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ABSTRACT
Empirical research dedicated to Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) is mostly
grounded on SEA systems guided by legal requirements, clearly stated procedures and
systematic use of SEA to policy- and plan-making. Nevertheless, a considerable parcel of
SEA practice is currently occurring in countries with no specific legislation or guidance to be
followed, i.e. non-regulated SEA systems. Therefore, it is important to understand how SEA is
performing in these countries and to establish whether related SEA systems are subject to the
same premises and perspectives of effectiveness that have been reported in literature so far.
The paper provides a comprehensive analysis of the state-of-practice in Brazil, based on best
practice analysis of SEA reports and interviews, reporting empirical evidence regarding the
use of SEA and its related timing, procedural performance and key players involved. Main
findings reveal an isolated instrument, embroidered in a disperse and unclear framework,
poorly coordinated and highly sensitive to circumstances. Provision of a structured system,
indicating clear purposes of SEA, systematic procedures and stakeholder’s responsibilities are
suggested as potentially relevant measures to balance current system’s flexibility, thus
fostering SEA effectiveness.
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1. Introduction

Despite different approaches guiding the use of
Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) to support
the formulation of policies, plans and programmes
(Sadler 2011), it seems to be consensual that to be
effective and secure an adequate level of integration
of environmental aspects in policy and plan-making, the
SEA process must: (i) focus on the development of
reasonable alternatives (Fischer 2007; Therivel 2010;
Sadler 2011); (ii) be driven by evidence (Fischer 2007);
(iii) adopt a baseline- or objectives-led approach
(Therivel 2010); and (iv) be flexible and adaptable to
specific contexts (Partidário 2010). Also, given the
potentially significant influence on the use of land,
resources and ecosystems, ‘SEA can be applied to positive
purpose as a means of promoting environmentally sound
and sustainable development, shifting from a “do least
harm” to a “do most good” approach’ (Sadler 2011, p. 2).

SEA is undertaken in an increasing number of
countries and organisations (Sadler 2011), spread in
more than 60 countries (Tetlow and Hanusch 2012),
including a diverse range of countries in which it is
guided by legal requirements, clearly stated proce-
dures, guidance and a systematic use in policy and
plan-making (e.g. member states of European Union,

Canada, Australia, Chile, China), and also a diverse
range of countries in which it is applied without the
support of a clearly structured SEA system (e.g. Brazil,
Mexico, Angola, New Zealand).

SEA practice in non-regulated contexts has been
expanding (Loayza 2012) and is often required (and
oriented) by development agencies (Sánchez and
Croal 2012; Tshibangu and Montaño 2016). However,
this context (absence of a regulated SEA system) can
stimulate the proliferation of different forms of SEA as
its meaning, purposes, proceedings, benefits, etc. can
be interpreted differently, leading to low effective
assessments (Margato and Sánchez 2014).

SEA research, though, has been particularly focused
on regulated SEA systems and a systematic use of SEA
(Fischer and Onyango 2012), lacking empirical studies
about SEA characteristics and performance in other con-
texts. Aiming to address this particular gap, this paper is
focused on the SEA practice in a non-regulated context,
its benefits and constraints, and lessons that could be
learnt. The paper is based on evidence produced by
empirical investigation regarding SEA performance in
Brazil, an emerging economy whose experience with
SEA relies on an ‘unregulated and experimental basis’
(Mota et al. 2014, p. 3).
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The paper provides a comprehensive analysis of SEA
practice in the country regarding the profile of SEAs
elaborated, considering the type of strategic actions
and sectors they have been applied to; the different
players involved (who?); the main motivations for the
use of SEA (why?); the SEA procedures (how?); and the
benefits and constraints derived from its use (with what
effect?). To this respect, 31 SEA reports (out of 38 SEAs
identified until 2016) were analysed using different
methods, complemented by semi-structured interviews
with key actors involved in five SEAs.

The paper consists of six sections. After this introduc-
tion, a review of international literature regarding the
flexibility of SEA systems and the implications to non-
regulated SEA systems is presented. This is followed by
the description of the methods that have supported the
research and the presentation of the outcomes consid-
ering an overview of SEA practice in Brazil, based on
three aspects: SEA motivation and contextual aspects;
best practice gap analysis; and stakeholder perceptions.
Finally, the results are discussed, and the paper con-
cludes synthesising its main findings and contributions.

2. SEA flexibility and implications to
non-regulated SEA systems

To a large extent, SEA theory has developed based on
principles of project-EIA (Fischer 2007; Sadler 2011). SEA
was therefore conceived both as an instrument as well as
a systematic process that should interact with decision
making process preferably since its very early stages
(Partidário 1996; Brown and Therivel 2000; Therivel 2010).

Bond et al. (2015) argue that this approach tends to
assume that the comprehension of reality and conse-
quent cause-effect relations can be enough to convince
decision makers to act accordingly. This approach
though has been largely criticised, given that planning
and decision rationalities are limited by different factors
(Fischer 2003). Thus, it has been argued that the tradi-
tional SEA approach (‘EIA-based SEA’) is unable to ade-
quately encompass the complexity of planning and
decision-making processes, especially because it ignores
some important contextual aspects such as power rela-
tions and values involved in planning process (Kørnøv
and Thissen 2000; Nitz and Brown 2001; Runhaar and
Driessen 2007), as well as uncertainties and lack of
information (Cherp et al. 2007; Bond et al. 2015).

