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  Topic 14 – Strategic Environmental 
Assessment 

Objective 

To gain an understanding of: 

• the rationale and objectives of Strategic Environmental 
Assessment (SEA); 

• the institutional arrangements that are in place to 
undertake SEA; 

• the scope of application of SEA in relation to levels and 
types of decision-making; 

• key principles of SEA and elements of good practice; and 

• the procedures and methods that are used to carry out this 
process. 

 

Relevance 
The introduction of SEA extends the aims and principles of EIA upstream 
to the higher, pre-project level of decision-making. It affords an 
important new means of analysing and addressing the environmental 
effects of policies, plans, programmes and other proposed strategic 
actions. All those involved in EIA practice should have an understanding 
of SEA – what it is, why it has emerged and how it contributes to informed 
decision-making in support of environmental protection and sustainable 
development. 

 

Timing 
Note: This Topic is in two parts each of two-hours (not including training 
activity).�
 

Important note to trainers 
 
Presentation of this topic should be tailored to participants' 
interests and their involvement at policy making levels. The 
relevance of some sections of the materials will depend 
on how widely SEA has been accepted and whether or 
not there is institutional support locally or in the region. 
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���Information checklist�

SEA is not as widely practised as project EIA, and therefore some of the 

resources listed below may not be readily available. 

Nevertheless, it will be helpful to obtain or develop the following, as 

appropriate:  

� details of recent or proposed policies, plans or laws that 

could result in significant environmental effects and that 

might be subject to an SEA; 

�� background information on the operation of strategic 

decision-making processes (e.g. related to policies, plans 

and programmes); 

�� any examples of SEA or equivalent processes that have 

been applied locally;  

�� other reports or studies on or relevant to the environmental 

effects of policies, programmes or plans, for example:  

– state of the environment reports 

– national sustainable development plans 

– environmental or sustainability indicators; 

�� contact names and telephone numbers of people, 

agencies, organisations and environmental information 

data resource centres able to provide assistance with SEA; 

and 

�� other resources that may be available such as courses in 

specific analytical or methodological techniques, videos, 

journal articles, computer programmes, lists of speakers, 

and case studies.  
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Session outline 
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�$��t.  

Topic 14 Part 1 

Welcome the participants to the session by introducing yourself and getting 
them to introduce themselves. Outline the overall coverage of the session, its 
objectives and why they are important. 
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Briefly introduce the concept of SEA. Note that it can be variously defined 
and understood. Ask the participants to adopt or adapt a definition that best 
meets the local situation and requirements. 
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Box 1: Some comparisons between EIA and SEA  

EIA of projects SEA of policy, plans and programmes 
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Outline the rationale and aims of SEA, and indicate the benefits that might be 
expected from the implementation of this process in a given country using 
information gained in the training needs analysis (Topic C). Ask participants 
to contribute to this review. 
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Box 2: Aims and objectives of SEA 
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Box 3: Some wider potential policy and institutional benefits from use of SEA  
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Briefly trace the background, evolution and current status of SEA, noting 
relevant local trends and developments. Ask participants to help identify 
these.  
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Discuss the scope of application of SEA to different levels of decision-making, 
including policy, plans and programmes. Ask the group to identify proposed 
actions that are subject to some form of SEA already or that could benefit 
from the application of this process.  
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Figure 1: SEA in relationship to other decision-making processes 

 

Box 4: A generic definition of policies, plans and programmes 
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Box 5: Indicative list of areas subject to SEA 
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Summarise principles and elements for SEA good practice, and discuss their 
relevance for local use and application.  
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Box 6: Guiding principles for SEA process design and implementation 
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Topic 14 Part 2 

Introduce the second section of Topic 14, which covers institutional 
arrangements, procedures and methods for carrying out SEA and some future 
directions. Begin the session by outlining the different types of provision that 
are made for SEA and the pros and cons of the institutional arrangements that 
are in force. Consider which framework(s) might be adapted when 
introducing SEA in a given country, and note any barriers which may stand in 
the way. 
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Box 7: Different types or institutional models of SEA systems 
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Now describe the main forms of SEA of policy, plans and programmes, 
emphasising those that are most relevant to the issues and realities in a given 
country. Ask the participants how chosen forms could be modified and 
adapted to purpose.  
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Box 8: Generic forms of SEA of policies, plans and/or programmes  
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Review the procedures and methods that are or can be used to carry out an 
SEA, drawing attention to the different approaches that may be necessary to 
cover the full range of strategic decisions. Ask participants to identify the key 
steps of SEA practice that are appropriate locally, modifying them as 
necessary. 
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Box 9: Example of minimum process and procedure– the Netherlands  
E-test  
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Box 10: Carrying out an EIA-based SEA (also called Strategic Environmental 
Impact Assessment [SEIA]) 
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Box 11: Carrying out a strategic environmental appraisal  
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Box 12: Examples of methods and their usage in SEA 
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Briefly consider future directions for SEA development, noting how it might be 
used as a tool for assessing the sustainability of proposals. Discuss the 
practicalities of such an approach locally. 
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Box 13: Using SEA to test for sustainability assurance 

Stage of SEA Sustainability 
test 

Key questions 
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Source: Sadler, (1999)�

 

Undertake a training activity to reinforce the topic, if appropriate, focusing on 
local requirements and priorities for SEA capacity building. The information 
obtained from the training needs analysis undertaken in Section C can be 
used for this purpose. 
 
 Conclude by summarising the presentation and previewing the next topic. 

 26�
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Group Activity 14–1: Establishing an SEA process 

�
Title: Making formal provision and arrangements for SEA  
 

Aim: To gain an appreciation of how an SEA process could be 
introduced or strengthened in accordance with local 
requirements and international trends.  

 
Group size: Four to six people  
 
Duration: Half to one day, depending on the desired level of detail.  

.  
 

Resources required:  

�� Background information on planning and policy-making processes 

used locally. 

�� Copies of Handout 14-1.  

 

Description of activity: 

�� Get the group as a whole to determine the scope of the SEA process 

that should apply locally (e.g. to cover policy, plans and 

programmes or only certain aspects). 

�� Using Handout 14-1, assign each group the task of 

identifying/adapting a shortlist of the provisions and arrangements 

that could be used to introduce or strengthen SEA.  

�� Assemble the group as a whole and ask each small group to 

summarise its findings, noting any problems that were encountered, 

the provisions and arrangements that were identified.  
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Group Activity 14-2: Identifying key issues and 
alternatives 

 
Title:  Scoping a development plan (or programme) 
 

Aim: To understand how scoping procedure can be used to 
identify the key issues and alternatives to be included in an 
SEA of a development proposal.  

 
Group size: Four to six people  
 
Duration: Half to one day, depending on the desired level of detail.  

 

Resources required:  

� Background information from a local development plan, either for a 

sector or area, including the environmental and sustainability 

objectives that are part of the plan or might be affected by it.  

� Copies of OHP 26, focusing on issues related to the proposed plan at 

the screening, scoping and significance stages.  

� Summary of relevant aspects of Topic 4 – Screening, Topic 5 – 

Scoping and Topic 6 – Impact Analysis (Evaluation). 

 

Description of activity:  

�� Get the group as a whole to review the development plan to 

identify a shortlist of key environmental issues and impacts that are 

likely to occur as result of its implementation.  

� Assign each group the task of drawing up terms of reference for an 

SEA, including the main alternatives that should be considered.  

�� � Assemble the group as a whole and ask each small group to 

summarise its findings, noting any problems that were encountered, 

the scope and contents of terms of reference and the range. 
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A detailed list of principles for good practice of SEA 
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