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Introduction 

• Andrew Marsh, Senior Planning Officer, Planning Policy 

and Economic Development 

 

• Leading on Sustainability Appraisal for the District Plan 

 

• This session: What, Why, How of Strategic 

Environmental Assessment and Sustainability Appraisal 

 

• Any experience in the room?! 



What is Strategic Environmental 

Assessment? 

• Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) involves 

“evaluation of the environmental impacts of a Plan or 

Program” 

• i.e is the plan you are producing going to have a 

significant effect on the Environment? 

• Required by EU Directive 2001/42/EC 

• Adopted into UK law as “Environmental Assessment of 

Plans or Programs Regulations 2004” 



Why undertake Strategic Environmental 

Assessment? (1) 

• Neighbourhood Plans are not listed as a ‘Plan or 

Program’… 

• …however do contain plans for land use. In Mid Sussex, 

most (if not all) Neighbourhood Plans will allocate land 

for housing 

• Planning Advice Service state that the Local Authority 

should determine the need for SEA 

• Screening Report prepared by MSDC in June 2013 

 



Why undertake Strategic Environmental 

Assessment? (2) 

• As Neighbourhood Plans are 

looking to allocate land and 

therefore could effect the 

environment, it is MSDC’s 

view that SEA is required 

• Allows you to prepare the 

most sustainable plan 

possible (in terms of the 

environment) given all 

reasonable alternatives 

• Better to be safe than sorry – 

precautionary principle to 

reduce the threat of a 

challenge 



What is Sustainability Appraisal? 

• Very similar to SEA! 

• Sustainable Development: 
 

 

 

 

 

• Includes Environmental but also Social and Economic 

factors to measure sustainability against. 

• Section 39 of the Town and Country Planning Act 

requires it for Local Development Documents (although 

Neighbourhood Plans are not classed as these) 

 

 

 

 

“Development that meets the needs of the present 

without compromising the ability of future generations to 

meet their own needs” (Brundtland Commission, 1987) 



Why Undertake Sustainability Appraisal? 

• You don’t actually have to... 

• ...however it is so similar to SEA (which is a requirement) that it makes 

sense to undertake it as well. 

• Allows for a more balanced appraisal of sustainability taking into account 

the social and economic benefits your plan will bring 

• Allows you to show that your plan has been prepared with sustainable 

development in mind: 

“A sustainability appraisal which meets the requirements of the European Directive on strategic 

environmental assessment should be an integral part of the plan preparation process, and 

should consider all the likely significant effects on the environment, economic and social 

factors.” (NPPF, para 165) 

 

“neighbourhood plans will be able to shape and direct sustainable development in their 

area” (NPPF, para 185) 

 

• Ensures that you can prove that your plan is the most sustainable plan, given all 

reasonable alternatives. 

• Evidence – For ruling in/ruling out policies and sites. 



Why Undertake SEA/SA? 

• You can combine 

them into one 

document 

(definitely do this!) 

 

 

 



Stages of SEA/SA 

• Three Main Stages: 

– Scoping Stage 

– Consultation Draft / Preferred Option Stage 

– Final (submission) Stage 

 

• Each stage is consulted upon 

• ‘Iterative Process’ – no need to re-write if nothing has 

changed since the stage before 



Scoping Stage – What? 

• Sets the background of your Town or Parish 

• What are the current social, economic and 

environmental issues and challenges? 

• Sets a baseline – how would this change if the plan was 

adopted? Plan should look to ‘improve’ the baseline i.e. 

improve sustainability 

• Sets the basis for measuring sustainability through the 

“Sustainability Framework” 

• Is, in effect, the methodology 



Scoping Stage – Format (1) 

• Introduction – 1 Page 

• Methodology and Policy Context – 1 Page 

• Characteristics and Issues (the ‘Baseline’) – 5 Pages? 
– Nature Conservation 

– Landscape 

– Heritage 

– Air and Climate 

– Water 

– Soils 

– Human Characteristics 

– Roads and Transport 

– Infrastructure 

– Economic Characteristics 

– Use Census, local reports, studies, local knowledge and reference 

these. 