To overcome these limitations, other approaches have
been proposed along the years (e.g. Partidário 2012),
emphasising that SEA should be more flexible and adap-
table to the context (Hilding-Rydevik and Bjarnadóttir
2007). Moreover, it has been argued that in addition to
assess the environmental effects of strategic decision
making, SEA should play a role in persuading planners
to think strategic actions in a more environmental
friendly way (Bina 2007; Partidário 2015). In this sense,
SEA is said to be based on communicative rationality

(Fischer 2003), using participative and collaborative
methodologies to promote the discussion of values and
obtain consensus (Kørnøv and Thissen 2000; Bina 2007).

Currently there is no universal SEA approach, but
instead a ‘family of instruments’ that varies within
a spectrum from less to more strategic SEA, delimited
on one end by ‘impact assessment-based SEA’ and on
the other end by ‘strategy-based SEA’ (Dalal-Clayton
and Sadler 2005; Noble and Nwanekezie 2017). The
first reflects the project-EIA tradition and is mostly
aligned to rational theory; the second is characterised
as a ‘process for driving institutional change’ and is
more sensitive to the institutional environment and
factors that influence decision-making contexts
(Wallington et al. 2007; Noble and Nwanekezie 2017).

Despite of different SEA approaches and concepts,
there is a common understanding regarding the main
principles that should drive its practice. In this sense,
what differentiates the SEA approaches is the extent
to which each principle is applied (Noble and
Nwanekezie 2017). For instance, the International
Association for Impact Assessment (IAIA, 2002) indi-
cates that a good-quality SEA process should be: (i)
integrated – ensuring the assessment of all strategic
decisions relevant to sustainable development,
addressing relevant biophysical, social and economic
aspects and tiered to relevant policies and projects; (ii)
sustainability-led; focused on key issues of sustainable
development and customised to each decision mak-
ing process; (iii) accountable; (iv) participative, inform-
ing and involving the stakeholders and (v) iterative,
providing the information early enough to influence
decision making process.

(Noble andNwanekezie 2017, p. 3) also highlight four
‘foundational principles’ that capture the basic features
of SEA: (i) SEA must be strategically focused, meaning
being focused on asking the right questions and on
influencing PPPs; (ii) SEA must explore strategic options,
assessing what is needed to achieve a desirable future
and its implications; (iii) SEA is nested in a larger system
of decision-making processes with multiple and
mutually influential tiers, and must influence them
(Fischer 2006; Arts et al. 2011); (iv) SEA must be sensitive
to the policy and decision-making context in which it is
applied, which will influence on its approach and design
(Hilding-Rydevik and Bjarnadóttir 2007).

The need for SEA to be sensitive and adaptable to
the context has been generally recognised and often
mentioned as a necessity to increase SEA’s capacity to
influence decision making and induce changes in PPP
making and decision-making routines (Bina 2007;
Hilding-Rydevik and Bjarnadóttir 2007; Sánchez and
Croal 2012; Partidário 2015). However, there is still an
ongoing debate on how flexible SEA systems and
procedures should be.

On one hand, it has been argued that SEA should
not rely only on standard procedures. Instead, it
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should be flexible enough to be adjusted to the flow
and dynamics of decision-making to adequately
involve key actors and enable dialogues towards
mutual understanding (Partidário 2015), which could
be achieved by adopting a constructive approach
(Lobos and Partidário 2014). On another hand, meth-
odological flexibility is said to lead to significant chal-
lenges to SEA practice, as it is usually guided by
generic guidelines that often result in practitioners’
and decision-makers’ doubts and criticism regarding
SEA effectiveness (White and Noble 2012).

Furthermore, there are some evidence showing that
a flexible SEA procedure is barely effective when deci-
sion-making processes are subject to a high level of
influence by political interests. In these cases, flexible
SEA procedures tend to legitimise non-accountable
and non-transparent decision-making processes
(Fischer and Gazzola 2006; Gazzola 2008).

Also, considering that SEA training and capabilities
are limited and the consideration of environmental
issues in PPP making is not yet fully endorsed, it has
been argued that systematic procedural requirements
play a fundamental role to the maturity of SEA sys-
tems (Walker et al. 2016). In this sense, well defined
procedures seem to enable SEA to provide valuable
information and public participation (Montis 2013;
Slunge and Tran 2014).

2.1. Non-regulated SEA systems

Herein an SEA system is understood as composed by
a set of elements according to Therivel (1993), e.g.
SEA purposes and objectives, procedures, level of
decisions in which SEA will be applied, stakeholders’
responsibilities and level of integration to decisions.

Formal and clearly regulated SEA systems constitute
the most common context in which SEA is applied and
also is more frequently reported in literature (Fischer and
Onyango 2012). In these cases, SEA is usually mandatory
for certain types of PPPs and systematically applied. For
example, this is the case of all European Union member
states following the SEA Directive 2001/42/EC.

By its turn, non-regulated SEA systems add
a different perspective to SEA theory and practice.
The lack of legally established objectives, procedures,
screening criteria etc. is a peculiar feature of SEA
worldwide, as verified in Loayza (2012), McGimpsey
and Morgan (2013), Montaño et al. (2014), Sánchez-
Triana and Enriquez (2007), Tshibangu and Montaño
(2016) and Victor and Agamuthu (2014).

