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In this presentation I will look at good EIA practice criteria, and their possible applicability to SEA. I will describe three specific criteria proposed by Westerlund and discuss these in connection with the Öresund Bridge project.

Firstly, however, I would like to say a few words about two broad approaches to SEA – one can be called the “EIA-mode” and the other the “planning mode”. 

Working in the “EIA-mode”, the role and functioning of SEA can essentially be seen as characterised by proposal assessment. The consideration of alternatives is made at a discrete, set point in time and often the aim of an assessment will be to increase the acceptability of a proposal.

In contrast, an SEA operating in the “planning mode” can be seen as integrated into a planning process, and therefore alternatives are considered in a succession. One of the main aims of the “planning mode” SEA would be to identify and highlight areas of problems and conflicts and to serve as guidance to future planning. 

Connected to these two approaches to SEA, is the issue of best practice and good practice criteria. Various such criteria exist for EIA and we have chosen to look at if and how EIA best practice criteria are applicable to SEA. Westerlund has one set of six clearly articulated formal criteria. These are advocated by the Swedish National Board for Housing, Building and Planning, among others, and can therefore be seen as the official view of good EIA practice in Swedish planning.

The focus here is on three of Westerlund’s more fundamental criteria – the Basis for the Decision Criterion, the Result Criterion and the Alternative Criterion. The other three criteria are more technical in character – the Environmental Impact Criterion, the Balancing/Compatibility Criterion and the Checking Criterion and will not be discussed in this presentation.

These criteria, in essence state – firstly – that an EA has to be ready before the decision is made so that it can function as a basis for the decision. 

Secondly – the EA should also state the intended result of the action. This means that the objective purpose of the action needs to be clarified. For example, the subjective purpose of building a bridge might be for the developer to earn money, for the architect to earn fame, for the local authority to gain popularity and so on. The objective purpose, on the other hand, could be to transport people and goods from place A to place B.

Thirdly – the EA also has to consider alternatives to the proposed action – and that these alternatives are based on the objective purpose. Ferries might, for example, be an alternative to the objective purpose in this bridge example.

I will now look at these three criteria in connection with the Öresund Bridge case. Before that, I will give some very brief background details on how the Öresund Bridge came to be.

For over a century, proposals and ideas to construct a fixed link of some kind between Sweden and Denmark have existed. In 1973 the first agreement was signed between the two governments but for various reasons this came to nothing. A number of committees investigated and reported on the fixed link issue in the 60s, 70s and 80s. 

In the mid 1980s the European Round Table of Industrialists proposed and worked for improvements to the European transport infrastructure network, including a fixed link across the Öresund. For various reasons, this fell in good soil with the Danish and Swedish governments and eventually, in 1991 an agreement was signed. 

On the Danish side of the Öresund, the issue was then more or less clear and decided, whereas in Sweden, the agreement and proposal to construct a rail and road bridge was to be tried and assessed in accordance with environmental legislation – this process included an EIA. Eventually, in 1995 the final permissions were granted to construct the Swedish section of the bridge. By this time the construction on the Danish side was already underway. 

This very compact description of the decision making process will in itself indicate that the first of Westerlund’s criteria was not fulfilled. The EIA was not available as a basis for the decision. 

However, perhaps it is also possible to question whether this criterion would ever have been fulfilled for a project of this type.

In 1991 politicians in Sweden perceived a time pressure to finalise an agreement on the Öresund Bridge. An election was coming up and there was a strong possibility that the Center Party, an outspoken anti-Bridge party, would be part of the new government. The agreement between Denmark and Sweden was therefore rushed through and although the Swedish environmental legislation would require an assessment of the proposal, Swedish government officials assured their Danish counterparts that this assessment process would not stop the actual construction of the Bridge – at most it would alter minor technical details. 

Even if these political time constraints and lobby groups had not played an important role, it would have been very difficult to define the exact moment when the plan to construct The Öresund Bridge was finalised, and when the decision was made. 

Certain large-scale projects, such as the Öresund Bridge, can, in Etzioni’s words be seen as “contextuating decisions”. Although the Bridge project was formally a construction project, it exhibits many characteristics of a plan or policy formulation, and it was frequently referred to for example in terms of a realisation of an Öresund Region. For a project of this magnitude a number of decision making levels and points in time can be seen to exist – some authorities assess certain parts of the proposal and other authorities and courts are concerned with other issues. The Bridge decisions were complex and decisions on parts of the process were taken by Government, by Parliament, by the National Licencing Board for Environmental Protection, by the Water Court, and again by Government. This complexity also lead to some conflict and contradiction: the validity of a negative decision by the National Licencing Board for Environmental Protection was belittled by the Prime Minister. It will therefore be difficult to identify a specific decision before which the EIA should have been ready according to the criterion.

