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LPEG critical of sustainability appraisal

The Local Plans Expert Group (LPEG) is damning about sustainability appraisal (SA) and strategic
environmental assessment (SEA).  Its March 2016 report2 described SA/SEA as “one of the most time
consuming aspects of plan making”, “an industry in its own right”, “self-serving”, “capable of being
adapted to any outcome”, and providing “little genuine assistance to decision making”.  LPEG proposes
to remove the current requirements for SA and SEA to be integrated into a single iterative process, and
in the spirit of ‘simplification’ recommends that SA should be a separate audit of local plans against the
National Planning Policy Framework (NPPF).  LPEG also recommends an additional assessment against
environmental capacity; that local authorities should screen plans more robustly for SEA; and that SEAs
should concentrate on a limited number of key issues and associated alternatives, and be no longer than
necessary.

Since then, LPEG has stood by these statements at a Parliamentary inquiry3; the EU referendum has
taken place; and lawyers have clarified that SEA will continue to be required in the UK until the relevant
regulations are repealed, which will be at least two years after Article 50 is triggered.4  However, in the
longer term, under the combined impact of Brexit, LPEG and the political appetite for environmental
deregulation5, SEA could be repealed and SA significantly watered down.  This risks throwing out the
baby with the bathwater.

1 We work at eight consultancies (AECOM, Amec Foster Wheeler, CEP, Levett-Therivel, LUC, Ramboll Environ, Steve
Lees Planning and TRL) and Oxford Brookes University.  Between us, we have prepared all the key English SA/SEA
guidance; carried out SA/SEAs for hundreds of national, regional, local and neighbourhood plans; and run six-
monthly SA/SEA courses for the RTPI.  We were neither consulted on the LPEG report before its publication, nor
were our responses to the report published on the LPEG or inquiry websites.  The views in this paper are those of
the authors and should not be interpreted as representing the views of their employers.
2 Local Plans Expert Group (2016) Report to the Communities Secretary and to the Minister of Housing and
Planning, http://lpeg.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/Local-plans-report-to-governement.pdf
3 Parliament (2016) Local Plans Expert Group recommendations inquiry,
www.parliament.uk/business/committees/committees-a-z/commons-select/communities-and-local-government-
committee/inquiries/parliament-2015/local-plans-expert-group-recommendations-16-17/; Planning Resource
(2016) ‘LPEG chair defends plan to cut back sustainability appraisal’, 19 July.
4 E.g. Blake Morgan (2016) ‘Brexit: the implications for environmental law’, www.blakemorgan.co.uk/training-
knowledge/features-and-articles/brexit-implications-environmental-law/.  Devolution, with UK competencies
overlapping between devolved administrations, and lack of clarity about the extent to which environmental issues
are a reserved matter, adds further complexity.
5 www.theguardian.com/politics/2016/may/30/brexit-spirit-crushing-green-directives-minister-george-eustice
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Although we disagree with the LPEG report’s overall dismissive tone regarding SA/SEA, which we view as
partial, subjective and unsubstantiated by evidence, we agree with and welcome many of its detailed
findings, notably that SA/SEA has become overly cumbersome and weighed down by fear of legal
challenge.  We are keen therefore to use the nexus of events described above to provide a catalyst for
developing a ‘next generation’ approach to SA/SEA, one that improves plan making and stakeholder
engagement and contributes to more sustainable development.  However, it first makes sense to
consider why SA/SEA has developed the way it has.

Bureaucracy: planning chicken or SA/SEA-egg?

Both SA/SEA and plan-making are about transparency in decision making, involving those affected by
decisions, and contributing towards the achievement of sustainable development.  This is consistent
with Government’s support for localism, open government and effectiveness in public sector decision
making.

However many stakeholders complain that SA/SEA, like plan-making, is cumbersome and bureaucratic.
The reason is the same in both cases.  So much money rides on planning decisions that it is worthwhile
for interested parties to hire the best lawyers to search for all possible reasons to challenge decisions
that do not suit their interests.  In response, planning authorities do all they can to ensure that plans and
supporting documents are as robust as possible against prospective challenge.  Each attempted
challenge spawns additional pre-emptive elaboration of plan-making and SA/SEA.  This will continue so
long as substantial windfall profits stand to be won, or not, as a result of the planning process allowing
or denying development on particular sites.  There are various ways this could be addressed, but making
planning decisions less commercially critical would remove some of the unhelpful legal focus on plans
and their SA/SEAs, and allow them to focus more on good decisions, rather than generating copious
information purely to minimise the risk of legal challenge.