 



Scoping Stage – Format (2) 

• SWOT Assessment 

(½ page) 

– Strengths 

– Weaknesses 

– Opportunities 

– Threats 

Strengths 

Safe community environment, quality 

schools, outstanding landscape setting, 

designated land eg AONB, SSSI, LNR, 

strong village identity, good range 

leisure opportunities, choice of pubs, 

Post Office, bakers, thriving village 

clubs, Youth Club, friendly Church.  

Weaknesses 

Traffic speed, visual clutter, pedestrian 

vulnerability, infrequent public transport, 

no health facilities eg doctors  surgery, 

limited activities for older children, high 

house prices, high rental prices, lack of 

affordable housing, no allotments or 

community orchard, pavements and 

verges blocked by bins and parked cars, 

poor bus service. 

Opportunities 

Improve pedestrian safety, implement 

traffic management, improve contact 

and service to elderly, strengthen 

identity and pride in community, reduce 

street clutter, provide allotments, garden 

share and community growing, car 

share, organise events to encourage 

inclusion, grow fruit trees on roadside 

verges, encourage use of renewable 

energy, links between local businesses. 

Threats 

Climate change, loss of biodiversity, 

drought, danger from HGVs and fast 

traffic, over development leading to loss 

of rural character, loss of services such 

as buses, shops, mobile library, loss of 

agricultural land and local food self 

sufficiency, loss of local distinctiveness 

through cumulative loss of local 

vernacular such as building materials of 

sandstone walls and local stock bricks. 



Scoping Stage – Format (3) 

• Key Sustainability Issues – ½ page 

 
Challenges Facing Ardingly Parish Effect without the Neighbourhood 

Plan 
Problem of traffic speed and lack of 

pedestrian safety in village 

Could get worse with no policy on 

sustainable transport and outcome of Traffic 

Study 

Lack of affordable housing for Ardingly 

residents 

No suitable sites for housing for local people 

would be allocated. 

No allotments or community orchard 

(sustainable food 

production/recreation/leisure) 

No allotments or community orchard would 

be allocated. 

Support and flexibility for local 

businesses 

Existing policies may not meet their needs 

and aspirations 

Infrastructure improvements such as 

roads, crossings, parking, school 

facilities 

Funding for infrastructure requirements may 

not be achieved 

Use of redundant farm buildings Existing policies may not be appropriate for 

the specific circumstances in Ardingly 

Pressures for development in 

countryside 

District Plan policies are strategic in nature 

Loss of agricultural land to development Could get worse with no policy on protection 

Poor access to services and facilities Could get worse with no policy on 

sustainable transport 

Need to maintain and enhance the high 

quality natural environment, wildlife 

networks and biodiversity of the parish 

Strategic policies may not give adequate 

protection to local issues 

Need to protect and enhance the historic 

buildings and environment of the parish 

Existing strategic policies may not address 

specific issues in parish 



Scoping Stage – Format (4) 

• All the work done so far will inform the ‘Sustainability 

Framework’ 

• This is made up of Sustainability Objectives, and 

Indicators by which to measure these by 

• “Number of objectives should be proportionate to the 

size of the plan” (SEA Guidance) 

• Usually around 15 

• A good mix of Social, Economic, Environmental 

objectives (although the balance will be determined by your own 

area and any specific sustainability issues and challenges you are 

facing) 



Scoping Stage – Format (5) 

 



Scoping Stage – Format (6) 

 



Scoping Stage – Format (7) 

 



Scoping Stage – Format (8) 

 

 

 

 

 

• Use the District Plan Objectives and Indicators as a base 

• Look at other Neighbourhood Plan Scoping Reports as a 

guide 

• Make sure that the Objectives closely match up with the 

sustainability challenges you have already written about 

• Make sure the Indicators could be measurable 

 



Scoping Stage – Format (9) 

• Appendix – Summary of Plans and Programmes (1-2 

Pages) 

– Just a list of all the various plans that you have/will be 

taking into account 

– Usually Parish Plans, reports, studies, etc 

– No need to repeat any that are in the District Plan list 

of Plans and Programs (Appendix to SA) 



Scoping Stage - Consultation 

• A very simple consultation 

• 5 week period (minimum – but do the minimum!) 

