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Customers as Decision-makers:

Strategic Environmental Assessment in the Private Sector

Summary

Despite its diversification and global spread, strategic envirormhesisessment (SEA)
remains limited mainly to activities characterised by wlefined planning processes,
typically within the public sector. This article explores fhessible application of SEA
within certain private sector contexts where higher levetegfyamaking itself is inherently
weaker and development is often piecemeal and reactive. The peskiptation of SEA to
the preparation of a strategic document by a particular induswiatern in the UK is
examined, which draws attention to the multi-actor nature of develdppnecesses within
the industry. This leads to the suggestion that SEA in this ssttiimgid be thought of as a
form of environmental advocacy oriented towards industrial customérs,ave understood

as sharing a decision-making role in infrastructure development.
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Introduction

The notion that strategic environmental assessment (SEA) shosidficeently flexible in its
approach for it to be adapted to a diverse range of strategosat now broadly accepted
(Marsden, 1998; Partidario,1999, 2000; Verheem and Tonk, 2000). This principbevis
being demonstrated in a multiplicity of contexts, as SEA is bapmied in different settings
around the world, at various levels of strategic planning andlatiore to a wide range of
activities (Dalal-Clayton and Sadler, 2005; Joeésal, 2005; Schmidet al, 2005). This
reinforces an underlying conviction that environmental assessment shoptedbieed ever
more widely and should bring its influence to bear upon all developmecegses that have

significant environmental implications.

Along with this drive for the diversification and spread of SE®#erdion has turned to the
decision-making processes that the proponents of SEA are ultinsaiking to influence
(Kgrngv and Thissen, 2000; Nilsson and Dalkmann, 2001). It is increaseighhdt the
earlier focus of SEA, on simply shaping the formation of stragegposals, was naive, as it
neglected the realities of how strategic proposals are hamdlader decision-making arenas.
So there has been a growing consensus that decision-making psotesaselves need to be
better understood, and even carefully analysed, so that SEA canidgieede® maximise its
influence within them (Nitz and Brown, 2001; Partidario, 2005).

However, underlying this shift of focus to the decision-makingedision of strategic

planning, and the willingness to shape SEA accordingly, therad@ger of assuming that
‘decision-making’ itself is a coherent and unified exerciseried out by an authoritative
body. Previous notions about the logical formation of strategic patgpand their translation
into decisions may simply be transferred to the newly identifirocess of decision-making,
which is now seen as SEA’s principal target. For example, oneagpto SEA currently

being advocated requires a careful analysis of ‘the decisakmg process’ which, it is

assumed, necessarily contains ‘decision windows’ “where driticaices are made”, and
where SEA should therefore concentrate its efforts (Catadlj 2004, page 45).

In many contexts, the assumption that decisions are made in dispuinse to strategic
options, and are made by bodies with the authority to implement theyrhenastified. To
date, SEA has been practiced mostly in relation to activiieas come within relatively



centralised planning structures. This has typically involved the qudactor or other
institutions in which there are well-established, strong datisiaking procedures. This
expectation is reflected in the European Union’s ‘SEA Direct{(&C, 2001) (referred to
below as the Directive), which places SEA in the hands of autsnitith the competence to

adopt the plans or programmes to which it applies.

However, when attention turns away from clearly defined procedst#ss kind, to more
open-ended and diffuse activities, strategic ‘decision-making’ Imeamuch more difficult to
locate. There may be no authoritative proposals or documents on whiakuatidecisions
are based, and strategic decision-makers may not be deanlyfiable. It is possible, for
example, that the planning of some activities takes place irca-pieal and highly localised
fashion, in the absence of adequate strategic frameworks. tHere, may be no clear
strategic decisions to guide development, let alone that SEA cintsehape. This is
particularly likely to be the case in relation to activitiglsich lie outside strong, centralised
planning structures — most notably in the context of some privatersactivities. So in
considering the ‘realities’ of decision-making, its weakreasd ill-defined nature in certain

settings must be taken into account.

This is a feature that has, in fact, come to light in studigsoss$ibly applying SEA to the
activities of privatised utilities in the UK (Byron and Sheate, 1997; Slke¢ale2004; Jay and
Marshall, 2005). Here, private companies are responsible for leatge-and dispersed
infrastructure usually inherited from state-owned enterpriseswhig¢h now operate in a
business-oriented and competitive environment. This significantlyplocates the forward
planning of their activities, not to mention the overall strategammhg of the industrial
sectors of which they form a part. This is unpromising ground for S&Aong as it is

conceptualised as an accompaniment to authoritative, high-level planning.

