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Abstract: 
This paper discusses some first lessons learned on screening and scoping in SEA 
under the new EU SEA Directive in The Netherlands. It argues that generic guidelines 
for the information to be provided in the SEA in most cases will be insufficient: the 
character of the plans and programs that are covered under the Directive is too 
diverse. In the paper some practical case examples are discussed, ranging from SEA 
for regional spatial plans to SEA for the strategic dimension of megaprojects. 
Particular attention is given to the cases where plans may affect protected nature 
area under the Habitat and Bird Directive. What does this mean for the level of detail 
and qualitative versus quantitative nature of the information to provide? The paper 
concludes that tailor made guidance for the scope of SEA will be indispensable in 
order to get to effective SEA. 
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1. Introduction 
Since the start in 1987 Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) was part of the 
EA1 legislation in the Netherlands, especially for plans in which site selection 
decisions were made. During the past 20 years almost 100 SEAs were carried out (i.e. 
6-7% of all ‘EA’ procedures). 
Since July 2004 SEA is mandatory in Europe for certain plans and programmes due to  
EU Directive 2001/42/EC. Consequently, the EA regulations in the Netherlands were 
modified: for projects now a different regime is in place than for plans, while 
originally this was the same. Also, SEA is now mandatory for more plans than before. 
 
 
2. New SEA legislation 
The new SEA legislation in the Netherlands contains a list of plans and programmes 
for which SEA is mandatory: agriculture, forestry, fisheries, energy, transport, waste 
management, water management, telecommunications, tourism, town and country 
planning or land use. In line with the EU Directive the SEA regulations apply if the 
plan or programme: 
1. sets the framework for EIA-projects. 
Moreover SEA is mandatory for plans that: 
2. require an assessment in view of the likely effects on specially protected European 

Nature Areas (European Bird and Habitat Directive). 
 

                                                 
1 EA: environmental assessment, SEA: strategic environmental assessment, EIA: environmental impact 
assessment (for projects). 
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With respect to content and procedure, the SEA regulations are comparable to the EIA 
regulations with some important differences: no more mandatory public participation 
during scoping, independent review only mandatory in the case of impact on 
protected nature and no longer the requirement to look for the ‘best environmental 
alternative’. Differences were made in light of the predominant view in Parliament 
that after 20 years of doing SEA there was no more need to make the above elements 
mandatory in all cases. Under the new regulation competent authorities can decide to 
apply those elements on a voluntary basis, thus allowing for more tailor made 
approaches. 
 
In general the new Dutch SEA legislation closely follows the EU Directive, with a 
few exceptions.  
 Publication of the start of the combined SEA/Plan-process is mandatory. 
 The Netherlands use a positive list of plans and programmes for category 1 plans. 
 An independent assessment of the SEA is required in the case of plans with likely 

significant impact on protected nature area. 
 
 
3. Recent experience 
Since July 2004 some 20-25 SEAs started for quite diverse plans and programmes, 
e.g.: 
 comprehensive spatial plans for both regional and municipal development 
 strategic issues in the planning of mega projects such as coastal reconstruction and 

flood relief works 
 relatively small and simple plans affected area protected under the Bird and 

Habitat Directive. 
 
This paper discusses first experiences with screening and scoping for these plans and 
programmes, including some easy criteria that can be applied to decide on: 
1. screening: when new plans require an SEA under the Directive and  
2. scoping: what the topics and level of detail of the assessment should be. 
 
 
4. Regional spatial plans 
 
Screening 
An obvious starting point for screening is what the plan will decide upon and whether 
these exceed  the limits in SEA regulation. For example, in the Netherlands for each 
part of the country regional spatial plans already exist. These are evaluated and 
revised on a regular basis. A usual cause for revision is that new residential, 
recreational or industrial developments must be allocated and new roads or water 
infrastructure must be built. If these future developments may exceed the threshold 
for EIA-projects or will be situated close to protected nature areas, a SEA must be 
carried out. For example, the SEA for the Regional plan for the province of 
Gelderland assessed and compared alternative sites for windmills, housing areas, 
industrial areas, green house farming and flood relief works. 
 