Local plans have also changed over time from being strategic rudders for decision-making into often
over-detailed documents which, due to their detailed and prescriptive nature, necessitate revision the
minute they are published.  They can include hundreds of site allocations and development
management policies, in part because of the need to find enough sites to meet objectively assessed
need and demonstrate a five-year housing land supply.  The level of detail of SA/SEA has been expected
to reflect the level of detail of the plan in question, hence the inclusion of hundreds of pages of (largely)
unread appraisal tables.

It would make more sense for local plans to be strategic documents that set out the overall growth and
spatial strategy, key strategic development locations and supporting infrastructure.  Smaller proposals
could then come forward over time, if they are in line with the local plan’s spatial strategy and
development management policies and the NPPF.  This would provide some increased flexibility to
respond to changing circumstances and would lengthen the useful life of the local plan, avoiding the
need for constant review.



In summary, as shown by DCLG research6, “SA/SEA is a convenient scapegoat”: many of the problems for
which LPEG criticises SA/SEA are actually problems of the planning-system.  In these circumstances,
blaming SA/SEA for being unwieldy is like scratching the rash rather than avoiding the nettles in the first
place.

SA/SEA is doing what it’s supposed to

We agree that SA/SEAs currently involve considerable paperwork, time and cost.  However SA/SEA
reports are a convenient place for setting out the story of the plan’s development (which in many cases
can stretch back several years), and it provides a valuable check and reassurance that a plan is coherent.
In fact it goes further by pointing out the effects where sustainable outcomes are not anticipated
(because many SAs do include ‘reds’ and ‘crosses’, i.e. significant negative effects, for all to see).

SA/SEA also has a critical role to play in facilitating engagement in the plan-making process, and for
promoting transparency by ensuring that information is made available to those with an interest in the
plan.  Assuming that the UK would continue to be a signatory to the UNECE Aarhus convention post-
Brexit, then SA/SEA is a sensible way to implement, in part, the Aarhus requirements regarding the
rights to participate effectively in decision-making in environmental matters in relation to plans.

Yes to streamlining SA/SEA

We all heartily agree with LPEG that SA/SEA must be made more efficient.  We also are frustrated with
the bureaucracy and complexity that gives SA/SEA the appearance of being counterproductive.  We
disagree with some of LPEG’s recommendations (see below), but this is what we would do:7

Scope things out.  SA/SEA should focus on those effects of plans that are likely to be significant8,
explaining why other effects (e.g. on noise and vibration) are not likely to be ‘significant’ – meaning not
that they do not matter, but only that the plan being appraised cannot significantly influence them.
Only strategic site options should be subject to detailed site appraisal, with smaller site options screened
to determine whether they require further appraisal.  Only those development management policies
that are likely to have significant impacts should be appraised.  Scoping decisions should be transparent
and supported by clear justifications.  To do this we would need the support of the SEA statutory bodies,
when making their comments on the proposed scope of an SA/SEA.

6 DCLG (2010) Towards a more efficient and effective use of Strategic Environmental Assessment and Sustainability
Appraisal in spatial planning,
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/20120919132719/http:/www.communities.gov.uk/documents/plannin
gandbuilding/pdf/1513010.pdf.
7 Most of these points are also highlighted in DCLG (2010) and the recent European Union report “on the
application and effectiveness of the Directive on Strategic Environmental Assessment (Directive 2001/42/EC),
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52009DC0469.
8 What constitutes a ‘significant’ effect could use more consensus and better guidance.  Many SA/SEA reports do
not explain how their conclusions about impact significance have been reached.  An agreed definition of
significance, possibly linked to environmental capacity or standards, could help to screen out many policies and
plan elements the impacts of which are inconsequential.
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Focus the scoping report. In light of the evidence, the SA/SEA should clearly state what issues are
scoped in and out, what the method of approach to the SA/SEA will be, and what range of options
should be considered.  However at present, the scoping stage feels like a bottom-trawling fish net,
bringing up much unnecessary data along with the truly relevant information.  Scoping should draw on
the evidence that is already collected for the plan process, and not re-state it (though it could act as the
repository for that data, without it being re-stated elsewhere).  As a plan takes shape, often it will
become clear that some of the data collected are not significant and should be dropped, and/or that
data not previously collected are needed to inform the assessment.  Compiling scoping data, like plan
making, should therefore be an iterative process.

