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Beyond the EIA Mindset

The GCC Context
Six Gulf states are pursuing national transformation visions (Saudi Vision 
2030, UAE Centennial 2071, Qatar Vision 2030, Bahrain Economic Vision 
2030, Oman Vision 2040, Kuwait Vision 2035) — triggering unprecedented 
infrastructure and development pressure with direct environmental 
consequences.

Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA)
SEA is an internationally recognised tool that integrates environmental 
considerations into policies, plans and programmes — upstream, before 
projects are defined — to support long-term sustainable planning.

The Challenge in the GCC
SEA frameworks remain fragmented and unevenly developed. SEA is 
frequently conflated with project-level EIA — reducing it to a compliance 
tool rather than a strategic instrument for shaping development 
trajectories.



Comparative Approach of SEA Legal Framework and Guidelines

We didn’t assess performance - we assessed whether and how SEA is formally designed and positioned

10 ANALYTICAL DIMENSIONS

1 Legal basis

2 Institutional Mandate & Capacity

3 Strategic Orientation & Policy Coherence

4 Integration in Decision-Making

5 Monitoring & Follow-up

6 Scope, Systems & Long-term Framing

7 Participation & Transparency

8 Knowledge Diversity & Methods

9 International and Normative Alignment

10 SEA Practice Beyond Formal law

SCOPE — 6 GCC STATES

Bahrain Saudi Arabia Kuwait

Qatar UAE Oman

METHOD — 0 / 1 / 2 SCORING

0
Absent from legislation

1
Partial / implicit

2
Explicit & developed

Kingdom of  Bahrain

Kuwait

Qatar

Sultanate of Oman

6 COUNTRIES

Kingdom of Saudi Arabia

United Arab Emirates



Every question scored 0 / 1 / 2 — across all countries

# DIMENSION ASSESSMENT QUESTION(S)

1 Legal Basis
• Is SEA explicitly required by law or formal regulation/guideline?
• Is SEA clearly differentiated from EIA in scope, purpose and outputs?

2 Institutional Mandate & Capacity
• Is there a clearly defined authority responsible for SEA?
• Are the authorities' responsibilities clearly defined for SEA?

3 Strategic Orientation & Policy Coherence
• Is SEA required to be applied to policies, plans, and programmes?
• Is SEA required to assess policy coherence or cross-sectoral alignment?

4 Integration in Decision-Making • Is SEA required at decision-making across sectors or governance tiers?

5 Monitoring & Follow-up
• Are monitoring and follow-up mechanisms legally required for SEA?
• Are adaptive or iterative review processes envisaged?

6 Scope, Systems & Long-Term Framing
• Does SEA include social, economic, and environmental dimensions?
• Are long-term trends, risks, or uncertainties explicitly required?

7 Participation & Transparency
• Is early and meaningful stakeholder participation mandated?
• Is transparency required in how participation influences outcomes?

8 Knowledge Diversity & Methods • Are multiple knowledge systems or strategic tools explicitly encouraged or required?

9 International & Normative Alignment
• Does legislation align with internationally recognised SEA principles?
• Does the legislation reference international agreements or best-practice SEA principles?

10 SEA Practice Beyond Formal Legislation
• Is SEA applied in practice or requested by authorities, even without a formal legal requirement?
• Is SEA understood and applied in a manner consistent with its strategic intent?

0 Absent or No evidence 1 Partial or implicit coverage 2 Explicitly required or clearly articulated

Comparative Approach of SEA Legal Framework and Guidelines



SEA in the GCC: Present but Not Strategic

LEGAL BASIS & INSTITUTIONAL MANDATE

• KSA leads on formal SEA legal framework 

• UAE partial (only in Abu Dhabi)

• Bahrain, Qatar, Oman & Kuwait lag

STRATEGIC ORIENTATION & INTEGRATION IN 
DECISION-MAKING

• SEA is identified as required for Policies, Plans 
and Programmes in KSA and partially in UAE

• SEA is identified as required at decision-making 
across sectors or governance tiers in KSA and 
partially in UAE

MONITORING, FOLLOW-UP AND SCOPE 
DIMENSIONS

• Monitoring and follow-up mechanisms are legally 
required for SEA in KSA only

• Social, economic, and environmental dimensions 
required in KSA and partially in UAE

 

Dimensions 1 and 2 Dimensions 3 and 4 Dimensions 5 and 6

PARTICIPATION, TRANSPARENCY & STRATEGIC 
KNOWLEDGE TOOLS

• Early and meaningful stakeholder participation 
mandated only in KSA

• No evidence of strategic tools being applied in any 
country 

Dimensions 7 and 8

• SEA legal framework in KSA explicitly refers to 
internationally recognized SEA principles and 
international agreements, directives, or best-
practice strategic SEA principles

• Partially in the UAE

Dimension 9 

INTERNATIONAL AND NORMATIVE 
ALIGNMENT

• There is informal evidence that SEA is applied in 
practice, even in the absence of a formal legal 
requirement in all countries

• There is no formal evidence that SEA is 
understood and applied by authorities in a 
manner consistent with its strategic intent

Dimension 10 

PRACTICE BEYOND FORMAL LEGISLATION

HOW DO SEA LEGAL FRAMEWORKS IN THE GCC COMPARE?

Absent Emerging Partial Established

Bahrain Kuwait QatarOman UAE KSA



The EIA Mindset Problem

SEA AS EXTENDED EIA — THE CURRENT REALITY
Forecasting Paradigm

✗
Project-level thinking applied upward
Focuses on mitigating known, pre-defined impacts

✗
Compliance-focused procedural tool
Satisfies legal requirements — not strategic influence

✗
EIA methodology scaled up
Same logic, bigger scope — strategic value is lost

✗
Forecasting: accepts the status quo
Extends present trends — no alternative pathways explored

PARADIGM 
SHIFT

SEA AS STRATEGIC INSTRUMENT — THE POTENTIAL
Backcasting Paradigm

✓
Applied upstream to policies, plans & programmes
Shapes decisions before projects are conceived

✓
Decision-support at the highest level
Integrates sustainability into strategic planning cycles

✓
Distinct methodology from EIA
Alternatives analysis, scenario testing, cumulative effects

✓
Backcasting: defines sustainable pathways
Works back from a desired future — what must clients do differently?

All countries apply SEA, formally or informally, but none fully apply it strategically or under a formal SEA 
legal framework.



Making SEA Truly 
Strategic in the GCC

• Establish clear SEA legislation

• Integrate SEA early in planning

• Assess alternatives & scenarios 

• Accept uncertainty — and resist the need for 
project-level detail.

• Build institutional capacity + participation

SEA should guide decisions,
not justify them.
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