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ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is responsible for 
protecting and improving the environment as a valuable asset 
for the people of Ireland. We are committed to protecting people 
and the environment from the harmful effects of radiation and 
pollution.

The work of the EPA can be 
divided into three main areas:

Regulation: We implement effective regulation and environmental 
compliance systems to deliver good environmental outcomes and 
target those who don’t comply.

Knowledge: We provide high quality, targeted and timely 
environmental data, information and assessment to inform 
decision making at all levels.

Advocacy: We work with others to advocate for a clean, 
productive and well protected environment and for sustainable 
environmental behaviour.

Our Responsibilities

Licensing
We regulate the following activities so that they do not endanger 
human health or harm the environment:
•  waste facilities (e.g. landfills, incinerators, waste transfer 

stations);
•  large scale industrial activities (e.g. pharmaceutical, cement 

manufacturing, power plants);
•  intensive agriculture (e.g. pigs, poultry);
•  the contained use and controlled release of Genetically 

Modified Organisms (GMOs);
•  sources of ionising radiation (e.g. x-ray and radiotherapy 

equipment, industrial sources);
•  large petrol storage facilities;
•  waste water discharges;
•  dumping at sea activities.

National Environmental Enforcement
•  Conducting an annual programme of audits and inspections of 

EPA licensed facilities.
•  Overseeing local authorities’ environmental protection 

responsibilities.
•  Supervising the supply of drinking water by public water 

suppliers.
•  Working with local authorities and other agencies to tackle 

environmental crime by co-ordinating a national enforcement 
network, targeting offenders and overseeing remediation.

•  Enforcing Regulations such as Waste Electrical and Electronic 
Equipment (WEEE), Restriction of Hazardous Substances 
(RoHS) and substances that deplete the ozone layer.

•  Prosecuting those who flout environmental law and damage the 
environment.

Water Management
•  Monitoring and reporting on the quality of rivers, lakes, 

transitional and coastal waters of Ireland and groundwaters; 
measuring water levels and river flows.

•  National coordination and oversight of the Water Framework 
Directive.

•  Monitoring and reporting on Bathing Water Quality.

Monitoring, Analysing and Reporting on the 
Environment
•  Monitoring air quality and implementing the EU Clean Air for 

Europe (CAFÉ) Directive.
•  Independent reporting to inform decision making by national 

and local government (e.g. periodic reporting on the State of 
Ireland’s Environment and Indicator Reports).

Regulating Ireland’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions
•  Preparing Ireland’s greenhouse gas inventories and projections.
•  Implementing the Emissions Trading Directive, for over 100 of 

the largest producers of carbon dioxide in Ireland.

Environmental Research and Development
•  Funding environmental research to identify pressures, inform 

policy and provide solutions in the areas of climate, water and 
sustainability.

Strategic Environmental Assessment
•  Assessing the impact of proposed plans and programmes on the 

Irish environment (e.g. major development plans).

Radiological Protection
•  Monitoring radiation levels, assessing exposure of people in 

Ireland to ionising radiation.
•  Assisting in developing national plans for emergencies arising 

from nuclear accidents.
•  Monitoring developments abroad relating to nuclear 

installations and radiological safety.
•  Providing, or overseeing the provision of, specialist radiation 

protection services.

Guidance, Accessible Information and Education
•  Providing advice and guidance to industry and the public on 

environmental and radiological protection topics.
•  Providing timely and easily accessible environmental 

information to encourage public participation in environmental 
decision-making (e.g. My Local Environment, Radon Maps).

•  Advising Government on matters relating to radiological safety 
and emergency response.

•  Developing a National Hazardous Waste Management Plan to 
prevent and manage hazardous waste.

Awareness Raising and Behavioural Change
•  Generating greater environmental awareness and influencing 

positive behavioural change by supporting businesses, 
communities and householders to become more resource 
efficient.

•  Promoting radon testing in homes and workplaces and 
encouraging remediation where necessary.

