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Abstract 

The national law does not specify how, when and to what extent the two processes (drafting of plan or program and SEA) should interact, the main idea of SEA – to identify, describe and evaluate the likely significant effects on the environment of implementing a plan or program and reasonable alternatives, gets usually lost in formal bureaucratic process and eventually has limited impact on the policy document. Moreover, SEA is much regarded as a waste of time, creating unnecessary problems, which result in delays of the drafting, and adoption of policy documents and by that increases the total cost. 

SEA is usually launched later than the drafting process of the policy document starts, which in majority of cases result in situations where SEA experts found themselves framed, with limited options to consider since important policy decisions have been made in the earlier stages of the process. 

Once the scope and sometimes the objectives are fixed it leaves limited manouver, if any at all, for environmental experts and stakeholders to propose possible amendments and alternative settings to the outline of the policy document. This will increase the likelyhood of facing delays in completion of the draft policy document and of excessive costs borne by the public authorities, if changes are forced, either by environmental experts or stakeholders.

In practice SEA has currently much bigger effect on the identification of stakeholders and public involvement into the policy drafting process than on setting environmental criteria and forecasting of environmental impacts. Educational aspect of SEA was much appreciated by public authorities, once different aspects of the environmental protection were drawn into their attention over the course of the SEA. 
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1. Introduction

SEA is required by the national law in Estonia
. It is stated in the law  (art.22) that SEA should go in parallel to the drafting process of the policy document and that likely environmental impacts arising from the implementation of a plan and a program should be taken into account. Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) should form a separate document in each such case. When the national law remains short-handed in providing guidance for SEA process often EU Directive 2001/42/EEC (called usually as SEA-Directive) is referred and consulted in Estonia.

Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) of projects has a longer history and practice in the Estonia (national regulations were adopted in 1992-1994), whereas SEA is new  and thus little practiced yet. Enforcement of the national law on EIA and Environmental Auditing since 1 January 2001 became the driving force for introduction of SEA in Estonia. The requirement for mandatory SEA on national plans, programs and spatial plans
 has brought about a forceful introduction of SEA into different sectors and public administration in a short period of time. The public administrations either responsible for carrying out SEA alongside with the drafting process of policy documents or supervising the process were not prepared for the implementation of the article 22 and much of the today’s experience lies on learning-by-doing practice. 

Followed by the enforcement of the law, there have been 7 SEAs of programmes and plans at national level and probably hundreds of spatial plans developed at county or municipal level in the period of 01.01.2001-01.08.2003. The SEAs of seven national level policy documents are studied more closely in this paper.

2. Objective of the study

The study analyses the current experience and practices of Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) in Estonia. Accession to European Union (EU) has accelerated the development of national legislation on environmental assessment and transposition of corresponding EU legislation. The study explores the interactions of two processes - drafting process of policy documents (i.e. programs and plans, referred as PPs) and SEA and what impact SEA has on the policy planning process. Also perceptions and expectations of those involved in both processes – public authorities, environmental experts and the stakeholders - towards the objective and role of SEA in the process and impact on the policy document are studied. 

This study analyses the current Estonian SEA experience, gives an overview of the main possibilities and constraints that SEA has brought about to the parties involved in the process and what to learn from it for the future.

3. Actors in SEA process

There are four main groups of actors in the SEA process in Estonia (Fig. 1): 1) public authority, which is responsible for drafting of the policy document (a program or a plan) and assessing the potential environmental effects arising from the implementation of the program or plan, 2) environmental authority (environmental competent authority), which reviews the SEA documentation and approves of the SEA program and report, 3) SEA expert(s), who is (are) contracted by the public authority to conduct SEA and 4) stakeholders, who have interest in the issues either those being written into the policy document and/or into the SEA program and report. 
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The public authorities developing programs and plans (PP) are usually ministries appointed by the Government to develop policy documents in their sector of authority. The environmental authority in the Estonian case is the Ministry of Environment, which performs the quality control of SEA process – approves of SEA programmes and reports. In this study all ministries are categorized as “public authorities”. 

Due to the legal requirement in the Estonian law, only licensed environmental experts can conduct environmental assessments, including SEAs. SEA expert(s) is (are) a physical body(ies), which hold a valid license. Legal bodies can be subcontracted for SEA by public authorities only if they employ licensed experts. It should be noted that there is no distinguish being made in registration of experts performing project oriented EIAs or policy level SEAs. “Stakeholders” are either general public, interest groups in this policy area or more commonly – environmental NGOs or other SEA experts that are not directly involved in this particular SEA but have either content or professional interests in it.

