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1. Introduction

In the next coming decades, human environments face intricate challenges in terms of sustainable
development. Cities are most often seen as an appropriate level for action and as engines in
transformations to more sustainable realities (OECD, 2013);(European Commission, 2010). Hence,
spatial planners and environmental assessment practitioners play vital roles in ensuring and
advancing sustainable development. However, planners are part of larger institutional and
administrative systems and in order to attain effectiveness they need to relate their policies, programs
and plans to local, regional, national and international levels of governance. Thus, by recognizing that
spatial planning acts as an important means for sustainability it can be argued that activities (e.g.
plans & projects) and institutional structures (e.g. levels of decision making) constitute a patchwork
heavily influencing and underpinning the conditions for a transformation towards a sustainable built
environment.

The overall aim of this paper is to contribute to the understanding of complex mechanisms
underpinning sustainable development and identify needs for future inquiry.

More specifically, this paper aims at:

— Exploring the above mentioned patchwork of planning activities and institutional settings in a
Swedish context;

— Outlining recent shifts in spatial planning practice and discuss how these relate to
environmental assessment and;

— Analyzing whether Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) may act as vehicle for both
vertical and horizontal coordination and integration of planning activities.

Methodology

This paper has evolved from a desktop study focusing on the three concepts of planning, SEA and
tiering. Starting from the International Association for Impact Assessment (IATA) Key Citation Series
regarding SEA, key journals were identified and later used to identify authors using the terms of
governance, tiering, planning and Sweden (in various combinations) in titles, abstracts or key words.
Prior to the desktop study three in-depth interviews with municipal officers were performed in the
autumn of 2013. These interviews were transcribed but not validated and were used as “focal point
guidance”, not as formal data collection.

2. Planning and the environment

Sweden, a member of the European Union, has adopted a three-fold national environmental objectives
system (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2012). Already struggling to fulfill the 16 national
environmental quality goals where progress is - with a few positive exceptions — either stagnant or
negative (Swedish Environmental Protection Agency, 2014) Sweden now has to step up and match
stated visions with firm action. What creates this stagnation and lack of action?

According to Emmelin (2006) a major hindrance is the notion of two existent, legitimate, functional,
parallel paradigms being the planning paradigm and the environmental paradigm. These two
paradigms, or discourses with related professions and educational backgrounds, underpin the Swedish
system for land-use planning and environmental protection. However, over time there seem to be no
consensus on such a thing as “the” planning paradigm.

2.1. Outlining Swedish planning paradigms

Planning theory and research on planning practice has been elaborated on for numerous decades, see
e.g. Faludi (1973), Faludi (1987), Healey (1996), Flyvbjerg (1998) and Healey (2006). This paper has
no intention of covering the vast field of planning research; rather it focuses on outlining the Swedish
preconditions.
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Engstrom and Cars (2013, p. 11) state that “planning — if planners are to explain it — is all about
controlling change”. Since the 1940’s planning practice in Sweden has undergone a number of
rejuvenations to match the changing needs and transformations in society, see e.g. (Cars and
Engstrom, 2008), (Tornberg, 2011), and (Engstréom and Cars, 2013). In Sweden, this process of
controlling change is regulated mainly through the Planning & Building Act (PBL) and the
Environmental Code.

Furthermore, legislation in Sweden is based on the recognition of three democratic levels where
decision making, power and responsibility is decentralized to the regional and municipal level
(Hagglund, 2013). However, spatial planning at the regional level — existing solely in the regions of
Stockholm and Gothenburg — can be described as heterogeneous and limited in power and is to be
considered as guidance (Johnson, 2013).

According to Bliicher (2013) the introduction of 1987’s revised PBL increased the municipalities’
influence over land use planning — introducing the mandatory municipal-overlooking comprehensive
plan and citizen consultation processes. In the -90’s Sweden went into a deep economic crisis,
changing the preconditions for the municipalities. Since then, the Planning and Building Act has been
revised again in 2011, commented by Bliicher (2013, p. 13) as: “recent changes have given a stronger
position for landowners and developers, but it can be seen to constitute the legalization of already
established practice”. What is “established practice” is elaborated on in Stréomgren (2007), giving a
somewhat alternate description of the Swedish planning discourse’s development. In short, Stromgren
describes the historic development of the legislative discourse as rooted in one Faludian discourse,
acknowledging planning as a rational decision making process. Stromgren’s results give incentives to
further investigate the appearing discrepancy between planning theory, the political and legislative
discourse and research on planning practice - see e.g. Hikansson (2005), Akerskog (2009), Folkeson
et al. (2013) & Isaksson (2006).

