A Framework for Sustainability Appraisal in New Zealand

 FILLIN"Type your report title now"  \* MERGEFORMAT 
THINKPIECE, PREPARED BY:
Barry Sadler

Consultant, 

1631 Barksdale Drive

Victoria, British Colombia, 
Canada

WITH ASSISTANCE FROM:

Martin Ward

Environmental Advisor

31 Moncks Spur Road

Redcliffs

Christchurch

AND

Bob Frame 

Principal Scientist
Sustainability and Society

Landcare Research

PO Box 40

Lincoln 7640, New Zealand

 FILLIN "type author(s)" \* MERGEFORMAT 
Landcare Research

PO Box 40, Lincoln 7640

New Zealand

Landcare Research Contract Report:  LC0708/090
 FILLIN "Type client's name" \* MERGEFORMAT 
DATE:    March 2008 
	Reviewed by:
Jo Cavanagh
 FILLIN "Please enter report reviewer's name" \* MERGEFORMAT 
Scientist

Landcare Research 
	Approved for release by:
Penny Nelson
Science Team Leader

Sustainability and Society


©  Landcare Research New Zealand Ltd 2008 

No part of this work covered by copyright may be reproduced or copied in any form or by any means (graphic, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, taping, information retrieval systems, or otherwise) without the written permission of the publisher.

Contents

51.
Introduction


72.
Background – the New Zealand Context


83.
Sustainability as an Imperative – The Notion of Limits


104.
Towards an Operational Basis for Sustainability Analysis and Decision Making


104.1
Key components of sustainable development and the conditions for sustainability


104.2
Capital assets and their intergenerational and intragenerational transfer


115.
A Triangular Approach to Integrated Sustainability Appraisal and Decision Making


125.1
A compass of sustainability guides and reference points


135.2
Macropolicy goals


145.3
A systematic procedure for sustainability assessment


145.4
Rules of the game – agenda for process design and implementation


195.5
Tool kit for undertaking sustainability appraisal


216.
Next Steps for New Zealand


227.
References


25Appendix 1
Building blocks of sustainability appraisal


27Appendix 2
Main forms of capital and their evaluation


28Appendix 3
IAIA performance criteria for strategic environmental assessment


29Appendix 4
Bellagio Principles for assessing progress towards sustainable development


31Appendix 5
 Strong sustainability principles




1. Introduction

For two decades, sustainable development has been a major focus of international policy development and discourse. There is a massive literature on this subject, which encompasses numerous interpretations of the concept and its policy implications.

Increasingly this includes the frameworks, processes, instruments and methods that can be used for analysing the sustainability of development proposals and actions, i.e. to determine if a planned course of action will lead towards or away from a more sustainable destination. This prospective analysis is referred to as Sustainability Appraisal (SA).

The purpose of this paper/thinkpiece is to unpack the building blocks of sustainability appraisal (Appendix 1), linking the international and New Zealand literature. It begins with a brief definition of terms (Box 1), followed by a consideration of the New Zealand context. The main body of the text is concerned with sustainability as an imperative and an elaboration of concepts, objectives and principles of sustainable development that are enshrined in international law or policy
. When packaged together, they embody many of the fundamental requirements and conditions that help to define sustainability operationally and thus provide key yardsticks for measuring progress. The main body of the text is concerned with describing a possible approach to sustainability assessment and decision making for a specific proposal.

Methodologically, the emphasis is on exploring ‘the art of the possible’, bringing together a combination of tested and emerging tools and approaches and following the sage advice of Serageldin (1996, citing Solow) who advocated taking a series of pragmatic steps to improve current approaches incrementally rather than engaging in interminable debate about their imperfections. The approach is referenced against New Zealand issues and the Prime Minister’s commitment to promote sustainable development across all sectors of government.
Box 1
Definition of terms

	Sustainable development is a process of positive socio-economic and biophysical change or wealth (capital) creation that meets the needs of all people and can be continued indefinitely into the future without undermining the natural systems upon which it depends or foreclosing the range of opportunities available to future generations. This process is one of continuous adaptation to evolving economic, environmental and social realities. In terms of political decision-making, it involves planning or muddling toward a transition in the state of systems that are always in flux.

Sustainability is a quality or condition of a course or process of development that can be continued indefinitely along the lines described above. It cannot be objectively defined or measured; only analysed subjectively against some set of normative values or accepted principles of sustainable development. As a policy test, all determinations of the sustainability of development proposals will be highly approximate, e.g. framed as progress toward (or away) from pre-specified aims or criteria.

Appraisal is the process or act of evaluating the worth, significance or status of a work, action or, in this instance, the sustainability of a broad or specific course of development activity. This term is often used interchangeably with assessment to describe a broad field of professional analysis of the impacts and issues of development. In this paper appraisal refers to the generic approach, and assessment connotes a formal procedure or methodology that is applied ex ante to proposed policies, plans or projects.

An ‘integrated approach’ is the prescribed means of undertaking any process of sustainability appraisal of a development trend, proposal or activity. This term refers to a systematic and simultaneous analysis of their economic, environmental and social effects and sustainability implications. It also describes the essential characteristics of this process, such as the coordination of procedures, methods and tools; synthesis of information; and linkage to decision making. 


2. Background – the New Zealand Context

Sustainability appraisal has emerged over the last decade primarily from three main sources:

· The impact assessment family of approaches that had its foundation in environmental assessment in the mid-1970s. New Zealand’s early application in the Environmental Protection and Enhancement Procedures (EP&EP) was followed by the narrower, more legalistic approach of assessment of environmental effects (AEE) under the Resource Management Act 1991 (RMA). Both were project focused

· Economic analysis – which at the risk of oversimplification can be summarised as extended cost–benefit analysis at the micro level and environmental accounting at the macro level. In addition aspects of environmental valuation are included in areas of macro-economic policy, planning and programming – part of the ‘greening’ of government decision-making

· Strategic approaches in public policy and plan-making such as those that have emerged from the Review of the Centre (http://www.ssc.govt.nz/review-of-the-centre). Since 2003, however, more firmly founded work led by the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet produced the Sustainable Development Programme of Action and a steady infusion of sustainability language and direction in legislation and policy work

In New Zealand the notion of sustainable management established in the RMA was a pioneering attempt to establish sustainability principles at the centre of resource management. Its implementation without national policy or standard guidance through National Environmental Standards and National Policy Statements provided for in the Act has sold it short. The RMA has accumulated a succession of amendments in an attempt to keep the Act relevant in a situation where its critics see its provisions as little more than a queuing system for resource allocation, with little acknowledgement of limits.

