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Strategic Environmental Assessment Practices in European Small Islands: Insights from Azores and 

Orkney Islands 

Abstract  

The literature concerning Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) often refers to the importance 

of context-specific approaches. However, there is a lack of systematised and consistent studies that 

enhance tailor-made SEA practices and procedures. Small islands are bounded units of study which 

may help explore SEA theory and practice in special territories. Small islands present particular 

features and unique values, such as, small size and population, geographic isolation, limited 

resources and vulnerable ecosystems. Hence, the main goal of this research was to profile SEA 

practices and procedures in European small islands and provide a background for future research 

aiming to improve context-specific SEA applications. To achieve this goal, an exploratory case study 

was developed using Azores (Portugal) and Orkney (Scotland) archipelagos. An analysis of the 

corresponding mainland was also carried out to contextualise both case studies. The data collection 

was achieved through a qualitative content analysis of 43 Environmental Reports. The research 

found that there is not an SEA context-specific approach used within these European small islands, 

including guidelines, assessment topics, assessment techniques, follow-up and stakeholders 

engagement. The debate concerning specific approaches to small islands must be re-focused on the 

enhancement of SEA capacity-building amongst different stakeholders (including decision-makers), 

on the development and implementation of collaborative approaches, and on the exchange of 

knowledge and experiences between small islands networks. 

Keywords: Strategic Environmental Assessment; sustainability; context; small islands; Azores; 

Portugal; Orkney; Scotland. 

1. Introduction 

Several authors stress that Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) should be context-specific 

(e.g., Fischer and Gazzola, 2006; Gunn and Noble, 2009; Hildén et al., 2004). However, this argument 

has led to SEA approaches which can be vague and confusing (Noble et al., 2012). To counteract this, 

SEA has had to evolve and there are new approaches emerging in its practice. This includes: the 

integration of ecosystems services in SEA (Baker et al., 2013); resilience thinking linked with SEA 

(Slootweg and Jones, 2011); and more recently, evolutionary resilience (Bond et al., 2015). These 

approaches require a context-specific consideration and may provide a valuable framework for SEA 

practices in a particular type of decision-making process. Hence, territories with specific features and 

characteristics have needs that must be reflected in the SEA (Gunn and Noble, 2009; Polido et al., 

2014). 

Small Islands are vulnerable and unique territories (Bass and Dalal-Clayton, 1995; Douglas, 2006). 

Due to characteristics such as relatively small size, geographic isolation, a narrow economic base, 

limited resources, ecosystems vulnerable to other external ecological influences, and relatively small 

populations with a narrow skills base (McIntyre, 2005; Ramjeawon and Beedassy, 2004), small 

islands become the target of international attention (UNCED 1992; United Nations 1994). In 

particular, the international community understands the urgent need for sustainability-led 

approaches in the islands’ decision-making system (Bass and Dalal-Clayton, 1995; Deschenes and 
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Chertow, 2004). Several authors still discuss how this can be done, since sustainability may be 

paradoxical in these territories and demand different approaches (Bass and Dalal-Clayton, 1995; 

Kerr, 2005; Zubair et al., 2011). As shown by Polido et al. (2014), SEA has the potential to fill this gap 

since it links the three key arguments found to enhance sustainability in small islands: (a) change in 

decision-making paradigm, (b) good governance and community empowerment, and (c) resilience.  

Additionally, small islands are living laboratories for the planet, since they are a closed and bounded 

system, and thus manageable units of study (Nagarajan, 2006) which can influence future discussion 

on SEA and sustainability. They therefore deserve increased attention from the academic community 

as well as from the international institutions (Bass and Dalal-Clayton, 1995; Crossley and Sprague, 

2014). Even though literature and studies mainly focus on Small Islands Developing States (SIDS), as 

reviewed by Polido et al. (2014), Adrianto and Matsuda (2002) argue that small islands in general 

have common economic and environmental characteristics. Newitt (1992), also states that small 

islands share the same characteristics to different extents, stressing that there are three different 

categories of islands: (i) independent islands States, such as SIDS, (ii) islands that are an autonomous 

region of a mainland state, as is the case of the Azores, and (iii) islands under the rule of the 

mainland state, such as the Scottish islands (e.g., Orkney). 

As noted by Montaño et al. (2014) the number of studies assessing SEA systems is increasing, 

allowing inferences about the importance of the context in SEA. The common items between the 

different approaches are (i) legal basis for SEA application and guidance tools; (ii) existing process 

and procedural framework (including stages of the SEA (e.g., screening, scoping, environmental 

assessment, public participation, follow-up) and assessment methodologies and components 

(assessment techniques and issues)); (iii) SEA review and influence to the decision-making (Chaker et 

al., 2006; Rachid and El Fadel, 2013; Therivel, 1993; Zhou and Sheate, 2009). These items reflect 

issues required by good SEA practices and depend on the type of analysis planned (Zhou and Sheate, 

2009). Even though there is literature reflecting overall good practice on SEA (e.g., Abaza et al., 

2004; Fischer, 2002), methodological approaches and assessment techniques (e.g., Fischer, 2007; 

Noble et al., 2012; OECD , 2006; Therivel, 2004; UNEP , 2009), there is also literature providing focus 

on specific components of the assessment, for instance, on follow-up (e.g., Fischer, 2007; Morrison-

Saunders et al., 2014; Nilsson et al., 2009; Partidário and Fischer, 2004), and stakeholder 

engagement (e.g., Doren et al., 2013; Gauthier et al., 2011; IAIA , 2002; Ren and Shang, 2005). 

Despite the above research exploring the importance of context on SEA approaches or discussing 

sustainability related approaches, there is a dearth of research on initiatives that offer a coherent 

integrated analysis of SEA and sustainability assessment in small islands (Polido et al., 2014). To help 

fill this research gap, the aim of this analysis was to evaluate the state of integration of the SEA 

practices and procedures in small islands and understand what might be improved in the SEA of 

these islands. 

To achieve the research aim, the Azores and Orkney archipelagos were used as an exploratory case 

study, following the research approaches by Yin (2009). A comparative assessment with the 

Portuguese and Scottish mainland was carried out in order to understand the SEA national context 

of the archipelagos. The data collection was achieved through a qualitative content analysis, 

following the research approaches by Bardin (1977), Krippendorff (2003), and Mayring (2000), of 43 
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Environmental Reports (ER) (viz. 7 from Azores, 14 from the Portuguese mainland, 5 from Orkney 

and 17 from the Scottish mainland). The qualitative content analysis criteria were developed taking 

into account the literature on comparative assessment of SEA systems, their practices and 

procedures.  

The paper starts by characterising the Portuguese and Scottish SEA system, to establish the 

background of the research (Section 2). It then explains and justifies the research design, including 

the choice of the case studies (Azores and Orkney) and the development of the qualitative content 

analysis criteria for the data collection and analysis (Section 3). Following this, the paper presents 

the relevant results and findings from the empirical studies (Section 4), and a cross-case analysis 

adding a comprehensive integrative examination of both cases (Section 5). The final section 

concludes by showing possible ways to develop research and practice of SEA in small islands.  

2. The Portuguese and Scottish SEA System 

The Portuguese and Scottish SEA systems both need to comply with the EU SEA Directive1. However, 

contrary to what would be expected, there are structural differences between them. In Portugal, the 

transposition of the EU Directive was concluded only in 2007 (three years after the implementation 

deadline established by the Directive) through the Decree-Law 232/2007 (national legislation) and is 

similar to the SEA Directive. Due to the special administrative status of the Portuguese autonomous 

regions of Azores and Madeira, the Decree-Law allows its adaptation through specific regional 

legislative procedures by the regional authorities. In 2010, the Azores adapted it through the 

Regional Decree-Law 30/2010/A (see Polido and Ramos, 2015). 

There are two main differences between the national and regional regulations in Portugal. The 

Regional Decree-Law defines that a small area, in the context of Article 3 (3) of the Directive has 25 

hectares (0.25 km2), and introduces the need to climate proof the plan or programme (assessment 

and internalization of mitigation and adaptation strategies needed due to the potential impacts of 

global climate change, and its effects at local and regional level, on the plan or programme). 