• With the ‘Statutory Environmental Bodies’ as a minimum 

– English Heritage 

– Environment Agency 

– Natural England 

– Us! (although we won’t necessarily respond..!) 

• Plus anyone else as you see fit 

– e.g High Weald AONB Unit? 

 



Scoping Stage – Complete! 

 



Consultation Draft Stage 

• This is the stage where you will actually be ‘appraising’! 

• Most of the information from the Scoping Stage can be 

copied across – baseline, challenges, etc 

• It is an ‘iterative’ process, you are just adding information 

to what you have done before based on any new 

information - this will include comments received during 

consultation. 

• Develop different options for each of your policies/sites 

• Options for the various policies and sites within your plan 

will be ‘tested’ against the Sustainability Framework 

• Unsustainable options can be ruled out – can be helpful 

for you 

 



Consultation Draft Stage - Compatibility 

• It is helpful at this point to compare all your objectives 

against each other for ‘compatibility’ 

• You can then justify any conflicts 

– i.e. all housing options will score badly on 

environmental objectives... 

– ... but will score positively on social/economic 

objectives 

– This is fine, make 

   the reader aware 



Consultation Draft Stage – Developing 

Options 

• You only have to consider “Reasonable, Relevant, 

Realistic Options” 

• Develop options for policies as well as sites 

• The District Plan Sustainability Appraisal will provide a 

good starting point for how to develop options for 

policies... 

• Sites is easy – use the Housing Supply Document, sites 

you know about, etc. Rule out any “unrealistic” ones. 



Consultation Draft Stage – Developing 

Options 

•  Variation on what the policy will do 

•  It is possible that there simply aren’t any other options... 



Consultation Draft Stage – Developing 

Options (2) 

• Some are based on different thresholds/numbers 



Consultation Draft Stage – Developing 

Options (3) 

• The main options will be to do with sites for 

housing/employment/etc 

A 

B 

C 

D 



Consultation Draft Stage – Undertaking 

the Appraisal 

• Once you are happy that you have considered all 

relevant and realistic options, these need to be 

tested/appraised against the Sustainability Framework 

• What will be the ‘sustainability effect’ on each objective... 

• Develop an easy to use scoring system: 

++, +, +?, 0, -?, -, -- 

    

?  

• Don’t use numbers though... 



Consultation Draft Stage – Undertaking 

the Appraisal 

• Policy Options 

• Sustainability 

Objectives 

• Summary of 

Appraisal 

• It should be clear 

after this exercise 

which option is the 

most ‘Sustainable’ 



Consultation Draft Stage – Undertaking 

the Appraisal (2) 

• Do this exercise for every policy 

• Often gut instinct as to how it would be scored – think about the direct 

and indirect effects 

• Don’t over-think! It may be easier to work as a team, or “cross-check” 

• You don’t have to go with the preferred option in your plan if there are 

good reasons not to – non-sustainability related 

• It may be that “Do not have a policy” comes out the most sustainable, in 

which case it may be justified not to have a policy in your plan on that 

particular subject! 

• Similarly, sites can be ruled in and ruled out using this process. 

• Make sure you write a short conclusion, and if necessary justify any 

clear differences in scoring between the options 

• As long as everything is justified, and easy for the reader to understand 

the conclusions, it will provide good evidence that you have considered 

the effect on sustainability and will be developing a sustainable plan 



Exercise 1 

• Three fictional Housing Sites 

• What is the most sustainable option? 

Objectives 
1. Soc – To ensure everyone has the opportunity to live in a decent, 

sustainably constructed and affordable home. 