Elsewhere impact assessment approaches developed with wider application into policy and plan appraisal as Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA), mandated for plans and programmes in the European Union since 2001. SEA is a recognised ‘stepping off point’ for sustainability appraisal (Sadler 1999; Therivel 2004) and has been integrated with SEA of spatial plans in the UK (ODPM 2005), although some critics consider SEA as a shallow rather than deep approach to sustainability issues (Dovers 2002). SEA is less well known in New Zealand although the value of its application has been recognised by land use planners in the context of the RMA requirements and recently calls have been made for its extension to the transport field (Dixon 2005; Ward et al. 2005; Wilson & Ward forthcoming). Health Impact Assessment (HIA) is a related methodology addressing public health and well-being that has emerged this decade as an effective tool with predominant application to programmes and plans (Public Health Advisory Committee 2004). In its short history it has become the most strategic of the assessment approaches in use in New Zealand.

Sustainability appraisal is also required by the Local Government Act 2002, although there is no formal requirement or methodological guidance. However, the Act’s Purpose Statement clearly establishes requirement by saying the Act ‘provides for local authorities to play a broad role… taking a sustainable development approach’ and that their purpose is ‘to promote the social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being of communities, in the present and for the future’.

3. Sustainability as an Imperative – The Notion of Limits

Much effort on sustainable development to date has focused on discussions of common issues, forming general policy agreements, and pursuing win-wins. But it is becoming increasing evident that in future the focus will have to shift to making decisions on priorities and hard trade-offs, changing investment patterns and institutional roles, on-the-ground implementation and policy learning. The emerging international consensus on sustainable development is based on a recognition that present patterns of growth are leading toward environmental decline and social instability – and that a different approach is required.

The Malthusian notion of ‘limits to growth’ underpins many such concerns and has assumed various forms in the evolution of sustainability thinking. It is largely subsumed in the mainstream sustainability agenda which, essentially, focuses on how to make the transition toward a sustainable future and avoids or sets aside questions of whether (or for how long) the global economy or population can continue to grow at present rates. These issues continue to surface in policy discourse, most notably recently in the aftermath of the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (2005).

Advocates of development take an optimistic stance, speaking of challenges to be overcome in building a more prosperous and secure future, and eschew assessments of the level of threat to sustainability or the likely downside consequences as moot. Most appear to subscribe to the Brundtland position that limitations are imposed by the state of technology and social organisation and ‘growth has no set limits in terms of population or resource use’ (WCED 1987) with pressures on scarcity or quality signalled through the market. This stance does not so much disavow the notion of limits, rather it considers adjustments must and will be made well before these are reached.

Countering, provocative analyses of the issue of limits to growth can be found in the 20- and 30-year updates of the original Club of Rome report (Meadows et al. 1992, 2004). They essentially confirm the earlier diagnoses and conclusions that certain limits have been overshot already and, under most scenarios, estimate that global population and economic collapse will occur in the next 100 years if present trends continue. But the authors are at pains to point out that a sustainable society is still technically and economically possible – provided action is taken now to significantly reduce material and energy flows and scale back growth in population and consumption.

In the last two decades reference to sustainable development has become firmly entrenched in international law and policy, notably through four interlocking milestone events and their respective outputs (see Box 2).

Box 2
Evolution of sustainable development in international law and policy

	The Brundtland Commission (1985–1987): The landmark report of the Commission packaged previous strands of thinking into a comprehensive statement of the purpose, premises and principles of sustainable development, and set out an all-encompassing agenda for action. It has been the subject of seemingly endless commentary and its famous definition of sustainable development has been widely quoted as an obligatory starting point for elaborating the concept (see below). Above all, the Commission gave political legitimacy and policy guidance to sustainable development. In the Tokyo Declaration, concluding its work, the Commission identified eight core principles to guide policy actions, including the injunction to integrate environment and economics in decision making. This integration principle also includes the duty to accept responsibility for impacts, to address the sources rather than just the symptoms of environmental damage, and to take account of these in policymaking at the same time and on the same agenda as other factors.

UN Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED Rio de Janeiro 1992): Also known as the Earth Summit (or simply Rio), UNCED is widely seen as a defining event in international law and policymaking. Although not without its shortcomings, UNCED brought together Heads of State or Government to sign off on Agenda 21, the global plan of action for sustainable development. It also provided the process through which a superstructure of relevant international legal and policy (or non-binding) agreements were concluded, notably the Framework Convention on Climate Change, the Convention on Biological Diversity and the Statement of Forest Principles. UNCED was also important for inclusion of civic society in preparatory meetings and negotiations, which opened the door for NGOs to act as watchdogs of progress in meeting the Rio agreements and commitments, and established the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) as a mechanism to report on progress in implementing Agenda 21. Despite these achievements, there was much unfinished business at UNCED and implementation of the outputs has remained in contention ever since.

UN Millennium Development Goals (2000): The Millennium Development Goals (MDG) provide further direction and policy focus to the sustainable development agenda for international cooperation, although many consider they only address certain objectives and have lost the systemic approach of Agenda 21. Eight goals (each accompanied by various targets and a range of indicators) form a guiding framework with specific targets and time frames to address all dimensions of poverty reduction including health, education and gender equality. Most of the targets are meant to be achieved by 2015 using the situation in 1990 as the baseline against which progress is measured and evaluated. Reviews leading up to the 2005 World Summit have shown that many will not be met within this time frame and there is particular concern that actions to achieve MDG 7 (to ensure environmental sustainability) have become sidetracked. New Zealand has signed on to the MDG.
UN World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD Johannesburg 2002): Held to review progress in the decade since UNCED and to address outstanding issues. It was intended to consolidate and build on what had gone before, with particular attention to Agenda 21 and the MDG, rather than to draft a new design for achieving sustainable development. As such, the main products were a political declaration and a plan of implementation to deliver on Agenda 21 commitments. In keeping with the MDG, poverty eradication was adopted as the main societal goal of WSSD and the economic and environmental goals were reinterpreted, respectively, as ‘changing unsustainable patterns of consumption and production and as sustainable management of natural resources for development’. 