This could lead to the conclusion that SEA is inappropriate in gettags, and that it should
limit itself to the public sector activities to which it issbesuited. Despite the difficulties
involved, however, there is a need to address the application of SteAtexts characterised
more by private enterprise and market opportunity than by ceseftiaplanning. The most
immediate argument in favour of this is the current global trentheftransfer of major
industries into the private sector through national programmes ofigaitian. This includes

many sectors that have wide-ranging environmental consequemzkssederal that are



specifically named as coming within the scope of the Direetiveaste management, water,
telecommunications, etc. (EC 2001). Moreover, it can be shown that eveadically
privatised settings, there are, at least, discrete opportufoti€SEA to become established
(Jay and Marshall, 2005, page 321). Finally, the adaptability &f ®8Ewidely differing
contexts has already been demonstrated, as indicated above, andssihggetst application

to commercial activities should be within its reach.

This paper presents the findings of a study into the possibledudtion of SEA in a
privatised setting. The focus of this study is the UK elattricansmission industry, and, in
particular, the challenges facing the application of SEA toptieparation of a regulatory
document known as a Seven Year Statement. This study involvedfa eaadysis of the
document’s contents, the process by which it is prepared and ieswidin company-level
decision-making, determined partly through interview of industiigers. This was followed
by a systematic consideration of the applicability of a gas®ed form of SEA to the
document. Along with this analysis, the nature of infrastructereldpment that operates
within the sector is explored, and shown to be fundamentally difféoetitat assumed in
much SEA practice. This diverts the focus of SEA towards tkterreal actors in
development processes, and leads to a reinterpretation of the dewaimy processes that

SEA is seeking to influence.

Seven Year Statements: a Private Sector Opportunity for SEA?

Privatised Electricity Transmission

The UK electricity industry has undergone a radical fornprofatisation and liberalisation
since 1990. This has involved its break-up into separate commerdigserdo that its
connected physical componehtsre no longer managed in an integrated manner, but are
owned and operated by private companies with a considerable degree pétitoen

behaviour between them.

The high-voltage electricity transmission component of the systas placed in the hands of
three regulated companies, which were given responsibility nfgworks in different
geographical areds Each of the companies holds a transmission licence and hasrgtatut



responsibilities. Their primary duties are “to develop and mairaaiefficient, co-ordinated
and economical system of electricity transmission; and... toité&deilcompetition in the
supply and generation of electricity” (Electricity Act, 1989, sett®). This reflects, on the
one hand, the regulated nature of transmission, which has continued as a ynanbtpity,
and on the other hand, the introduction of competitive behaviour into the widigstny,
especially at the points of generation and supply. In this contarsntission companies
provide a service to two groups of customers: generators, whoirfeedhe system, and
suppliers, who use the system in order to sell electricityottsumers. The transmission
arrangements have recently undergone a further liberalisipg ®te three transmission
systems are now being operated as a single entity, in orthailitate competition across the
whole of Great Britain (DTI, online). The system is now pgemanaged by the main
transmission company, National Grid, although the other companies ostaership and

development of their networks.

Transmission networks consist of overhead lines, their supporting totpglsng’) and
associated equipment, such as electricity substations. A dixemge of environmental
concerns are often raised in relation to this infrastructuteesd include: the despoilment of
landscapes, especially in scenic areas; damage to the amkengsidential areas, through
visual intrusion, noise, etc.; possible harm to wildlife, especitalllgirds that risk colliding
with overhead lines; and the alleged risk to human health posibe lejectro-magnetic fields
emitted by the lines (Goulty, 1990; Jay and Wood, 2002; Jay, 2006). Morbevayse
transmission networks operate on large geographical scales, amst cbribspersed, linear
infrastructure, these effects are extremely widespreadanchonly experienced, and so lend

themselves to being considered at a strategic level.

Seven Year Statements

Under the conditions of their licences, and as a means of fulfthieig statutory duties, the
transmission companies have had to draw up plans known as Seven YeaeSiaiSYS).
A SYS is a strategic overview of a transmission systemroayea period of seven years,
though it is produced on an annual basis (and may be revised more frgq(iznt] 2001).
Until 2004, each licence holder produced its own SYS; however, Nat®ndlis now

responsible for drawing up a single ‘GB SYS’ to cover the th@esimission networks, with



the assistance of the other license holders. A SYS is amdidument, and is approved by
the official industry regulator.