In an international context, the Swedish municipalities hold a very strong position and land-use
planning in Sweden can be described as an exclusively municipal activity (Bliicher, 2013, Johnson,
2013). The municipalities possess the municipal planning monopoly and the PBL provides them with a
hierarchy of planning instruments. The comprehensive plan, alike the regional plan, acts as guidance,
while detailed development plans are legally binding (Hedstrom and Lundstrém, 2013). However,
recent debate has focused on altering these conditions and the municipal planning monopoly has been
criticized (Cars et al., 2013). Also, preliminary results from the research programme SPEAK! indicates
new types of planning practices are appearing. For instance, regional waste management plans have
been initiated even though formally being a municipal activity; collaborative approaches to both
comprehensive (e.g. municipalities of Norrkoping and Linkoping) and detailed comprehensive
planning are evolving. How can these shifts be explained? These examples being sustainable or not;
Bulkeley and Betsill (2005, p. 48) stress the importance of acknowledging processes at “[m]ultiple
sites and scales of governance” when analyzing why sustainable initiatives are, or are not, taking place.

2.2. SEA and environmental assessment

With the introduction of the EU SEA Directive in 2004 (European Commission, 2001) SEA was
introduced as a formal concept in Swedish regulations. Acknowledging the fact that decisions
influencing environmental quality often are taken at higher levels than the project level the concept of
tiering was one of the key drivers for the development of SEA and its application to policies, plans and
programs (Arts et al., 2011). Tiering and its relation to environmental assessment have been discussed
in both theoretical and practical terms by several authors, see e.g. Noble (2000), Nooteboom (2000) &
Partidario and Arts (2005). A somewhat broader definition of tiering than e.g. the one of the European
Commission is provided by Arts et al. (2011, p. 417) as: “The deliberate, organized transfer of
information on issues from one level of planning to another, which is being supported by EAs”.

Sweden assumed a minimalist approach creating unclear requirements, e.g. what type of plans would
be affected by the EU SEA Directive. The implementation of the EU SEA Directive was defined by a
lack of clarity and guidance, opening up for sectoral interpretations and application (Emmelin and
Lerman, 2005). SEA implementation have proven to be utmost context-dependent and a number of
differences in national, regional, organizational and sectorial contexts have been identified (Hilding-
Rydevik and Bjarnadéttir, 2007, Hilding-Rydevik and Akerskog, 2011). Further, there is a need for an
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identification of planning problems related to sustainable development in different planning contexts
along with a demand for more thorough understanding of how SEA may provide solutions to these
problems (Hilding-Rydevik & Bjarnadoéttir 2007). Here, the notion of tiering - interpreted as an
“organized transfer of information” - could facilitate improved understanding of planning problems in
different contexts by enhancing communication and information exchange.

Consequently, SEA being an adaptable tool relevant for underpinning sustainable planning in different
contexts and at different levels (White and Noble, 2013); (Stinchcombe and Gibson, 2001) may prove
valuable not only as a tool for ensuring consideration of environmental and/or sustainability issues but
as a vehicle of horizontal and vertical coordination.

3. SEA and planning, tiered or what?

As shown by Hilding-Rydevik and Bjarnadoéttir (2007) there is a need for constant context awareness
when analyzing the application of SEA. Apparently, a major hindrance for further development of SEA
applicability is related to “the complexity of the societal decision processes and contexts which SEA
seeks to influence, limiting the capacity of research to provide clear conclusions and practical
recommendations” (Wallington et al., 2007, p. 581) and a need to decide upon the nature of SEA in
relation to sustainability (Bina, 2007).

A need to revisit tiering theory and gather empirical experiences seem evident to improve our
understanding of the underlying governing mechanisms of planning and environmental assessment.
At this point, there seems to be some type of dissonance between:

— the juridical frameworks guiding the application of SEA in planning where tiering is an — at
least theoretically, see e.g. Arts et al. (2011) - integrated notion;

— the notion of tiering as a theoretical concept and;

— SEA implementation and the operationalization of tiering in various planning contexts.

