PUBLIC PARTICIPATION IN ENVIRONMENTAL DECISION-MAKING: METHOD AND PRACTICE IN BRAZIL.
ABSTRACT:
The involvement of members of the public in the taking of decisions on environmental questions has gained ground in recent decades, reflecting social trends, particularly the desire for sustainable development. Within this context, the theme of this article is the part played by civil society in the decision-making process of Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) in Brazil. Although SEAs are not yet organized by a statutory body in this country, they are carried out on a voluntary basis and it is thus crucially important to know how the interested parties come to be involved in decision-taking procedures. Hence, the main aim of this study was to find out what part the public takes in the practice of SEA in the Brazilian context, by means of a qualitative analysis of the contents of ten environmental reports. Features of the practices and methods used to enable public participation were analyzed, in particular how the information was made available and stakeholders were involved. The results of the analysis support the conclusion that the Brazilian processes referred to, despite adopting a practice of public participation, did not effectively meet the internationally established criteria.
1. Introduction
Public participation (PP) at the highest level of decision-taking, in the policies, plans and programme (PPP) that precede the phase of specific projects, is a means by which members of the public take part in discussions relevant to sustainability and can express their viewpoint during planning (Dalal-Clayton; Sadler, 2005; Fischer, 2007; Partidário, 2007). PP forges legitimacy and democracy in the taking of decisions (Therivel, 2004).
Apart from being based on democratic principles, PP is mentioned explicitly in several intergovernmental agreements. Examples are found in Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration; in the Aarhus Convention on access to information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice with regard to the environment (UNECE, 2003) and in the European Commission Directive (2001/42/CE) on Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), which established principles and criteria for the accomplishment of PP in decision-making processes (Crnčević, 2007).
According to the International Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA, 2002), a high quality SEA process has to satisfy several performance criteria. One of these criteria is that the SEA must be participatory. 
PP embraces a set of procedures and methods employed to consult, involve and inform the public, in order to enable those who would potentially be affected by a decision or a policy to be heard in the planning process (IFC, 2007). Possible forms of participation include the submission of written reports, consultative committees, interviews, public audiences, workshops and more up-to-date forms of consulting, such as Internet-based forums (André et al., 2006).
Although there is no statutory requirement to conduct SEAs in Brazil, they have been carried out on a voluntary basis (Sanchez, 2008). Therefore, no specific guidelines exist on how they should be done. With this in mind, the aim of this study is to present a view of the reality of PP in the taking of decisions in the Brazilian context, by analyzing the content of ten environmental reports from SEAs, with an emphasis on PP methods and practices and the engagement of key stakeholders. In addition, it was investigated whether, in the course of the SEA process, due consideration was given to the participatory criterion established in the good practice guidelines of the IAIA on SEA (2002). This made it possible to verify if the Brazilian SEAs address this criterion appropriately.
2. Methodology
The methodology of this study comprised:

i) Literature review of public participation in Environmental Assessment at the highest decision-making levels (SEA);
ii) Analysis and critical assessment of the techniques and practice of PP in the Brazilian SEAs, based on the content of ten environmental reports, and

iii) An analysis comparing the practice of PP in the SEAs with the participatory criterion of good practice established by the IAIA (2002), which recommends:
a) informing the interested and affected public and government bodies and involving them in decision-making procedures,

b) explicitly taking their contributions and concerns into account in the records of those procedures and in the decisions taken,
c) making the information associated with the environmental assessment process available to the public.

Each report was analyzed with respect to the fulfillment of each of the above criteria and awarded a classification, as follows: (S) satisfactory, (RS) reasonably satisfactory, (NS) unsatisfactory and (NF) not found. The criteria for inclusion of the SEAs in the study were:

· the environmental report must be available on the Internet;

· the process had to be concluded, since the final reports of the SEAs were to be analyzed.
3. Results and Discussion
Table 1 shows systematically the details of the content analysis carried out on the ten environmental reports and the evaluations made for each item of the participatory criterion laid down by the IAIA (2002).
The Figure 1 shows the classification of the practices of public participation in SEA.