In broad terms, a SYS must include, firstly, technical inforomatabout the current
transmission system, and secondly, an indication of where thére ggreatest potential for
new generating plant and increased use of the network. Beyondh#rs,are no precise
requirements of what a SYS should contain, though there are comement$ to the SYSs
that licence holders have prepared since privatisation. An anafygsent SYSs shows that
they present several categories of information (National Goednpany, 2004; Scottish
Hydro-Electric Transmission Limited, 2003; SP Transmission & Disioby2003).

1. Information about the current network. This provides a descriptidrassessment of

current infrastructure, such as:

e the type and location of transmission installations, and their linkaiglegeneration plant
and distribution networks;

¢ the performance of installations, possibly indicating reinforcement needs;

e the inter-regional transfer of electricity from areas opbig generation to areas of high

demand.

2. An account of projected works on the system, of an increagimglysional nature
over the SYS period:

¢ intended maintenance, upgrade, development etc., of transmission equipment;

e projects are typically ranked according to how far they have @segd through internal

procedures, from those that are fully authorised to those at an early sphgenifg.

3. An indication of possible future development of the system, takitay account

current trends and system constraints:

e projections of electricity demand over the SYS period, and likely pattegenefation;

e possibilities for new connections to, and greater use of, therexsgstem (with planned
works in mind);

e longer term possibilities for system development in the lighuafeat trends, such as the

accommodation of major sources of renewable energy.



SYSs therefore have a number of important forward-looking dimenssénsrying degrees
of certainty and covering different time-scales, but withraleplications for the future shape
of transmission networks. It is perhaps surprising, therefore, tesick holders tend not to
assign clear planning functions to SYSs, but to see them as algelgscriptive documents.
Officers typically refer to a SYS as a ‘snapshot in timkethe state of a network, which
indicates no more than the constraints and opportunities for developipersonal

communication).

This perspective is largely a consequence of the fragmentack rdtthe privatised industry,
which means that the transmission companies have no ultimate card@rdhe connections
that are made to the system (of either generating plant on thieaode or distribution and
supply on the other). The transmission licence holders are undeurgtabligation to
provide a connection to their networks for any customer who requesisegardless of how
well this may or may not coincide with optimum network developmeAtSYS cannot
therefore be a determinative plan of action; it is more mdpmrt on the current state of a
network and on projects that implement agreements already médeusiomers. At most, it
provides a rough guide to development, indicating where the technasibiféy, and
therefore most cost-effective opportunities, exist for future cdiumsc From a transmission
company’s point of view, a SYS can be seen as a means of adgespsire capacity on its
network and inviting interest from potential customers, in linthwhe statutory duty of
facilitating competition in the supply and generation of elatgricThis is a very different
context to that of the previously nationalised industry, in whichtgresrategic planning was
possible; under privatisation, the ‘unbundling’ of the industry into independent cartgoone
has made electricity networks into largely reactive busisess&hich customer behaviour
plays the primary role in network development. This lies behindatttehat SYSs have not,

to date, been brought within the scope of the UK’s SEA requirements.

Seven Year Statements and the SEA Directive

Hence SYSs do not carry the obvious planning authority necessamheiior to be fall
unquestioningly within the terms of the Directive (they are notuded in the UK'’s

‘indicative list’ of plans and programmes subject to the Divec{ODPMet al, 2005, page



44)). In many other respects, however, SYSs could be considered tesidadeSEA under

the Directive (EC, 2001), because the Directive applies to plans and prograrities

e are prepared for the energy sector (Article 3). Althougltetity transmission is not
specifically referred to in the Directive, the cross-refeeeto environmental impact
assessment (EIA) legislation (see below) clearly brings trasgmiwvithin its scope.

e are required under legal or administrative structures (Ar8BitleThis captures SYSs, as
they are required under the terms of a transmission licence.

e are prepared by an authority (Article 2), which is taken to mean “a badyich has been
made responsible... for providing a public service under the control of #e” $EC,
2003, page 8). This includes privatised utilities when carryingtattitory duties, such
as providing a supply of electricity.

e are likely to have significant environmental effects (Artitle SYSs have important
environmental implications, because of the potential environmental effecémsiftission
infrastructure (see above).

e set the framework for the future development consent of projectsfispy of project
types listed in the EU's EIA legislation (Article 3). Thisaws into the Directive’s
territory any plans and programmes that set the conditionghéordevelopment of
transmission infrastructure, especially overhead power linedeasribed in the EIA
directive (EC, 1997).

