors (CDF) approach that represents the fundamental decision-making factors that should be under SEA focus (Partidário, 2008).
In 2010 APA conducted a review of the SEA reports completed in Portugal, between September 2007 and November 2010. Conclusions showed most reports seem to have followed an EIA-based approach, with only few exhibiting elements of the guidance (Partidário, Nunes, & Lima, 2010). 

Research for a master thesis completed in October 2011 included interviews, questionnaires and reports analysis to contribute to understanding the state of SEA in Portugal (Monteiro, 2011). Research was organized around eight themes that had been used in the APA review as well as in previous reviews of SEA in Portugal (Partidário, et al, 2009): approach, object of assessment, perspective, point of entry, relation with the decision-making process, assessment, governance and follow-up. Results of research confirmed previous findings on SEA in relation to how practice differentiates from theory (Table 1).

SEA practice is still dominated by the EIA-based approach, which reflects the comfort of using prevailing knowledge created by a long culture of EIA compared to recent innovative SEA knowledge. This leads to an existing general idea that SEA contributes to the sustainability of the planning process by impacts/effects identification and descriptive or diagnosis techniques.

Other research findings confirm this theory-practice gap in SEA perspective. While the majority of consultants and decision-makers say that SEA has a holistic character and integrated perspective, in it is still largely conducted in a non-integrated way, with low focus and objectivity, using a large number of environmental factors. Instead of adopting a facilitating role, SEA is normally seen as a legal requirement that provides baseline information to decisions. There is also evidence that little consensus is attempted between different actors about norms and values linked to the object of assessment. 

The utility and effectiveness of SEA also involves the follow-up phase. Theory refers to follow-up as a continuous phase of the SEA process. But, in many cases, even the legal requirements are not meet (with hardly no monitoring being practiced). 
	Theory
	Practice

	Approach

	Strategic approach
	EIA-based approach

	Object of Assessment

	Products
	Results

	Perspective

	Holistic and integrated (CDF)
	Economic, social and environmental dimensions separately

	Point of Entry

	Beginning of the planning process
	Late start

	Relation with the decision-making process

	Facilitator
	Legal obligation

Technical report

	Assessment

	Future images

Possible choices
	Future predictions

Choices already made

	Governance

	Institutional arrangements and participation
	Only environmental responsibilities

	Follow-up

	Planning, management and monitoring guidelines 
	Indicators and control measures


Table 1 | Perceptual tendencies on SEA theory and practice in Portugal

Lessons Learned
The outcomes of an SEA always depend on how it is conducted and applied. This relates to actor’s interpretations and perceptions. Different values and perceptions influence SEA effectiveness, transparency, coherency and efficiency. Research conducted reveals two different cases: an SEA process that adopts a strategic approach, contributing with constructive inputs throughout the planning process, and an SEA process that is conducted to establish baseline information, assessment of impact of planning proposals and production of a final report.
In theoretical terms, SEA is recognized to contribute to sustainable development. But the discourses on the current state of SEA in Portugal in general reveal the biggest problem is the linkage to the EIA processes, and whether SEA is needed as a legal obligation.
Current experiences, theoretical developments and perceptions show there are two different realities: on one hand an extension of EIA to upper decision levels, and on the other a new form of supporting strategic decision-making. We believe the latest is the one to be followed, For that purpose it is necessary to develop initiatives to promote good practices, specific to each audience: consultants, decision-makers, stakeholders and the general public. It is necessary to change the current thinking beyond and to look at SEA not as an attached document to the final plan or programme but as a new platform to think through duture development, in a  strategic sense.
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