For the purposes of this study three groups of actors have been identified: public authorities, SEA experts and stakeholders.

4. Methodology

In order to study the expectations of different stakeholders towards the role and impact of SEA on the policy document and associated potential environmental impacts questionnaires were developed and interviews were conducted. A baseline questionnaire with  optional answers provided was developed, comprising 13 questions with 3 to 19 optional answers depending on the question. This baseline questionnaire was further modified to explore the different roles and perspectives of actors involved in the SEA process. Three types of questionnaires were developed depending on the group (Appendix 1-3). Questionnaire Type 1 of 12 questions and sub-questions was developed for public authorities both that initiate and administrate policy document drafting and SEA process and environmental authorities in charge of quality control of the SEA process. Questionnaire Type 2 of 13 questions and sub-questions was developed for SEA experts. Questionnaire Type 3 of 14 questions and sub-questions was developed for environmental NGOs (e NGOs), which usually take a more active role in the SEA process than other stakeholders, due to their bigger interest and better competence in environmental issues compared to other social or economic partners or general public.

The analysis of results follows the same grouping of questions in the questionnaires to explore the following issues: 

1. When was SEA started compared to the start of drafting of policy document

2. What was the expected role of SEA and impact on the policy document

3. What was the real impact of SEA on the policy document

4. What were the major difficulties experienced in SEA process

The list of policy documents studied and actors who responded to the questionnaire is described in Table 1 (see also Annex 1 and 2). 

Table 1. No of questionnaires sent out and returned by different groups 

	No
	Title of the Policy Document
	Public authorities
	SEA experts
	Stakeholders
	Total No of  questionnaires returned

	
	
	No of sent out questionnaires
	No of questionnaires returned
	No of sent out 
	No of returned
	No of sent out 
	No of returned
	

	1
	Single Programming Document 
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	3
	9

	2
	Forestry Development Plan
	3
	1
	2
	2
	2
	1
	4

	3
	Fuel and Energy Development Plan
	3
	3
	1
	1
	2
	1
	5

	4
	National Program on Minimisation of Emissions of Green-house Gases
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	2

	5
	National Development Plan Sustainable Estonia 21
	1
	0
	1
	0
	2
	2
	1

	6
	Rural Development Plan
	1
	0
	1
	1
	1
	1
	2

	7
	Planning permission of the central polygon for national defence forces
	1
	1
	1
	1
	0
	0
	2

	
	TOTAL:
	13
	9
	10
	9
	10
	8
	26

	
	% returned
	
	69
	
	90
	
	80
	


The size of the sample used in the study was  7  programs and plans and 26 responses from people involved (Annex 1). The return rate of questionnaires was relatively high, ranging from 69 to 90 % between groups. The highest return rate was among SEA experts, followed by stakeholders and least among public authorities. This result may be due to the professional interest of SEA experts to share their experience, as well as to expose the problems they have faced. The number of respondents may seem small, but it should be noted that it is a small group people who have been involved in SEA process to date in Estonia. There have been usually 1 to 2 (rarely 3) people at the corresponding ministry in charge of the policy planning process and SEA, 1 to 2 people in charge of SEA supervision at the Ministry of the Environment and 5 to 6 SEA experts who have practical experience in conducting SEA. Depending on the program and plan, also the public interest varies. The number of stakeholder groups in a single sector was the largest (more than 10 groups represented, over 100 people participated over 4 year period) during the drafting process of the Forestry Development Plan in 1999-2002 and corresponding SEA process. The diversity of stakeholder groups was probably the highest (due to the large number sectors involved) in the drafting process of Single Programming Document. The number of stakeholder groups was 11 comprising over 100 institutions with more than 200 people. The lowest public interest was observed during the public hearings of Minimisation of Greenhouse Gas Emission Program (less than 10 people participated). 

In addition to PPs, three SEA experts reported their SEA experience in single planning permissions that they had been involved (e.g. ranging from municipality masterplan to motoracing road planning, etc). Data on 19 such type of SEAs was summarised and used only in general terms in this paper. 

Personal interviews were conducted with 7 people representing public authorities (4) and SEA experts (3). The list of interviewees is attached in the Annex 2. During the interviews the responses of interviewees to the questionnaires were discussed and clarifications were sorted, also additional background information not directly covered by the questionnaire was gathered. 