If SYSs have so far escaped the scope of the Directivebécause of the last of the above
points, relating to plans and programmes that "set the framewportutire development
consent". This is understood to mean that "the plan or programmensoartiéeria... which
guide the way the consenting authority decides an application fetogewent consent” (EC,
2003, page 10); these criteria could include location and size of develtgproemulative
effects, vulnerability of affected areas, etc. (as indicateéinnex Il of the Directive). The
question, therefore, is whether or not a SYS sets out a consentimgwiogk in this way.
Given that the development of a transmission network is determingdebsequests that
customers make for connections, at whatever points on the networlethéy, & is difficult
to see how a transmission company could set out a strateggtogment framework, in a
SYS or any other document. Any provisions laid down in a SYS coulivéeidden by
customers making other choices, which the transmission licenderhebuld be under a

statutory duty to facilitate.



Moreover, authorities that grant planning consent for transmissiealagenents (usually
central government bodies) do not refer to SYSs when considering ctiopisc
Transmission projects are considered in the light of governmerypatid local land-use
plans, but SYSs do not currently assist the planning of transmisdrastructure, except in
the sense of giving developers information about the possible use sydieen (Marshall,
2003). Hence a SYS does not provide the level of authoritative,gstrgli@nning that is
needed for a plan or programme to fall within the scope of theti¥gecThis is symptomatic
of the wider difficulties associated with infrastructure plagmmithin the now fragmented
and competitively-oriented electricity industry. It appe&ia this type of business-driven
development context was not envisaged in the drawing up of the Déredtdore generally,
this also illustrates the difficulty facing the applicati@inSEA in situations where strategic

planning itself is weak and ill-defined (Jay and Marshall, 2005).

The Strateqgic Planning Role of Seven Year Statements

Despite the difficulties involved in capturing SYSs within all tiecessary criteria of the
Directive, there are features of SYSs that do, or could, &iffitegic planning functions, and
which therefore make SYSs amenable to SEA. The planning fusaifom SYS can best be
seen in relation to the three categories of information contained in a SY beésbove.

1. Information about the current network. An account of the curratet st a transmission
system is an important preliminary stage of planning, psoitides baseline information at a
regional or national scale that shapes the issues and optionsdonsideced. From an SEA
perspective, this aspect of a SYS could easily be extended totbeveurrent state of the
environment as affected by the system (von Seht, 1999, page 6).

2. An account of projected works on the system. The projects described in d&YiBedyf

constitute a programme of works for the seven-year period, ggsigg from the most
immediate that have been agreed, to those of a more provisional iatiudepend at least
partly upon future agreements with customers. This providestagitr@verview of actual
and potential projects, which can be referred to when consideritigidual schemes. In

SEA terms, this aspect of a SYS is effectively a programianset of projects in a particular
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area” (Wood and Djeddour, 1992, page 8). SEA could provide an assessmtat of
environmental implications of the full range of projects in viemd af possible cumulative
effects. It is true that many of the projects indicated BYS are provisional, and likely to
change according to customer behaviour, but it is in the nature ot&@H&al with tentative
proposals, as strategic planning itself involves considerable legklsuncertainty
(Partidario,1999).

3. An indication of possible future development of the system. Theimgtest of the
technical potential for new connections and greater use of thensyatavs a SYS at its most
strategic and forward looking. The focus is on the future shate afansmission system as
a whole, taking into account current and possible future trends, suitte &xpansion of
renewable sources of energy. For instance, a SYS can intieatgost favourable locations
for new connections and increased capacity on the network, becausereffavourable
geographical, environmental or technical conditions, and, conversely, caaténeibere
there are serious limitations for development. Proposals for devetbpmae are in line with
these signals are likely to find applications for consents reasiaegotiate. So although
actual development will rely upon customer initiatives, a SYS prowadesifluential guide,
which represents proactive, long-term thinking on the part of thackcéolder. In SEA
terms, this can be defined as policy, the “inspiration and guidancaction” (Wood and
Djeddour, 1992, page 8). SEA could provide an assessment of the Ipnosxhmental
implications of new connections and increased use of the network. wohis then give

signals to customers about the most environmentally acceptable options for denelopme