Furthermore, the formal decision to build the Bridge was preceded by an informal or de facto decision. The project was also changing and evolving, even while the formal assessment process went on. New and altered assessment documents and reports on the Öresund Bridge were submitted in a relatively disordered way to the authorities more or less during an ongoing assessment procedure. It is perhaps unavoidable that proposals of this size change and evolve during the decision making process. And it will therefore be difficult to determine what it is the EA ought to assess. 

Looking, next, at the closely linked Result and Alternative Criteria together. These Criteria state that it is necessary to specify an objective purpose for a proposed development so that it will be possible to assess alternatives. 

For the Öresund Bridge, the EIA that was produced did not state why the Bridge should be built and only a few alternatives are mentioned briefly. Alternative locations such as the construction of a bridge or tunnel between Helsingborg and Helsingör were not discussed and for example a rail-only tunnel between Copenhagen and Malmö that had many proponents and supporters was not assessed at all.

Looking at the issue of the objective purpose from a wider perspective, it is possible to see difficulties with it for strategic decisions, such as the Bridge. To return to the example mentioned earlier – the generic bridge where the objective purpose of it was to create a means to transport people and goods between points A and B, it is also possible to ask oneself what the underlying purpose of this people and goods transport is. In other words, why is it desirable and/or necessary to carry out these transports?

For the Öresund Bridge, it is possible to find several different purposes for it in the arguments that were presented. For some actors, primarily on a national and central level, the bridge was a goods transport link between Gothenburg, Stockholm and the Continent. For other actors, mostly local and regional, the Bridge was a manifestation of the creation of a new Region in the Öresund area. 

The issue of the purpose of the bridge will naturally affect the alternatives that are considered. If the purpose is goods transport to the Continent, perhaps ferries between Sweden and Poland are a better alternative? Alternatively, the bridge or tunnel could perhaps be constructed between Helsingborg and Helsingör instead? If the point is to create an Öresund Region, then perhaps tax and employment policies are preferable means to do this. 

In the Öresund Bridge EIA, the ‘no action’ or zero alternative is not dealt with as a specific and separate issue. Instead the proposed Bridge project is compared to what seem to be different ‘no action’ alternatives in different contexts and it is therefore unclear what the total environmental impact of taking no action would be.

To conclude, it is possible to see large scale contextuating decisions as evolving and developing. This will also have implications for an EA of these decisions. 

I have in this presentation discussed how there may be difficulties in defining an  exact time for a decision. Furthermore, it may be difficult to identify an objective purpose for taking an action – such as constructing the Öresund Bridge: a number of desired objectives can co-exist and these objectives may vary over time. 

This will, in its turn mean that a rationalist and systematic search for alternatives is problematic. These characteristics will also apply to many plans, policies and programmes that SEA will affect – not least in spatial planning.

Perhaps it will more useful to apply a “planning mode” of SEA for these kinds of decisions, decisions where the purposes are manifold and perhaps changing over time. The attempt at the application of Westerlund’s best practice criteria to SEA has illustrated the problems of seeing SEA as an EIA analogy. 

It is also possible to question of what strategic decision making is. Can strategic decisions be arrived at through careful and rational/rationalist calculation and consideration, or is a strategic decision one that lies outside the framework/structure/possibilities of an EA? Are strategic decisions somehow politically intuitive or are they rationally calculated? 

This is also a question of whether SEA can be an aid to ‘doing the right things’, or whether SEA is a tool to ‘doing things right – preferably from the beginning’ – whether SEA is a leadership tool or a management tool?

Looking at the Öresund Bridge case, the point is whether SEA could have been a determinant to the decision to build or not to build the Bridge, or if the policy decision to build a bridge was essentially one outside the EA process, and one which an EA could only influence as a mitigatory “doing things right, from the beginning”-tool.

This questioning of the EIA mode of thinking is not to say that the criteria are not useful. They are useful in that they force a clarity of reasoning for EA. However it may be more difficult to apply these rigorously in practice. Perhaps a mixed scanning approach could be a more optimal approach – one which does not put the strait-jacket of rationalist formal criteria to strategic decision making, at the same time as it enables us to maintain a rational and structured way of thinking on issues and decisions.

Whilst it is important to have a sense of rigorous thinking, this is should not be confused with rigid thinking when it comes to SEA.
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