Table 1. List of Strategic Environmental Assessments analyzed and classification of their practice of public participation

	SEA

	Sector/level
	SEA Report (access)
	Agents
	Methods of PP / Phases
	Observations
	       Participatory Criterion 

       (IAIA, 2002)

	
	
	
	
	
	
	       Item a
	Item b
	        Item c

	SEA of petroleum and natural gás sector in the Camamu-Almada Basin (2002)
	Fuel: petroleum and natural gas / state (BA).
	http://lima.coppe.ufrj.br/aaesulbahia/

	- local society and interest groups such as: fishing colony; Association of Boat Owners and residents’ association
	- Technical meetings (to work out methodological details, develop study, discuss scope and scenarios)
- public consultations
- monitoring committee
- Internet (reports and documents)
	- Suggestions and concerns of the public were presented in the SEA
	RS
	RS
	RS

	SEA of State Highway Program of Minas Gerais (PRMG) (2006)
	Transport / state (MG).
	http://www.transportes.mg.gov.br/index.php?view=article&catid=47:geral&id=747:avaliacao-ambiental-estrategica-aae&tmpl=component&print=1&page
	- users and operators of road transport services for cargo and passengers
- local society
	- Public consultations, public hearings in stretches affected by the highway. These were carried out by the State Council for Environmental Policy (COPAM)
- meetings, by request, with associations, environmental bodies and organizations of civil society in the affected areas
	- No information on whether questions arising from PP were included in the SEA
	RS
	NF
	NS

	SEA of Program of Urban Environmental Quality of Amapá (GEA-BID) (2006)
	Environment / state (AP).
	http://idbdocs.iadb.org/wsdocs/getdocument.aspx?docnum=724751

	- representatives of NGOs, of the affected community and company heads
	- meetings with executive and environmental control agencies to elaborate the SEA report
- public consultations that occur at various moments during preparation

- meetings to consult the public (Laranjal do Jari, Santana and Macapá)


	- No information on whether suggestions were included in the SEA
	RS
	NF
	NS

	SEA of Plan for Sustainable Tourism on the North Coast
	Tourism / federal.
	http://lima.coppe.ufrj.br/aaeturismocostanorte/

	- government and private institutions, NGOs and university
- tourist company heads and fishermen.
	- institutional and public consultation, at the stage of scope and for the characterization, identification of plans and programmes and for the diagnosis;
- reports accessed electronically and subsequent discussion in the Public Hearing;
- monitoring committee
	- Information and data raised by means of research and consulting relevant social agents were taken into account in the SEA
	S
	RS
	S

	SEA of Program of Urban Transport in Federal District and satellites: integrated Brasília (2007)
	Transport / 

Federal

District (Brasília).
	http://www.st.df.gov.br/sites/100/167/00000390.PDF

	- active members of the national and federal district government spheres, civil society, the productive sector, service sector, bus drivers and conductors and itinerant traders
	- technical meetings
- public consultation
- Public Hearing

	- suggestions and recommendations of the public were evaluated and incorporated into the reports used to elaborate the final version of the SEA Report
- No evidence of participation of the satellite towns involved in the programme.
	RS
	RS
	RS

	SEA of the Industrial and Services Zone in Anchieta (2007)
	Industrial mining / state (ES)
	Available from the Institute of the Environment of the State of Espírito Santo
	- local government and population, Council of Social Monitoring
- Ubu Iron and Steel Company Forum and Benevente River Basin Committee (organized civil community reps.)
	- Public Hearings and Seminars organized by the Council for Planning, Assessment and Monitoring of Public Policy for the industrial region (COPLAM), with the aim of informing the population about regional investments and projects.

	- Does not say whether the suggestions were included in the SEA
	RS
	NF
	RS

	SEA of the River Verde sub-basin (2007)
	Hydroelectric Power / state (MS)
	Available from the Institute of the Environment of the State of Mato Grosso do Sul
	- town councils, local people, local producers (cattle raisers), fishers, research institutes, environmental bodies, public health agencies and entrepreneurs
	-Technical meetings and seminars with the technical and scientific community (during the finalization of each step)
- Public consultation seminars in which folders with basic information were distributed (presenting preliminary results of the SEA)
	- It is not clear if data from the consultations were taken into account in the final SEA
	RS
	NF
	RS

	SEA of the extreme south of Bahia (2008)
	Industry, power and agriculture / state (BA).
	http://www.lima.coppe.ufrj.br/files/aaeextremosul/aae_sumario_executivo.pdf
	Technical staff from INEMA and SEMA and representatives of the local community