Scoping 
Once the need for SEA is established, next question is whether the whole plan should  
be assessed in the SEA, or just the elements that ‘trigger’ the SEA. In other words, 



should the SEA all projects that will be affected by the plan, both bigger and smaller, 
or just the bigger ones and those that impact protected nature?  
In The Netherlands so far the approach is the last option and the following criteria are 
applied: 
1. all elements of the plan leading to projects exceeding the EIA thresholds 
2. all elements leading to (individually or in combination with other developments!) 

projects having significant effects for protected nature. 
3. all decisions in the plan that are sufficiently concrete to be able to describe 

environmental impacts 
4. all developments under the plan that are under jurisdiction of the government that 

decides on the plan2. 
 
As is indicated under 2: special attention should be given to the accumulated impact 
of all elements of the plan impacting protected nature areas. 
 
After it has been established which elements of the plan are the focus of the SEA, the 
next step is to decide the relevant environmental aspects to assess. For this, the 
Netherlands EA Commission typically issues a tailor made advice. On the basis of the 
last 25 advices it can be concluded which in most cases are the important aspects to 
look at. These are summarized in Appendix I.  
 
As to methodology to assess these aspects, so far in most cases substantiated expert 
judgement, i.e. a qualitative assessment, suffices. Only in some case quantitative 
information was needed to distinguish between alternatives, for example in the case of 
plans whose impact on air quality may cause problems with EU air quality standards 
(e.g. new housing area close to main highways). 
 
 
5. Mega-projects 
 
For larger development plans usually the process of decision making contains several 
phases, including strategic decisions. For example, the initiative to enlarge the 
channel in the Dutch Westerschelde estuary to the harbour of Antwerp started with a 
strategic plan for the total estuary area, including flood risk management and creation 
of new nature area. Consequently, for the first phase a SEA was carried out (to be 
followed by an EIA in the second phase). In contrast to the earlier mentioned SEA’s 
for regional development plans, this SEA required a detailed quantitative assessment 
of issues as the plan meant to answer the “go - no go” decision for the project. This 
assessment focused on the geomorphological consequences and the impacts on 
protected nature. 
 
Screening 
In this situation the matter of screening was less relevant. It was more or less obvious 
to do a SEA. Even if it would not have been strictly required, since environmental 
studies had to be made, anyway.  
 

                                                 
2 For example, provincial SEA does not look at new national highways in the province as final 
decisions on these are made at national level. 



 
 
 
Scoping 
Scoping for this kind of SEAs cannot be addressed generically: the required 
information depends totally on the characteristics of activity and the environment in 
which it is undertaken. In this case the impact of digging of a wider channel ánd 
maintenance dredging had to be assessed. Since the purpose of the SEA was to 
indicate the practical feasibility of the project (is it possible to deepen the 
Westerschelde without affecting the ecosystem?) quantitative and detailed 
information is needed and all parties agreed on that. Good news was that most of the 
results could be used again in the EIA phase. 
 
 
6. Plans for activities significantly affecting protected European Nature areas 
 
Since the European, and consequently the new Dutch, SEA regulations require a SEA 
for plans that incorporate activities with potential significant effects on protected 
nature areas, SEA also needs to be applied to sometimes quite small and simple plans. 
This was, for example, the case for a proposal to use a former radio broadcast station 
for recreational activities. The actual land use plan had to be adapted for this new use 
and the broadcast station was located in a protected nature area. Although the activity 
was regarded too small for EIA according to Dutch regulations, SEA was mandatory 
due to the new SEA regulations. 
 
Screening 
In the Netherlands, screening for this type of plans has two stages: at first an 
preliminary test establishes whether or not the plan may have significant effects. If 
not, SEA is not required. If so, a SEA must follow. 
 



 
 
 
 
Scoping 
The preliminary test already provides an important part of the required information, if 
it appears that an SEA is necessary. The key focus of the SEA for this kind of plans is 
the identification of potential adverse nature effects. Required elements of the 
assessment are: 

 occurrence of adverse nature effects when all possible mitigating measures 
are applied; 

 existence of any alternative solutions that do not have significant impacts 
if these don’t exist and it can be shown that the project must be carried out for 
imperative reasons of overriding public interest: identification impacts, mitigation 
measures, alternatives, need and purpose and compensation measures. 