Management and structure of the EPA
The EPA is managed by a full time Board, consisting of a Director 
General and five Directors. The work is carried out across five 
Offices:
•  Office of Environmental Sustainability
•  Office of Environmental Enforcement
•  Office of Evidence and Assessment
•  Office of Radiation Protection and Environmental Monitoring
•  Office of Communications and Corporate Services
The EPA is assisted by an Advisory Committee of twelve members 
who meet regularly to discuss issues of concern and provide 
advice to the Board.
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Executive Summary

Strategic Environmental Assessment (SEA) and 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) aim to identify 
and mitigate environmental impacts resulting from 
plan, programme (the realm of SEAs) and project (EIA) 
implementation. The organised transfer of information 
and issues from one planning level and assessment 
level to the other (e.g. SEA to EIA) is known as 
tiering. This good practice guidance aims to support 
more effective tiering of environmental assessments, 
strengthening the links between SEA and EIA, with 
regards to both processes and outcomes.

The preparation of the guidance has been informed 
by a review of relevant national and international 
literature, 21 Irish SEA and EIA case studies and 
28 interviews with international and national SEA  
and/or EIA experts.

Effective SEA–EIA tiering has the potential to 
streamline and strengthen not only the impact 
assessment processes, but also the associated plans 
and projects, particularly in the context of land-use 
planning where there is a clear existing planning 
hierarchy. Tiering can:

●● provide data for lower-tier SEA/EIAs;
●● identify data gaps at a time when they could still 

be easily filled by lower-tier SEA/EIAs;
●● set terms of reference for lower-tier SEA/EIAs, 

making them more focused and saving time and 
money;

●● consider cumulative impacts and provide 
information about standards/thresholds and 
mitigation measures for lower-tier SEA/EIAs;

●● influence the development of projects, leading to a 
“trickle-down” of environmental protection;

●● allow strategic decisions on large-scale 
developments to be made early on (e.g. protecting 
strategic development sites from inappropriate 
development), providing more certainty for 
developers;

●● allow strategic-scale mitigation measures to be 
set, which may otherwise be harder to put in 
place;

●● consider and aim to address public concerns at 
the strategic scale, obviating the need to revisit 
these issues for each subsequent project, and 
resolving challenges and reducing problems in the 
development of projects.

However, the fact that planning is not linear (e.g. 
projects and their EIAs may emerge before plans), 
and that there is often a substantial time lag between 
tiers, can limit the potential for effective tiering. Tiering 
is also held back by “silo” approaches to assessments, 
and by a general lack of communication between SEA 
and EIA practitioners.

This guidance note puts forward recommendations to 
address current practice shortcomings, ensure that 
plans and SEA Environmental Reports (SEA ERs) are 
written with projects and EIA in mind [and that EIA 
Reports (EIARs) are written with SEA in mind], and 
foster information-sharing and better integration of 
environmental considerations across tiers.
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Figure ES.1. Infographic summarising and illustrating key SEA and EIA tiering links.
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applicable to land-use planning, where there is a clear 
existing hierarchy of plans and projects.

Tiering within plans and projects – a higher-tier SEA 
can:

●● �,�Q�I�R�U�P���D�Q�G���L�Q�À�X�H�Q�F�H���W�K�H���G�H�Y�H�O�R�S�P�H�Q�W���R�I��

lower-tier plans and projects, leading to a 
“trickle-down” of environmental integration, 
protection and, ultimately, sustainability.

●● Resolve challenges and reduce problems in 
the development of projects. For example, 
SEA can help to identify sites where development 
would have particularly significant environmental 
effects and should not be permitted.

●● Allow strategic decisions on large-scale 
development to be made early on, for instance, 
protecting strategic development sites from 
inappropriate development. This also provides 
more certainty for developers.

●● Allow strategic-scale mitigation measures to 
be set, which may otherwise be harder to put in 
place. This is forward-looking, precautionary and 
fair.

●● Consider and deal with public concerns at the 
strategic scale, obviating the need to revisit these 
issues for each subsequent project.