5. Results

5.1. What is a program or a plan

It seems a straightforward question, but in fact there is a legal framework available only for national programs
 but not for other types of policy documents, such as plans, development and action plans, in Estonia. Interpretations of these terms have not only confused the public authorities while deciding whether SEA of different policy documents is needed or not, but also the judges. In the case of Action Plan for Estonian Oil-Shale Based Energy Sector Restructuring in 2001-2006 two environmental NGOs sewed the Ministry of Economics and Communication for not having conducted SEA.  The Ministry argued that there was no obligation to conduct SEA since the law did not specify the types of programs and plans subject to SEA. The court case is still in process. The need for legal definition of program and plan is obvious, giving the diversity of terms currently used in Estonia, e.g.: “arengukava “ – development plan, “riiklik arengukava” – national development plan, “programm” – program, “riiklik programm” – national program, “strateegia” – strategy; “tegevuskava” – action plan (Box).

According to the Regulation by the Minister of Finances from 1998 a national program (and subprogram(s)) has to meet 3 main criteria: it is developed by ministries, approved by the Government and financed from the national budget. However, we find several cases where a plan (usually titled as development plan) has been adopted by the Parliament (Table 2), whereas none of the legal acts specifies the authority of the Parliament to adopt or not adopt such plans.

Titles of policy documents do not necessarily refer to the level and authority of adoption (Table 2). A development plan can be adopted both by the Parliament (e.g. Forestry Development Plan, Long-term Energy and Fuel Sector Development Plan) or by the Government (e.g. Single Programming Document). The national program on establishment of Natura2000 network in 2003-2007 (adopted in 2003) was not subjected to SEA showing that SEA is not applied to all national programs. The reasoning of the Ministry of Environment was that since this particular program was not a new one but an extension, second phase to the previous similar program (covering the period of 2000-2003). However, it should be noted that SEA was conducted for the first stage either. These examples prove that lack of legal definitions of various policy documents have confused the screening process of SEA, i.e. whether SEA is needed or not and whether and why some programs and plans are subject to SEA and others are not. 


Table 2. Titles of policy documents developed and adopted in Estonia, and application of SEA

	No
	Title of the Policy Document
	Prepared by …
	Adopted by  ...
	Whether SEA was conducted? 

If no, then why?

	1
	National Environmental Strategy
	Ministry of the Environment
	Parliament
	No, because there was no legal requirement for SEA at that time

	2
	National Environmental Action Plan
	Ministry of the Environment
	Government
	No, because there was no legal requirement for SEA at that time

	3
	Single Programming Document
	Ministry of Finance
	Government 

(Gov Order  No 202, from 18.03.2003);

SPD programme complement adopted by the Gov Order  from 28.05.03) 

	Yes

	4
	National Forestry Development Plan
	Ministry of the Environment
	Parliament
	Yes

	5
	Rural Development Plan
	Ministry of Agriculture
	Government
	Yes

	6
	National Development Plan Sustainable Estonia 21
	Ministry of Environment
	Parliament (to be adopted)
	Yes

	7
	National Long-term Development Plan of Fuel and Energy Sector
	Ministry of Economy and Communication
	Parliament
	Yes

	8
	National Program on the Minimisation of Emissions of Greenhouse Gases
	Ministry of Environment
	Government
	Yes

	9
	National Program on Implementation of Natura2000 network for the period of 2003-2007
	Ministry of Environment
	Government
	No, because it was anticipated that the program was an extension of the former similar  program not a new one

	10
	Planning permissions
	Local Government Administrations, Governmental Authorities, Private Bodies
	Local Government Administrations, Government
	Yes in 2001-2002, but since 2003 SEA is not required followed by the amended law


5.2. Start of SEA 

According to the results of the survey, SEA is typically started later than the policy doc itself. In 6 cases out of 7 the respondents stated that SEA was started later. In practice, “later” may mean a long period of time, from 1 month to 1 year. The only exception was the National Long-term Development Plan of Fuel and Energy Sector, where the Ministry of Economics and Communication launched the drafting of the plan and SEA at the same time. The appropriate and timely start of the SEA process may have resulted from the bad experience in the earlier years, when two eNGOs had appealed to civil court against the Ministry for not having conducted SEA on the National Action Plan of Oil-Shale Based Energy Sector Restructuring in 2001-2006. There is another example of eNGOs bringing the need for application of SEA into attention of ministries. An eNGO had sent a letter to the Minister of Agriculture requesting the Minister to bring the drafting of Rural Development Plan into compliance with the law and conduct SEA. SEA was eventually launched but with a delay of almost 4 months. 