4. Towards an Operational Basis for Sustainability Analysis and Decision Making

4.1 Key components of sustainable development and the conditions for sustainability 

Although there is still much debate on the precise meaning of sustainability as well as differences of terminology and definition, many commentators note a common thread of characteristics that define the conditions for sustainable development. For present purposes, the focus is on the fundamental components for sustainable development or aggregate conditions for sustainability that are internationally recognised. These are based on two mutually reinforcing concepts:

· The ‘Brundtland’ definition of sustainable development (‘meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs’)
· The representation of capital stocks as a proxy measure of the opportunities to meet present and future needs

Despite certain limitations, the Brundtland definition incorporates two fundamental requirements for sustainable development that underpin any approach to implementing this idea. These can be formally stated as the twin principles (WCED 1987):

· Intergenerational equity or maintaining development options and opportunities for those who follow. This requires that the next generation receive a stock of assets (resource potentials, created wealth, human capabilities) that is at least equivalent to our own or preferably greater, taking into account population growth. It is the omnibus test of whether or not development is sustainable

· Intragenerational equity or improving the welfare of all people, particularly the poor and disadvantaged. Strictly interpreted, this is a contingent principle, which refers to development that is appropriate rather than whether it can continue indefinitely

Intergenerational and intragenerational equity are aggregate and open-ended principles, but they have considerable heuristic value as a first step toward establishing an operational basis for evaluating progress toward sustainable development.

4.2 Capital assets and their intergenerational and intragenerational transfer

As a next step, work has been directed at understanding the nature and composition of the assets to be transferred intergenerationally. It is a widely accepted approach now to equate the stock of assets with the range of opportunities available to meet human needs (World Bank 2005). In this concept, aggregate development is non-sustainable if the opportunities represented by net capital wealth are being depleted or eroded, but sustainable if they are being maintained or increasing on a per capita basis (while also reducing intragenerational inequity). Additionally, the notion of sustainability as a non-declining stock of capital involves addressing the mix of different forms of capital or asset categories to be passed on to the next generation. The crux of this issue depends on the extent to which economic, natural and social capital are considered to be substitutes or complements to each other in determining future opportunities (Appendix 2).

Of particular concern is how best to account for natural capital in an era when there are potentially significant risks associated with the rate of conversion of resource and environmental assets (recognising there are major uncertainties surrounding these issues). Following World Bank (2005) delimitations of the substitutability of natural capital, three levels of sustainability can be identified that offer a choice of frameworks for evaluating development trends or actions:

· Weak sustainability involves maintaining total capital without regard to its composition and allows natural capital to be freely converted into economic capital and output (governed only by existing environmental policies, regulations and guidelines)

· Moderate sustainability requires that attention is also given to the mix of capital stocks with natural capital considered substitutable only up to certain critical limits or thresholds (which are not yet known but can be formulated using the precautionary principle)

· Strong sustainability means maintaining natural capital more or less at current levels (no net loss) so that losses and damages from development must be replaced or offset in kind (which represent a stringent interpretation of the precautionary and polluter-pays principles)

5. A Triangular Approach to Integrated Sustainability Appraisal and Decision Making

As a policy analysis construct, sustainability needs further resolution. This is summarised as a ‘road map’ of the steps and measures necessary to undertake sustainability appraisal. When reduced to basics, this approach has two characteristics that distinguish it from other forms of impact assessment or policy analysis, namely integrated decisionmaking in which key economic, environmental, social and economic factors are addressed simultaneously, and evaluated against a sustainability framework derived from international or national policy or strategies.

An integrated approach calls for three types of integration:

· Substantive integration of the three pillars and their different types of impacts within the assessment and decision-making processes

· Process integration of the different stages, steps and methods of assessment

· Strategic or policy integration of the inputs of assessment into decision-making process on a proposed action and/or into the larger policy, planning or project cycle

The application of a sustainability test can be undertaken against either a triple top line (TTL) of economic, environmental and social objectives and targets or norms to aim for, or a triple bottom line (TBL) of key thresholds or warning signs to avoid. Also, TTL and TBL can be applied together as a ‘ceiling-to-floor’ framework. In broad outline, the architecture of such an approach will be based on three cornerstones:

· A ‘compass’ of sustainability aims and principles for guiding policy options and choices and against which overall progress and the potential effects of proposals can be evaluated

· A systematic procedure for assessing the economic, environmental and social impacts and considerations of proposed actions

· A set of ‘rules of the game’ for integrating and weighing different objectives in appraisal and decision making in support of sustainable development

5.1 A compass of sustainability guides and reference points

The key objectives of sustainable development that provide the cardinal direction for policymaking are expressed internationally by Agenda 21, the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) and the WSSD Plan of Implementation; and nationally in economic, environmental and social policies or sustainability strategies. For illustrative purposes, Fig. 1 identifies one ultimate goal of sustainability (human well-being) and reinforcing objectives for each of the three pillars. In New Zealand, we recognise a fourth, ‘cultural’, pillar –recognising Māori as a Treaty partner. This adds both richness and complexity. The four pillars are expressed as economic, social, cultural and environmental ‘well-being’, terms that sit at the centre of the Local Government Act.

Whatever the pillar count, the overarching policy aim is to increase real, per capita human welfare and well-being through development that creates net wealth (or genuine savings) on a continuing basis, consistent with the economic, environmental and equity objectives.
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Fig. 1
Triangle of decision making that aligns the three pillars with macropolicy goals.

5.2 Macropolicy goals 

Goal 1: To improve basic needs and improve living standards to improve real human well-being per capita, consistent with non-declining capital wealth.

Goal 2: To ensure fair(er) distribution of economic benefits and opportunities for sustainable livelihoods, globally and within different countries.

Goal 3: To maintain the integrity of natural systems at a level that recognises their intrinsic value and ensures the continuation of their critical functions upon which human life and development ultimately depend.