To help with the implementation of the Regulations, the Portuguese Environmental Agency (APA) 

and the Portuguese Directorate-General for Spatial Planning and Urban Development (DGOTDU) 

developed guideline manuals outlining the SEA practice in Portugal. The APA guideline manual 

(Partidário, 2007) has a wide scope and was recently updated (see Partidário, 2012) and the 

DGOTDU guideline manual (DGOTDU, 2008) is specifically for the SEA of Local Spatial Plans (e.g., 

master plans; urban plans). The Azorean Regional Directorate for the Environment adopted the 

guidance published by APA as their SEA guidelines, indicative of the influence from outside agencies 

rather than the regional and local ones (Ramos et al., 2009), in these territories. 

The case of Scotland is very different. Here the Government published the first SEA regulation in 

2004 (Jackson and Illsley, 2007) in order to implement the Directive on time. However, the “Scottish 

                                                           

1 The nomenclature “EU SEA Directive” or simply “SEA Directive” in this research paper referrers to the Directive 

2001/42/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 27 June 2001 on the assessment of the effects of certain 
plans and programmes on the environment. This Directive has been transposed by all member states of the European 
Union to domestic legislation (Polido et al., 2014). 
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Ministers want[ed] Scotland to be a world leader in [SEA]” (SEEG, 2004, p. 1), and so several 

consultations and workshops took place to deliver a broader version of the SEA (2004) regulation 

(McLauchlan and João, 2012). In 2006, the Environmental Assessment (Scotland) Act 2005 (SEA Act 

(2005)) became mandatory for all the Scottish territory without specific adaptations for different 

regions/islands. 

By covering not only Plans and Programmes as stated in the Directive, but addressing also Strategies, 

the SEA Act (2005) goes beyond the scope of the Directive and covers almost all aspects of policy 

formulation in Scotland (Jackson and Dixon, 2006; Kelly et al., 2012). Also, as identified by 

McLauchlan and João (2012), SEA in Scotland presents a unique SEA stage - the pre-screening - 

where the responsible authority needs to register their intention not to do an SEA that they identify 

as having “no” or “minimal” effect on the environment (SEA Act (2005), Part 1, 7(1)). 

To provide practitioners with the tools to develop SEA, the Scottish Executive issued an SEA toolkit 

(Scottish Executive, 2006) with detailed guidance where the SEA process is organised and structured 

(Kelly et al., 2012; Noble et al., 2012; SEPA, 2011). In 2013 the SEA Toolkit was replaced by the 

“Strategic Environmental Assessment Guidance” (Scottish Government, 2013). 

Comparing the guidelines from both SEA system process and procedural frameworks (i.e., Partidário, 

2012, 2007; Scottish Executive, 2006; Scottish Government, 2013) it is clear that there are also 

differences between the two countries. For instance, the Portuguese guidance uses an integrated 

environmental issue type as assessment topic2, while the Scottish practice focus mainly on the 

environmental issues provided by the Directive or by the SEA objectives established.  

Both types of assessment topics provide a yardstick, grounding the assessment, against which the 

Plan, Programme or, in the Scottish case, Strategy (PPS), integrating the different SEA stages and 

assessment methods and techniques used, can be assessed. The Portuguese and Scottish guidelines 

indicate the context-specificity of the assessment techniques, which should be adequate to the type 

of PPS addressed. Nonetheless, the Portuguese and Scottish guidelines mention the use of 

“sustainability framework and indicators” (similar to the definition by UNEP (2009)) to set the SEA 

context and objectives and “trend analysis”, and “SWOT analysis” (similar to the definition by UNEP 

(2009) and Fischer (2007) respectively) for the baseline information and evolution without PPS.  

However, the definition used for alternatives vary, as well as the techniques for the assessment of 

effects. Partidário (2012), proposes “strategic options3” instead of “alternatives”, whereas in the 

Scottish guidelines, alternatives should follow a hierarchy (ODPM , 2005; Scottish Executive, 2006) 

mainly done through “impact matrices” (similar to the definition by Fischer (2007)). Also, in the case 

of the assessment of effects, the Portuguese guidelines suggest it should be done through “scenario 

                                                           

2 The Portuguese guidelines use the designation “critical factor for decision-making” for the assessment topics, which is 

defined as “(…) aspects that must be considered in the decision process concerning the strategy design and the 
implementing actions (…) and are generated out of an integrated analysis of the following elements (…): Strategic 
Reference Framework (SRF); Strategic issues (SI) (strategic objectives and core principles) of the object of assessment; 
Environmental factors (EF)” (Partidário, 2007, p.20). 
3 “The strategic options are policy or planning options, that help us to move from where we are to where we want to get 
(…). Strategic options are optional pathways that help us reach our intended long-term objectives, associated with our 
vision.” (Partidário, 2012, p. 38, p. 38). 
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analysis”, “stakeholder involvement”, and the “assessment of opportunities and risks”, while in the 

Scottish guidelines, a different combination of methods could be used, depending on the types of 

objectives and alternatives, e.g., “matrix based approaches and scoring systems”, “mapping and 

spatial analysis”, “criteria based checklists”, and “environmental topics based approach”. 

After the assessment is done, and the PPS is implemented, it is necessary to monitor the actual 

effects on the environment as well as to identify unforeseen adverse effects. Monitoring is 

mandatory but regulations fail to provide insights on how this can be done. However, it is important 

to anticipate and plan how the follow-up will be achieved during the environmental report phase. 

The Portuguese and Scottish guidelines go beyond regulation providing good practices for SEA 

follow-up. For instance, the Portuguese guide makes reference to three types of follow-up: 

performance, conformance, and uncertainty (as defined by Partidário and Fischer (2004)), and use as 

techniques, indicators (similar to the definition by Fischer (2007)) and stakeholder engagement, 

while the Scottish guides focus on performance, uncertainty and dissemination, using mainly 

indicators as techniques for monitoring. 

Stakeholder engagement is a key issue in SEA, which should occur in the early stages of the process 

and include everyone with an interest, or is affected by the PPS (Abaza et al., 2004). The SEA 

Directive clearly states that to have a more transparent decision-making, and a comprehensive and 

reliable assessment it is necessary to consult authorities with relevant environmental 

responsibilities, and the public. It also states that the Member States need to appoint these 

authorities. However, the techniques used for stakeholder engagement are to be determined by the 

Member States.  

To address these issues, the Portuguese Decree-Law presents an illustrative list of entities with 

specific environmental responsibilities (e.g. Portuguese Environmental Protection Agency, 

Portuguese Institute for Nature Conservation and Forests, regional coordination and development 

commissions, health authorities, municipalities), while the Scottish SEA Act clearly identifies as the 

consultation authorities, Scottish Ministers (Historic Scotland)4 (SPCB, 2005), Scottish Environment 

Protection Agency, and Scottish Natural Heritage.  

According to the SEA Directive, it is mandatory to consult the authorities in the scoping phase as well 

as in the environmental report phase. The public is only called on to participate in the environmental 

report phase, even though the Directive states that the public should be “given an early and 

effective opportunity (…) to express their opinions” (Directive 2001/42/EC, article 6 (2)). Nonetheless, 

both the Portuguese and Scottish guidelines make reference to the appropriateness of involving 

other stakeholders, in addition to the authorities named in the legislation, from the scoping stage 

onwards.  

As for techniques to engage stakeholders, neither set of regulations recommend what techniques to 

use. However, the guidelines provide strategies for the engagement during the early stages, for 

instance, workshops, social networks or citizen panels. Additionally, the Portuguese guidelines make 

                                                           

4 Due to Historic Environment Scotland Act 2014 and secondary legislation, from 1 October 2015, Historic Scotland will be 

replaced by Historic Environment Scotland as a Consultation Authority (Scottish Government/Environmental Assessment 
Team et al., 2015). 
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reference to a “governance framework”5 as part of the SEA process. The framework should be used 

to identify different stakeholders, establish relations between them, and their responsibilities with 

respect to the SEA process. 