The usual explanation of delayed start of SEA by the ministries is that at the beginning of the drafting process of the policy document there was nothing to assess yet.  

5.3. Objectives and expectations of SEA

The national law sets the general objective of SEA (ch. 1). In practice, responsible ministries set the objectives of SEA for each case separately. 

Question about the “ultimate objective” of the SEA process resulted in a long list of objectives the SEA was to answer. The most frequent objective referred by the respondents (16 times out of 26) was “to identify the potential activities designed by the policy document likely to have significant environmental effect”. The second important objective was “to identify possible conflicts between the objectives of the policy document and national (or sectoral) environmental objectives” (stated 11 times out of 26).  The third important objective was “to produce a mitigation plan to avoid or reduce the likely significant adverse environmental effect” (stated 8 times out of 26). The list of primary objectives of SEA is given in Table 3.

Table 3.  Priority list of primary objectives of SEA as perceived by different actors (No of responses). (Number of respondents who regarded the objective as primary in brackets)

	No
	Primary objective of SEA
	Public authorities
	SEA experts
	Stakeholders
	TOTAL

	1
	To identify the potential activities designed by the policy document likely to have significant environmental effect
	6

(4)
	6

(3)
	7

(2)
	19

(9)

	2
	To identify possible conflicts between the objectives of the policy document and national (or sectoral) 

environmental objectives
	4

(including 2 respondents who regarded this the primary aim)
	5

(1)
	3
	12

(3)

	3
	To make the policy document public and have public debate on it
	3
	4

(1)
	3

(1)
	10

(2)

	4
	To produce a mitigation plan to avoid or minimize the likely significant environmental effect
	2

(1)
	3

(1)
	4
	9

(2)

	5
	To involve stakeholders into the process
	3
	3
	3
	9



	6
	To reach public consensus on environmental issues
	3

(1)
	4
	1
	8

(1)

	7
	To involve other ministries into the process
	1
	3

(1)
	
	4

(1)

	8
	To develop environmental objectives for this particular (sectoral) policy
	
	
	4
	4

	9
	Other:
	
	To raise environmental awareness of decision makers about consequences of their decision
	To promote alternative scenarios
	2




While all three groups agreed what the primary objectives of SEA were (Table 3), the rest of the listed objectives seemed competing with each other and the preferences by groups of respondents were not so profound and outstanding as the three main objectives. It should also be noted that the groups differed from each other by identifying objectives of SEA differently. For example, the stakeholders were not expecting to reach public consensus on the environmental issues, whereas the public authorities and SEA experts stressed the importance of this objective. For obvious reasons the public authorities and SEA experts were aiming at involving other ministries into the process - to get acceptance of the policy document by the end of the process, whereas the stakeholders left this objective unnoticed. Instead, the stakeholders were expecting that environmental objectives for this particular (sectoral) policy were to be developed during the process. This expectation resides strongly with the stakeholders only. The difference in expectations what SEA should be good for among participating groups was also revealed during the interviews. Tasks to be solved in a SEA process varied even between the actor’s groups and between people of the same group. For example, in the case of National Long-term Development Plan of Fuel and Energy Sector, the Ministry of Economy and Communications expected SEA to facilitate reaching public consensus on environmental issues, Ministry of Environment as a supervisory body in SEA expected SEA to identify the potential activities designed by the policy document likely to have significant environmental effect, and the SEA expert considered his/her main task to make the development plan public and have public debate on it. 

In the case of Single Programming Document, for example, where several experts consulted the SEA, Expert 1 regarded the ultimate aim of SEA to identify the potential activities designed by the policy document likely to have significant environmental effect, Expert 2 pointed out that his/her main task was to identify possible conflicts between the objectives of the policy document and national (or sectoral) environmental objectives, whereas Expert 3 regarded the involvement of other ministries into the process the primary aim of SEA. 
Objectives that are not agreed among the actors of the process at the beginning of the process lead to different expectations about the outputs and outcomes. Different expectations lead to misunderstandings and even conflicts between actors.

5.4. Impact of SEA on the policy document

Only 3 out of 26 respondents reported that SEA had no impact whatsoever on the policy document, 21 people regarded SEA impact on the PP as limited and 2 people considered SEA impact as significant. According to the respondents, SEA had the most significant impact on the composition and content of the policy document (Table 4). 21 respondents out of 26 were of the opinion that SEA had some effect on the document and process, either to large (11 respondents) or limited extent (10 respondents). The SEA impact as evaluated by groups of actors is described in Table 4.

