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Strategic Environmental Assessment for Structure visions 
Since July 2008 all tiers of Government in the Netherlands 
(central, provincial and local) have to draw up spatial 
structure visions for their territory. In most situations, 
these Structure Visions need to undergo a Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA). This factsheet shares a 
number of experiences with such SEAs. 
 
Structure visions and the SEA requirement 
In a so-called ‘structure vision’, a long term spatial 
planning strategy at regional or local level is developed. A 
structure vision outlines the desired spatial developments 
of the area that it covers, and also explains which 
authorities and instruments will be engaged to achieve 
these developments. It is a guiding document for 
government, civil society, the private sector and for 
citizens that clarifies the spatial policy of the territory 
concerned. Structure visions are an integral part of the 
broader vision for the future of a municipality or a 
province.. 
 
Legal requirement 
An SEA is required for a Structure Vision when:  
1. 1.The plan sets the framework for activities for which 

an EIA is required by the Environmental Management 
Act.  

2. 2.The developments within the plan may lead to 
significant effects on Natura 2000 sites (These are sites 
with a high nature protection status).  

 
The SEA should cover the whole structure vision. It cannot 
be limited only to those elements in the structure vision 
that trigger the SEA requirement.  
 
Voluntary SEA  
In those cases where an SEA is not legally required for a 
specific Structure Vision, decision-makers .Governors can 
choose to carry out an SEA on a voluntary basis. The SEA 
can add value by bringing into focus the environmental 
consequences of choices at an early stage of plan 
development.  
 
Structure vision and SEA  
Structure Visions differ greatly in terms of geographical 
boundaries, complexity of the issue and level of 
ambitions. Each SEA should be tailored to the nature of 
the Structure Vision that it supports. To optimize the SEA, 
it is important: 
 to define environmental targets in the Structure 

Vision at an early stage; 
 to ensure that the SEA supports decision-making on 

the key choices in the Structure Vision, by setting out 
and comparing alternatives that addresses these 
planning dilemmas;  

 to chose an assessment approach that is appropriate 
to the choices in the Structure Vision. This might 
mean that an SEA concentrates on the environmental 
consequences only or it could mean that the also 
looks at the economic and social effects;  

 to utilize the SEA in taking systematic and 
transparent decisions on the Structure Vision. 

A closer look at some SEA approaches  
Working with scenarios  
In preparation of its Structure Vision, one municipality in 
the Netherlands explored in which directions the town 
could develop by 2025. The SEA report helped to 
visualize any bottlenecks that would need to be 
addressed in order to realise the developments that are 
wanted. The approach was as follows: 
 Based on an exploration of problems and goals, the 

SEA set out four development perspectives, each with 
either more or less growth and with either a regional 
or a more local orientation. These four perspectives 
were then compared with each other on their 
(environmental) impacts.  

 The conclusions from this comparison of 
perspectives were integrated into a Draft Structure 
Vision.  

 The environmental impacts of the Structure Vision 
were described in the SEA report. The report also 
contained recommendations .for the follow-up 
process.  

 The decision-makers and local people were involved 
in all phases of the plan and SEA.  

 

The Planning Process and the SEA procedure  
Consult parties involved (citizens, stakeholders) in the 
beginning: early consultation accelerates planning 
processes more often than that it slows them down.  
 
Often, the environmental information collected at the 
SEA stage can be used later on plan implementation, 
specifically in project EIAs that follow. In this way 
also, the investment in the assessment at the 
strategic stage pays off further down the line.  



SEA as evaluation  The Netherland Commission for Environmental 
Assessment (NCEA) Another municipality bundled the current policies in an 

Interim Structure Vision. The SEA in this case explored 
whether current policy would solve existing bottlenecks 
and achieve the Municipalities environmental targets.  

In the Netherlands, all SEAs are reviewed by the 
Netherlands Commission for Environmental 
Assessment. This Commission is an independent 
expert body that checks whether the SEA report is 
accurate, and adequate for decision-making. Review 
of the SEA report by the NCEA is a regulatory 
requirement, but the NCEA can also advise on a 
voluntary basis during other stages in the SEA 
process. For more information, see the key sheet 
NCEA’s advice.  

 The SEA report examined whether present policy will 
lead to an improvement or deterioration of the 
environmental quality in the city, and in case of a 
deterioration which measures would be required.  

n of the 
environmental quality in the city, and in case of a 
deterioration which measures would be required.  

 The effects of the present policy were compared with 
those of .the existing situation for the four urban 
areas within the municipal territory.  

 The effects of the present policy were compared with 
those of .the existing situation for the four urban 
areas within the municipal territory.  

 The evaluation was structured around keys themes, 
and for each the SEA concluded whether the 
environmental situation is good, adequate, poor or 
bad.  

 The evaluation was structured around keys themes, 
and for each the SEA concluded whether the 
environmental situation is good, adequate, poor or 
bad.  