Aligned with stakeholder engagement is keeping the public and other entities informed, being a 

major concern within the EU SEA Directive. However, in the Portuguese case, the availability of 

information is dispersed among APA webpages for different sectors and other governmental 

agencies. In the case of the Azores, the information is spread among different sections within the 

Regional Directorate of the Environment website. Additionally, there is also a low representation of 

Environmental Reports available in APA, compared to the number which were supposed to be 

available, and there is no reliable way to know how many SEAs were developed in Portugal 

(Partidário et al., 2010). 

The Scottish Government made provisions in their SEA website to provide information on all SEA 

being developed or already completed, making the information regarding the SEA process accessible 

for the general public. The documents from the different SEA stages are made available as well as 

the consultation authorities’ responses. As noted by McLauchlan and João (2012), the SEA Act (2005) 

does not legislate about the availability of the information, but with the commitment to become a 

leading country in SEA, uniquely the Scottish government made information accessible through the 

web-based SEA database (see Scottish Government, n.d.).  

The Scottish Executive has also created the SEA Gateway Team to operate as a centralised body 

where the information is gathered and integrated to advise and co-ordinate the process to ensure 

SEA quality (Jackson and Dixon, 2006; SPCB, 2005). In addition, the Scottish Government SEA-

dedicated website (see Scottish Government, n.d.), provides specific guidance for the consideration 

of climatic factors, air, soil and water. All of these initiatives link to Scotland’s ambition to be a world 

leader in SEA. 

3. Methods 

Due to the exploratory nature of the research, an inductive research approach was used. This 

involved a mixed model research approach employing an embedded multiple-case study (Azores and 

Orkney archipelagos) (Yin, 2009) and qualitative content analysis to 43 SEA Environmental Reports 

(ERs) (Mayring, 2000). The 43 SEA ERs include Portuguese and Scottish mainland reports, to 

contextualise the European small islands case studies. This section presents and justifies the 

methods used to conduct the research. First, a rationale for using the Azores and Orkney 

archipelagos is presented, as well as their characterisation. It then provides the Environmental 

Reports (ERs) selection justification and finally, explains how the content analysis was developed. 

3.1. Two-case study approach: The Azores and Orkney archipelagos 

Case study is a systematic research strategy which investigates phenomena, emphasising an 

understanding of how processes are influenced, and how they influence context (Hartley, 2004; Yin, 

                                                           

5 Governance framework is defined as “a network of inter-related government and non-governmental organizations and 
institutions, including citizen panels or other forms of citizen deliberative organizations” (Partidário, 2012, p. 38). 
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2009). In this research, an embedded multiple-case study was conducted using the methodological 

guidelines developed by Yin (2009), following a literal replication logic, meaning that the selection of 

the case studies predicts similar results since they share similar core characteristics (e.g. small size, 

geographic isolation, a narrow economic base, limited resources, and ecosystems vulnerable to 

other external ecological influences (see Section 1)), even though there are some differences 

between these two archipelagos. Following this, the rationale for the choice of Azores and Orkney as 

case studies, as well as the characterisation of the case studies, is presented. 

3.1.1. Rationale for Azores and Orkney as case studies  

To develop this research it was necessary to choose case studies that had a well-established SEA 

system with SEA reports available. As shown by Fischer and Onyango (2012), the European Union 

(EU) is the area most covered by research projects on SEA, probably due to the well-established SEA 

system (the SEA Directive, as referred in Section 2). Therefore, the first criterion was that the small 

islands had to be an EU member state or be part of an EU member state.  

From the countries stated in the Fischer and Onyango (2012) research, it was understood that 

Portugal offered an opportunity to study a European Outermost Region6, either Madeira or the 

Azores. The Azores was chosen, rather than Madeira, due to their unique geographic location 

(isolated in the North Atlantic, on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge) and their specific SEA legislation. 

Also, Fischer and Onyango (2012), showed that the EU SEA research projects mainly focused on the 

UK. The UK has several small islands but since the Scottish Government is committed to becoming 

SEA world leader and the Scottish SEA Act (2005) goes beyond the scope of the Directive, covering 

Strategies, Plans and Programmes, it was decided to choose an island or archipelago within Scotland 

to represent the UK. Looking further into the Scottish territorial system it was decided to have an 

island that represented an area council. The Orkney Islands were therefore chosen because they are 

a Scottish council area, have the smallest area and the highest population density within the Islands 

Council areas of Scotland. Figure 1 shows the Azores and Orkney archipelago locations. 

                                                           

6 The European outermost regions are addressed in the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (TFEU), articles 
349 and 355. 
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Source of official administrative boundaries: Eurostat  (2014) (© EuroGeographics for the administrative boundaries) 

Note: AZ: Azores; OK: Orkney; PT: Portuguese Mainland; UK: United Kingdom mainland 

Figure 1 – Location of Azores and Orkney Archipelagos 

3.1.2. Characterisation of Azores Archipelago 

The Azores is a Portuguese autonomous region with its own political-administrative statutes and 

government bodies. This political regime was established in Título VII of the Portuguese Constitution. 

The autonomy of the archipelago is based on the geographical, economic, social, natural 

characteristics, and the historical aspirations for autonomy of the populations of the islands (Suárez 

de Vivero, 1995). 

The archipelago is constituted by nine inhabited islands, divided into three groups: western group 

(Corvo and Flores islands), central group (Graciosa, Terceira, São Jorge, Pico and Faial islands), and 

an eastern group (São Miguel and Santa Maria islands) (Figure 2), distributed along 600 km with an 

Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ) of approximately 984,300 km2 and a coastline of 690 km (Borges et 

al., 2009). The islands are of volcanic origin and are located on the Mid-Atlantic Ridge, a tectonically 

and volcanically active region (Andrade et al., 2006; Borges et al., 2002; Calado et al., 2011a, 2011b), 

in the middle of the North Atlantic. Ponta Delgada, on São Miguel island, is the capital of the 

archipelago, and is approximately 1,500 km from Lisbon. Corvo is the smallest island with 17 km2 of 

land area and 430 inhabitants, whereas São Miguel is the largest with 745 km2 of land area and 

137,830 inhabitants. In total the archipelago has a land area of 2,322 km2, and in 2011 had 246,746 

inhabitants (DGT, 2014; SREA, 2012). 

Azores have high biologic and geologic diversity, reflected by 452 endemic species and about 24% of 

the terrestrial territory has been designated a protected area. In the scope of the nine Islands 

Natural Parks, there are 123 protected areas (terrestrial and marine) and in the scope of the Azores 

Marine Park there are 11 protected areas (representing ca. 11% of the EEZ). In the archipelago there 

are three Biosphere Reserves (Corvo, Flores and Graciosa islands) and two World Heritage sites (DRA 

et al., 2014). 
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The regional economy depends highly on the public sector, but also on the traditional sectors, such 

as, agriculture and fisheries, particularly livestock production and its related industries. Tourism 

appears to be an emerging sector (SRAF, 2011). National and European structural funds are central 

to the development of the region (Carvalho et al., 2011). 

 
Source of official administrative boundaries: DGT (2014) 

Figure 2 – Azores Archipelago 

3.1.3. Characterisation of Orkney Archipelago 

Orkney is a Scottish council area, located 32 km north from the Scottish mainland, made up of more 

than 70 islands and islets (Orkney Islands Council, 2012) (Figure 3) but only 20 have full-time 

residents (National Records of Scotland, 2013a). Orkney was formed through the collision of 

continents, and are predominantly built from accumulated sediments dating from the Devonian 

period (McKirdy, 2010). 

In 2011, Orkney had a population of 21,349 inhabitants, an area of approximately 990 km2 (National 

Records of Scotland, 2013b) and a total length of coastline of over 980 km (Orkney Islands Council, 

2012). The least populated island is Inner Holm with a population of 1 inhabitant and the most 

inhabited is Mainland of Orkney with 17,162 inhabitants (National Records of Scotland, 2013a). 

Kirkwall, in Mainland of Orkney, is the capital of the archipelago. 