Table 4. Signifance of impact of SEA on the policy document as perceived by different actors (No of responses): XL – to large extent; L – to limited extent; O – no impact
	No
	Impact of SEA on policy document
	Public authorities
	SEA experts
	Stakeholders
	TOTAL
	Direction of impact  yes      no    

	1
	SEA modified the scope of the policy document
	XL - 0

L - 7

O - 2
	XL - 0

L -  5

O - 6
	XL - 0

L - 2

O - 4
	XL - 0

L - 14

O - 12
	

	2
	SEA modified the objectives of the policy document
	XL - 0

L - 5

O - 4
	XL - 0 

L - 8

O - 3
	XL - 0

L - 3

O - 3
	XL - 0

L - 16

O - 10
	

	3
	SEA modified the length of the drafting process of the policy document
	XL - 2

L – 4 

O - 3
	XL - 1

L - 6

O – 4
	XL - 0

L - 4

O - 2
	XL -3

L - 14

O - 9
	

	4
	SEA modified the composition and content of the policy document
	XL - 3

L - 4

O - 0
	XL – 8

L - 1

O - 2
	XL - 0

L -0

O – 3
	XL - 11

L - 5

O - 5
	

	5
	Did SEA cause additional costs to the policy document drafting?
	XL - 5

L - 3

O - 1
	XL - 0

L - 9

O - 1
	Not asked
	XL - 5

L - 12

O - 2
	

	6
	Did SEA expand the number of stakeholders involved in the whole process?
	XL - 4

L - 5

O - 0
	XL - 4

L - 6

O - 1
	XL - 0 

L - 1

O - 4
	XL - 8

L - 12

O - 5
	


Public authorities had experienced the impact of SEA mostly via increased burden of public communication. Public communication, such as holding public meetings, correspondence with large number of stakeholders, has also resulted in many cases in budget deficit, because these costs were not initially calculated. Management of public relations by authorities is the usual reason of delayed planning process and increased costs. Costs may rise due to the changes in scope, increase of complexity of issues targeted by the policy document, followed by the increase of number of stakeholders, and if conflicting interests are involved. Also the amendments into the policy documents itself take (extra) time. 

SEA experts have the same difficulties that the public authorities experience: modification of SEA documents resulting from communication with the public and stakeholders extends the planned duration of SEA and causes additional costs. SEA  experts have most contributed to the composition and content of the policy document, least to the scope and objectives of the policy document. Public authorities have pointed out the positive role of SEA into better coverage of environmental issues in the PP and the role of SEA experts educating other experts (usually of technical or social science background) in environmental issues over the course of the planning process. SEA experts have stressed their role in expanding the number of stakeholders in the process. This role has also been acknowledged by public authorities. However, the representatives of stakeholders were of the opinion that SEA did not have a significant impact on the enlargement of stakeholder groups. It was due to the good work of SEA experts who had identified all major stakeholders to be involved. 

5.5. Major difficulties experienced in SEA process

This questions was asked form the public authorities and SEA experts only, since they were directly involved and managed the PP drafting process as well as the SEA process.

The major difficulty experienced by both groups was to fit SEA into the given timeframe (Table 5). As we observed earlier in this paper, in majority of cases SEA starts later than drafting process of the policy document does. SEA experts are usually left the last 4-6 months to do their job (e.g. Sustainable Estonia 21, Rural Development Plan, Forestry Development Plan).  Obstacles to the timeline may reside in every step of SEA, but most frequently from public communication: putting draft documents on public display, holding public hearings, processing of comments and giving feedback etc. SEA process typically in Estonia has been accounting with the following steps and corresponding time allocations (see also Fig.1):

1. Drafting of SEA program (may take 1-2 weeks)

2. Putting the draft SEA program on public display, holding a public meeting (2-3 weeks usually)

3. Making amendments into the draft program according to the comments and proposals received from stakeholders (may take another 1-2 weeks)

*Sometimes another public display is needed depending on the extent of amendments made

4. Submission of the draft program for approval (may take another 1-2 weeks)

*If rejected, amendments have to be made and the program resubmitted

5. Drafting the SEA report (impact assessment), communication with team of drafters of the policy document (may take months)

6. Putting the draft SEA report on public display, holding a public meeting (2-3 weeks)

7. Making amendments into the draft report according to the comments and proposals received from stakeholders (may take 1-2 weeks)

*Sometimes another public display is needed depending on the extent of amendments made

8. Submission of the draft report for approval (may take another 1-2 weeks)

*If rejected, amendments have to be made and the report resubmitted 

So, ideally SEA may take 9 to 16 weeks only on various preparatory work, communication and public consultation, excluding time spent on environmental assessment and SEA report. Depending on the scope and complexity of the topic, as well as on the extent of public interests involved in this policy issue, the environmental assessment may take months or even years (e.g. Forestry Development Plan was developed over 2,5 years and SEA was conducted twice). The process of SEA, the different stages it comprises, and the time to be allocated for each stage is usually overlooked by the ministries.  Interestingly, keeping the budget was mentioned only once by public authorities. 