Keep and strengthen the focus on reasonable alternatives.  Weighing up the pros and cons of different
ways of achieving planning objectives and dealing with existing problems is a fundamental component
of good, rational decision-making.  This would still need to be done even if SA/SEA was not required, but
SA/SEA structures and documents this process.  We certainly encourage a more strategic approach to
considering alternatives and would wish to see an end to local planning authorities proposing and
requiring assessment of alternatives for each plan policy.  The focus should be on the key decisions
facing the planning authority.  The SA/SEA should be used to identify the significant effects of the
strategic options in order to inform the decision-making process with the aim of delivering the most
sustainable outcome.

That said, we feel that alternatives often need to go beyond “taking into account the objectives and the
geographical scope of the plan”9.  Plans with poorly conceived, overly restrictive or unsustainable
objectives inherently hamper the development of reasonable alternatives, and with it SA/SEA’s capacity
to deliver truly positive change.  Couching plan objectives in terms of ‘outcomes’ (e.g. improved air
quality) rather than ‘outputs’ (e.g. the designation of air quality management areas) allows more
innovative alternatives to be identified and assessed.  Problems with the “duty to cooperate”, especially
where local authorities struggle to provide enough housing within their own boundaries, highlight the
difficulty of considering only alternatives within a plan’s geographical boundary.  The existence of
numerous ‘functional areas’, e.g. housing market areas, travel-to-work areas, catchments and landscape
character areas highlight the need to think beyond local authority boundaries.

Focus on standards, targets and cumulative impacts.  One reason why, according to LPEG, SA/SEAs are
“capable of being adapted to any outcome”, is that testing against SA/SEA objectives is open to
interpretation.  A planner might assess their plan as being overall good for biodiversity because it
includes a nature conservation policy, whereas a member of the public might see the plan’s proposed
developments as having a negative biodiversity impact.10  Many SA/SEAs are also limited to assessing
the impacts of individual sites and plan policies, without considering the impacts of the plan as a whole.

LPEG’s recommendation of assessing plans against environmental capacity would deal with these
problems, although on grounds of efficiency this should be done as part of SA/SEA rather than as a
separate study.  However, environmental capacity is often challenging to define and measure in

9 SEA Directive Article 5.2.
10 This does not invalidate the purpose of SA/SEA which is to inform and improve plan-making: a robust discussion
about appraisal findings does exactly that.



practice, although there are some good examples.11  Testing against existing environmental and social
standards as part of the SA/SEA - “will the plan, cumulatively with other expected activities, achieve
legal standards for air and water quality; achieve the UK’s greenhouse gas reduction targets; improve on
current IMD deprivation rankings etc.” - would avoid the need to prepare a separate report, and allow
SA/SEA to be more rigorous, less ‘adaptable’, and more helpful to decision-making.

Standardise where possible. At present, local authorities produce lengthy analyses of the policy context
for the purposes of SA/SEA which are often cut and pasted from the reports of other authorities; have
similar-but-slightly-different (and often over-long) SA/SEA frameworks; and generally consider very
similar strategic alternatives.  A standard, agreed approach which could be adapted by plan-makers to
their local conditions would help reduce the reinvention of wheels, help consultees – especially
statutory authorities – concentrate their limited resources on the points which are distinctive and
specific to each plan, and make life easier for planners.

Require planners to respond to the SA/SEA.  The SEA Directive requires the SA/SEA report to be “taken
into account”.  Many of our clients are excellent in this respect, but those planning authorities that
might benefit the most from SA/SEA are often the least likely to actively consider its findings,
particularly at member level when political factors take on greater weight.  Draft SA/SEA reports should
make clear recommendations that planners must respond to in writing in the final SA/SEA report.

Require Inspectors to robustly review the SA/SEA.  All planning and appraisal work is geared towards
getting plans and appraisals pronounced ‘sound’ at Examination in Public.  Making clear what Inspectors
should look for in a ‘sound plan’ is therefore a very powerful way to influence practise.  This should
include checking that the SA/SEA:

1. Considers an appropriate, reasonable and distinct range of alternatives to the plan’s most
important provisions;

2. Shows clearly how the different alternatives perform against appropriate sustainability
objectives and standards/targets, including a clear statement of any significant positive and
adverse impacts, enabling judgements to be made about whether the most sustainable
alternative has been chosen;

3. Includes clear conclusions about whether the plan will achieve sustainability standards/
targets, and/or be within environmental capacities;

4. Makes clear recommendations for how the plan’s sustainability performance could be
improved;

5. Records that such recommendations have been properly considered by the planning authority
and either adopted, or valid reasons clearly stated why not;

6. Shows how the plan has been changed in response to the SA/SEA to achieve more sustainable
outcomes; and

11 See, for example, work carried out by LUC for www.midsussex.gov.uk/planning-licensing-building-
control/planning-policy/local-development-framework/evidence-base/capacity-study/ and for Cannock Chase
District https://www.cannockchasedc.gov.uk/sites/default/files/131_environmental_capacity_2013_2.pdf
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7.  Presents sufficient background information, data and reasoning to support the foregoing, but
no more than needed, having regard to the scale and importance of the plan and the
significance of its impacts and compliance with the SEA Directive Annex I reporting
requirements.