There are, therefore, important planning functions embodied in a SYS,tlevegh its

purpose is not overtly stated to be one of strategic planning, and dégpiteciding role of

customer initiatives in network development. Even though a SYSnwmialgave as strong a
role in decision-making as the plans and programmes envisadbd Byrective, it indicates,

at the very least, preferences for future development, and exprdss licence holder’s
influence over the shaping of its network. It could even be said t&afSadoes set ‘a
framework for development consent’ in the sense that it providetamge to the wider
industry about the preferred locations for system development, iy ¢hatais analogous to a
spatial plan indicating preferred patterns of land-use to teridavelopers. Certainly, the
limitations of a SYS in planning terms do not militate agadastying out an SEA exercise,

which has the potential for incorporating environmental considerations explicitly into
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the document. In order to carry this out, however, SEA would need erdfalty tailored to
the specific characteristics of a SYS, and, in particular, godécision-making context

(Nilsson and Dalkmann, 2001); this is explored below.

SEA for Customers

SYSs are important public and strategic documents within th&ieligcindustry, which are
potentially amenable to SEA, and could then be a vehicle for envirdahm@provements in
transmission networks and the wider industry. However, questions reabaunt the
applicability of SEA in this setting, given the customer-orientaine of the documents and
the ensuing divergence from the more public forms of decisionagaki which SEA has
generally been applied.

In order to explore the possible adaptation of SEA in this contextssessment was made of
the practicalities of carrying out a recognised form of SEEASYSs. The SEA process
chosen was that recommended by the UK government for generic tedation to plans and
programmes that fall within the scope of the Directive (and whatdo fulfils the
requirements of the UK SEA regulations). This guidance (ORPHK, 2005) is based upon
previous guidance issued to planning authorities for the assessniemi-ofse plans (ODPM,
2003), which in turn followed more widely advocated principles of SB#(ivel, 2004). At
present, this ‘UK guidance’ would apply to the energy sectorrgrpdans and programmes

that were identified as coming within the scope of the Directive.

The UK guidance consists of a number of stages, each with keyttegksometimes go
beyond the strict requirements of the Directive. Overall, the goelassumes that SEA will
be carried out alongside the preparation of the plan or programnaeclosely integrated
manner; it is fundamentally an assessment of a draft plan grapnoe. This fits in well
with the preparation of land-use plans, where draft versions adyctiefined and open to
consultation, public comment and revision. One of the questions that iatelgdirise is

whether this approach is practical for other types of plan and programme.

Hence the feasibility of following the UK guidance in relation to a 84S assessed, and any
particular problems that might be encountered were considered. nthislad difficulties

12



associated with the privatised nature of the electricity induas well as those that arise from
the particular features of a SYS. The analysis showednhatnciple, many of the stages
and tasks are feasible for a SYS, though a number of difficidtie=rged, relating to the

following issues.

1. Resources

The application of the UK guidance to a SYS would be a resoumesine and time-
consuming exercise (especially in relation to baseline infoomaind prediction of effects).
It would require the commitment of substantial resources, whighbealifficult to square
with business objectives. However, it is increasingly accepiaidSEA should be tightly
focused on certain key issues, partly by ensuring that SEAcustdmized to the
characteristics of the decision making process” (IAIA, 2002). ahs$ a SYS is concerned,
this means focusing on the environmental issues that are of gregpestance to network
development, and which should be brought to the attention of customers. Thdssiputo
ensure the value of committing resources to SEA, and bring thewsiai the context of

wider business objectives (Partidario, 2005, page 655).

2. Time-frame and Modifications

A SYS is prepared on an annual basis, and may be revised nouenfly than this. There
would be considerable difficulties carrying out SEA within tmsetiframe and modifying the
SYS accordingly. The UK guidance is more geared towards nigéhle process of preparing
land-use plans, which allows for extensive consultation, than thevegfatapid compilation
of a private-sector plan. For SEA to be conducted within a tightex frame, a more
streamlined SEA process would need to be put in place, by fgcosi key issues and by
reducing the number of SEA steps where possible. For exampleyltatina could be
carried out speedily, and in a single step rather than the twse s@eommended in the UK
guidance. These short-cuts would be counterbalanced by thddadhe preparation of a
SYS takes place frequently, on an annual cycle, so that ihdtipossible to implement fully
the findings of one year's SEA immediately (such as consultatigmonses), they can feed
directly into the following year’'s revision. SEA would thus beradling programme
accompanying the SYS’s own annual review. Each environmental repaold provide an
important resource for the preparation of each subsequent SYS, and beowlddely

disseminated within the company for this purpose.
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3. Reliance on Customer Initiatives