Most countries or jurisdictions translate these broad aims into priority areas for macro-economic or sector-wide initiatives and into sub-objectives, targets and time frames for actions to achieve sustainable development. In turn, these provide specific bearings or points of reference for assessing the potential effects of proposals. UK guidelines for sustainability appraisal of regional spatial strategies and local development documents provide a good example. In New Zealand useful reference points can be found in the Growth and Innovation Framework (GIF; 2003), Sustainable Development for Zealand Programme of Action (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 2003), Opportunities for all New Zealanders (2004) and Creating our Future: Sustainable Development for New Zealand (Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment 2004).

Sustainability principles provide inspirational as well as instrumental direction on how to achieve the ends described above. But the distinction between them is by no means clear cut, particularly when sustainability principles are expressed as broad directions. For example, the Western Australian State Sustainability Strategy sets out 11 principles: seven of these are called foundation principles such as equity, ecological integrity and economic efficiency; four are process principles that emphasise integration, transparency, precaution and gradual change toward six long-term visions for Western Australia, six goals for the state government and 42 priority areas for action (Government of Western Australia 2003, pp. 27–31). In New Zealand we have well-developed principles strongly focused on process set out in the Sustainable Development Programme of Action (Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet 2003). See Box 3.

Box 3
Principles for policy and decision making

	The government recognises that its decisions should ensure the well-being of current and future generations. It will take account of the economic, social, economic, environmental, and cultural consequences of its decisions by:

· Considering the long-term implications of decisions

· Seeking innovative solutions that are mutually reinforcing, rather than accepting that gain in one area will necessarily be achieved at the expense of another

· Using the best information available to support decision making

· Addressing risks and uncertainty when making choices and taking a precautionary approach when making decisions that may cause serious or irreversible damage

· Working in partnership with local government and other sectors and encouraging transparent and participatory processes

· Considering the implications of decisions from a global as well as a New Zealand perspective

· Decoupling economic growth from pressures on the environment

· Respecting environmental limits, protecting ecosystems, and promoting the integrated management of land, water and living resources

· Working in partnership with appropriate Māori authorities to empower Māori in development decisions that affect them

· Respecting human rights, the rule of law and cultural diversity


Source: Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet (2003).

5.3 A systematic procedure for sustainability assessment

A formal process of sustainability assessment is needed to examine the economic, environmental and social effects of proposed actions, from policy to projects. Internationally and nationally, there are well-established arrangements and practices for assessing all three forms of impact separately and with regard to a wide range of proposals. This experience still remains to be distilled into a widely accepted approach to integrated assessment. Instead there are a number of entry points available for undertaking such a process, including:

· Use of an established process such as EIA or SEA as the assessment mainframe, and integrating specialised tools for economic and social analysis into the approach

· Coordinated application of three parallel streams of economic, environmental and social assessment with findings brought together at each step of the process: preliminary integration in scoping, and full integration in final decision-making

· Developing a new, unified, interdisciplinary process for integrated assessment and incorporating supporting methodologies such as multi-criteria analysis

The above modular approaches are overlapping rather than mutually exclusive and could be variously combined, perhaps in a phased manner moving along the continuum from partial to full integration. There is considerable experience already with taking social and, to a lesser extent, economic considerations into account in EIA and SEA, and emerging practice in more coordinated and integrative forms of impact assessment, although a number of institutional and methodological issues still remain to be resolved. With these in mind, an interdisciplinary process or integrative methodology seems likely to work best when the scope and significance of effects are limited, and coordinated assessments of different impacts seems more suitable for large-scale, environmentally or socially controversial proposals. Dalal-Clayton and Sadler (in press) note these preliminary observations remain to be tested.

5.4 Rules of the game – agenda for process design and implementation

In the first instance, as indicated above, much can be drawn from EIA or SEA experience and good-practice guidance for these approaches when moving toward sustainability assessment. Particular attention should be given to instituting or strengthening the following areas and aspects of process design and implementation:

· The framework of sustainability aims and principles

· Core principles and requirements that will govern the assessment process

· Process design and application

· Objectives-led and effects-based sustainability criteria that will direct the assessment of effects

· Rules for trade-off and decision making for sustainability assurance

Framework of sustainability aims and principles

Assuming that an appropriate strategic framework is in place (as described above), the next concern might be to identify the economic, environmental, social and cultural sub-objectives of macropolicy, sector and programmatic priorities or the cross-cutting priorities for integrating them. This focus should help to link government-wide and proposal-specific goals, bringing greater coherence to sustainability testing as part of impact evaluation.

Core principles and requirements that will govern the assessment process
Initially, use can be made of widely accepted principles and requirements already laid down in EIA or SEA policy or good-practice guidance issued by international agencies or organisations. As a starting point, the IAIA (2002) performance criteria for a good quality SEA process issued for use by its members are as relevant as any (Appendix 3). They refer to the importance of an integrated, sustainability-led assessment process and overlap with the Bellagio content principles (www.iisd.org, Appendix 4) such as focus and participation, although the IAIA statement on a sustainability-led approach is insufficient as it stands and needs to be supplemented with other sources.

Process design and application

Such an approach is outlined in Table 1, in five main steps and activities that characterise impact assessment (screening, scoping, impact analysis, decision making, and monitoring). The preliminary stages, screening and scoping, typically establish the basis for a more detailed procedure for major initiatives or proposals likely to have a potentially significant impact – or are applied in an extended or modified form for proposals having a lesser impact.

Table 1
Illustrative steps in sustainability assessment – what, why, how to evaluate?

	Assessment step
	Procedural focus
	Indicative questions 

	Screening 


	Establish/confirm need for and level of assessment

Preliminary scan of orientation to and implications for sustainability
	What is the prima facie relationship to SEEC goal maxima or safe minima? 

Does the proposal include opportunities for contributing to sustainability goals or threats to bottom lines? 

	Scoping
	Scope of issues and alternatives to be considered

Identification of effects on and distance to/from sustainability targets 
	How does the proposal measure up against key objectives and bottom lines? 

What major effects and SEEC linkages require further analysis?

	Impact analysis
	Significance of impact

Statement of findings on whether or not the proposal passes the sustainability test and subject to what trade-offs
	What are the likely positive and adverse residual impacts of each alternative? 

How significant are these when measured against sustainability criteria? 

What trade-offs are still to be resolved? 

	Decision making
	Approval of proposal and terms and conditions

Undertaking SEEC trade-offs and weighing gains and losses
	What is the configuration and net balance of gains and losses? 

How acceptable are any losses that exceed bottom lines? 