Although there is no consensus related to whether
a mandatory SEA would perform better than non-
mandatory (Ashe and Marsden 2011; Kelly et al.
2012; Morrison-Saunders and Pope 2013; João and
McLauchlan 2014), a growing body of literature sug-
gests that clear guidance, objectives and purpose
contribute to enhance the performance of SEA

systems in non-regulated contexts (Madrid et al.
2011; Montaño et al. 2014; Olagunju and Gunn 2014;
Victor and Agamuthu 2014).

Moreover, favourable arguments to a regulated con-
text include: the comprehension of formal regulations
as a warrant to the ‘creation of room’ in plan-making to
apply the instrument and therefore to pursue best prac-
tices based on explicit guidance and cumulated experi-
ence (Wirutskulshai et al. 2011; Montaño et al. 2014); the
adaptation of SEA principles to context-specific needs
and policy-making procedures (Madrid et al. 2011); the
allocation of resources for SEA practice and perfor-
mance evaluation (Wirutskulshai et al. 2011); the assur-
ance that both SEA and plan outcomes will be
implemented and monitored (Retief 2008); the need of
a solid statutory framework to coordinate the SEA sys-
tem and prevent that relevant issues are not properly
taken into account (Kelly et al. 2012).

From a different perspective, it has been suggested
that SEA implementation should not start with manda-
tory requirements, but should be gradually internalised
by the country and the community of practitioners,
allowing institutional capacity building and learning,
stronger ownership of SEA and avoiding red tape
(World Bank et al., 2011; Slunge and Loayza 2012;
Mota et al. 2014). Nevertheless, the inherent limitation
of legislation/regulation to influence other relevant
aspects to SEA effectiveness such as stakeholders’ com-
mitment, power structure and culture (Hansen et al.
2013; Martin and Morrison-Saunders 2015) and positive
experiences reported in informal contexts (Kelly et al.
2012; Martin andMorrison-Saunders 2015) stimulate the
debate regarding how much flexibility is enough in SEA
systems, which is a relevant topic both to regulated and
non-regulated contexts to discuss SEA design, imple-
mentation and revision.

3. Methodological procedures

This paper is focused on the implications of a non-
regulated and flexible context to the effectiveness of
a SEA system. In order to obtainmore information about
SEA applications in non-regulated contexts, the reader is
referred to the works of González et al. (2014), Jackson
and Dixon (2006), McGimpsey and Morgan (2013),
Montañez-Cartaxo (2014), Montaño et al. (2014),
Oberling et al. (2013), Retief (2007, 2008), and
Tshibangu and Montaño (2016).

To provide a comprehensive analysis of the SEA
practice in a non-regulated context, the case of Brazil
was investigated considering three main aspects:

(i) the profile of SEA system based on the SEAs
elaborated from 1994 to 2016;

(ii) procedural performance of SEAs elaborated
from 1994 to 2016;

(iii) perceived benefits and constraints of SEA.

IMPACT ASSESSMENT AND PROJECT APPRAISAL 3



3.1. Profile of SEA system in Brazil

This stage has considered SEA reports finished until
December, 2016, identified in literature and by direct
research in databases of federal and state depart-
ments/ministries and agencies, multilateral develop-
ment agencies (World Bank and Inter-American
Development Bank) and consultancy firms.

31 SEA reports (out of 38 identified at that moment,
or 82% of total) were fully accessed, thus allowing to
classify the following aspects, pointed by Therivel (1993)
and Von Seht (1999) as relevant issues of a SEA system:

(i) the type of strategic action (plans, programmes
and ‘structural projects’) and the sector of
application;

(ii) the key players involved (who has required the
SEA? who was the proponent of the strategic
action? who has prepared the SEA report?); and

(iii) the main motivations/purposes for SEA
elaboration.

3.2. SEA procedural performance

Based on previous quality review packages, a selected
excerpt of the professional literature and SEA guide-
lines and international principles, 16 best practice
criteria were defined and organised in a generic SEA
procedural framework (Table 1). SEA reports were
then submitted to content analysis following
Krippendorff (2003) that allowed the categorisation
of the information according to the correspondence
to each criterion. The compliance with best practice
criteria was verified and graded applying a 3-level
scoring system, similar to what was applied in pre-
vious work (Fischer 2010; Lemos et al. 2012;
McGimpsey and Morgan 2013). To minimise bias, the
score system was simplified to three clearly distinct
levels (‘satisfactory’, ‘somewhat satisfactory’ and ‘not
met’). The first six reports were reviewed twice, which
helped to calibrate the reviewer’s perception.

The grades’ frequency was calculated and plotted
to each criterion (similar to Fischer 2010), thus allow-
ing to be interpreted in terms of compliance to best-
practice criteria. Considering some particularities of
the SEA System in Brazil, two groups were analysed
separately: (i) SEA reports prepared according to the
same requirements; and (ii) SEA reports prepared
according to the same guidance and methodological
orientation. Both groups (Control Group #1 and #2)
were then compared by contrast.

3.3. Perceived benefits and constraints related to
SEA

The benefits of SEA vary from visible and sometimes
measurable effects on decision making to less

tangible effects and outcomes (Tetlow and Hanusch
2012). Also, factors such as timing and the integration
to the planning processes are understood as con-
straints to the SEA process and, consequently, con-
straints to its potential benefits (Cashmore et al. 2004;
Stoeglehner et al. 2009; Van Buuren and Nooteboom
2009; Gachechiladze-Bozhesku and Fischer 2012; Van
Doren et al. 2013). Considering that, in order to pro-
vide a more comprehensive understanding of SEA
system of Brazil, perceived benefits and constraints
were analysed.