Clearly, methods helping to understand the realities in which SEA is to operate are needed. One such
framework could be that of multi-level governance used as an analytical tool. Bulkeley & Betsill (2005,
p- 48) describe such a framework as “Taking a multilevel governance perspective entails engaging with
the multiple tiers of government and spheres of governance through which urban sustainability is
being constructed and contested”. This sounds appealing for any inquiries targeting planning, tiering,
and SEA. Through applying a multi-level governance perspective it “[i]s clear that engendering urban
sustainability is no straightforward matter” (Bulkeley & Betsill, 2005, p. 56) and “the need for a
renewed approach to analysis which is able to bring into plain view the multi- and transscalar nature
of environmental conflicts, and the consequent implications for sustainability”. Thus, applying a multi-
level governance perspective might render an increased understanding of different contexts, and more
importantly how these contexts relate to each other in a range of different perspectives. One such
perspective could be that of information exchange which would add substantial experience to the
notion and theory of tiering in SEA.

4. Conclusions

This paper has identified a set of questions for further inquiry. First, there seem to be a need to further
explore what can be described as the “planning paradigm” where planning theory (and theorists)
claims that Swedish planning have undergone major paradigm shifts since the 1940’s while the
political discourse is characterized as continuous and bound to one “Faludian” discourse (Strémgren,
2007). As SEA application has proven context-specific, what could be more misleading than trying to
practice SEA in a “communicative” planning system which in fact is “Faludian™?

Second, the relation between the planning and environmental paradigm seem unexplored and in need
of empirical studies focused on developing SEA theory. Here, it may be that SEA has a role to play not
only to “safeguard” environmental concerns in planning but to facilitate information exchange and act
as a vehicle for coordination between different contexts and levels. As the notion of tiering is
integrated in SEA theory it might come in handy for analysis.

Third, it is concluded that in order to understand the contexts where SEA is to operate, new analytic
frameworks are needed. One such framework could be that of multi-level governance used as an
analytical tool.



5. References

ARTS, J., TOMLINSON, P. & VOOGD, H. 2011. Planning in Tiers? Tiering as a Way of Linking SEA and EIA. In:
SADLER, B., ASCHEMANN, R., DUSIK, J., FISCHER, T. B., PARTIDARIO, M. R. & VERHEEM, R.
(eds.) Handbook of strategic environmental assessment. London: London : Earthscan.

BINA, O. 2007. A critical review of the dominant lines of argumentation on the need for strategic environmental
assessment. Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 27, 585-606.

BLUCHER, G. 2013. Planning Legislation in Sweden - A history of Power over Land-use. In: LUNDSTROM, M. J.,
FREDRIKSSON, C. & WITZELL, J. (eds.) Planning and sustainable urban development in Sweden.
Stockholm: Swedish Society for Town & Country Planning.

BULKELEY, H. & BETSILL, M. 2005. Rethinking Sustainable Cities: Multilevel Governance and the 'Urban’
Politics of Climate Change. Environmental Politics, 14, 42-63.

CARS, G. & ENGSTROM, C.-J. 2008. Stadsregioners utvecklingskraft : trender och nya perspektiv. In: CARS, G.,
ENGSTROM, C.-J. & KUNGLIGA TEKNISKA HOGSKOLAN. STADSREGIONER OCH, U. (eds.).
Stockholm: Stockholm : Kungliga tekniska hdgskolan, Stadsregioner och utvecklingskraft.

CARS, G., KALBRO, T. & LIND, H. 2013. Nya regler fér okat bostadsbyggande och battre infrastruktur,
Stockholm, Stockholm : SNS férlag.

EMMELIN, L. & LERMAN, P. 2005. Problems of a Minimalist Implementation of SEA — The Case of Sweden. In:
SCHMIDT, M., JOAO, E. M. M. S. & ALBRECHT, E. (eds.) Implementing Strategic Environmental
Assessment. Berlin, Germany.

ENGSTROM, C.-J. & CARS, G. 2013. Planning in a New Reality - New Conditions, Demands, and Discourses. In:
LUNDSTROM, M. J., FREDRIKSSON, C. & WITZELL, J. (eds.) Planning and sustainable urban
development in Sweden. Stockholm: Swedish Society for Town & Country Planning.

EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2001. Directive 2001/42/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27
June 2001 on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment
Luxembourg: Official Journal L 197 p. 0030 - 0037.

EUROPEAN COMMISSION 2010. Making our cities attractive and sustainable - How the EU contributes to
improving the urban environment. Luxembourg.

FALUDI, A. 1973. Reader in Planning Theory, Pergamon.

FALUDI, A. 1987. Decision-centred View of Environmental Planning, Pergamon.

FLYVBJERG, B. 1998. Rationality and power : democracy in practice, Chicago, Chicago : Univ. of Chicago Press.