	Monitoring and evaluation
	Monitoring impacts of concern

Evaluating outcomes against sustainability balance sheet 
	Are positive and adverse impacts as expected? 

Have there been significant unanticipated effects or outcomes?


Source: Adapted from Sadler (1999) with additions from Government of Western Australia (2003).

For each step, basic questions indicate the notional application of a sustainability test undertaken against key objectives or bottom lines on the basis of an evaluation of the significance of positive and adverse social, economic, environmental, and cultural (SEEC) effects and consequences of a major proposal (as described below). This process can be applied to all of the three modular approaches described above, but, as an integrative analysis, would be expected to explicitly address the key SEEC linkages. In reality, of course, we are only at the edge of being able to undertake such an integrative analysis of major proposals, particularly those that are complex, controversial, or have high levels of uncertainty (e.g. regarding a new technology or developments in harsh, remote or frontier areas).

Objectives-led and effects-based sustainability criteria that will direct the assessment of effects

The determination of significance is central and critical to achieving a greater measure of sustainability assurance. It forms the basis for making a policy judgement that the effects of proposals either, at a minimum, ‘do no harm’ or, better still, ‘achieve much good’ (to use World Bank terminology). Both ‘objectives-led’ or triple top line (TTL) and ‘effects-based’ or triple bottom line (TBL) significance criteria are critical to any assessment consistent with integrated decision-making. They represent the ‘high’ and ‘low’ roads to sustainability and correspond to proactive or ‘top down’ and reactive or ‘bottom up’ approaches to assessment.

As far as possible, sustainability assessment should be directed towards ‘emphasising the positive’ rather than just ‘minimising the negatives’. This presumption is illustrated in Table 2, which lists the differences between the two approaches for core sustainability principles and criteria described above. It is also reflected in the evolution of the impact assessment paradigm from EIA to SEA, from a first-generation process (project-focused) to a second-generation process (focusing upstream on policies, plans and programmes), and now toward sustainability appraisal.

While objectives-led or TTL assessment is most compatible with the concept of sustainability, the TBL or safe-minima approach provides an absolutely indispensable ‘safety net’ in an era of scarce resources and looming constraints. Both lower (floor) and upper (ceiling) reference marks are built into the illustrative approach to sustainability assessment (Table 1).

Much work still remains to be done in identifying the respective sets of TTL and TBL criteria for use in assessments and in relating them to a sustainability test, in particular. In any operational form, applying the sustainability test and determining the eligibility of a proposal will be a highly subjective, much qualified exercise. It will depend, in part, on the level of sustainability that is elected as a reference standard (i.e. weak, moderate or strong). For strong sustainability, a stringent version of the precautionary approach should be applied to assess major proposals with potentially significant impacts. A suite of demand- and supply-side principles available for this purpose is described in Appendix 5.

In the absence of clear national or regional objectives, or where there are many or general ones, participatory indicator setting techniques such as kerDST, an online deliberation support tool for multi-stakeholder multi-criteria evaluation, can be used to gain consensus on what is and is not important. (O’Conner et al. 2007). This approach can also be built on to start gaining consensus around limits or limiting criteria.

Table 2
Possible criteria for sustainability assessment of projects, plans, policies and programmes

	Managing the negative
	Promoting the positive

	Provides short-term gain, but long-term economic gain is uncertain
	Provides both short- and long-term economic gain

	Minimises impacts on access, equity and human rights in the provision of material security and effective choices
	Increases access, equity and human rights in the provision of material security and effective choices

	Minimises the damage to biodiversity, ecological integrity and life-support systems 
	Improves biodiversity and ecological integrity and builds life-support systems

	Minimises the increase in ecological footprint while improving quality of life
	Reduces ecological footprint while improving quality of life

	Minimises impacts on community and regions, ‘sense of place’ and heritage protection
	Builds up community and regions, ‘sense of place’ and heritage protection

	Minimises conservation loss and social impact while providing social–economic benefit
	Provides conservation benefit and net social–economic benefit 

	Minimises the reduction of ‘common good’ resources
	Increases ‘common good’ resources

	Minimises the risks that are not understood
	Ensures there are acceptable levels of risk with adaptation processes for the worst scenarios

	Brings change without hope for the future as it is not part of a broader strategic vision
	Brings change and a sense of hope for the future as it is linked to a broader strategic vision


Source: Government of Western Australia (2003, p. 40)
Rules for trade-off and decision-making for sustainability assurance
Reconciling economic, environmental and social objectives and effects or striking a balance among them is an integral part of any process of assessment and decision making. Within a sustainability framework, these must be integrated within short- and long-term time frames and at scales from local to global. Table 3 illustrates the sustainability framework outlined in the Netherlands’ National Strategy for Sustainable Development. As initially developed, it comprises a 3×3 matrix: one axis represents the three pillars of sustainable development; the other represents spatial and temporal dimensions. In this version, a fourth and fifth column have been added to address the cultural dimension and represent net gain or loss from all effects.

As conventionally applied, impact assessments concentrate primarily on one aspect of sustainable development and only on the ‘here and now’. They generally do not include potential effects on future generations (‘later’) or other regions or countries (‘elsewhere’). This encapsulates the challenge of sustainability assessment in focusing on economic, environmental and social aspects, their key linkages, and the net gains and losses associated with major proposals – including determining if there is a current or future health, ecological or economic risk to populations, other areas or activities. In assessing a major initiative, all the dimensions in Table 3 will need to be evaluated and the net gains or losses tallied in some form. Whatever measures are adopted, this entails subjective judgement. This is difficult enough for here and now but becomes progressively more speculative as time and space scales increase. At the level of elsewhere and later, the emphasis might be on providing some form of qualitative risk clearance for major proposals.

Table 3
Time and space dimensions of SDA and decision making

	 
	Economic 
	Environmental
	Social 
	Cultural
	Net gain/loss

	Here and now
	
	
	
	
	

	Elsewhere
	
	
	
	
	

	Later
	
	
	
	
	


In Table 4, several different configurations of gains or losses are represented as decision criteria in the form of acceptable and unacceptable changes. Of course, the process of arriving at such determinations is always difficult and often controversial; trade-offs are a matter on which reasonable people holding different values and interests are likely to disagree. However, within a sustainability framework, the important point is that an explicit, systematic and good-faith attempt is made to strike the best possible balance (using the type of rules described below).