The identification of benefits from and constraints
to SEA was supported by semi-structured interviews
conducted with key actors, asked to comment about
their experience in SEA processes, considering the
following topics:

– when SEA was initiated (timing);
– the expected benefits from SEA elaboration;
– the level of integration between SEA and plan-
ning teams;

– SEA benefits and contributions for the planning
process and decision making (e.g. provision of
information, influence in final decision,
transparency);

– the extent to which planning process and deci-
sion making would be different without SEA.

The content of the interviews was analysed, exploring
explicit content and implicit meanings (Franco 2007).
Data gathered were thematically organised and inter-
preted following the approach adopted by Matthews
and Ross (2010) considering two broad themes – ‘per-
ceived benefits’ and ‘perceived constraints’ – and
categories and subcategories defined based on the
interviews’ content.

Interviewees were selected opportunistically, trying
to balance the profile of key actors involved in SEA
preparation: proponents of strategic actions, institu-
tions that requested SEA and consulting firms. In total,
six actors were interviewed: a representative of a state
department that was the proponent of a strategic
action; representatives of two environmental agencies
that required SEAs and a representative of the Public
Prosecution’s Office that supported the requirement;
and representatives of two consultancy firms (which
were responsible for 30% of the SEA reports consid-
ered in this paper).

The interviewees have been involved in five differ-
ent SEA processes, considered to be a fair sample
compared to the 31 SEAs analysed. These have
included four SEAs required by state government
and one motivated by private investors. It is relevant,
though, to clarify that the sample size was not
intended to be representative. Rather, it supports an
exploratory approach to identify benefits and con-
straints of SEA in this particular context.
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4. Results

4.1. Profile of SEAs: contextual aspects and
motivations

Regarding to the type of strategic action SEA was
applied to, most of SEAs analysed in this paper were
applied to programmes and structural projects, which
denotes the prevalence of lower strategic levels
(Figure 1). Some controversial SEAs have been largely
criticised due to their proximity to ‘large EIAs’ limited to
the assessment of projects (Sánchez and Silva-Sánchez
2008; Silva et al. 2014). In this context, it was considered

relevant to use the term ‘structural projects’ to describe
the strategic action assessed in seven SEAs, referring to
large infrastructure projects with potential to change
the development of a region (MMA, 2002).

Regarding the sector in which they were applied,
applications to energy and transport correspond to
68% of the universe of SEAs in the country (Figure 2).

Interestingly, a characteristic of the Brazilian sys-
tem (and perhaps a characteristic of non-regulated
SEA systems in general) is that the proponent of the
strategic action (Figure 3) is usually not the same
agent that requires the preparation of the SEA
(Figure 4).

In fact, only five SEAs (13%) occurred following an
initiative of the proponent of the strategic action. The
others weremotivated by different stakeholders, such as
and federal/state government. Federal and state gov-
ernments have demanded 14 SEAs (usually through
environmental agencies), followed by Multilateral
Developing Agencies (MDAs) with 9 SEAs. Government
and MDAs acted jointly as the motivator of SEA in other
four cases. Private initiative has motivated the occur-
rence of two SEAs.

Another characteristic of the SEA system in Brazil is
that virtually all SEAs were prepared by consultancy
firms (28 cases out of 31 analysed). In-house prepara-
tion has only happened in three situations (one of
them with the support of a consultancy firm).

Regarding the motivations for the use of SEA, four
main arguments were identified: (i) to support (facil-
itate) the environmental licensing of projects, anticipat-
ing relevant issues; (ii) to fill in the gaps of project-EIA,
e.g. evaluating a group of projects instead of individual

Table 1. Procedural performance assessment: criteria and grades.
Procedural performance criteria Grades

Screening A (Satisfactory) The task is generally well performed, and clearly presented
on the SEA report, with no omissions

B (Somewhat satisfactory) Some parts were accomplished, but the whole
task is not clearly described in SEA report or there are significant
omissions

C (Not met) The task was not accomplished at all or it was not mentioned
in SEA report

1) Clearly justifies the need for SEA application. (f)

2) Describes the content and purposes of the SEA object (PPP). (a, d, e)

Scoping
3) Identifies relevant Policies, Plans and Programmes and analyses the
links with the SEA object. (a, c, d, e, g)

4) Clearly describes the current state of environment (baseline). (a, d, e, f)

5) Identifies and justifies key environmental issues, relevant to the SEA
(significant issues that may be the focus of the assessment). (c, d, f)

6) Clearly presents the SEA purposes and objectives. (a, b, d, f, g)

7) Clearly defines objectives for sustainability. (a, b, d, e, f, g)

8) Defines indicators and uses them to support the assessment. (d, g)

Assessment and Monitoring
9) Presents the likely environmental evolution without SEA object (do
nothing alternative). (a, d, e, g)

10) Presents strategic alternatives. (a, b, c, f, g)

11) Identifies and evaluates possible environmental consequences of
the alternatives presented. (a, b, e, f, g)

12) Presents mitigation measures. (a, b, e, g)

13) Proposes a strategy for monitoring the environmental effects. (a, b, e, f, g)

Consultation and Transparency
14) Interested authorities are consulted through the many SEA process
stages (scoping, assessment and report). (a, b, c, f, g)

15) Public consultation was carried out through the many stages of
SEA process (scoping, assessment and report). (a, b, c, f, g)

16) The SEA report is available to the public and easy to access. (a, c, h)

a) CEC (2001); b) Fischer (2007); c) IAIA (2002) d) Polido and Ramos (2015); e) UNECE (2003); f) Retief (2006); g) Therivel (2010), h) Therivel and Minas (2002).