Inspectors should question the veracity of an SA/SEA not only if it fails any of these tests, but also if it is
unnecessarily long or elaborate, hard to understand or indecisive, or if there is evidence that the
appraisal has been constrained or biased by any interested party.  Inspectors should not concern
themselves with minor details of SA/SEA procedure and presentation unless there is reason to believe
they may have significantly undermined the SA/SEA’s delivery of the seven priorities above.

Strengthen monitoring and feedback. Monitoring the actual sustainability impacts of a plan facilitates
the plan’s review, provides useful data for the development of future plans, and acts as an audit of
SA/SEA findings.  Furthermore, under the SEA Directive, EU Member States must monitor the significant
environmental effects of implementing plans.  Unfortunately, Annual Monitoring Reports for local plans
have been replaced by Authority Monitoring Reports which prioritise reporting on planning process
rather than actual impacts (except for the number of new houses delivered).  The publication and issue
to Government of monitoring reports which focus on actual impacts should be reinstated.  These
reports should test the achievement of environmental and social standards and targets and ensure LPAs
(and any other relevant authorities) address any resulting areas of poor performance.

Update the guidance.  The government’s SEA guidance12 has not been updated since its publication in
2005, despite major changes in the planning system, SEA legal challenges won and lost, the much more
widespread use of GIS, and hundreds of examples of good and bad SA/SEAs to draw on.  The online
guidance on SA/SEA13 essentially just reiterates legal requirements.  A new comprehensive guidance
document oriented towards Inspectors as well as planners could incorporate the points above (notably a
partially standardised approach), provide good practice examples, and stress the need for SA/SEAs to be
both efficient in their use of time, energy and paper.  However we must recognise that this will not be a
panacea.  The 2005 guidance already advocated many of the recommendations above, including
concentrating on significant impacts, scoping out insignificant ones, keeping reports short and clear,
considering real alternatives, and making clear recommendations.  Practise often fails to live up to these
because of institutional and legal pressures, not lack of guidance, and new guidance alone will not solve
the problems.

No to splitting SA from SEA, and to screening local plans for SEA

We disagree with two of LPEG’s recommendations:

12 ODPM et al. (2005) A practical guide to the SEA Directive,
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/7657/practicalguidesea.pdf.
13 DCLG (2016) Strategic environmental assessment and sustainability appraisal,
http://planningguidance.communities.gov.uk/blog/guidance/strategic-environmental-assessment-and-
sustainability-appraisal/sustainability-appraisal-requirements-for-local-plans/.
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Having separate SA and SEA processes.  The LPEG report seems to assume that plans that require both
SEA and SA are subject to two different appraisal processes.  This is obviously not the case: current
SA/SEAs are, given the Directive’s requirements on the breadth of likely significant effects to be
considered, essentially SEAs but with the social and economic component slightly expanded.  We don’t
imagine that any planner will want to carry out three appraisals (1. SEA as currently carried out in
SA/SEA but with a narrower remit; 2. SA as a test against NPPF; and 3. An environmental capacity test)
when one SA/SEA process suffices.  Given that most, if not all, local plans will continue to require SEA as
well as SA, it is our view that the LPEG’s suggestion of adding an NPPF test and a test against
environmental capacity would lead to more bureaucracy, not less, and create a whole new “self
serving… industry in its own right”.

LPEG also implies that since the NPPF enshrines sustainable development, and plans are required to
implement the NPPF, there isn’t really a job left for SA/SEA to do (hence the suggestion of simply testing
a plan against the NPPF).  The purpose of SEA is to ensure that environmental considerations are
integrated into the preparation of plans.14  The SA legal requirement is that local planning authorities
must “carry out an appraisal of the sustainability of the proposals in each document”.15  The NPPF
provides neither the environmental depth to facilitate SEA nor the breadth of vision of to underpin SA.
Any standardised SA/SEA framework should test plans against accepted internationally accepted
definitions of sustainability, and not be limited to the NPPF’s interpretation, which many consider to be
overly economically focused, and is focused – by definition – on the role of planning in delivering
sustainable development not on the implications of spatial development on sustainability taking a
holistic view.