FOLKESON, L., ANTONSON, H. & HELLDIN, J. O. 2013. Planners’ views on cumulative effects. A focus-group
study concerning transport infrastructure planning in Sweden. Land Use Policy, 30, 243-253.

HEALEY, P. 1996. Consensus-building across Difficult Divisions: New approaches to collaborative strategy
making. Planning Practice and Research, 11, 207-216.

HEALEY, P. 2006. Relational complexity and the imaginative power of strategic spatial planning. European
Planning Studies, 14, 525-546.

HEDSTROM, R. T. & LUNDSTROM, M. J. 2013. Regional Planning in Sweden. In: LUNDSTROM, M. J.,
FREDRIKSSON, C. & WITZELL, J. (eds.) Planning and sustainable urban development in Sweden.
Stockholm: Swedish Society for Town & Country Planning.

HILDING-RYDEVIK, T. & BJARNADOTTIR, H. 2007. Context awareness and sensitivity in SEA implementation.
Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 27, 666-684.

HILDING-RYDEVIK, T. & AKERSKOG, A. 2011. A clear case of ‘doublespeak’: the Swedish governmental SEA
implementation discourse. Journal of Environmental Planning and Management, 54, 495-515.

HAKANSSON, M. 2005. Kompetens for héllbar utveckling : professionella roller i kommunal planering. Diss.
Stockholm : Tekn. hégsk., 2005.

HAGGLUND, E. 2013. Local Democracy and the Administrative System in Sweden. In: LUNDSTROM, M. J.,
FREDRIKSSON, C. & WITZELL, J. (eds.) Planning and sustainable urban development in Sweden.
Stockholm: Swedish Society for Town & Country Planning.

ISAKSSON, K. 2006. Fernissa eller férandring? In: BLUCHER, G. & GRANINGER, G. (eds.) Planering med nya
forutsattningar: Ny lagstiftning, nya varderingar. Link6ping: Link6ping: Link&ping Universisty Electronic
Press.

JOHNSON, G. 2013. Regional Planning in Sweden. In: LUNDSTROM, M. J., FREDRIKSSON, C. & WITZELL, J.
(eds.) Planning and sustainable urban development in Sweden. Stockholm: Swedish Society for Town &
Country Planning.

NOBLE, B. F. 2000. Strategic Environmental Assessment: What is it? & What makes it strategic? . Journal of
Environmental Assessment Policy and Management, 02, 203-224.

NOOTEBOOM, S. 2000. Environmental assessments of strategic decisions and project decisions: interactions
and benefits. Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 18, 151-160.

OECD 2013. Green Growth in Cities. OECD Green Growth Studies.

PARTIDARIO, M. R. & ARTS, J. 2005. Exploring the concept of strategic environmental assessment follow-up.
Impact Assessment and Project Appraisal, 23, 246-257.

STINCHCOMBE, K. & GIBSON, R. B. 2001. STRATEGIC ENVIRONMENTAL ASSESSMENT AS A MEANS OF
PURSUING SUSTAINABILITY: TEN ADVANTAGES AND TEN CHALLENGES. Journal of
Environmental Assessment Policy and Management, 03, 343-372.

STROMGREN, A. 2007. Samordning, hyfs och reda: Stabilitet och forandring i svensk planpolitik 1945-2005:
Stability and Change in Swedish Planning Policy.

SWEDISH ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 2012. Sweden's Environmental Objectives - An
Introduction. In: AGENCY, S. E. P. (ed.).



SWEDISH ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY. 2014. Nas Miljckvalitetsmalen? [Online]. Available:
http://www.miljomal.se/sv/Miljomalen/Uppfoljning-utvardering/nas-miljokvalitetsmalen/ [Accessed
February, 12 2015].

TORNBERG, P. 2011. Making Sense of Integrated Planning: Challenges to Urban and Transport Planning
Processes in Sweden.

WALLINGTON, T., BINA, O. & THISSEN, W. 2007. Theorising strategic environmental assessment: Fresh
perspectives and future challenges. Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 27, 569-584.

WHITE, L. & NOBLE, B. F. 2013. Strategic environmental assessment for sustainability: A review of a decade of
academic research. Environmental Impact Assessment Review, 42, 60-66.

AKERSKOG, A. 2009. Implementering av miljsbedémningar i Sverige : frAn EG-direktiv till kommunal éversiktlig
planering.



http://www.miljomal.se/sv/Miljomalen/Uppfoljning-utvardering/nas-miljokvalitetsmalen/