Figure 1. Strategic level of SEAs.
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ones, considering a broader spatial and time scale and,
also, cumulative impacts; (iii) to support the elabora-
tion of development strategies to a region or a sector;
(iv) to meet the safeguard policies of MDAs and to
support a loan agreement.

These motivations match the perceived potential
benefits of SEA elaboration in Brazil as identified by
Margato and Sánchez (2014) based in literature

review, and reaffirm the revealed prevalence of
using SEA with a closer proximity to the project level.

Synthetically, three main characteristics of SEA
practice in Brazil can be observed:

(1) the prevalence of project-type SEAs (the assess-
ments are by at large applied to ‘structural
projects’ and programmes);

Figure 2. Number of SEAs by sector.

Figure 3. Proponents of the strategic action.
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(2) the adoption of a reactive approach, once
a frequent motivation for SEA was to overcome
shortcomings identified during project EIA;

(3) the influence of multilateral development
agencies, in a considerable number of SEAs.

4.2. SEA procedural performance

The outcomes presented in Figure 5 reveal some
aspects of Brazilian SEA system that may be related
to the high level of flexibility of non-regulated
contexts.

In particular, it is noted a reasonable proximity to
best practice in different aspects of the SEA process,

with 70% or more of SEA reports demonstrating the
compliance to best practice criteria. In this case, it was
verified a clear description of why SEA was needed
(criterion 1) and a clear description of the state of the
environment (criterion 4). Also, mitigation measures
were satisfactorily presented (criterion 12) in 80% of
cases. Moreover, the description of the purpose of the
strategic action (criterion 2), the identification of key
environmental issues (criterion 5) and a clear descrip-
tion of SEA purposes (criterion 6) were done well in
68% of cases.

On the other hand, the shortcomings are related to
the establishment of sustainable objectives (criterion 7)
and to the definition and use of indicators (criterion 8),

Figure 4. Institutions requiring SEA.

Figure 5. Procedural performance: score frequency vs. best practice criterion.
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thus revealing a relevant gap in the practice of SEA in
Brazil that needs to be addressed. Besides, strategic
alternatives (criterion 10) were satisfactorily developed
only in 8 cases (out of 31) and public consultation and
participation (criterion 15) showed to be practically
non-existent during the preparation of the SEA report.

Curiously, despite the good performance in pre-
senting mitigation measures (as previously men-
tioned), this is not accompanied by the subsequent
definition of a monitoring strategy or follow-up
scheme (criterion 13).

These aspects are quite similar to the performance
of Brazilian EIAs applied to projects, in which the
description of the environment and the development
of mitigation measures are usually well done, but
other aspects such as the evaluation of alternatives
and public participation are comprehended as one of
the most relevant project-EIA weaknesses (Glasson
and Salvador 2000; Kirchhoff et al. 2007; Lima and
Magrini 2010).

Some of the gaps found in Brazil are similar to what
was previously reported for other SEA systems, which
also include monitoring (Fischer 2010; Montis 2013),
public participation (Partidário 2010; Montis 2013)
and development of alternatives (Fischer 2010; Montis
2013; González et al. 2015). It suggests these aspects
are still a challenge to SEA worldwide and may not
constitute a singularity of non-regulated SEA systems.

A relevant aspect of the outcomes is related to the
discrepancies of performance when taking each criter-
ion individually. In other words, the number of reports
that had met each criterion is highly variable – thus

showing the practice in Brazil gives no sign of
a standard quality, nor a basic level of quality.

Given the outcomes reported by Fischer et al.
(2011), Ireland EPA (2012) and Partidário (2010),
respectively to SEA reports prepared in England,
Ireland and Portugal, arguably a certain standard
level of quality may be related to a systematic (and
usually mandatory) use of SEA and related guidance.
Therefore, substantial differences of approaches and
procedures to conduct the assessments, as well as in
the quality of reports, may be expected in non-
regulated contexts, similar to what was already
reported in the present paper.

There is consensus in literature about the influence
of contextual factors in SEA performance (Fischer and
Gazzola 2006; Fischer 2007; Bina 2008; Jha-Thakur
et al. 2009; Montis 2013). In fact, based on the analysis
of SEA reports, two groups of SEAs have stood out
and been analysed separately. The first group is con-
stituted by 10 SEAs prepared according to the
requirements of the Inter-American Development
Bank (IDB) and, therefore, needed to follow the
bank’s specific guidelines. The second group includes
10 SEAs prepared by two different consultancy firms
which have been trained and are quite experienced in
both a particular approach and methodological gui-
dance (Oberling et al. 2013; Silva et al. 2014).

Figures 6 and 7 present the score frequency calcu-
lated for each criterion, respectively to the aforemen-
tioned groups. It is relevant to mention that only one
case was repeated in both groups, which secures their
mutual independency.