Because a transmission licence holder has only limited controlitsveetwork, a SYS can
only present tentative proposals for network planning. Actual developeless upon, or is
subject to, customer initiatives. This restricts the licenceen@ ability to consider, for
example, strategic alternatives, as required by the UK geedahhis is the most fundamental
difficulty facing SEA of a SYS, as SEA practice generakgumes that the body responsible
for a strategic action has the freedom to shape that actibe iight of SEA. This shifts the
decision-making element of strategic planning partly away fiwerlicence holder, and onto
the customers; it is their business initiatives which will, targe extent, determine the future
shape of the network. They are “key stakeholders in the decisikingrirocess” (Partidario,
2000, page 660). SEA of a SYS must be sensitive to this decisiongr@kitext, and must
turn its focus towards this commercial setting. The priority shdn@ to concentrate on
environmental issues which are of most relevance to potential custoamel to present
environmental information that will help them in considering theinpl@r development. In
this way, SEA can complement a SYS's regulatory purpose ofdomgutustomers with the
technical information that will assist them in knowing wheradhs greatest potential for
development. Indeed, it could be argued that systematic knowledyeiodnmental issues
and constraints is currently missing, and that by providing thig, ®H facilitate future
development (and therefore competition) in the sector. SEA, when linkadsY'S, could
enable a licence holder to give a stronger lead to customengliregdhe parameters of
environmentally acceptable development. This would then facilitateent procedures for
both customers and the licence holder when providing new connections. tAksgysame
lines, SEA could be a means of bringing to the attention of custorter wider

environmental policy and planning framework within which they must operate.

4. Weakness of Strategic ‘Decision-making’

The UK guidance tacitly assumes a well-defined ‘decision-malsitagje, at which the plan or
programme is given final approval, and to which the SEA contributesrdierant
environmental information. In the case of a SYS, however, there & stobng element of
decision-making of this kind; the only hierarchical decision-maksnigp the form of minor
input to the content of a SYS from the regulator and from companggearent. This is a
reflection of the licence holder’s relatively weak role in fardvplanning; a SYS is designed
primarily to give information to third parties, rather than wiéfrely direct future

development. This is again a reflection of the dependence on custaiaéres; ‘decision-
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making’ effectively lies beyond the organisation. But one datisiaking element remains
within the remit of the licence holder, which is to decide, throughsth8, what signals to
give to potential customers. This element of decision-makingddoel strengthened if it
included clear environmental guidance. This could be facilitajea final version of a SYS,
along with its environmental report, receiving high-level backing from within the acompa
well as approval from the regulator.

5. External Involvement and Commercial Confidentiality

The UK guidance assumes a considerable degree of external camsualtat opportunity for
public comment throughout the SEA process. Public justificationha@sdo be given for the
final decisions made about a plan or programme. This isénwith more general principles
of SEA, which stress the importance of taking into account the viéwsficial and other
interested bodies and the wider public (Verheem and Tonk, 2000). Howeereparation
of a SYS is an essentially internal process not given to ekteomgultation of this kind.
There may also be issues of commercial confidentiality involvéaeithinking behind a SYS,
regarding, for example, negotiations with customers for possibleefutonnections to the
system. In principle, a published SYS is in the public domain, but $Eétieely requires
greater openness and public scrutiny in the preparation oft8e $here should, therefore,
be a consultation phase in the preparation of a SYS, with the intehdbmesponses are
carried over to the following year's SYS if they cannot be incotpdranore immediately
(Thérivel and Minas, 2002, page 82). The importance of external imehten SEA makes
issues of commercial confidentiality more acute; this mayeast, be acknowledged in the

environmental report.

6. Company Image

Certain aspects of SEA may be seen as compromising compaqgge.i For example, the
identification of ‘environmental problems’, as recommended in the WHagce, may lead to
a company’s activities being projected as harmful to the envieahm The explicit

acknowledgement of poor environmental performance would be unattrastigelitence

holder. However, existing environmental conditions that fall short ofedestandards may
be used as the basis for setting achievable targets for impnosddrmance. This
corresponds with SEA’s role of setting in train better pradiatidario, 2000), which can

deliver improvements on the ground, and also advance an organisation’s epwit@nm
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profile. Moreover, a strong commitment to SEA can be projected, andbcoatpositively

to a company’s environmental image.

