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Decision making

 Depends on the Sector: most decisions 
concerning SEA fall with land use 
planning
 But also roads; offshore oil and gas 

licensing; offshore wind farm licensing; 
catchment flood management plans; flood 
risk management plans; etc.

 Land use planning is a devolved matter. 
Here we look at England only.



Planning hierarchy

National Planning
Policy Framework

Local Plans

Development Control

National level 
((Regulatory) Impact
Assessment)

Local level (SA/SEA)

EIA



Planning – national level

 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004
 Places a general duty on regional and local authorities 

to “contribute to the achievement of sustainable 
development”. 

 National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF) adopted  
on March 2012 
 Reduced over a thousand pages of guidance to 65 pages
 Contains a “presumption in favour of sustainable 

development”
 Updated July 2018 

(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/u
ploads/attachment_data/file/733637/National_Planning_Policy_Framewo
rk_web_accessible_version.pdf) 



Planning – local level



Planning – local level



Assessment Requirements

 EU: SEA Directive 2001/42/EC
 UK: The Environmental Assessment of Plans and 

Programmes Regulations 2004 SI No. 1633
 Implement SEA Directive

 Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004
 Introduces new planning system into England & 

Wales
 Section 39(2) makes Sustainability Appraisal (SA) 

mandatory
 Solution? SA is broader than SEA, so conduct SA 

consistent with the SEA Directive obligations





Sustainability Appraisal Framework

 What do we want the area to be like 
in the future (our objectives)?

 How do we measure this (indicators)?
 Objectives and indicators should be 

established through critical 
examination of existing 
policies/objectives and pressures in 
the given sector/area

 They should be agreed by as many 
stakeholders as possible



Impact matrix
Criteria Global sustainability Natural resources Local environmental quality
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Urban 
regeneration         ? •  •  ? 

Improved trams
 ? ? ?  •  • • • • •  ? 

Use of 
brownfield sites • • • ?  ? • • ?   ?   

• No relationship or 
insignificant impact

 Significant beneficial 
impact

? Likely but 
unpredictable 
beneficial impact

? Uncertainty of 
prediction or 
knowledge

? Likely but 
unpredictable adverse 
impacts

 Significant adverse 
impact

Source: Fischer (2007)



Typical objectives and indicators

 Protect and enhance 
biodiversity
 Bird population indices (a) 

farmland birds 
 Characteristic plant and 

invertebrate species/groups 
 Butterfly abundance 

 Enhance viability of farming
 Average duration of product 

supply contracts 
 Number of farms with 

alternative enterprises 
 Farm profitability 



Local 
Authority 

SA report 
published 

Core 
Strategy 
duration

Number of 
indicators 
in SA 
framework

Percentage 
indicators 
assessed 
using 
explicit 
timescale 

‘Short-
term’ 
definition 

‘Medium-
term’ 
definition 

‘Long-
term’ 
definition 

Ashford 2006 2021 233 12% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Blaby 2006 2016 101 4% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Blackburn 2007 2024 112 0% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Charnwood 2006 2021 70 0% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Chelmsford 2006 2021 60 8.3% Within 
timescale 
of plan 

Within 
timescale 
of plan 

beyond 
the 
timescale 
of the 
plan 

Doncaster 2005 2021 150 0% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Great 
Yarmouth 

2006 2021 106 0% 1-3 5 10+ 

Guildford 2006 2026 137 0% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Scarborough 2006 2021 133 12% Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

Not 
specified 

 



Compatibility analysis



Consistency analysis
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Objective 1: No more building on 
green field sites.

Objective 2: Reclaim derelict land 
wherever possible.

Objective 3: Regenerate town centre 
economies.

Objective 4: Improve air quality in 
town centres.

Objective 5: Encourage the use of 
public transport.

Objective 6: Provide adequate car 
parking facilities in the town centres.



Sustainability Appraisal in practice

 Baseline vs objectives led –
different results. A shift towards 
baseline-led as it aligns better 
with the SEA Directive (DCLG, 
2010)



Resources

 40-60 person days for standard SA, 
longer for more complex plans 
(Therivel, 2013)

 60-100 person days (Glasson et al, 
2012)

 35% of one full-time staff member's 
time + £25,000 (295,000 SEK) for 
consultants (Plymouth City 
Council)(DCLG, 2010)



Source: Therivel et al (2009)



Source: Therivel et al (2009)



Some successes

 Improved, more sustainable plans (Therivel and 
Fischer, 2012)

 Planners gain greater awareness of 
sustainability issues (Therivel and Fischer, 
2012)

 Planners gain greater understanding of their 
plans (Therivel, 2013)

 Planners gain ideas/inspiration for the next 
round of planning (Therivel, 2013)

 Greater emphasis on joint working with 
external partners (Therivel and Fischer, 2012)



Some issues

 Weak at suggesting alternatives – most legal 
challenges have focussed on development and 
assessment of alternatives (Glasson et al, 2012)

 "The lack of requirement for inspectors to 
consider SA quality also suggests that the 
national administration gives little weight to SA" 
(Therivel, 2013b)

 4/5 plans change as a result of SA, but only 13% 
have a major effect on plan (Therivel and 
Fischer, 2012)

 Weak at public engagement – "public 
involvement in English sustainability processes is 
negligible" (Therivel, 2013a)



Conclusions

 SA has been around a long time (since 
~1991 in some form) and is generally seen 
as working well

 SA fits into a planning context, and this can 
both strengthen and undermine the 
'effectiveness' of SA

 SEA has potentially undermined the 
aspirational approach (of SA) to delivering 
sustainable development

 Brexit makes the future uncertain
 Better regulation agenda is a significant 

threat
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