The biologic and geologic diversity is reflected in the 73 international and national protected areas: 

six special areas of conservation, 13 special protection areas, 36 sites of specific scientific interest, 

one Ramsar site, one local nature reserve, and 16 geological conservation review sites (of these, 12 

are also Sites of Special Scientific Interest - SSSIs) (Orkney Islands Council, 2012). Furthermore, 

Orkney is home to a World Heritage site – The Heart of the Neolithic, due to their prehistoric cultural 

landscape dating from ca. 5,000 years ago. 
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The Orkney economy is reliant on tourism and has a high percentage of employment in the health 

and social work, wholesale and retail trades, construction, and agricultural, forestry, and fishing, 

sectors (Highlands and Islands Enterprise, 2014; Orkney Islands Council, 2007). Additionally, beef 

cattle farming, fishing, salmon farming, and the ferry operation are central in the development of 

the local economy (Orkney Islands Council, 2007). 

 
Source of official administrative boundaries: National Records of Scotland (2013c) (© Crown copyright and database right 2013) 

Figure 3 – Orkney Archipelago 

3.2. Environmental reports selection 

The selection of the SEA ERs took into account the scope of the research. The Azorean and Orkney 

ERs were chosen using the following criteria:  

(i) Availability in the institutional webpages (Azorean Government and Scottish SEA Database);  

(ii) SEA process with, at least, final ERs and/or post-adoption statements, and;  

(iii) For the Azores, the ER from regional spatial plan, special spatial plan (environmental protection 

related plans) or sectoral plan or programmes (PP); for the Orkney case, plans, programmes or 

strategies (PPS) affecting the council area, to reflect that island as the spatial unit.  

For the mainland, ERs selection followed the pre-requisite that they had to be similar to the ERs 

retrieved for the islands, to allow comparison between the island context and the mainland. 

However, in the Portuguese mainland case, due to the administrative specificities, the 

correspondent institutional webpage is the Portuguese Environmental Agency. 

The sample collection was conducted from January to July 2013. A total of 43 cases were retrieved – 

7 from the Azores and 14 from the Portuguese mainland; 5 from Orkney and 17 from the Scottish 
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mainland. Table 1 summarises the Environmental Reports used in the content analysis (for a detailed 

characterisation see Appendix 1).  

Table 1 – Environmental Reports included in the content analysis 

Code Plan or Programme title 

Azorean Environmental Reports 
A1 PROT Azores  
A2 POOC Santa Maria  
A3 POOC Corvo  
A4 POOC Flores  
A5 POOC Graciosa  
A6 POOC Pico  
A7 PGRH Azores 
Portuguese Mainland Environmental Reports* 
PM1 PROT Oeste e Vale do Tejo 
PM2 PROT Alentejo 
PM3 PROT Norte 
PM4 PROT Área Metropolitana Lisboa 
PM5 PROT Centro 
PM6 PGRH Ribeiras do Algarve  
PM7 PGRH Sado e Mira 
PM8 PGRH Guadiana 
PM9 PGRH Ribeiras do Oeste 
PM10 PGRH Tejo 
PM11 PGRH Minho e Lima 
PM12 PGRH Douro 
PM13 PGRH Cávado, Ave e Leça 
PM14 PGRH Vouga, Mondego e Lis  
Orkney Environmental Repots 
O1 Orkney Islands Local Transport Strategy 
O2 Community Plan 
O3 Local Biodiversity Action Plan 
O4 Sustainable Energy Strategy 
O5 The Orkney Plan 
Scottish Mainland Environmental Reports 
SM1 Glasgow Local Transport Strategy – ‘Keeping Glasgow Moving’ 
SM2 Dumfries and Galloway Local Biodiversity Action Plan (Second Edition) 
SM3 North Ayrshire Local Transport Strategy 
SM4 Renfrewshire Local Transport Strategy 2006 
SM5 West Dunbartonshire Council Local Transport Strategy 
SM6 Review of the Ayrshire Local Biodiversity Action Plan 
SM7 East Dunbartonshire Local Plan 2 
SM8 East Lothian Biodiversity Action Plan 2008 to 2013 
SM9 East Renfrewshire Council Local Transport Strategy 
SM10 Highland Coastal Development Strategy  
SM11 Dunbartonshire Biodiversity Action Plan 
SM12 Highland wide Local Development Plan 
SM13 Moray Council Draft Local Transport Strategy   
SM14 South Lanarkshire Local Biodiversity Action Plan 
SM15 Fife Community Plan 2011-2020 
SM16 East Ayrshire Community Plan 
SM17 Perth & Kinross Council's Community Plan 

Note: PGRH – River basin district Management Plan | POOC - Coastal Zone Spatial Plan | PROT - Regional Spatial Plan 
*There were no POOC SEAs available for the Portuguese mainland when the research was conducted. 

3.3. Qualitative content analysis 
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The data collection for comparison of the practices used in Azores, Portuguese mainland, Orkney 

and Scottish mainland was accomplished through a qualitative content analysis based-approach of 

the SEA ERs according to the methodological recommendations of Bardin (1977), Krippendorff 

(2003) and Mayring (2000). Content analysis is a systematic approach used to collect data from 

documents (Bardin, 1977) allowing replicable and valid inferences from texts (Krippendorff, 2003). 

The limitations of the method are mainly associated with the documents analysed, which can pose 

problems of credibility, authenticity, representativeness and availability (Bryman, 2012). 

Nonetheless, content analysis allows the research to have the flexibility needed in exploratory 

studies, and enhances research transparency and reduces subjectivity (Bardin, 1977; Bryman, 2012). 

To develop the qualitative content analysis, a criteria set of five items was established, related to the 

core elements found in the literature (see Sections 1 and 2). The analytical objectives were also 

added to the framework to establish the analysis boundaries. The ERs used as the primary data 

source (see Section 3.2.) were read and analysed iteratively against it. 

Table 2 summarizes the criteria framework used. These cover the guidelines used to operationalize 

the institutional and procedural framework, the assessment topics studied, the adopted assessment 

techniques and methodological approaches, and the stakeholders’ engagement process.  

Table 2 – Content analysis framework: criteria, rationale and objectives for the analysis done to the environmental 
reports. 

Criteria Rationale Analysis objectives Adapted from 

Guidelines The purpose of this criterion is to help 
understand what is the procedural 
guidance framework adopted in the ERs. 
Also, if SEA is context specific, it is 
important to understand if there are 
differences between the systems and 
between the islands and the mainland. 

Identify guidelines used (e.g., APA 
(2007), Scottish Executive (2006)). 

Chaker et al. 
(2006)  

Noble et al. 
(2012) 

Rachid and El 
Fadel (2013) 

Assessment topics This criterion aims to analyse if islands 
ERs address similar environmental/ 
sustainability issues to the ones used in 
the ERs from the mainland. 

Furthermore, this criterion helps to 
establish typical sustainability issues to 
be studied in future SEA of small islands. 

Identify environmental/ sustainability 
issues used in ER (e.g., environmental/ 
sustainability issues of the EU Directive, 
aggregated sustainability issues, 
strategic sustainability issues). 

Identify the typical sustainability issues 
used in the assessment in small islands 
versus mainland (e.g., are there topics 
more used in small islands than in the 
mainland). 

Abaza et al. 
(2004) 

Fischer (2002) 

Therivel (2004) 

Assessment 
techniques and 
methodological 
approaches 

The aim of this criterion is to analyse the 
different assessment techniques used in 
the ERs, and to correlate the assessment 
techniques with steps of the assessment 
where they were used. This helps to 
understand what are the current 
methodological approaches used. Plus, 
to relate these to the context-specificity 
(small islands vs. mainland) of the 
different SEA systems. 

Identify assessment techniques (e.g., 
trend analysis, impact matrix, expert 
judgement). 

Identify where each technique was used 
in the assessment (e.g., baseline 
information, alternatives, effects 
prediction and evaluation). 

Fischer (2007) 

Noble et al. 
(2012) 

OECD (2006) 

Therivel (2004)  

UNEP (2009) 
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Criteria Rationale Analysis objectives Adapted from 

Follow-up Follow-up helps measure how the 
sustainability inputs are influencing the 
post-implementation of the decision-
making. It is important to plan the 
follow-up stage in order to allocate 
responsibilities and ensure a follow-up 
programme. The analysis also focuses on 
how this is different for each 
archipelago. 

Identify the type of follow-up proposed 
(e.g., conformance, performance). 

Identify if it establishes who is 
responsible for the follow-up (e.g., 
authority responsible for plan, 
independent third party, stakeholders). 