  
Selected activities and consequences  Selected activities and consequences  
The Structure Vision of a third municipality focused on 
the most important spatial development objectives on 
which the municipality needed to make decisions. The 
SEA report concentrated on the environmental impact of 
these developments.  

The Structure Vision of a third municipality focused on 
the most important spatial development objectives on 
which the municipality needed to make decisions. The 
SEA report concentrated on the environmental impact of 
these developments.  
 The most important new developments were: 

restructuring of a business park, construction of new 
road links, restructuring and expansion of an 
existing marina and (possibly) construction of a new 
marina.  

 The most important new developments were: 
restructuring of a business park, construction of new 
road links, restructuring and expansion of an 
existing marina and (possibly) construction of a new 
marina.  

 The SEA report describes the effects of these new 
developments on nature, landscape, cultural heritage 
and archaeology, soil, water, traffic, living and 
environment and sustainability aspects.  

 The SEA report describes the effects of these new 
developments on nature, landscape, cultural heritage 
and archaeology, soil, water, traffic, living and 
environment and sustainability aspects.  

 For the two most important environmental impacts 
for this plan, those on traffic and nature, the SEA 
included a cumulative assessment which looked at all 
of the effects of the plan together, and the resultant 
effects from changes in traffic flows.  

 For the two most important environmental impacts 
for this plan, those on traffic and nature, the SEA 
included a cumulative assessment which looked at all 
of the effects of the plan together, and the resultant 
effects from changes in traffic flows.  

  

Structure view and Appropriate 
Assessment  
Structure view and Appropriate 
Assessment  
When the planning area and/or its surroundings includes 
a Natura 2000 site, then potential significant implications 
cannot be excluded a priori. An appropriate assessment 
needs to be prepared. This assessment may correspond 
with the level of abstraction of the plan. For a more 
strategic plan, the appropriate assessment might simply 
be an exploration of the possibility (the risk) that the 
proposed policy is (not) feasible within the constraints of 
the nature .conservation legislation. This may be based 
on expert judgement. By comparing the proposed policy 
with the conservation objectives of the Natura 2000 
site(s) the expert(s) give a (justified) opinion in the 
feasibility. A 'traffic light approach' reports at a glance 
where any the risks may be (red indicates risks are high, 
green indicates that no problems are to be expected).  

When the planning area and/or its surroundings includes 
a Natura 2000 site, then potential significant implications 
cannot be excluded a priori. An appropriate assessment 
needs to be prepared. This assessment may correspond 
with the level of abstraction of the plan. For a more 
strategic plan, the appropriate assessment might simply 
be an exploration of the possibility (the risk) that the 
proposed policy is (not) feasible within the constraints of 
the nature .conservation legislation. This may be based 
on expert judgement. By comparing the proposed policy 
with the conservation objectives of the Natura 2000 
site(s) the expert(s) give a (justified) opinion in the 
feasibility. A 'traffic light approach' reports at a glance 
where any the risks may be (red indicates risks are high, 
green indicates that no problems are to be expected).  
  

Sustainability assessment or SEA Sustainability assessment or SEA 
Broadening the assessment to include economic and 
social aspects, will bring together all the relevant 
information needed by decision-makers, in a balanced 
and systematically arranged manner. However, 
sustainability means different things to different people, 
so if this approach is taken, clear agreement on what can 
be expected of the SEA should be reached at the start.  

Broadening the assessment to include economic and 
social aspects, will bring together all the relevant 
information needed by decision-makers, in a balanced 
and systematically arranged manner. However, 
sustainability means different things to different people, 
so if this approach is taken, clear agreement on what can 
be expected of the SEA should be reached at the start.  

Two examples  
For the development of the Wieringerrandmeer, a lake 
in the North of the Netherlands, an SEA was 
undertaken. The analysis for the plan included an 
economic cost-benefit analysis. The province of North 
Holland asked the Netherland Commission for 
Environmental Assessment (NCEA) to give advice on 
the quality of this economic cost-benefit analysis, 
along with its advice on the quality of the 
environmental assessment. The NCEA included a cost 
benefit specialist in the working group that prepared 
the advice.  
 
The province of Drenthe wanted to undertake a 
sustainability assessment for their Structure Vision. 
The NCEA recommended that the province use the 
national government’s sustainability goals as a 
framework for the assessment. The province used the 
overview of persistent problems from the Second  
National Sustainability Outlook to develop its SEA 
framework.  

  
  
This Key Sheet is part of a series of experiences gained by the This Key Sheet is part of a series of experiences gained by the 
Netherlands Commission for Environmental Assessment (NCEA) in 
working on Environmental Assessment in the Netherlands an its 
partner countries.  
Please contact the NCEA for tailor-made support on SEA and EIA 
in your country: www.eia.nl / helpdesk@eia.nl. 
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