Figure 6. Procedural performance evaluation: scores frequency in Group #1 (SEAs prepared according to IDB’s requirements).
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There are clear differences in the outcomes from
Groups #1 and #2. SEA reports prepared to respond to
the safeguard policies of a financial institution (Group
#1), and therefore prepared according to the bank’s
guidelines, have repeated the same performance pro-
file as obtained to the whole set of SEA reports,
performing poorly to the criteria related to scoping,
assessment and consultation. Conversely, SEA reports
that were prepared by experienced consultancy firms
following the same approach and guidance (Group
#2) have performed well to those criteria, with
a substantial decrease in the ‘C’ grade (i.e. issues
that were not addressed at all). This may be partially
reflecting contextual aspects related to the expertise
of the actors involved in these SEAs, but also the
positive aspects of the voluntary adoption of an inter-
national guideline – thus somehow filling the gap of
a procedural guideline in the Brazilian context – simi-
lar to what was reported by Loayza (2012), OECD

(2012), and Tetlow and Hanusch (2012) referring to
other ‘non-regulated’ SEA contexts.

Nevertheless, a common feature of both groups is
the poor performance to ‘consultation and transpar-
ency’ criteria, mainly in terms of describing how other
authorities and the public were engaged to the SEA
process.

4.3. Perceived benefits and constraints

Interview results (Table 2) indicate that perceived con-
straints mentioned by SEA practitioners are related to
the planning context and the current SEA system,
which seems to be hindering better-quality assess-
ments. At the same time, perceived benefits are
mainly related to the promotion of changes in plan-
ning routines. Interviews excerpts are presented in
Table 3 to illustrate the benefits and constraints
identified.

Figure 7. Procedural performance evaluation: scores frequency in Group #2 (same approach and methodological guidance).

Table 2. SEA benefits and constraints perceived by key-players.
Perceived SEA benefits Constraints

Communication Planning context
Promote communication between sectors and stakeholders that barely work
together

Resistance of some institutions
Structure of public administration

Unification of concepts and purposes Transience of public administration
Pressure to assess only individual projects

Information
Gathering and sharing information SEA system
The use of scenario analysis to support future decisions Dependency of individual initiatives

Late start (timing)
Creation of opportunities No space for discussing alternatives

Promote ‘room’ for institutions with low budget to include their agenda in
discussions

Support subsequent/complementary decisions

Lack of knowledge
No guarantee to the use of SEA recommendations
Lack of definition of responsibilities for monitoring and
follow-up
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According to the interviewees, SEA is credited to
promote opportunities to enhance the communication
between different sectors and stakeholders that other-
wise would barely work together, to unify some con-
cepts and purposes, gathering and sharing information,
which are desirable characteristics of an instrument that
is to be used as a platform to future decisions.

Nevertheless, despite these opportunities, there
is no guarantee that the information and recommen-
dations delivered would actually be adopted, as
there is no mechanism in place to make it
mandatory, nor any definition of responsibilities
and accountability mechanisms like monitoring and
follow-up.

Table 3. Interviews excerpts organized by themes, categories and subcategories.
Theme Category Subcategory Interview excerpt

Perceived
SEA
benefits

Communication Promote communication between
sectors and stakeholders that barely
work together

‘In the end of the day putting people from transport, energy,
environment, water resources in the same room is a [SEA] benefit
in itself.’ (Consultancy Firm)

Unification of concepts and purposes ‘I feel the main benefit of this process was the unification of some
understandings about concepts and purposes.’ (Secretary of
Development).
‘During the elaboration of the studies, the first reports and their
involvement, they understood: it is important because we cut out
part of the [actual] EIA for projects and we can focus it in what it
should do [. . .]’ (Secretary of Environment)

Information Gather and share information ‘The demand was to verify the chances to expand the hydropower
plants through an environmentally-sound path.’ (Consultancy
Firm).
‘[. . .] social actors never know anything; within the public sector
[. . .] there is no correct information about the process, about
what will happen [. . .].’ (Consultancy Firm)
‘There was a great expectancy in the municipal councils, but also
a great ignorance.’ (Secretary of Development)

Draw scenarios that support future
decisions

‘During the elaboration of the studies, the first reports and their
involvement, they understood: it is important because we cut out
part of the [actual] EIA for projects and we can focus it in what it
should do [. . .]’ (Secretary of Environment)

Creation of
opportunities

Promote ‘room’ for institutions with
low budget to include their agenda
in discussions

‘[. . .] the secretariats that have low budget and that need more
institutional and political autonomy saw in SEA a tool to
subsidize their own programmes’ (Secretary of Development)

Support subsequent/complementary
decisions

‘[. . .] as the decision was [already] made, what would be the
medium and long-term scenarios that might come with this
decision? What are the policies that other sectors will implement
to mitigate or enhance this future scenario? That is the
importance of the assessment.’ (Secretary of Environment).

Constraints
faced

Planning context Resistance of some institutions ‘[. . .] the government is so segmented that when you start acting in
a theme that it transversal, that have interactions with other
institutions, people get bothered.’ (Secretary of Development)
‘Inside state government there was interest [in applying SEA], but
it was not homogeneous.’ (Secretary of Environment)

Structure of public administration ‘[. . .] the government is so segmented that when you start acting in
a theme that is transversal, that have interactions with other
institutions, people get bothered.’ (Secretary of Development)

Transience of public administration ‘transience of public administration, especially of decision makers’
(Secretary of Environment)

Pressure to assess only individual
projects

‘The SEA did not help the environmental licensing. There is a big
pressure for licensing individual projects.’ (Secretary of
Environment)

SEA system Dependency in individual initiatives ‘the merit is for these people, who had the vision to instigate
a good discussion’ (Consultancy Firm)