Hence there are difficulties associated with the applicatiothefUK guidance to a SYS,
partly due to the nature of the guidance itself, which is ndtadslpted to a document like a
SYS. The guidance is designed more to fit in with the iterateasultative, publicly
accountable character of local authority plan-making than tlagiviedy rapid, regulatory,
internal approach to preparing a SYS. The above analysisdtresiigiplies that current,
official approaches to SEA may be unduly restricting the appmicatf SEA. But the
analysis also brings to light issues related more fundametddle character of the industry
responsible for SYSs. Its business objectives, the restricteil o€ its activities and the
competitive environment in which it operates do not sit easily lign assumptions
underlying the UK guidance, nor, in fact, with some of the tepétSEA in general.
However, there are indications of how SEA could be adjusted to thiextonn summary,
the following points should be considered.

e Streamline the SEA process, bringing it within a rapid tramek, conceiving of it as a
rolling programme to accompany and inform the frequent review of a plan.

e Direct the SEA to actual or potential customers, by concentratingey environmental
issues that should be brought to their attention, and which will etiedrteto work within
the limits of environmentally acceptable development.

e Bring the SEA within the context of an organisation’s wider emwirental commitments,
thus justifying the necessary resources, providing the basismfooved environmental
performance and contributing to a company’s environmental policy and.image

e Address possible reluctance for greater openness and public sanutieypreparation of

a plan, and enable wider consultation.

Conclusions

To date, there has been extremely limited interest shown byteseator organisations in

SEA, and little expansion of SEA to cover their activities. théligh project-level

environmental assessment is well established within cerémitioss of industry, there has

been a reluctance to acknowledge the possible relevance of Sa#ntoindustrial concerns
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(Ertel, 2005). It has been suggested that difficulties of this kimdileely to arise because of
the more confidential and economically-driven nature of the privat®rs€thérivel and
Brown, 1999, page 445). However, the example of a privatised @Xighpred in this article
suggests that resistance to SEA may also be more fundamentalligction of the broader
difficulties of strategic-level planning within certain congext Strategic management and
planning is of course an important activity within business orgammsa{eg. Cole, 1994;
Thompson and Martin, 2005). However, this operates within the relatieefgw confines
of the interests of individual companies, which are typically opgyanh competition to
similar organisations, and does not generally contribute to @myiplg of the wider sectors
of which they are a part. Strategic thinking at this highesl)garticularly insofar as it has
implications for infrastructure development which may have sagamt environmental effects,
is inherently difficult where activities are fragmented asrakfferent organisations, as
epitomised in the case of privatised utilities. So althouglhat@iorganisations may pursue
strategies that aim to achieve their individual goals, theyikeé/ Ito have a much more

limited role with regard to broader strategic initiatives.

Nonetheless, individual companies in settings of the kind explored iartiecke may not be
as constrained with regard to strategic planning as at first appearsxaaaple, organisations
that rely heavily upon third parties to determine future developstéhhave an important
part to play in providing signals about the most feasible and abbegiations open to them.
This guiding role may be a significant factor in shaping pattefievelopment, and one that
is likely to operate at a strategic level - as illugtdaby the case of a transmission company’s
SYS. Moreover, leads of this kind are potentially amenable to envemtiaiinput through
SEA, as has been demonstrated above. This is a weaker planning ttanekiat envisaged
by the Directive, and is difficult to capture within the stterims of the Directive. (Questions
can also be raised about the applicability of official guidatesigned for public sector
activities to very different development contexts of this kind.) B formation and
communication of signals for development opens up the possibility of iagp8EA in

contexts where that development is determined primarily by businesstiativies.

Seeking appropriate forms of SEA for private sector activdafehis kind is in line with the
broader SEA principle of flexibility and adaptation to ever mokermdie planning contexts
(Verheem and Tonk, 2000). This approach focuses on seeking to undenstatetision-
making framework within which SEA might be practiced. In thegard, formally
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documented, strategic decision-making procedures are less tiikélg in evidence than in
more familiar SEA settings (though where they do exist, sactihe preparation of a SYS,
this may be a valuable starting point for SEA). It could evequastioned whether strategic
decision-making occurs in any meaningful way in certain cositgxven the piecemeal, and

reactive or opportunistic, manner in which development may proceed, astdidstbeve.