Table 5. Major difficulties experienced by different actors in SEA process (in brackets – number of respondents who claimed this difficulty as a priority one)
	No
	Major Difficulty
	Public authorities
	SEA experts
	TOTAL and priority

	1
	To keep the timeline
	5

(1)
	5

(2)
	10

(3)

1.

	2
	To build consensus between stakeholders
	5

(2)
	2
	7

(2)

2. 

	3
	To put up the environmental objectives (or environmental criteria)


	2

(1 )
	4
	6

(1)

3.

	4
	To provide a workable methodology for this particular case
	2

(1)
	3
	5

(1)

4.

	5
	To identify significant environmental impact
	2
	3
	5

5. 

	6
	To get acceptance on the SEA report from stakeholders
	1
	2

(both respondents regarded this issue as the primary difficulty
	3

(2)

6.

	7
	To forecast the scope and magnitude of the significant environmental impact
	1
	2

(1)
	3

(1)

7. 

	8
	To develop ToR for SEA (or the SEA programme)


	2

(incl 1 respondent regarded this issue as the primary difficulty) 
	
	2

(1)

8.-9.

	9
	To get acceptance on the environmental objectives from stakeholders
	
	2

(1)
	2

(1)

8.-9.

	10
	To get acceptance on the environmental objectives from other ministries
	1
	1
	2

10.-12.

	11
	To hold public meetings (hearings)


	2
	
	2

10.-12.

	12
	To keep the budget
	
	2
	2

10-12.

	13
	To get acceptance on the SEA report from other ministries
	1
	
	1

13.

	14
	To exchange information and get information in time from people who drafted the SEA report  


	
	
	

	15
	To start the SEA process (get or make a formal decision)
	0
	0
	0

	16
	To get acceptance of the ToR (or the SEA programme) from other ministries
	0
	0
	0

	17
	To get acceptance of the ToR (or SEA programme) from the stakeholders
	0
	0
	0

	18
	To exchange information and get information in time from people who drafted the SEA report  


	0
	0
	0

	19
	Other :
	To provide alternatives
	PP was not developed according to planning logic; strategy chapter was amended considerably even at the end of the drafting process
	2


Activeness of eNGOs in SEA process is obviously a burden to public authorities and SEA experts, since amendments and inquiries require additional work and cause delays in the course of the process. Majority of eNGOs involved in SEA process do not only participate in public meetings but also revise the draft documents and make proposals for amendments (e.g. 5 respondents out of 6 reported that).   

What capacities need to be built in order to overcome the difficulties described? Since SEA requires more than just expertise in certain areas of the environmental science, but also effective communication (between the public authorities and the public) and good conflict resolving skills (in case of conflicting interests either between stakeholders and the public authorities or stakeholders themselves). However, 14 people out of 20 who responded to the questionnaire assessed the current availability of well-trained and experienced environmental experts in Estonia to conduct SEA less than 10 people, whereas 2 people were even more critical, saying that there were no such experts available and capacity has yet to be built. 4 people evaluated that the current capacity of SEA experts is over 10 people. The in-house SEA expertise in the ministries was evaluated by the themselves as limited in 11 cases out of 13. Only 2 respondents evaluated their in-house SEA expertise sufficient.  

By further grouping of the difficulties identified, we may observe that another group of major problems is associated with assessment methodology (environmental objectives and criteria) and application of the methodology (impact assessment, identifying significant impacts, identifying and describing of the scope and magnitude of the impacts etc). Methodology is the corner stone of SEA – the conflicts stem from it, delays get started here and SEA experts are put on trial by this. 

6. Discussion

The main idea of SEA – to identify, describe and evaluate the likely significant effects on the environment of implementing a plan or program and reasonable alternatives, gets usually lost in formal bureaucratic process and eventually has limited impact on the policy document. Moreover, SEA is much regarded as a waste of time, creating unnecessary  problems, which result in delays of the drafting, and adoption of policy documents and by that increases the total cost. In practice, the two processes (policy doc drafting and SEA) do not usually go in parallel, neither complement each other, and rather stay separate and have little impact on each other.