 

Fischer (2007) 

Morrison-
Saunders et al. 
(2014) 

Nilsson et al. 
(2009) 

Partidário and 
Fischer (2004) 

Stakeholder 
engagement 

Stakeholder engagement is paramount 
for the development of an effective SEA 
and to enhance sustainability in small 
islands. Hence, it is necessary to 
understand how the ER addresses it in 
the small islands and compare with the 
practices of the mainland. 

Identify if and which stakeholders were 
contacted (e.g., lists of stakeholders). 

Identify how stakeholders were 
engaged, which techniques were used 
(e.g., participatory forums, dedicated 
website, written opinions issued by 
entities with responsibilities in the plan 
or program development). 

Gauthier et al. 
(2011) 

IAIA (2002) 

Ren and Shang 
(2005)  

van Doren et al. 
(2013) 

 

The data collected were then analysed, and for each criterion, information was grouped and 

regrouped, until there were usable units of analysis. In the case of the identification of guidelines, it 

was possible to group by type of guideline used (national, international/mixed and team’s own 

approach). For the assessment topics, it was necessary to cluster similar types (see Table 3). In the 

case of the assessment techniques, it was necessary to group the findings of the content analysis 

into categories which were well known, hence, the definitions of the different assessment 

techniques, such as, “sustainability framework and indicators”, “expert or team judgement”, “trend 

analysis”, given by Fischer (2007), OECD (2006), Therivel (2004), and UNEP (2009) were used. Follow-

up was analysed against the four types proposed by Fischer (2007) and Partidário and Fischer (2004): 

conformance, performance, uncertainty, and dissemination. 

At the same time, some of the data collected were quantified. Even though the content analysis is 

qualitative, it is possible to quantify some of the information, as noted by Saunders et al. (2009). 

While analysing the data collected, and in order to enhance its description and presentation 

(Saunders et al., 2009), absolute frequencies were used, helping improve the comparison between 

these exploratory islands case studies and the mainland. 

4. Results and findings 

This section presents the results and findings from the qualitative content analysis done to the SEA 

Environmental Reports (see Table and Appendix 1), the two-case studies and the Portuguese and 

Scottish mainland reports, which helped establish their context. This section is structured according 

to the criteria used to develop the analysis: (i) the guidelines used, (ii) the environmental and 

sustainability issues assessed, (iii) the assessment techniques and methodological approach 

employed, (iv) the follow-up envisaged and (iv) the stakeholder engagement performed. 

4.1. Guidelines 
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The sample of Portuguese mainland (PT mainland) ERs analysed show that 10 out of 14 followed 

national guidelines and/or regulations. Of these 10, three followed the APA guidelines strictly (PM1, 

PM3 and PM4), six were done with a combination APA guidelines and national regulations (PM6, 

PM7, PM8, PM9, PM10 and PM14) and only PM13 followed “good practice and recent national 

experience in SEA” but not the APA guidelines. It needs to be noted that the three ERs that followed 

the APA guidelines strictly (Partidário, 2012, 2007) were coordinated by that author (see Appendix 

1). 

The four remaining PT mainland ERs, from the 14 analysed, used a combination of international and 

national guidelines. Nonetheless, PM2 only mentions international guidance and practices, but it 

also follows the national regulations. Additionally, PM5, PM11 and PM12 state they are using 

methodological guidelines different from national and international experience, presenting the same 

references. 

Even though the Azorean Regional Directorate for the Environment adopted the guidance published 

by APA as their SEA guidelines (Partidário, 2012, 2007), as seen in Section 2, none of the Azorean ERs 

used them per se. Similarly to PM13, A7 states the report is done “in line with good practice and 

recent national experience in SEA”, and it is the only report which refers to the Azorean-specific 

legislation, since it was completed after these regulations came into force. The ERs A1 and A6 make 

reference to the same methodological guidelines from national and international experience as 

PM5, PM11 and PM12. The ERs A2, A3, A4 and A5 were done by the same team, presenting the 

same structure, and presenting their own approach to SEA, grounded by the national regulations. 

These results are in line with the findings of the review conducted by Partidário et al. (2010), where 

the majority of the Portuguese ERs did not follow the APA guidelines, following instead a 

combination of national and international guidance. Furthermore, the Portuguese SEA teams tend to 

systematically use the same type of guidance and structure to develop the ERs, indicating that the 

approaches used are dependent on the team doing the SEA rather than the type of PP addressed. 

Overall, only four ERs presented a specific approach for the island report, and it must be highlighted 

that the reports were done by an academic team from the archipelago (Universidade dos Açores).  

In the Scottish case there was a lack of diversity in structure and guidance, not reflecting specific 

contexts. In the Scottish mainland (SCT mainland), the majority of the reports also used the template 

or made a specific reference to the SEA (Scotland) Act 2005, only 3 out of the 17 ERs from the 

mainland analysed had a different outcome. The SM8 had a shorter version, not making references 

to the regulations or the SEA template, and perceived as the SEA team's own approach. In the case 

of SM9 and SM13 references are made to guidance different from the Scottish regulations and 

toolkit, respectively, to ODPM (2005) and to Therivel (2004), and was perceived as a combination of 

international and national guidance. In the ERs analysed for the Orkney archipelago, all ERs used the 

template provided by the Scottish Government (2013). 

4.2. Assessment topics 

The analysis showed a wide variety of terms used for the assessment topics because different 

reports used different designations for the same type of issue assessed. It was possible to group 

similar assessment topics for the analysis (see Table 3). Also, while analysing the ERs it was possible 
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to categorise different clusters of assessment topics into: (i) aggregated Directive topics7 (type 1), if 

an ER used the Directive topics combined with other topics, e.g. biodiversity, fauna and flora; (ii) 

strategic sustainability issues (type 2), if an ER used assessment topics that derived from a mixed 

approach with different entry points, including but not limited to, PPS objectives, relevant 

international and national PPS objectives, inputs from stakeholders; and, (iii) other type of 

assessment issues (type 3), if an ER did not use one of the previous types, but a different approach. 

Table 3 presents the groups used for the assessment topics categorised by type of assessment topics 

used.  

Table 3 – Clustered assessment topics (with the variety of terms used in Environmental Reports, grouped by theme) and 
codes used in this paper 

Code Clustered assessment topics (with the variety of terms used in Environmental Reports, grouped by theme) 

Type 1 – Aggregated Directive topics 

T1.1 Air | Air quality | Local air quality  

T1.2 Air quality and climatic factors 

T1.3 Air, water and soil 

T1.4 Biodiversity | Biodiversity, flora, fauna | Biodiversity, Habitats, Flora and Fauna | Biodiversity and Nature 
Conservation (Flora and Fauna) 

T1.5 Biodiversity, Flora, fauna, landscape 

T1.6 Biodiversity, incorporating fauna, flora, soil and water 

T1.7 Climate Factors and Material Assets 

T1.8 Climatic factors | Climate | Energy consumption (associated with climate change) 

T1.9 Cultural heritage | Cultural heritage including archaeology | Historic Environment 

T1.10 Geology and Soil | Geology | Soil 

T1.11 Land use 

T1.12 Landscape | Landscape and townscape 

T1.13 Landscape and Geology 

T1.14 Material assets 

T1.15 Noise | Noise and vibration 

T1.16 Population and Human health | Human health | Population 

T1.17 Population and Human Health and Cultural Heritage 

T1.18 Quality of life 

T1.19 Waste 

T1.20 Water | Water environment 

T1.21 Water, soil & geology | Water, soil and substrate morphology 

Type 2 – Strategic Sustainability issues  

T2.1 Accessibility and Mobility | Mobility 

T2.2 Biodiversity | Biodiversity and Nature Conservation | Biodiversity and Ecosystem services | Natural Resources and 
Biodiversity | Structure and Ecological Functionality |  

T2.3 Competitiveness | Economic competitiveness | Economic Development | Economic sustainability and 
competitiveness | Socio-economic development | Socio-economic sustainability | Efficiency and competitiveness 

T2.4 Cultural Resources | Cultural and Intangible Heritage 

T2.5 Depopulation / Population ageing 

T2.6 Desertification 

T2.7 Energy and climate change | Climate change | Energy 

T2.8 Environmental quality | Environmental sanitation 

                                                           

7 Directive 2001/42/CE: Article 5(1) and Annex 1, (f) the likely significant effects(1) on the environment, including on issues 

such as biodiversity, population, human health, fauna, flora, soil, water, air, climatic factors, material assets, cultural 
heritage including architectural and archaeological heritage, landscape and the interrelationship between the above 
factors. 