However, an open and diffuse form of ‘decision-making’ may well be didokernas opposed
to the more systematic and authoritative processes to whichh&&generally been applied.
This comes to light particularly if consideration is given to ¥heous actors involved in
development processes, and if their roles and interrelationstepsxglored. So in the
example above, the crucial element to network planning was the satjanis relationship
with external actors, i.e. the customers whose initiatives detenm a large extent the future
shape of development. Although the (transmission) company that oparatetrategic-level
has limited ability to set its own strategic goals, ihn@etheless in a position to negotiate
with potential customers, and these negotiations give rise to outcwitiesstrategic
consequences. This provides the key to the role that SEA might“filaye is a need to
identify... who is involved and who is making the decisions implicit inghkcy making,
and the type and form of environmental information that is pertioethig decision-making”
(Nitz and Brown, 2000, page 332).

In this regard, Karngv and Thissen (2000) have drawn attention to wioititanderstandings
of decision-making, in which “mutual dependencies and the distribofiggpwer amongst
participants characterise the process” (page 194). This underigmber of distinct theories
of decision-making; of these, the notion of policy networks may bicplarly relevant, as
this highlights the importance of relationships between bodies that tmyether to address
specific issues, especially in relation to relatively dis;reéctoral areas of policy (John, 1998,
page 78). Although different bodies will have their own interéisés; have broad objectives
in common, and there is some degree of mutual dependence as theég adeknce their
goals, expressed by the exchange of information and other res@iirdest et al, 1997).
This model is exemplified by the interdependence of industriaebeduch as a transmission
company and its customers, particularly when the developmentgef $male infrastructure

serving those customers is under consideration.
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In addition, within this understanding, it is assumed that eachcipart will attempt to
influence decisions in favour of its more specific advantagetoia need each other because
of the interdependencies that exist, but at the same tim# tsgeer towards their own
preferences” (Kickeret al, 1997, page 32). This opens the door for environmental interests
to be promoted by certain bodies within a network, via SEA for exanipere, SEA is itself
understood to play an environmental advocacy role (Kagrngv and Thissen, 20009 pagk

is, perhaps, for the actor with the strongest voice in strategirgeo adopt this stance, and
to pursue the environmental priorities implicit in SEA. As darthe development context
described in this article is concerned, the clearest opportunitthirapproach lies with
regulated transmission companies, who act as focal organisatiogsraimue to hold some
strategic responsibilities, ultimately managing whole systéon the benefit of their users.

(There is also scope for drawing into the notion of a network the official irychegfulator.)

For such an advocacy role to be assumed, however, there needsa ttebe interest for an
actor taking this position. In a business context, this stanaelikely to rely purely on an
actor being environmentally-proactive, but will need to be basedidegr Wusiness interests.
This will mean demonstrating the commercial, and possibly cadtwpetadvantage of
adopting a strongly environmental position of the kind presupposed in 8Edther words,
direct links need to be made between SEA and business objectivesliesio win-win
situations where SEA may facilitate development processetid@ar, 2005, page 655).
Suggestions have been made in this regard, whereby SEA may @ssigliance with
environmental regulations, facilitate consents procedures for devehbrojects, reinforce
corporate environmental policy and image, attract investment and irdlsésiceholders (Jay
and Marshall, 2005; Marshall and Fischer, 2005, 2006). Again, the opporuisty for a
key organisation within a multi-actor setting to assert the benefits todhstry as a whole of

prioritising environmental considerations.

It is possible, therefore, to envisage an organisation taking a goosii favour of
environmental protection via an SEA framework, and seeking to influehceistomers via
the SEA process. Moreover, this need not be limited to an inforrqatomding exercise, in
which customers are simply informed of the possible environmentaltramts and
consequences of the options open to them. An SEA process itself coaldneans of
negotiating with customers agreed positions with regard to enviroamenbtection,

especially through the mechanism of consultation, and therefor@toeess of dialogue and
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learning amongst multiple actors (Oweet al, 2004). Key to this application of SEA,
however, is the recognition that those actors that lie beyond tineahoeach of strategy-
making are in fact shared decision-makers, and that there ugualiy dependent role of all

actors in the shaping of future patterns of development.

Notes
! The generationof electricity in power stations, etc., the long-distance, -higtage
transmissionof electricity, usually on overhead power lines, and the nuralied, lower
voltage distribution of electricity to consumers. In addition, the sale of elattrito

consumers is treated as a sepasafglyfunction.

2 National Grid covered England and Wales, and Scottish Hydro-Electd Scottish
Power covered different parts of Scotland. These arrangenterefare covered Great
Britain (GB), rather than the whole of the UK (different agaments were applied in
Northern Ireland).
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