Tiering within environmental assessment – a higher-
tier SEA can:

●● Provide data for lower-tier SEAs and EIAs, 
if there is not much of a time lag between the 
assessments, and the data from the SEA are of a 
scale that work for the lower-tier SEA/EIA.

●● Identify data gaps at a time when they could 
�V�W�L�O�O���E�H���H�D�V�L�O�\���¿�O�O�H�G for lower-tier SEA/EIAs. This 
includes identifying opportunities of where “boots 
on the ground”-type data collection and monitoring 
would improve implementation of the plan at a 
project level.

●● Provide an overall structure and information 
about common issues and set terms of 
reference for subsequent lower-tier SEAs/EIAs. 
This may include EIA screening, and scoping 
environmental issues in and out for EIAs. The 
EIAs can then be more focused, saving time and 
resources.

●● Consider cumulative impacts, and provide 
information about standards, thresholds and 
mitigation measures for EIAs.

1.3	 What Are the Barriers to Tiering?

Planning is not a linear, hierarchical process. 
Projects (and their EIAs) may emerge before plans 
(and their SEAs); lower-tier plans may emerge before 
higher-tier plans. There may be a substantial time lag 
between tiers, which restricts the usefulness of the 
higher-tier SEA over time and, therefore, restricts the 
potential for effective tiering.

There is no agreement on what environmental 
issues are strategic and which are local, nor on the 
level of detail needed at each scale of assessment. 
For instance, noise and visual impacts are normally 
local issues, and waste management is normally a 
more regional issue, but in practice all of these are 
dealt with at all levels of planning. There is also a 
continual conflict between plans and SEAs being 
comprehensive and detailed, versus focusing on key 
issues and leaving the details for lower-tier plans and 
projects.

In practice, SEA Environmental Reports (SEA ERs) 
and EIA Reports (EIARs) are often prepared by 
different groups of experts, with little communication 
and data-sharing; several interviewees mentioned this 
“silo” approach to assessment as a limitation to 
tiering. Moreover, few planning authorities (land use or 
otherwise), developers and environmental assessment 
consultants are aware of the concept, and benefits, of 
tiering.

1.4	 What Are the Legal Requirements 
for Tiering?

Neither the SEA Directive nor the EIA Directive uses 
the word “tiering”, but both include tiering-related 
requirements. Annex II of the SEA Directive (Directive 
2001/42/EC) includes the following screening criteria 
to determine whether or not a plan requires SEA:

The characteristics of plans and programmes, 
having regard, in particular, to:

●● The degree to which the plan or programme 
sets a framework for projects and other 
activities, either with regard to the location, 
nature, size and operating conditions or by 
allocating resources;
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●● The degree to which the plan or programme 
influences other plans and programmes 
including those in a hierarchy…

The SEA Directive also gives general guidance on how 
to reduce duplication through tiering:

4.3 Where plans and programmes form part of 
a hierarchy, Member States shall, with a view 
to avoiding duplication of the assessment, 
take into account the fact that the assessment 
will be carried out, in accordance with this 
Directive, at different levels of the hierarchy.

5.2 The environmental report… shall include 
the information that may reasonably be 
required taking into account … the extent to 
which certain matters are more appropriately 
assessed at different levels in that process in 
order to avoid duplication of the assessment.

5.3 Relevant information available on 
environmental effects of the plans and 
programmes and obtained at other levels of 
decision-making or through other Community 
legislation may be used for providing the 
information referred to in Annex I.

Annex I requirements include:

(a) an outline of the contents and main 
objectives of the plan or programme and 
relationship with other relevant plans and 
programmes.

(f) the likely significant (1) effects on the 
environment … These effects should include 
secondary, cumulative, synergistic …

The preamble to the EIA Directive (Directive 2014/52/
EU) notes that:

●● With a view to avoiding duplication 
of assessments, the results of other 
assessments under Union legislation 
such as [the SEA Directive] should, where 
relevant and available, be taken into 
account.

●● Where the obligation to carry out 
assessments related to environmental 
issues arise simultaneously from this 
Directive and [the SEA Directive], Member 
States should be able to provide for 
coordinated and joint procedures fulfilling 
the requirements of the relevant Union 
legislation.