SEA is usually launched later than the drafting process of the policy document starts, which in majority of cases result in situations where SEA experts found themselves framed, with limited options to consider since important policy decisions have been made in the earlier stages of the drafting process. For example, at the launch of an energy policy drafting process, the relevant Ministry (sometimes together with an expert team or working group) sets objectives of the policy, the Government agrees on the scope and content of the document, sets the time frame and allocates budget. 

Once the scope and sometimes the objectives are fixed it leaves limited manoeuvre, if any at all, for environmental experts and stakeholders to propose possible amendments and alternative settings to the outline of the policy document. This will increase the likelyhood of facing delays in completion of the draft policy document and of excessive costs by the public authorities, if changes are forced, either by environmental experts or stakeholders, to be still made.

The study aimed at providing (practical) guidelines for increasing effectiveness of taking environmental considerations into account in drafting and adoption process of policy documents (sectoral plans and programs) 

7.  Conclusions

On the basis of 26 evaluations by three groups of respondents (public authorities, SEA experts and stakeholders) of 7 cases of SEAs in Estonia we may conclude that SEA is rapidly making its way as a tool of forecasting environmental impacts and communicating them to the public and stakeholders. SEA has the biggest effect on the draft policy document by modifying the content and composition of the PP. But it is regarded being too late stage by SEA experts. SEA seems to have a strong impact on identification of stakeholders and their further involvement in the process – both in process of SEA and drafting of policy document. SEA had the least impact on the scope and objectives of the policy document. 

The main problem faced both by public authorities and SEA experts in the SEA process was to identify whether SEA is required. This  confusion is caused by the lack of legal definition of a plan and programme. Once SEA has been launched, keeping the given timeline becomes usually a problem. Public authorities find management of public meetings, communication with stakeholders and reaching consensus between interest groups a demanding task. Putting up appropriate environmental objectives and criteria for the particular plan or program was regarded as the biggest challenge by SEA experts. 

Current capacity of SEA expertise was evaluated rather modest: ministries other than Ministry of Environment usually lack SEA expertise (excluding Ministry of Economics and Communication). The number of SEA experts is estimated less than 10 people. 

Annex 1. Total list of respondents in Estonia

	No
	Name
	Position
	Organisation
	Name of the PP involved

	
	Representatives of public authorities:
	
	
	

	1
	Ms Kerli Lorvi
	Deputy Head of Foreign Economy Department
	Ministry of 

Finances
	Single Programming Document

	2
	Ms Veronika Verš
	Senior Specialist, Department of Environmental Management and Technology
	Ministry of the Environment
	Single Programming Document;

Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan; National 

Forestry Development Plan; National Program of Minimisation of Greenhouse Gases Emissions 

	3
	Ms Tiina Pedak 
	Senior Specialist, Department of Strategy and Investments
	Ministry of Environment
	Single Programming Document;  National 

Forestry development Plan

	4
	Mr Frank Õim
	Acting Head of Division of Fuel and Energy Markets
	Ministry of Economy and Communication


	Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan

	5
	Ms Viive Šavel
	Senior Specialist, Division of Fuel and Energy Markets
	
	

	6
	Ms Nele Veski
	Senior Specialist, Department of Real Estate 
	Ministry of 

Defence
	Plan of 

National Defence Polygon

	
	Representatives of SEA experts:
	
	
	

	7
	Mr Madis Metsur
	Director; licensed environmental expert
	AS Maves
	Single Programming Document; Rural Development Plan

	8
	Mr Toomas Ideon
	Licensed environmental expert
	AS Maves
	Single Programming Document

	9
	Ms Tuuli Rasso
	Director
	REC-Estonia
	Single Programming Document

	10
	Mr Mihkel Vaarik
	Licensed environmental expert
	AS Entec
	Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan

	11
	Mr Kaur Lass
	Licensed environmental expert
	AS Entec
	Motoracing Track Plan

	12
	Mr Kuido Kartau
	Licensed environmental expert
	OÜ Hendrikson&Co
	Kuressaare Town Plan

	13
	Mr Juhan Ruut
	Licensed environmental expert
	OÜ Hendrikson&Co
	National Program of Minimisation of Greenhouse Gases Emissions