Paper published as follows: Polido, A., João, E. and Ramos, T. (2016), Strategic Environmental Assessment practices in European small islands: 

Insights from Azores and Orkney islands. Environmental Impact Assessment Review ,Volume 57, February 2016, Pages 18-30. 

 

16 

T2.9 Governance | Governance and citizenship | Governance and competitiveness | Planning and governance | 
Governance and cohesion 

T2.10 Human Development | Human Potential 

T2.11 Natural and Cultural Resources | Natural, landscape and heritage values | Natural and Patrimonial Values 

T2.12 Natural Resources 

T2.13 Population and Social Cohesion 

T2.14 Rural Development / Rural-Urban Relationship 

T2.15 Spatial Planning | Territorial fragmentation | Territorial Dynamics | Territorial specificities | Territorial and social 
cohesion | Territorial Development and Competitiveness | Structuring and Territorial Rehabilitation 

T2.16 Vulnerabilities and risks | Natural and Technological Risks | Natural and Technological Hazards | Risks (human 
health) 

T2.17 Water resources 

Type 3 – Other type of assessment issues 

 The assessment was conducted through issues different from type 1 and type 2 assessment topics, e.g. 
programmes envisaged in the Plans, SEA objectives.  

Note: the assessment topics were clustered for each code by content and similarity of terminology. Even though some 
codes may seem similar, they represent a different assessment topic, which was placed under a different code for the 
purpose of analysis transparency. 

The analysis showed that the Portuguese ERs, mainly used “strategic sustainability issues” (type 2) 

while the Scottish ERs mainly used “aggregated Directive topics” (type 1). Eight ERs used another 

type of assessment issues: four Azorean ERs and four SCT mainland ERs. In the case of the Azores, 

these are the same ERs that were made by the SEA team’s own approach (A2, A3, A4 and A5) and 

used the programmes envisaged in the Plans to do the assessment. The SCT mainland ERs with 

specific assessment topics are SM1, SM3, SM9 and SM12. In the case of SM1, the report added to 

the assessment topics from the Directive, social issues (crime and social exclusion), hence, it was 

categorised as “other type assessment topic” (type 3). In the other three ERs, the assessment was 

developed based on the SEA objectives. 

This is consistent with the findings from the previous section, where the majority of the Portuguese 

ERs used a mix of national and international guidelines, while the Scottish ERs largely used the SEA 

template (see Scottish Executive, 2006). This follows a Directive-based approach. It was therefore 

expected that these reports would use environmental issues stated in the Directive, but the SEA 

teams aggregated the topics into sets of complementary information (e.g., biodiversity, fauna and 

flora; air and climatic factors, population and human health). 

Of the 14 Portuguese mainland ERs, 11 used assessment topics related with vulnerabilities and risks 

(T2.16), 10 ERs used assessment topics related with spatial planning (T2.15), 8 ERs with Biodiversity 

(T2.2), socio-economic sustainability and competitiveness (T2.3), and governance (T2.9). 

In the three Azorean ERs that used type 2 assessment topics (A1, A6 and A7), the most used topics (3 

out of 3 reports) were issues related with socio-economic sustainability and competitiveness (T2.3) 

and with vulnerabilities and risks (T2.16). Following, in 2 out of 3 reports, there are assessment 

topics related with energy and climate change (T2.7), environmental quality and sanitation (T2.8) 

(ERs A1 and A6), governance (T2.9), and spatial planning (T2.15) (ERs A1 and A7). 

Despite the Azorean low sample number, it is noted that, these reports focused more than the PT 

mainland ERs on (i) climate change and energy (only 4 out of 14 PT mainland reports: PM1, PM2, 

PM4 and PM5), and (ii) environmental quality and sanitation related topics reports (2 out of 14 PT 

mainland reports: PM1 and PM5). Furthermore, the two Azorean ERs focusing on these topics are 
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related with regional spatial planning and coastal management, and the PT mainland ERs are related 

with regional spatial planning. 

As for the SCT mainland ERs and Orkney ERs, all used similar assessment topics, which covered all 

issues from the Directive, even though with some different designations. However, it is noted that 

issues related with climatic factors (T1.8) are used in all Orkney ERs, while in the SCT mainland ERs 

only 8 out of 13 use it, and air quality related issues (T1.1, T1.2 and T1.3) are less used in the SCT 

mainland ERs (only present in 4 out of 13), while in the Orkney ERs it is present in 3 out of 5 ERs. 

Even though, as happens with the Azorean and PT mainland ERs, there is a lower representation of 

Orkney ERs proportionally to the SCT mainland reports, these differences are easily highlighted. 

4.3. Assessment techniques and methodological approaches 

The Portuguese reports, with the exception of PM4, presented a section with the establishment of 

context and objectives. The most used technique was “sustainability framework and indicators”. 

However, in the A2, A3, A4, A5, PM5, PM11, PM12 and PM13 cases a complementary technique was 

used: “expert or team judgement”. In the Azorean ERs, it is noted that these ERs are those that used 

an “SEA team own approach” in “Guidelines” (see section 4.1). As for the Scottish case, only four SCT 

mainland (SM3, SM5, SM6, SM9) and two Orkney ERs (O1 and O3) presented the context and 

objectives. The ERs O1, O3, SM6 and SM9 used “sustainability framework and indicators” and SM3 

and SM5 used “stakeholders” to define the context and objectives. 

In the “Baseline information and likely evolution without the PPS”, the majority of the reports used 

the “trend analysis” technique. However, the four Azorean ERs that had an “SEA team own 

approach” in the “Guidelines” (see Section 4.1) (A2, A3, A4, and A5), O5 and SM8 did not present 

this phase in the report. The ER O5 did not present this phase because it was already a second 

assessment. One report (SM7) presented the trend analysis through an impact matrix. However, it is 

not clear how this matrix was achieved. SWOT analysis (strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and 

threats) was used as an additional technique in some PT mainland ERs (PM1, PM3, PM4, PM9, 

PM10, and PM14) and only OT (opportunities and threats) in two SCT mainland ERs (SM9 and SM11).  

 

As for the assessment of alternatives, it is noted in the Portuguese case that only two PT mainland 

ERs (PM9 and PM10) presented them using “stakeholders” as the technique for their assessment. 

Contrasting with these results is the Scottish ERs, where 13 out of 22 assessed alternatives using an 

“impact matrix” assessment technique (assumed for the following reports: O2, O4, SM6, SM7, SM9, 

and SM12, because they do not present the matrix, only describe the results). Of these 13, four are 

Orkney ERs, where only O5 did not assess alternatives. In the SCT mainland ERs, four did not assess 

alternatives (SM2, SM8, SM15, and SM16). Furthermore, four SCT mainland reports, relating to 

transport strategies, used the Scottish Transport Appraisal Guidance (STAG) (see Transport Scotland, 

2013, 2008) (SM1, SM3, SM4, and SM5) to assess them.  

In the assessment of the effects phase in the ERs, it is found that a more diverse set of techniques 

are used, mainly for the Portuguese ERs. The “impact matrix” was the most used technique, only six 

PT ERs did not use it (A1, A7, PM1, PM3, PM4, and PM5). Also, some reports used other techniques 
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to complement the analysis; this is the case of A2, A3, A4, and A5, which used “expert judgement” 

and “stakeholders”. An “ad-hoc expert judgement technique”, because it is implicit but not evident, 

was used in other, seven, PT ERs (A1, A7, PM2, PM5, PM9, PM10, and PM14). The technique “SWOT 

analysis” was used in A1 and A6 and a shorter version of this technique (OT) was used in other, nine, 

ERs (A7, PM1, PM3, PM4, PM5, PM9, PM10, PM11 and PM12). 