Table 4
Net determination of gains and losses as decision criteria

	Net effect (gain/loss)
	Decision criterion 

	Quadruple win (+ + + +) 
	Acceptable – gains in all four components 

	Very positive (+ +)
	Acceptable – gains significantly outweigh losses with only non-major impacts in all four components 

	Positive (+)
	Acceptable – gains outweigh losses with no potentially significant adverse impact(s) on any component 

	Neutral
	Not acceptable as is – gains must be enhanced and/or losses reduced to achieve a positive balance as in the previous category 

	Negative (−)
	Normally unacceptable – losses outweigh gains and/or there are potentially significant adverse impacts on one or more components 

	Very negative (− −)
	Unacceptable – losses significantly outweigh gains or do not meet TBL in one or more components

	Quadruple loss (− − − −) 
	Unacceptable – losses in all four components 


For sustainability assessment to work as depicted above, a number of basic rules and criteria should frame trade-offs and decision making. Recently, there have been a number of attempts to frame rules of thumb or guiding precepts and criteria for undertaking the trade-offs, hard choices and compromises that ultimately must be made. This is perhaps the most critical and challenging aspect of sustainability assessment and decision making, particularly if an attempt is made to take account of the effect on future generations. In the following list, the concern has been to formulate a set of general and enabling guidelines that summarise the thread of discussion above as well as draw on other work.

(1) At all stages of decision making, priority should be given to options and actions that do the most good, then to those that do no harm, and finally to those that accept some adverse effects. This protocol is implicit in the work of the World Bank (2002) and UNEP (2004) and has been formalised by other government institutions (e.g. Western Australia Environment Protection Authority). In effect, it describes how TTL (or goal optimisation) and TBL (or safe-minima standards) are related in decision making in support of sustainable development. The order of choice, as shown in Table 4, is first to seek ‘quadruple win’ packages that will have lasting benefit, second to secure options that maximise net gains without any major adverse effects, and third to accept options that have more modest net gains and avoid potentially serious adverse impacts.
(2) In principle, all other configurations of choice would be unacceptable within a sustainability framework, strictly defined. Some commentators go further and specify trade-offs as a last resort (e.g. Gibson et al. 2005). In reality, the process of determining net gains and undertaking the necessary trade-offs will be much more complicated than implied in the schema. At a minimum, preference should be given to the best practicable option that avoids potentially significant adverse impacts after mitigation measures have been taken into account. In some cases, the choice of a ‘least worst’ option for the avoidance of harm may be necessary, e.g. when all other feasible alternatives, including taking no action, will result in greater losses, more severe damages or higher risks (as in sites or areas that are already environmentally degraded).
(3) On some level, hard choices and trade-offs are an inevitable part of decision making. This task must be confronted rather than circumvented in conventional practice or assumed away in idealised or normative prescriptions (Toman 1998). It should be undertaken in a transparent and accountable manner. A key means of doing so is to place the onus of proof on the proponent for all trade-offs that assume potentially major or significant adverse effects can be avoided or mitigated. This burden presumes that such effects are unacceptable unless they can be substantiated as reasonably prudent having regard to the circumstances, preferably through an open, rigorous process. Following accepted principles of assessment good practice, the rationale for trade-offs should be subject to explicit justification, e.g. in written reasons for decision.

In all cases, these guides will need to be adapted to the overall context, as reflected in the political culture of decision making within a particular country and to the circumstances and conditions related to a particular proposal or course of activity.

5.5 Tool kit for undertaking sustainability appraisal

A large suite of analytical and consultative tools is used or available for use in sustainability appraisal (Guijt & Moiseev 2001). This kit and the methodological issues associated with their use are described more fully in a forthcoming book on this subject by Dalal-Clayton & Sadler (in press). In this briefing note we provide only a short profile of the main types of tools that can be employed in support of a sustainability appraisal along the lines outlined above.

Analytical methods and techniques

Analytical methods and techniques include those that are (a) commonly used to assess economic, environmental and social (+/- cultural) impacts and (b) more integrative, policy tools that are, or can be, used to evaluate the interrelationship of the three dimensions and assign relative or overall weightings.

In the first category, each of the four impact assessment domains draw on many specialised tools; for example, EIA methodologies encompass both simple and sophisticated techniques, ranging respectively from checklists and matrices to various types of quantitative models. Generally, the analytical tools used in the three main domains of impact assessment are tried and tested and there is considerable good-practice guidance on how to apply them.

In the second category, there are various tools that aim at or aid integration, e.g. decision trees and cause–effect networks, multi-criteria analysis, and comparative risk assessment. Generally, these integrative tools are reasonably well established in policy analysis and also applied in impact assessment, although not necessarily routinely. Table 5 includes illustrative examples of tools that can be used for different steps and activities of the sustainability assessment process.

Table 5
Matching tools to tasks in sustainability assessment

	Key activities
	Examples of tools that are or can be used

	Clarify need, scope and context of analysis 


	Policy scanning and mapping 

SWOT analysis of sustainability contribution 

Baseline profiling 

Trend analysis 

	Determine issues and impacts 
	EIA/SEA methods (e.g. checklists and matrices) 

SIA methods (e.g. surveys and community analysis)

Economic valuation methods (e.g. willingness to pay)

Decision ‘trees’ and cause–effects networks

	Dev​elop and compare alter​nat​ives
	Options appraisal

Expert workshops

Scenario building

Lifecycle assessment

	Compare key options for decision making
	Trade-off matrices

Multi-criteria analysis

Cost–benefit analysis 

Comparative risk assessment

	Monitor effects and evaluate outcomes 
	Issues tracking

Trend monitoring 

Value for money and results auditing 

Policy evaluation


Source: Adapted from Bonvoisin et al. (2006).

Public participation/consultation and communication tools

Public participation/consultation and communication tools are an integral part of the approach to sustainability assessment. These tools can be classified into three types according to their function in the process, namely to:

· Provide information

· Gather information, views and comments

· Engage the public interested in or affected by a proposal in an interactive, participative process of collaborative problem solving

Examples of the main structures and tools for this purpose are shown in Table 6. In addition, methods of alternative dispute settlement (ADR) comprise a separate category of approach; both are more interactive and less open to the public than traditional models of participation. ADR is a process of direct or mediated negotiation that involves consensus-building, joint fact finding and mutual accommodation of differences to reach a joint settlement of issues. This lends itself to resolution of conflicts as part of sustainability assessment as practised some years ago by the Australian Resource Assessment Commission.