Article 4 of the EIA Directive, concerning screening, 
states:

4. Where Member States decide to require 
a determination for projects listed in Annex 
II, … [t]he developer shall take into account, 
where relevant, the available results of other 
relevant assessments of the effects on the 
environment carried out pursuant to Union 
legislation other than this Directive...

5. The competent authority shall make its 
determination, on the basis of the information 
provided by the developer in accordance 
with paragraph 4 taking into account, 
where relevant, the results of preliminary 
verifications or assessments of the effects on 
the environment carried out pursuant to Union 
legislation other than this Directive.

Article 5.1 of the EIA Directive, which lists the minimum 
information to be provided in an EIAR, notes that:

The developer shall, with a view to avoiding 
duplication of assessments, take into account 
the available results of other relevant 
assessments under Union or national 
legislation, in preparing the environmental 
impact assessment report.
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2	 Effective Tiering in Higher-tier Assessments: 
Undertaking the SEA with EIA in Mind

3	� The EIA Portal – https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/9f9e7-eia-portal/ (accessed 23 June 2021) – provides access to applications for 
development consent accompanied by an EIAR made since 16 May 2017.

This chapter is mostly oriented at SEA practitioners, 
and Chapter 3 is mostly oriented at EIA practitioners, 
although both chapters inform each other. Both 
chapters go through the environmental assessment 
process in chronological order.

2.1	 Context Setting

The policy context section of the SEA ER should 
show how the plan fits with other plans and with 
future projects, possibly including a flow chart such as 
Figure 2.1.

To support tiering, this analysis can be extended 
to explain the level of detail of its assessment, and 
how more detailed assessments will be carried out 
at subsequent planning tiers. Two quite different 
examples are:

The plan is on a regional scale, it is strategic 
in nature, and it delivers over-arching 
policy recommendations. This SEA does 
not examine site-specific impacts due 
to development of water infrastructure 
associated with future development of 
particular sites, since that is outside the 
scope of this strategic level plan. As portions 
of the plan will be implemented within some 
local plans, or through the planning process 
in almost all cases, the local environmental 
concerns related to these will be examined 
through subsequent SEAs of these plans or 
environmental impact assessment (EIA) at the 
project level. (Shannon Strategic Integrated 
Framework Plan 2013-2020 SEA ER)

The route details will be the options assessed 
as alternatives to the strategy. More detailed 
assessments will be provided in subsequent 
environmental impact assessments of 

individual routes. (Ulster Canal Restoration 
Plan 2016–2022 SEA ER)

The plan may simply be too strategic, and not location 
specific enough, to permit detailed assessment and 
mitigation. However, regardless of how high level the 
plan is, the context section of the SEA ER should 
explain how the plan will lead to and influence projects. 
For instance:

Development will be permitted in principle on 
Phase 1 lands during the period of the new 
plan and this includes residential zoned lands 
with existing permissions … Phase 2 lands 
may be considered for development providing 
that development proposals satisfy a core 
strategy justification and where applicable 
satisfactorily demonstrate that where 
infrastructural deficiencies exist (e.g. sewers, 
roads) that these have been addressed to 
facilitate the development … Residential 
developments will not be permitted on 
Phase 3 lands during the lifetime of the plan. 
(Waterford City Development Plan 2013–2019 
SEA ER)

2.2	 Baseline Environment

National and regional datasets used in SEA can serve 
as the basis for EIAs, highlighting aspects/issues 
that need to be further examined or additional data 
collated. Geographic Information Systems (GIS) or 
GIS-based maps can help to identify environmental 
sensitivities at both the strategic and local scales. The 
Environmental Sensitivity Mapping (ESM) Webtool 
(www.enviromap.ie) and the EPA SEA Search and 
Reporting Tool (https://gis.epa.ie/EPAMaps/SEA) are 
commonly used to support SEAs of plans in Ireland 
and can be used as a starting point for EIA. Similarly, 
the EIA Portal3 can point to sources of information 
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