To complement the assessment compatibility matrices and scenario analysis were also used: 

Compatibility analysis was used in 9 out of 14 PT mainland ERs (PM1, PM3, PM4, PM6, PM7, PM8, 

PM11, PM12, and PM13), 2 out of 7 Azorean ERs (A6 and A7), and 8 out of 17 SCT mainland ERs 

(SM1, SM3, SM4, SM9, SM12, SM13, SM14, and SM17). Scenario analysis was only present in 

Portuguese ERs (A7, PM1, PM4, PM9, and PM10). 

In the framework for a proposed follow-up, when present, “indicators” were the assessment 

technique preferred. The detailed findings for the “proposed follow-up” phase will be presented in 

the following Section. 

Comprehensively, it is possible to say that the Portuguese ERs (from the mainland and Azores) 

develop and present the context and objectives of the assessment through “sustainability 

framework and indicators”, the baseline information and likely evolution without the PP is grounded 

by “trend analysis”, and follow-up relies on “indicators”. However, in the assessment of effects the 

Azorean ERs rely highly on “impact matrices”, “expert judgement”, and “stakeholders”, while the PT 

mainland ERs mainly use “impact matrices”, “SWOT”, and “compatibility analysis”. Alternatives, as 

defined in the Regulations, were not assessed. 

As for the Scottish case, both Orkney and mainland, the baseline information and likely evolution 

without the PPS was accomplished through “trend analysis”, alternatives were assessed based on 

“impact matrices”, the assessment of effects were addressed through “impact matrices”, and in a 

few mainland cases “compatibility matrices” were used to complement the analysis. When present, 

follow-up used “indicators” as the main technique. 

Overall, all ERs used a mixed set of methods throughout the assessment, and the types of 

assessment technique and methodological approach mainly depends on the SEA system and the 

phase of the ER in which they are applied. 

4.4. Follow-up 

Using the definitions of different types of follow-up by Partidário and Fischer (2004): conformance, 

performance, uncertainty, and dissemination, it was possible to differentiate the different proposed 

follow-up patterns in the environmental reports analysed. As seen in the previous section, when the 

ERs proposed a framework for follow-up, indicators were used as the assessment technique. 

However, this is mainly associated with the “performance” type of follow-up, which was also the 

most frequently proposed (used in 34 of 43 ERs). With the exception of ER SM13 which identified 

“indicators” for “uncertainty” follow-up, the other types of follow-up were described or had 

recommendations associated with them. Some ERs proposed more than one type of follow-up: in 

the Portuguese case, six ERs (A7, PM1, PM5, PM11, PM12, PM13), besides using performance 

follow-up also used conformance follow-up; and A1 and A6 proposed a framework that included all 
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types of follow-up. As for the Scottish reports, SM10 and SM12 used performance and uncertainty 

follow-up, SM11 used performance and dissemination follow-up, and SM17 used performance, 

uncertainty and dissemination. Overall, there were four Azorean ERs (A2, A3, A4, and A5) and two 

SCT mainland (SM5 and SM8) that did not present a follow-up framework, and the Orkney ERs only 

presented a performance follow-up framework. 

The attribution of responsibilities in the follow-up framework varies highly from the Portuguese ERs 

to the Scottish ERs. In the PT mainland cases, 12 out of 14 PT ERs (the exceptions are PM2 and 

PM14), present a list of entities responsible for follow-up beyond the “responsible authority”. This 

list is associated with the “governance framework” referred to in the Portuguese guidelines (see 

Section 2), which intertwines also with stakeholder engagement in the SEA process. The 

“governance framework” usually has other authorities and stakeholders, including the public. From 

these 12 ERs PT mainland, 8 used the “governance framework” for the attribution of follow-up 

responsibilities. In the Azorean ERs, only two ERs make reference to the need to go beyond what is 

mandatory (A1 and A7), but in these cases, none of the reports show a specific list of entities with 

monitoring responsibilities. 

In the Scottish mainland cases, only 4 out of 17 presented the entities beyond the “responsible 

authority” and their duties (SM2, SM6, SM9, and SM12), while in the Orkney ERs, 3 ERs denote 

specifically which entity and their duties, beyond the “responsible authority” (O1, O2 and O3). These 

third parties are organisations which are generally in charge of a specific indicator.  

It was possible to identify a draft framework for future follow-up in 10 out of 14 PT mainland ERs, 3 

out of 7 Azorean ERs, 10 out of 17 SCT mainland ERs, and 4 out of 5 Orkney ERs.  

4.5. Stakeholder engagement  

Overall, 13 Portuguese ERs presented a “governance framework” or the list of entities with 

environmental responsibilities, 12 PT mainland ERs (exceptions are PM2 and PM5) and one from 

Azores (A6). Nonetheless, ERs A1, A7 and PM5 made available the comments received during the 

ERs phase, which partially indicates which stakeholders were contacted. In the Scottish case, the ERs 

generally state that the “Consultation Authorities” will be consulted as well as the public. In the 

specific case of SM2, the plan steering group and the partnership responsible for the plan as 

additional stakeholders are identified, and were involved in different phases of the process.  

As seen in Section 2, the Portuguese regulations give an illustrative list of entities to be consulted on 

the ER and therefore the number of entities with environmental responsibilities varies widely. This is 

in contrast to the three “Consultation Authorities” specified in SEA Scotland Act (2005). However, it 

is also noted that the participation of organizations, other than those with environmental 

responsibilities, is higher in the Portuguese case than in the Scottish one. Table 4 presents the 

number by type of stakeholders which responded to the ER consultation. Only one Scottish ER is 

included in the table because it was the only report with comments beyond the “Consultation 

Authorities”. 

Table 4 – Number by type of stakeholders which responded to consultation on the SEA environmental report 

 Entities with Public or Private ONG and other Individuals Total responses 
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environmental 
responsibilities 

organizations civic organizations 

A1 14 2 1  17 

A6 3    3 

A7 2 1   3 

PM5 29 2 18 4 53 

PM6 13 2 1  16 

PM7 12 7   19 

PM8 15 6 1  22 

PM9 15 2 1  18 

PM10 33 1 1  35 

PM11 9 2   11 

PM12 23 3   26 

PM13 12 3   15 

PM14 23 1   24 

SM13 3 2   5 

Note: the Table only shows the 13 PT ERs which provided the list of entities which responded to the consultation. 
Furthermore, only one Scottish report was considered because it was the only report with comments beyond the three 
statutory “Consultation Authorities”.  

The most used technique to engage with stakeholders is consultation, where the public is informed 

and invited to comment on the ER. However, some ERs mention different types of techniques used 

or foreseen. In three PT mainland ERs addressing the Water Framework Directive (PM11, PM12 and 

PM13) the teams used different types of public engagement for the plan (sectorial workshops and 

regional forums). Additionally, in A1 it is stated that three public meetings took place to discuss the 

plan and the SEA, while A2, A3, A4 and A5 state that it was expected to undertake public forums. In 

the Scottish case, beside the “Consultation Authorities”, only two SCT mainland ERs made reference 

to steering group and partnership meetings, forums and workshops (SM2 and SM5). McLauchlan 

and João (2012) previously identified the poor participatory process in the Scottish case. Overall, 

there is little evidence on what was done specifically for the SEA consultation in both systems. 

It needs to be highlighted that the information analysed for this paper encompasses only 

information within the ERs. However, the stakeholder engagement process may not be fully 

reflected in the ERs, and additional documents and investigation could be needed to understand the 

full stakeholder engagement process.  

5. Cross-case integrated analysis and discussion 

The Portuguese system, including the Azores, is more diverse in the types of guidelines used, 

contrasting with the Scottish SEA system, which has a strong predominance of the national guidance, 

and a regulation-based approach. The choice of using a certain type of guideline will necessarily 

influence the choice of the assessment topics, assessment techniques and methodological 

approaches. Similarly to what Noble et al. (2012) identified, the type of guidance, assessment topics, 

assessment techniques and methodological approaches used seems to be unrelated to the type of 

Plan, Programme or Strategy assessed, or the type of territory addressed, and is more dependent on 

the team that prepared the ER.  