Table 6
Examples of public participation/consultation and communication tools

	Providing information
	PRIVATE 
Gathering information, views and comments (consultation only)
	Participation methodologies

	Printed documents

Newspapers & newsletters

Radio & TV

Websites and email networks 

Exhibitions and plays

Audio-visual media

Public meetings

Site visits & special days
	Surveys 

Internet searches

Interviews 

Questionnaires

Meetings

Monitoring
	Participatory learning and action (PLA) 

Participatory resource surveys

‘Green’ audits

Consensus-building and negotiations

Traditional methods, e.g. of conflict resolution

Communications and information techniques, e.g. ‘phone-ins’ and email networks

Participatory dialogue

Focus and working groups

Roundtables, seminars and workshops

Marae meetings (gatherings)

Public debates

Multi-stakeholder tools (e.g. future search conference / visioning)


Relevant indicators

Relevant indicators are important to provide the baseline for sustainability and for monitoring. It seems widely accepted that sustainability indicators should be specific to the issues and relevant to the sector under review, and preferably developed through stakeholder and/or public consultation. But as a starting point, agencies often make use of a standard set of indicators such as those supplied by the UN Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD) or the Global Reporting Initiative (GRI) or by national indicators. These are important for linking proposal specific assessment to a baseline. A good portal for further information on indicator sets and initiatives is provided at www.iisd.org/measure (which includes a global compendium of 669 (!) indicator initiatives).

6. Next Steps for New Zealand

The New Zealand Parliament’s multi-party commitment to sustainability and the Labour-led Government’s policy leadership on carbon neutrality set a strong platform for central and local government policymakers and planners to make progress in sustainability-related areas. Alongside the Prime Minister’s sustainability vision for the country, the Public Service must deliver policies that will lead towards, not away from a more sustainable destination. Sustainability appraisal provides methods for determining this.

Senior professionals daily involved in sustainability-focused thinking and action are a small and select group with the potential to ‘make a difference’. With an explicit sustainability appraisal approach, the difference will reach beyond New Zealand. A culturally inclusive ‘four pillar’ sustainability appraisal pilot is pioneering work with a global potential.
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Appendix 1
Building blocks of sustainability appraisal

1.
Basic conditions for achieving sustainable development, which provide the fundamental foundation for gauging progress toward this goal, namely:

· Meeting the twin principles of intragenerational and intergenerational equity as defined by the Brundtland Commission (WCED 1987)

· Maintaining or preferably increasing net constant wealth as defined by the capital stock(s) (environmental, social, economic) available (per capita) to meet current and future needs

· Moving toward four system conditions for long-term or absolute sustainability (as defined by Robert et al. (1997) and elaborated in chapter 2), while staying within key global environmental thresholds or limits
2.
An operational framework for decision making that meets two key criteria (as identified above):

· Integrative – brings together the economic, environmental, and social aspects of development options and actions

· Sustainability centred – evaluates effects against core principles for sustainable development
3.
A systematic process of analysis that when undertaken as part of a planning or assessment framework provides for both:

· Substantive integration of the economic, environmental, and social dimensions of sustainable development measured against one or both of the following:

· agreed objectives and principles (normative values to aim for)

· bottom-line standards (safe minimums to stay within or warning signs to avoid)

· Process integration of analysis, opportunities for stakeholder participation and procedures (policy responsibilities for decision making. This demands that:

· agreed principles of good practice regarding the steps and elements of planning or assessment are followed

· an established framework of objectives, principles and criteria for sustainable development is in place against which effects can be evaluated (2 above)

· a set of rules exists for integrating and weighing different objectives in evaluation and decision making in the context of the above framework

4.
Practical applications of this generic approach that demonstrate how it can contribute or add value to decision making under different contexts and circumstances. In general, there are three main and interrelated options for integration along the lines described in (2) above:

· Using a legally prescribed or institutionalised process as an entry point, such as EIA or SEA

· Extending or combining established, widely used instruments, such as cost–benefit analysis or multi-criteria analysis, to take account of the wider range of issues and impact

· Developing a new, innovative procedure or methodology, drawing on either of the above

5.
Tools for analysis provide the wherewithal to apply concepts and approaches of sustainability appraisal. A key concern is to establish general rules that might apply when employing these tools, e.g.

· 
Flexibility – there is no single ‘best’ methodology for conducting sustainability analysis

· 
Adaptation – all tools need to be adapted to the geo-political context and circumstances of the application

· 
Interdisciplinarity – it is important to ensure that economic, environmental, and social information and inputs are integrated or interrelated at key stages in the process

· 
Linkage – to other forms and methods of sustainability appraisal including trend analysis, ex post review and monitoring, audit and reporting

Source: Updated from Sadler (1999, 2002, 2006)

Appendix 2
Main forms of capital and their evaluation

	Economic
	Social
	Natural

	Economic capital refers to all forms of man-made and financial wealth, such as farms, buildings, infrastructure, and monetary assets that facilitate ownership, investment and trade.

A major focus is on the production and output of goods and services (i.e. growth) as a measure of living standards and social welfare. Traditionally, land, labour and capital have been the three factors of this process. For convenience, the term ‘economic’ has been added to capital to distinguish it from the other two versions and to cover the aspects typically subject to economic analysis.
	Social capital refers to human knowledge, skills and capabilities, as well as community structures, civic traditions and institutions that are critical for societies and economies to function effectively.

A major focus is on education, health and other investments that enhance human productivity and quality of life. The collective scaffolding of social capital comes more from voluntary citizen actions and associations than from government intervention. As such, it is more difficult to identify and measure but no less important for sustainable development.
	Natural capital refers to the stock of renewable and non-renewable natural resources (minerals, soils, air, water, forests etc.) and the ecological processes that maintain the life support system of the planet (nutrient cycles, energy flows, food chains and gene pools).

A major focus is on the environment as a source of raw materials and a sink for waste. These functions are the basis of sustainable development, irreplaceable by any practical measure and difficult to value, especially when non-use (option and existence) benefits are included.