	14
	Mr Andres Tõnisson
	Licensed environmental expert
	OÜ Hendrikson&Co
	Plan of National Defence Polygon

	15
	Mr Rein Ratas
	Licensed environmental expert
	AS Tallmac
	National Development Plan Sustainable ; Estonia 21 and 5 planning permissions

	16
	Ms Kaja Peterson
	Licensed environmental expert
	SEI

SEI
	National Forestry Development Plan

	17
	Mr Ahto Oja
	SEA expert on public involvement
	
	

	
	Representatives of 

stakeholders:
	
	
	

	18
	Mr Ahto Oja
	Project manager
	SEI
	National Development Plan Sustainable Estonia 21

	19
	Ms Kaja Peterson
	Programme Director
	SEI
	Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan

	20
	Ms Helle Vilu
	Member of the Board
	NGO Nõmme Tee Selts
	Single Programming Document 

	21
	Mr Peep Mardiste
	Managing Director
	NGO Estonian Green Movement
	Single Programming Document 

	22
	Mr Juhan Telgmaa
	Managing Director
	NGO Estonian Nature Conservation Association
	Single Programming Document; National Forestry Development Plan


Annex 2. List of people interviewed in Estonia

	No
	Name
	Position
	Organisation
	Name of the PP involved

	1
	Ms Kerli Lorvi
	Deputy Head of Foreign Economy Department
	Ministry of Finances
	Single Programming Document

	2
	Ms Veronika Verš
	Senior Specialist, Department of Environmental Management and Technology
	Ministry of the Environment
	Single Programming Document;

Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan;

Forestry development Plan; National Program of Minimisation of Greenhouse Gases Emissions 

	3
	Ms Frank Õim
	Acting Head of Division of Fuel and Energy Markets
	Ministry of Economy and Communication


	Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan

	4
	Ms Viive Šavel
	Senior Specialist, Division of Fuel and Energy Markets
	
	

	5
	Mr Madis Metsur
	Director; licensed environmental expert
	AS Maves
	Single Programming Document; Rural Development Plan

	6
	Ms Tuuli Rasso
	Director
	REC-Estonia
	Single Programming Document

	7
	Mr Mihkel Vaarik
	Licensed environmental expert
	AS Entec
	Fuel and Energy Long-term Development Plan
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Fig.1. Actors and their roles, and circulation of documents in the SEA process in Estonia (full line – flow of documents and information, dashed line – feedback ):


ToR for SEA


Draft SEA program and report submitted to be approved 


Draft SEA program and report transferred to environmental authority for review and approval


Approval of SEA program and report


Draft SEA program and report put on public display, stakeholders are consulted, public meetings are held


Stakeholders give comments and propose amendments


Program or plan submitted for adoption


Feedback on decision – adopted or rejected (incl amendments)
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Box. Examples of types and titles of policy documents developed in the recent years:





1. Strategy


Keskkonnastrateegia – National Environmental Strategy (developed in 1994-1995; adopted in 1995)





2. Action Plan


Keskkonnategevuskava – National Environmental Action Plan (developed in 1995-1997; adopted in 1997, revised and adopted in 2001)


Eesti põlevkivienergeetika restruktureerimise tegevuskava 2001-2006 – Action Plan for Estonian Oil-Shale Based Energy Sector Restructuring in 2001-2006 (developed in 2001, adopted 2001)





3. Development Plan


Riiklik Arengukava EL Tõukefondide kasutuselevõtuks – Single Programming Document (developed in 2002-2003)


Metsanduse Arengukava - National Forestry Development Plan (developed in 2001-2002)


Maa-elu Arengukava – Rural Development Plan (2003- not finalised yet)


Riiklik Arengukava Säästev Eesti21 – National Development Plan Sustainable Estonia 21 (developed in 2002-2003, not adopted yet)


Kütuse ja energimajanduse pika-ajaline arengukava aastani 2015 (visooniga 2030) – National Long-term Development Plan of Fuel and Energy Sector (developed in 2002-2003)





4. National Program


Riiklik programm kasvuhoonegaaside vähendamiseks - National Program on the Minimisation of Emissions of Greenhouse Gases (2003)


Riiklik programm Natura2000 võrgustiku elluviimiseks - National Program on Implementation of Natura2000 network (adopted in 2003)





Parliament/


Government
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� Act on Environmental Impact Assessment and Environmental Auditing (State Gasette, RT I 2000, 54, 348)


� The requirement of mandatory SEA on spatial plans was removed from the law in 2003


� Regulation by the Minister of Finances on the order of developing national programs to be financed from the national budget (State Gasette, RTL 1998, 58/59,258)
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