	- Technical meetings (to work out Terms of Reference and in the diagnostic results phase)
- monitoring committee in which segments of society participate (phase of scenarios and discussion of results)

- public hearing (to present results of diagnosis)
	- Results from the final phases (scenarios and Environmental Assessment) were not presented and justified in Public Consultation with the social agents of the region
	RS
	RS
	NS

	SEA of the Porto-Sul Complex Program (2008)
	Development of industrial mining / state (BA).
	http://www.inema.ba.gov.br/estudos-ambientais/avaliacao-ambiental/porto-sul.
	Social agents from the study area, government and non-governmental
Organizations.
	- Monitoring Committee
- Government Working Group

- distribution of SEA preliminary report during the Public Consultation

	- Suggestions and observations from the Committee and Public Consultation were evaluated and incorporated into the final report of the SEA
	S
	RS
	RS

	SEA of the Mata Branca Project
	Environment / state (CE).
	Site provided by the SEA organizers
	Representatives of government institutions, academics and civil society
	- course to level up participants (definition of aims and results)
- cycle of talks, workshops; seminars (current situation report on each Decision-Critical Factor)

- provision of Internet site for opinions to be expressed (http://matabranca.webnode.com) 
	- Suggestions were incorporated in the report on each Decision-Critical Factor (DCF)
	S
	RS
	S


Source: the authors.
Figure 1: classification of PP practices in SEA.
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Source: the authors.
In this table it can be seen that some form of PP is mentioned in all of the environmental reports. A variety of methods were used to involve the stakeholders in the 10 SEAs, including: technical meetings; public presentations, consultations and hearings; community meetings; monitoring committees; seminars; communication via the Web, by means of a site belonging to an environmental agency organizing the study, or set up by the producers of the SEA report; workshops, talks, courses on the SEA and information packs (folders). It was found that PP occurred not only in the last step of preparation of the environmental report, but also in the discussion on scope and in the diagnostic step.

In the available and analyzed data, it was noted that public hearings were used in all the SEAs, as has been reported elsewhere (Bisset, 2000). This usually occurred in the final phase of the process, when most of the decisions had already been taken, limiting the influence exerted by the public on the process. The next most frequent method was the technical meeting, of which 7 were identified among the SEAs; then came the monitoring committees (total of 4), seminars and workshops (3) and finally the course offered in just one SEA. Only the SEA in Mata Branca has its own site, which can still be accessed at the time of writing (http://matabranca.webnode.com). The monitoring committee encountered in 4 of the SEAs is a form of PP that reaches diverse segments of society; nevertheless, its success is hindered by the lack of continuity that exists in some SEAs and, in that on the North Coast, it did not was not consolidated. PP via the Internet was employed by 8 of the SEAs, but in a consultative form. Although this method is regarded as widely circulated in Brazil, regions exist where the affected population has limited access to this resource, impeding public consultation of the available studies.

In the analysis of performance by means of the IAIA criterion, as shown by Figure 1,  it can be seen that, in the 30 items assessed, just 5 were considered satisfactory (16.67%), 18 reasonably satisfactory (60%), 3 unsatisfactory (10%) and in 4 the relevant facts were not found (13.33%). On closer examination of the table, it is seen that the worst gap in the data is in item (b), which was absent from 4 SEAs, showing that in these cases no actions or decisions taken in response to questions raised or suggestions made during PP were incorporated into the final environmental report.

4. Conclusion

From the results of this study it is seen that the practice of PP in the SEA in Brazil fulfils only the minimal requirements accepted by the international organizations working on this question, given that the SEAs analyzed satisfied only some of these criteria. Thus, the method employed most to involve the stakeholders was the public hearing, giving the PP a merely consultative character. It may be noted that PP is still practiced in the style of the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA), occurring mainly at the end of the process, preventing the affected agents from really contributing to the SEA, making it transparent and duly legitimizing it. On the other hand, it is true that in some SEAs a variety of methods were adopted, in an attempt to reach all the key players, and this should be treated as a positive point in these cases. Hence, gaps can be identified in the practice of PP in the SEA process in Brazil, demonstrating the need for a searching debate on its current procedures and methods. It is recommended that PP should be treated as a process, and not a single, isolated event, in the rules governing SEA practice.
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