2. Soc – To improve access to retail and community facilities 

3. Soc – To maintain and improve opportunities for education 

4. Env – To ensure development does not take place in an area of flood risk 

5. Env – To protect and enhance the countryside 

6. Env – To address the causes of climate change and reduce greenhouse gas 

 emissions 

7. Ec – To ensure high and stable levels of employment 

8. Ec – To sustain economic growth 

9. Ec – To encourage the development of a sustainable tourism sector. 

 



Exercise 1 

• Is subjective, so these are not the ‘answers’! 

• The conclusions should be similar though 

 

 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Site A  ++ +   ++ +?  - -   +  ++  ++  + 
Site B  +  +?  +  -? ++  -  +  +  + 
Site C  +  +?  -  -? -  +  +  +  - 

Rule out C? 

 

Site ‘A’ seems the most sustainable? 

Site ‘B’ could be the middle ground? 

Social Economic Environmental 



Exercise 2 

• Two Policy Options 

• What is the most sustainable option? 

Objectives 
1. Soc – To ensure everyone has the opportunity to live in a decent, 

sustainably constructed and affordable home. 

2. Soc – To improve access to retail and community facilities 

3. Soc – To maintain and improve opportunities for education 

4. Env – To ensure development does not take place in an area of flood risk 

5. Env – To protect and enhance the countryside 

6. Env – To address the causes of climate change and reduce greenhouse gas 

 emissions 

7. Ec – To ensure high and stable levels of employment 

8. Ec – To sustain economic growth 

9. Ec – To encourage the development of a sustainable tourism sector. 

 



Exercise 1 

• Is subjective, so these are not the ‘answers’! 

• The conclusions should be similar though 

 

 

  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 

Option A +? +?  +? 0 + +?  +?  +  +? 
Option B  -  -?  -? 0  ++  +?  -  -  -? 

Rule out B? 

 

Option ‘A’ seems the most sustainable? 

Social Economic Environmental 



Overall Sustainability of the Plan 

• Summary Assessment Table may be helpful to identify 

‘overall’ sustainability and any “Cumulative Impacts” 

Source: DIY SA 

Preferred 

Policy 

Options 



Monitoring 

• Legislation requires this 

• Helps you monitor whether the plan is having the effect 

on sustainability that you predicted 

• If not, will help you see where it should be 

reviewed/amended in the future. 

Sustainability 

Objectives 



Consultation 

• Consult alongside your Draft Neighbourhood Plan 

• Will be publicised to the same people that your 

Neighbourhood Plan will be – i.e. the statutory bodies 

and members of the community 

• Make a note of any “Sustainability” related responses 

you get back 



Final (submission) Sustainability 

Appraisal 

• Not much more work to do now...! 

• No need to re-write anything you have written already – 

Copy and Paste! 

• If any other options arise through consultation – add 

these to the original appraisal 

• If no change since the original appraisal – state this 

• Include any changes to the introduction, baseline, 

SWOT, etc if there are any (this is relatively unlikely) 

• Publish and Consult alongside your final plan, using the 

same arrangements.  

 



Final (submission) Sustainability 

Appraisal 

 



Final (submission) Sustainability 

Appraisal 

 



Final Tips 

• Don’t overthink it 

• No need to go into great detail 

• Go with a gut feeling, or whatever seems to make sense 

• Will be easier to complete as a group, or to be cross-

checked 

• Local knowledge will play a key role 

• Important that everything is justified and concluded 

• Remember how useful this will be as evidence 

• It should help you think about different issues in your 

plan preparation and help inform the Neighbourhood 

Plan 



That’s It..! 

• We can provide support too... 

Andrew.Marsh@midsussex.gov.uk 

01444 477488 

 

• Any Questions? 

 

• Useful Links: 

– DIY SA  http://www.levett-therivel.co.uk/DIYSA.pdf  

– MSDC Website 

www.midsussex.gov.uk/neighbourhoodplans  
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