 
As this kind of SEA has to assess the impact on all specially protected species and 
habitats in the area, it is clear that the assessment takes place at a relatively high level 
of detail and as such is not really strategic. It would, therefore, be more logic to bring 
this type of plans under EIA regulation rather than SEA regulation. In any case, this 
emphasizes that SEA under the EU Directive comes in all shapes and forms therefore 
scoping always need to be done ‘tailor made’. Generic scoping guidelines will not do. 
 
Conclusions 
From the experience in the Netherlands it is clear that under the EU SEA Directives a 
range of differing plans and programs needs SEA. In screening and scoping generic 
guidelines can be a good starting point but will typically not sufficient. Effective SEA 
asks for tailor made screening and scoping.  



Annex: Checklist of environmental aspects in SEA for spatial plans in The 
Netherlands 
 
In bold the most important aspects are mentioned 
 
Soil and water3 
 
 Influence4 on the  (chemical and ecological) surface and ground water quality 
 Influence on drainage and water retention, risk of flooding 
 Influence on desiccation in nature area, too high water level in agricultural area, 

soil compaction, subsidence 
 Influence on soil and ground water protection areas 
 Opportunities for win-win-situations (including compensating new housing areas 

by the construction of new water areas) 
 
Nature 
 
 Influence on existing nature and potential nature5 
 Adverse impact on characteristics of protected nature area (including area 

protected under the EU Birds and Habitat Directives) 
 (Risk of) adverse impact on legally protected species 
 Opportunities for the development of wet and dry nature 
 Opportunities for win-win-situations (compensating new housing areas by the 

construction of new green areas) 
 
Landscape en cultural heritage 
 
 Land occupation in/ Influence on valuable landscape area or cultural heritage 
 (Risk of) adverse impact on archeologically valuable area (including other 

criteria relevant under the Valetta Treaty (Malta Treaty) 
 Adverse impact on geomorphologic values 
 To be considered: visual qualities such as openness, panoramas, contrasts 
 To be considered: historic structures, patterns and artifacts 
 
Effects on Mobility (only in the case of significant impact on traffic) 
 
 Increase in private car mobility (including the impact of changing housing area-

business area-balance) 
 Effect on modal split (choice in transportation mode) 
 Impact on efficiënt use of road network (intensity/capacity-ratio  /overloading 

the existing road network (as related to suitability6 and capacity)  
 Need to construct new roads 
 
Quality of urban environment 
 
 Influence on (perceived) hindrance: integrated assessment of the noise, air 

quality, safety, hindrance by traffic/accessibility and road safety) 
 To be considered: influence on living and industrial area, recreation, quiet and 

silent area 
 To be considered: accessibility to /basis for services (shops, medical, cultural, 

public transport, recreation) 
 Possibility to concentrate possible sources of hindrance 
 Impact on ‘spatial quality’  
 
Climate impacts (only in the case of clear differences between alternatives as to 
emissions) 
 

                                                 
3  Soil and water o ften are ind icators for other aspects such as nature. 
4  The term ‘influence’ in this table is used for both positive as negative influence. 
5  Pay attention to ‘potential nature’ ( i.e . nature that under certain conditions may develop or be 
developed in an area), if a plan area presents particular opportunities for this . 
6  Particulary how to avoid ext ra traffic on roads that are not meant or suited for this traffic. 



Natural resources (only in the case of clear differences between alternatives as to use 
of scarce (construction or energy) resources 
 
Below aspects only in the case of integral assessments 
Regional economy, employment 
 
 Influence on agriculture 
 Influence on tourist and recreation sector 
 Influence on industrial activity 
 Balance between living and industrial area 
 
Financial costs and investments 
 
 Construction and maintenance costs 
 Costs of compensation 
 (Need for construction of new infrastructure and utilities) 
 
Social cultural aspects 
 
 lagging social development in big cities 
 diminishing services in small cities and villages 
 insufficient level of services for the elderly 
 seggregation, differing chances and opportunities for specific segments of society 

(e.g. lower income or immigrants) 
 
Institutional aspects 
 
 Extent to which the plan reaches the objectives of different stakeholders 
 Social basis/public support of plan elements, feasibility 
 Manageability (certainty that implementation will lead to the desired results) 
 Flexibility, level of no-regret (hoe vulnerable is the implementation of the plan for 

new insights or developments) 
 
 
 
 