Sources: Modified from Goodland & Sadler (1996) 
Appendix 3
IAIA performance criteria for strategic environmental assessment

A good strategic assessment process is one that meets the following criteria*:

Integrated:

· Ensures an appropriate assessment of all strategic decisions relevant for the achievement of sustainable development

· Addresses the interrelationships of biophysical, social & economic aspects

· Tiered to policies in relevant sectors and (transboundary) regions and, where appropriate, to project assessment and decision making

Sustainability-led:

· Facilitates identification of development options and alternative proposals that are more sustainable (i.e. contributes to international or national policies or strategies for sustainable development)

Focused:

· Provides sufficient, reliable and usable information for development planning and decision making

· Concentrates on key issues of sustainable development

· Customised to the characteristics of the decision-making process

· Cost- and time-effective


Accountable:

· Responsibility of the leading agencies for the strategic decision to be taken

· Carried out with professionalism, rigour, fairness, impartiality and balance

· Subject to independent checks and verification

· Documents and justifies how sustainability issues were taken into account in decision making

Participative:

· Informs and involves interested and affected public and government bodies throughout the decision-making process

· Explicitly addresses inputs and concerns in decision making

· Provides clear, easily understood information requirement and ensures sufficient access to all relevant information

Iterative:

· Ensures availability of the assessment results early enough to influence the decision-making process and inspire future planning

· Provides sufficient information on the actual impacts of implementing a strategic decision, to judge whether this decision should be amended and to provide a basis for future decisions

*This list has been edited to read as a generic statement of process principles for quality assessment. Certain introductory wording also is omitted from this version.

Source: IAIA (2002): www.iaia.org
Appendix 4
Bellagio Principles for assessing progress towards sustainable development

The Bellagio Principles were drawn up in 1996 by an international group of sustainability measurement experts, who synthesised the state of then current thinking on how to assess progress towards sustainable development and organised insights into four main areas. Principle 1 deals with the starting point of any assessment – establishing a vision of sustainable development and clear goals that provide a practical definition of that vision in terms that are meaningful for the decision-making unit in question. Principles 2–5 deal with the content of any assessment and the need to merge a sense of the overall system with a practical focus on current priority issues. Principles 6–8 deal with key issues of the process of assessment and Principles 9 and 10 address the need to establish a continuing capacity for assessment.

The principles for assessing progress towards sustainable development comprise:

1.
Guiding vision and goals

· Be guided by a clear vision of sustainable development and goals that define that vision.

2.
Holistic perspective

· Include review of the whole system as well as its parts.

· Consider the well-being of social, ecological, and economic subsystems, their state as well as the direction and rate of change of that state, of their component parts, and the interaction between parts.

· Consider both positive and negative consequences of human activity, in a way that reflects the costs and benefits for human and ecological systems, in monetary and non-monetary terms.

3.
Essential elements

· Consider equity and disparity within the current population and between present and future generations, dealing with such concerns as resource use, overconsumption and poverty, human rights, and access to services, as appropriate.

· Consider the ecological conditions on which life depends.

· Consider economic development and other, non-market activities that contribute to human/social well-being.

4.
Adequate scope

· Adopt a time horizon long enough to capture both human and ecosystem timescales – thus responding to needs of future generations as well as those current to short-term decision making.

· Define the space of study large enough to include not only local but also long-distance impacts on people and ecosystems.

· Build on historical and current conditions to anticipate future conditions – where we want to go, where we could go.

5.
Practical focus

Base on:

· an explicit set of categories or an organising framework that links vision and goals to indicators and assessment criteria

· a limited number of key issues for analysis

· a limited number of indicators or indicator combinations to provide a clearer signal of progress

· standardising measurement wherever possible to permit comparison

· comparing indicator values to targets, reference values, ranges, thresholds, or direction of trends, as appropriate.

6.
Openness 

· Make the methods and data that are used accessible to all.

· Make explicit all judgments, assumptions, and uncertainties in data and interpretations.

7.
Effective communication

· Design to address the needs of the audience and set of users.

· Draw from indicators and other tools that are stimulating and serve to engage decision-makers.

· Aim, from the outset, for simplicity in structure and use of clear and plain language.

8.
Broad participation

· Obtain broad representation of key grass-roots, professional, technical and social groups including youth, women, and indigenous people – to ensure recognition of diverse and changing values.

· Ensure the participation of decision-makers to secure a firm link to adopted policies and resulting action.

9.
Ongoing assessment

· Develop a capacity for repeated measurement to determine trends.

· Be iterative, adaptive, and responsive to change and uncertainty because systems are complex and change frequently.

· Adjust goals, frameworks, and indicators as new insights are gained.

· Promote development of collective learning and feedback to decision making.

10.
Institutional capacity

Continuity of assessing progress towards sustainable development should be assured by:

· clearly assigning responsibility and providing ongoing support in the decision-making process

· providing institutional capacity for data collection, maintenance, and documentation

· supporting development of local assessment capacity.

Source: www.iisd.org
Appendix 5

Strong sustainability principles

· Avoid irreversible or environmentally significant changes.

· Adopt a strict version of the precautionary principle for actions that potentially affect critical ecological functions, species or habitats.

· Adopt the no net loss principle (NNL) to maintain natural capital at or near current levels

· supply-side principles for maintaining natural capital

· demand-side principles for maintaining natural capital

· Renewable resources should be depleted (harvested or used) at a rate equal to their regeneration.

· Waste emissions should not exceed the assimilated capacity of the environment or cause harmful effects to human health.

· Conserve biological diversity comprising the variability of ecosystems, species and gene pools, paying particular attention to red-listed species.

· Apply the precautionary principle, using a strict form where there is the potential for serious or irreversible losses and weaker versions where there is not.

· Apply the polluter pays principle to all actions that cause resource losses or environmental damage as an adjunct to the precautionary approach.

· Give priority to anticipate and prevent strategies.

· Reduce or eliminate environmentally perverse subsidies.

· Avoid conversion to higher intensity uses.

Source: Sadler (1999) 

� The international aspects of this paper draw on work undertaken by Barry Sadler as part of an IIED project and Earthscan volume co-authored with Barry Dalal-Clayton (Sustainability Appraisal: An International Sourcebook and Reference Guide to International Experience).
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