Late start (timing) ‘[. . .] as the decision was [already] made, what would be the
medium and long-term scenarios that might come with this
decision? [. . .].’ (Secretary of Environment).
‘SEA tried to meet some demands that we had in the
government [. . .]. One of them was to understand the developing
process of the port [. . .], but also the consequences of the
investments in petroleum and gas.’ (Secretary of Development)

No space for discussing alternatives ‘Discussion of alternatives has been the main failure of Brazilian
SEAs, as the decision is already done. [. . .] You will remain
discussing a million of alternatives, but not the main ones,
because the decision is [already] made.’ (Consultancy Firm)

Lack of knowledge ‘In the beginning, the environmental licensing sector did not
support SEA. Consultants also do not understand it’ (Consultancy
Firm)

No necessity (guarantee) to use the
SEA information and
recommendations

‘As it does not have legal power, it is voluntary, the decision-makers
are not considering anything, they are just getting informed
[. . .].’(Consultancy Firm)

Absence of responsibilities for
monitoring and follow-up

‘[mechanisms for monitoring] were cogitated, but as it was the end
of the government mandate and we even had got budget for the
SEA itself, it was decided to consider that later, within the
different departments’. (Secretary of Development)
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In this context, the adoption of SEA’s recommenda-
tions ‘highly depends on the circumstances, especially on
the people involved in plan – and decision-making pro-
cesses, and the extent to which they embrace the instru-
ment’ (Secretary of Environment). However, it may be
difficult to embrace SEA in a non-mandatory context
because of the lack of familiarity to SEA practice (even
within environmental agencies and consultancy firms),
and also because of the ‘transience of public administra-
tion, especially of decision makers’ (Secretary of
Environment). Thus, even when the gap of knowledge
is fulfilled (usually through practice), this knowledge is
often put aside after a short period of time.

As mentioned by five interviewees, even the use of
SEA itself is strongly dependent on the circumstances,
as they were often an initiative of an individual (e.g.
from a government agency or department) with pre-
vious knowledge about the instrument, who was
already convinced that it could be helpful in that par-
ticular situation. According to a representative of
a consultancy firm, ‘the merit is for these people, who
had the vision to instigate a good discussion’. In this
context, SEA needs to be known by a key stakeholder –
empowered enough to influence the planning pro-
cess – to find some room for SEA to be applied.

Concerning the moment in which the SEA started,
four (out of five) SEAs mentioned by the interviewees
initiated after a major decision was taken (related to
the implementation of a structural project). These
SEAs were referred by two interviewees as ‘SEAs of
already-made decisions’, which were limited to deal
with subsequent/complementary decisions, such as
the definition of impact mitigation measures and
recommendations regarding other public policies to
ease the integration of new developments to the
affected territory. As a consequence, alternatives
have focused on the effects of strategic actions and
not on the strategic action itself.

Interestingly, as could be seen in Table 3, the per-
ceived SEA benefits are not directly related to the
influence on the strategic action, thus explaining the
low level of substantive effectiveness, but rather to
the promotion of improved communication between
sector and stakeholders and to the creation of differ-
ent opportunities, which indicate the SEA capability to
help overcoming some of the constraints related to
planning context.

Table 3 summarizes and exemplifies the perceived
benefits and constraints identified.

5. Discussion

Although the number of SEAs prepared in Brazil (38
until 2016) can be assumed as irrelevant compared to
other contexts where SEA is systematically applied
(e.g. the 287 SEAs prepared in eight years in Ireland
(Ireland EPA, 2012)), it is quite representative of a non-

regulated context (e.g. Montaño et al. (2014) have
mentioned a total of 6 SEAs prepared in Angola, 13
in Mozambique, 13 in Mexico and 50 in South Africa
to a similar period). Thus, the analysis of the practice
in Brazil is relevant to understand the purposes and
mechanisms involving the use of SEA in other non-
regulated contexts.

Considering the evidence produced in this paper,
we suggest that the practice of SEA in Brazil is influ-
enced by a number of contextual components that
includes: (i) the motives to be applied; (ii) the stake-
holders involved; and (iii) the quality of reports, which
reflects on SEA performance and effectiveness.

Broadly speaking, SEA was usually required to sup-
port project-level decision-making, as a reactive
assessment which has started after main decisions
were taken. This can explain, to a large extent, why
the benefits reported by interviewees were basically
related to the process rather than to the strategic
action, as previously mentioned, thus corroborating
what was reported by Montaño et al. (2013) and
Margato and Sánchez (2014) regarding the substantial
constraint of the strategic dimensions of SEA, as there
is little (if any) room to influence on main decisions.
Added to the low quality of SEA reports, this may be
resulting in just ‘another loop in the usually long and
time consuming road to project approval’ as Sánchez
and Silva-Sánchez (2008, pg. 522) have already
referred to a particular SEA in Brazil.

The strategic dimension was also found a weakness
in SEAs required by the Inter-American Bank, in which
the main purpose reported was to comply with the
bank’s requirements, thus reinforcing the relevance of
the role that MDAs can play in non-regulated contexts
(Loayza 2012; Tshibangu and Montaño 2016).

State and federal government (especially through
environmental agencies) have requested a number of
SEAs in Brazil, in a clear illustration of the bottom-up
approach (from project-EIA to SEA). In these cases,
both the necessity and opportunity to evaluate envir-
onmental impacts in a broader scale were identified
during the design of projects and SEA was under-
stood as the adequate instrument to be applied at
that moment. None of the cases included SEA as part
of a policy or even as an institutional routine –
instead, the decision to use SEA in a particular situa-
tion was dependent of specific circumstances, institu-
tional culture, political interests and even of the
individuals involved in planning and decision-making
processes. In this sense, each assessment represents
an isolated process, which has also been reported as
a characteristic of SEA in other non-regulated contexts
as Mexico (Montañez-Cartaxo 2014) and Asian and
African countries (Slunge and Loayza 2012).