Screening local plans for SEA.  Many neighbourhood plans, area action plans and supplementary
planning documents are unlikely to have significant effects and so can be screened out.  It may be
possible to screen out some local plans as well if they are unlikely to have significant effects, but we
struggle to imagine any local plan that will not have a significant effect on sustainability, if only in
encouraging more house-building.  In addition, case law indicates that you cannot exclude whole
categories of plans if you cannot guarantee that they will all not have significant effects.16  Future case
law may also see a disgruntled developer whose site is not in a plan challenging that plan on the basis
that no SEA was undertaken.

‘Proving’ the value of SA/SEA

14 Art. 1 of the SEA Directive.  Despite the fact that local plans are expected to promote sustainable development,
responses to a 2008 survey of local authority planners suggested that the plan-making process favours social and
economic elements, and that SA provides a valuable balancing element.  This is exactly what the SEA Directive
intended.  Therivel et al. (2008) ‘Sustainability-focused impact assessment: English experiences’, Impact
Assessment and Project Appraisal 27(2), pp. 155-168.
15 Art 19.5 of the Planning and Compulsory Purchase Act 2004
16 See Landmark Chambers (date n.a.) ‘Recent developments on the scope of SEA’,
http://www.landmarkchambers.co.uk/userfiles/documents/resources/JPM1.pdf.

http://www.landmarkchambers.co.uk/userfiles/documents/resources/JPM1.pdf


SA/SEA is like insurance: its costs are easy to identify and quantify, its benefits much less so.  Planners
should already be preparing their plans in accordance with sustainable development principles, so the
‘added value’ of SA/SEA is often difficult to disentangle from the general plan-making process.
Appraisers’ input very early in the planning process, in informal workshops and topic groups, can make a
very significant difference to how issues are construed and what options are considered, though by
definition this kind of influence is challenging to demonstrate.  Simply knowing that they will need to
assess their plan and document that assessment may nudge some planners into writing more robust,
sustainable plans.  SA/SEA also has an important role in documenting that fact and making the
documentation available for public comment.

More concretely, the SA/SEAs that we have worked on over the years both in local plan-making and
beyond have, for example: had material effects on National Policy Statements; helped to avoid the need
for expensive new infrastructure; added clarity and robustness to plan objectives; enabled statutory and
non-statutory stakeholders to feed back issues directly to the policy development team; led to changes
in spatial strategies; revealed significant effects of development proposals that has led to robust
mitigation being built into plans; helped to identify policy gaps and overlaps; proposed new policies; and
demonstrated to Inspectors that plans had been prepared in a robust manner, which supports
conclusions on soundness.

A 2008 Oxford Brookes University survey of all UK local planning authorities17 showed that SA/SEA had
led to plan changes in 79% of cases, and that 50% of respondents felt that SA/SEA was an effective use
of time and resources, with 28% disagreeing and 21% indifferent.  In a similar survey carried out in
summer 201618, 67% of respondents said that the benefits of SA/SEA outweighed its costs: these
conclusions held true even when planners were specifically asked to be critical of SA/SEA.

Amec Foster Wheeler reviewed the examination findings of the 18 Core Strategies submitted to the
Secretary of State on behalf of DCLG in 2015, to test whether, as LPEG suggested, SA/SEA was “barely
referred to in examination”.  In 80% of cases SEA/SA was considered at examination; it was a substantial
matter in 25% of Inspectors’ reports; and in one instance it was material to the Inspector’s conclusion
that the Core Strategy, as submitted, was unsound.

In sum, we believe that SA/SEA is a robust, insightful tool, informative to plan makers and those affected
by plans and, if done well, can help plug a key local democratic deficit.  Brexit, the LPEG
recommendations and other forthcoming changes provide a real opportunity to address current
deficiencies, strengthen planning outcomes, and contribute to sustainability.  SA/ SEA is the best
developed, tested and available way of doing this.  We welcome LPEG’s interest in improving the
process, and hope that these ideas add positively to the discussion.

17 Sherston, T. (2008) ‘The effectiveness of strategic environmental assessment as a helpful development plan
making tool’, MSc dissertation, Oxford Brookes University; 151 responses (32% response rate)
18 Ezzet, O. (2016) The costs and benefits of SEA in local plan making, MSc dissertation, Oxford Brookes University;
35 responses (15% response rate).  After three emails to all local authorities which gleaned mostly positive
feedback about SA/SEA, Mr. Ezzet sent an email explicitly requesting negative feedback.  The four responses to the
last email were even more positive than the previous ones.


