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Main contents of the draft government bill concerning legislation on the assessment of the environmental impact of plans and programmes (proposal from the SEA working group in June 2003)

The draft bill proposes an act on environmental impact assessment of plans and programmes (SEA Act). The proposal is connected with Directive (2001/42/EC) of the European Parliament and of the Council on the assessment of the effects of certain plans and programmes on the environment, and the proposed legislation is required for Finland’s national implementation of the Directive. Moreover, the proposal relates to the coming into force of the Protocol on Strategic Environmental Assessment to the 1991 UN/ECE Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context.

As in Finland’s present legislation, the proposed act would include a general regulation on the investigation and assessment of the environmental effects of plans, programmes and policies, and more detailed regulations on environmental assessment pertaining to specific plans and programmes as required by the Directive. Environmental assessment of land use plans would be regulated separately in the Land Use and Building Act. The proposed legislation is intended to further the assessment and consideration of environmental impacts in the preparation and adoption of plans and programmes, and also to improve public access to information and to promote public participation in the process.  

Under the act, environmental assessment would  be applied to plans and programmes by the authorities that are likely to have significant environmental effects and are based on acts, decrees or government decisions, and which set the framework for future decisions on permits or approval of projects. A government decree is envisaged, listing plans and programmes that will always require assessment. In addition, the act has regulations on discretionary assessment of other plans and programmes than those listed in the decree.

During the assessment, the authorities responsible for the plan or programme are to write, as part of the preparation of the plan or programme, an environmental report on the environmental impact of the plan or programme and on the alternatives considered. Information is to be disseminated to the public on the start of such preparations, and public response will be anticipated. Moreover, comments and statements will be invited on the draft plan or programme and on the environmental report, both from the public and from other authorities. The act also stipulates on information to other concerned countries and on negotiations with them, in cases where a plan or programme is likely to have significant environmental effects in said countries.

A decision approving a plan or programme should make it clear how the comments and statements have influenced the contents or the choice of alternative. Moreover, the act requires environmental monitoring of the implementation of such plans and programmes.

The bill includes also the proposed texts for amending the Act on Environmental Impact Assessment Procedure and the Land Use and Building Act. The proposed acts should come into force on July 21, 2004.