Additionally, McLauchlan and João (2012) found that ERs done by the same practitioners’ teams are 

more prone to be uniform, which is also noted in the ERs studied in this research where the 

approaches used, the issues studied and even the indicators used in the assessment were 
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systematically identical. This may reflect the practitioners’ inability to do critical thinking which 

should be present in SEA, as demonstrated by McLauchlan and João (2012). It could also be due to 

the practitioners’ lack of sufficient skills to develop such kinds of assessment, or of the time and 

resource constraints under which SEA system operates, as noted by João and McLauchlan (2014). 

This shows that the approaches used are based on the knowledge of the practitioner and not on the 

different SEA contexts (Noble et al., 2012). This may be even more noticeable in territories such as 

small islands, due to their relatively small populations, which may reveal a dearth of specific SEA 

expertise and experience, as discussed by McIntyre (2005) and Crossley and Sprague (2014). These 

findings are in line with what has been recently debated about the enhancement of the wider 

concept of sustainability in small islands (e.g., Crossley and Sprague, 2014). There is still need for 

further development of specific SEA capacity-building initiatives in these territories, even though 

there are already some positive signals, such as the SEAs done by the University of Azores’ team, 

showing progress towards such capacity enhancement. 

The use of the different guidelines would suggest different types of assessment topics selected and 

used in the ERs. Indeed, the Portuguese ERs presented types of assessment topics distinct from 

those used for the Scottish ERs, indicating topics built from a mixed approach, including, in some 

cases, stakeholder inputs as opposed to Directive-based assessment topics per se. As suggested by 

Ramos et al. (2009) topics chosen for the assessment should reflect small islands, and this was often 

found in the study. The subjects of the topics used in the small islands case studies are in line with 

the priority areas and inherent concerns for small islands, as highlighted by the international 

community for small islands (see United Nations, 2005, 1994), even though there are some priority 

areas missing from the ERs (e.g. regional institutions and technical cooperation, transport and 

communication, science and technology).  

Also, the additional findings of Noble et al. (2012) have an echo in the Portuguese and Scottish 

reports analysed from mainland and islands, where there is a predominance of qualitative methods, 

such as expert judgement, and SWOT analysis, even the impact matrices were mainly done 

qualitatively. However, while the Portuguese system presents the use of multiple methods among 

the different sections of the ERs, being the “Assessment of effects” section that uses the greater 

range of methods, the Scottish system uses a lesser range of methods, usually using just one method 

per assessment phase. From the analysis made to the methods used, the lack of context specificity 

of the approaches in these small islands was verified. Furthermore, these findings also underscore 

what was previously recommended by Ramos et al. (2009); assessment techniques and methods 

must weight variables according to the small islands’ particular criteria and thresholds. However, it 

needs to be noted that recent legislation and guidelines give signs that future assessment may 

include a greater diversity in the approaches used, such as climate proofing (see Azorean Regional 

Decree-Law 30/2010/A) and ecosystems (see Scottish Government 2013). This is in line with recent 

trends for SEA approaches concerning resilience (e.g., Slootweg and Jones, 2011), and ecosystem 

services (e.g., Baker et al., 2013). 

It is necessary to point out that although “indicators” might not have been explicitly stated in most 

SEA phases (except in “establishing the context”), indicators were used within the technique 

“sustainability framework and indicators”, and in “follow-up”. Indicators were also used across the 

full assessment to support the different techniques used, such as, “impact matrices” and “trend 
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analysis”. Indicators by themselves are an assessment technique (Fischer, 2007), as they may 

operationalise themes and objectives set out for the SEA (Therivel 2004). Also, the findings are 

consistent with what was confirmed by Therivel (2004) and Fischer (2007): indicators can be used in 

all assessment situations and SEA stages, to describe and monitor the baseline information or to 

predict impacts. In the ERs analysed, the information was not always clear and systematized, 

rendering it difficult to understand the concepts and approaches associated with the use of those 

indicators. In the majority of the reports, the indicators used to characterise the baseline situation 

constitute the core indicators proposed for the follow-up. Due to their cross-cutting characteristics 

and influence in all SEA stages, Donnelly et al. (2006) recommends their consideration, starting from 

the early stages, in order to achieve an effective SEA. 

Concerning the follow-up stage, the results show that the majority of the reports presented a follow-

up framework, where the most common technique in the performance follow-up framework was 

“indicators” (see Section 4.3). However, these frameworks do not differ much between the small 

islands and the mainland reports. As recommended by Nilsson et al. (2009), follow-up strategies 

should be developed according with the PPS context, taking into account appropriate indicators and 

other techniques. It can thus be suggested that specific follow-up strategies are needed for small 

islands. Furthermore, and as demonstrated by Nilsson et al. (2009), it is important to have a 

systematic framework in order to separate direct environmental effects from indirect long-term 

effects, and to understand what the cumulative effects are.  

Additionally, Nilsson et al. (2009) showed the importance of the inclusion of participatory 

approaches to access specific knowledge and experiences concerning impacts in the follow-up stage. 

In this research, only the Portuguese mainland ERs presented a “governance framework” which 

listed different stakeholders and their responsibilities within the follow-up framework. These 

findings highlight the need to enhance SEA follow-up frameworks to go beyond what is currently 

done, to include further stakeholder engagement in this stage, and the need to take into account the 

different contexts of the SEA, as recommended by different authors (e.g., Morrison-Saunders et al., 

2014; Nilsson et al., 2009).  

Stakeholder engagement is an SEA cross-cutting issue, and for Noble (2004), assessments should 

effectively include stakeholders knowledge and values. Additionally, Fischer (2007) states 

stakeholders may identify different interests in the PPS-making process. These arguments support 

what was done in four Azorean reports made with an “SEA team own approach”, which used expert 

judgement and defined a clear strategy for stakeholder engagement. As noted by Polido et al. 

(2014), community awareness and empowerment need to be effective in small islands. Therefore, 

there is some evidence that to ensure an effective SEA in these territories, different stakeholders, 

including the public, should be engaged since SEA early stages. This indicates that stakeholder 

engagement could be used as an assessment technique, even if combined with other techniques, 

throughout the full assessment and not only in specific SEA stages, such as after the issuing of a draft 

SEA report. Furthermore, evidence from this research point to an easier integration of participatory 

approaches in Azores, which has already inputs from different stakeholders, but less in Orkney 

where the main external inputs are from the “Consultation Authorities”. Nonetheless, in both cases 

there should be government-level provisions for the development of these types of approaches, as 

argued by Bass and Dalal-Clayton (1995) and Zubair et al. (2011) .  
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6. Conclusion 

This research set out to profile SEA in European small islands, using as a case study the Azores and 

Orkney islands, and at the same time to provide insights on what could be improved in SEA of these 

territories. Despite its exploratory nature and limited sample of Azorean and Orkney ERs, this study 

offers a background for future research on SEA in context-specific applications. 

Overall, the research found no distinct features from SEA of the small islands studied when 

compared with the corresponding mainland, despite the vast literature referring to the importance 

of SEA context-specific approaches, including territories with specific features. The guidelines used, 

the assessment topics, the assessment techniques, and the overall structure of the ER, depends 

mainly on the team that develops the SEA, instead of the context of the PPS. These findings suggest 

there is a need for the enhancement of practitioners’ SEA knowledge and capacity, to explore the 

development of tailored approaches. Enhancing decision-maker, practitioner, and stakeholder 

capacity, including the public, in context-specific applications in these territories, is a key-issue to 

take into account when developing SEA sustainability-led approaches. 

This study also found that the use of participatory approaches throughout the assessment, in the 

different SEA stages and as an assessment technique, should be better characterised and supported 

in the ER, playing a central role when developing approaches for these territories. This should be 

implemented from the SEA scoping phase, and used in combination with other assessment tools and 

techniques. This could entail a deep commitment from national and regional/local governments, 

through the development and implementation of a tool or process which supports a participative 

assessment, with different stakeholders, including the public. 

Strengthening networks between small islands for the exchange of knowledge and experiences, and 

cooperation with international agencies could help effectively integrate specific features in these 

territories. If the debate about small island-specific approaches is to be moved forward, the 

paradigm must change and collaborative approaches for the development of SEA need to be 

enhanced.  
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