Despite the lack of evidence related to the promo-
tion of learning through the practice of SEA as
described by Kidd et al. (2011), the findings reveal
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interesting features in the Brazilian context, such as
the cumulated experience of consultancies that were
involved in SEA processes and, therefore, were able to
consolidate the procedures and methods applied (as
described, for example, by Silva et al. 2014).

On the other hand, constraints regarding learning
through practice might be hindering SEA effective-
ness, which reinforces the ‘unconsolidated’ aspect of
the SEA system in Brazil, suggested by Montaño et al.
(2014, p. 13) as being strongly influenced by ‘non-
mandatory SEAs, where objectives and procedures
were unclear and where practice and resulting learning
is limited and rather disperse’.

Thus, based on Brazilian practice, it is possible to
argue that in the absence of a consolidated SEA sys-
tem the use of SEA is generally attached to contextual
factors and does not foster enough capacity building.
Bond et al. (2013) reported the difficult of impact
assessment in general to promote ‘learning by
doing’, which is related to the inability to promote
critical reflections of previous practice. In this sense,
the aforementioned authors reinforce the importance
of follow-up to improve the learning process.

In summary, SEA practice in Brazil is defined by its low
strategic dimension, supported by an unconsolidated
system and isolated from the planning system, which
tends to be perpetuated by the low capacity of learning.
In this sense, improved practice seems to be constrained
both by the planning context (e.g. characteristics of pub-
lic administration, pressure to assess individual projects)
and by the characteristics of the ‘SEA system’ that is being
forged by practice. However, even with these constraints,
some SEA benefits were perceived in practice, demon-
strating the potential of SEA to stimulate improvements
in the planning context, especially in terms of a better
information flow and by supporting communication
between stakeholders and institutions.

An alternative to deal with some constraints and
the ‘unconsolidated’ aspect of the SEA system would
be the establishment of a clear definition to the
objectives, responsibilities and procedures for SEA
through regulations and guidelines (Malvestio and
Montaño 2013; Montaño et al. 2014; Mota et al.
2014), even though there are divergent opinions
related to the effectiveness of establishing formal
regulations for SEA and what would be the benefits
related to informal practices (e.g. Kelly et al. 2012;
Martin and Morrison-Saunders 2015).

Clearly, the situation in non-regulated contexts is
significantly different and, based on the reported experi-
ence in Brazil, not enough to promote a consistent SEA
system compared to regulated contexts. Anyway, even
considering the fact that formal procedures are not
enough to change mindsets and guarantee that SEA
will lead to environmentally better decisions (Fischer
2006; Bond et al. 2013), the clear definition of methodo-
logical approaches and procedures are deemed as

important aspects to support SEA to deal with the
most relevant questions for the assessments (Bond
et al. 2013) and to be consistent enough to stimulate
the consideration of the main recommendations (Kelly
et al. 2012).

6. Conclusions

In pursuing empirical evidence and a detailed account
of SEA practice in a non-regulated context, this paper
investigated the SEA practice in Brazil, identifying its
main characteristics, as well as perceived benefits and
constraints.

The results reinforce and advance previous knowl-
edge about SEA in non-mandatory contexts, indicat-
ing that: (i) SEA practice has a weak strategic
dimension; (ii) despite the absence of regulation,
most SEAs were required by the government (usually
through the environmental agency) or by a MDA, and
the criteria to define whether SEA would be necessary
depends on the circumstances; (iii) SEA is being used
as an isolated instrument and dispersed among sev-
eral institutions; (iv) SEA is highly influenced by spe-
cific circumstances and stakeholders involved in SEA
processes; (v) the development of the SEA system is
limited by a context of low learning capacity through
practice and (vi) even with all the constraints, benefits
related to communication, information and creation
of opportunities were perceived.

Given the empirical evidence reported, it is to con-
clude that the combination of contextual aspects and
a non-regulated SEA system in Brazil is hindering
a more consistent application of the instrument and
delaying both the organisation and the improvement
of the system as a whole. As a result, screening and
scoping are based on unclear criteria, with no stan-
dard procedures or guidance to SEA application and
the capacity of learning through practice is low. In this
sense, the practice of SEA is not promoting
a significant contribution to the organisation and
improvement of the Brazilian SEA system.

Based on our findings, we advocate the regulation
of SEA as an alternative to fulfil some of the gaps
reported, firstly promoting a common ground to the
instrument, which most certainly reflects on the char-
acteristics and the performance of SEA within the
country. Nonetheless, further research of SEA practice
in other non-regulated contexts is needed to better
clarify the links to the unconsolidated and vulnerable
aspects of the SEA system reported in this paper.

There is a range of possibilities related to the adapta-
tion of SEA approaches to the Brazilian context, which
still needs further investigation. However, this will inevi-
tably include the development of a framework to guide
and support the use of SEA in the country which con-
siders the gaps reported in this paper regarding: (i)
a clear definition of SEA objectives and its integration
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to the planning process; (ii) incentives to elaborate SEA
in more strategic levels and with adequate timing and
(iii) the definition of procedures, including the provision
of adequate information and communication.
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