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Summary
The main objective of this study has been to contribute to improve the decision-making process of major
public investments in order that their sustainability is assured. More precisely, its ambition has been to:
1. Discuss how the concept of sustainability is to be understood when assessing major public
investments in early phase.
2. Examine the degree to which the Norwegian quality assurance scheme (KS1) attend to the
sustainability of major public investment projects and point to possible reasons that it is not
assessed in a proper manner.
3. Examine the need for guidance to the carrying out of concept evaluations concerning
sustainability.
The term sustainability derives from Latin (sustenare) and is composed of the elements sus (holding up) and
tenare (over a long period). In our context the term thus denotes the ability to uphold something over time.
More precisely, we understand it as a positive concept, in that it signifies the ability to uphold something
that is positive and good for society over time.
The point of departure of this study has been the definition of sustainability provided by the Norwegian
Ministry of Finance. According to this definition, the sustainability of an investment is:
“[t]he degree to which the investment contributes to the realisation of goals [effects] and purposes [wider societal
ambitions] after the project is realised and through the expected life cycle. A consideration of net benefit flows over
time.”
The assessment of sustainability is thus based on an examination of the capability of the project to achieve
important goals over time as part of a positive societal process. In addition, it is essential not to limit the
assessment only to the intended effects. All impacts that are retraceable to the project needs evaluation –
be they positive or negative, direct or indirect, concerning different dimensions (economy, environment,
social concerns), and affecting different groups of people in both time and space. In addition, an
assessment of flexibility and robustness concerning risk are natural elements of a sustainability assessment
ex ante.
There does not seem to exist one single analytic tool enabling to grasp all these aspects of the
sustainability of an investment. This study refers swiftly the tools available for assessing sustainability that
the authors consider the most noteworthy. Their conclusion is that several complementary tools are
necessary in order to assess sustainability properly, and that the assessment needs to combine quantitative
and qualitative approaches. The way in which the different tools and methodologies are practiced
influences largely on whether or not the sustainability of the investment can be assessed. Of special
importance in the assessment of sustainability is that the impacts of the project are examined in a time
horizon that is sufficiently extensive, that the perspective is sufficiently broad, and that significant risk factors are
identified and their influence on the net utility of the investment.
Some official demands and guiding principles exist that can be used in the assessment of sustainability.
These can mainly be found at two levels. The first level concerns the general political ambition of moving
society in the direction of “a sustainable development”. The second level concerns the mandatory
demands and guidelines concerning the assessment of public projects. The quality assurance scheme of
the Ministry of Finance is an important part of the general political framework, and specifies that an
economic assessment (cost/benefit analysis) should be carried out.
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Economic assessments, such as cost/benefit-analysis alone cannot, however, provide sufficient analysis of
sustainability, and needs filling out. No formal guidelines exist that indicate how such supplementary
analysis is to be carried out.
The study examines further the manner in which sustainability has been taken into concept evaluations
through the period 2006-2011 as part of the KS1 scheme. The authors conclude that there exist a
potential of improvement concerning the sustainability assessment of the projects examined. The appraisal
of what need the project is intended to satisfy comes out as too short sighted and static in several of the
analysis. Uncertainties concerning the stability of the societal need is often not identified or discussed. In
cases where conflicting interests appear, as for instance in the transport sector (the wish for reduced traffic
as opposed to the perceived need for shorter travel time), there exist a significant uncertainty among the
analytics of what is to be regarded the purpose of the project (Only one? And if so, which?). It seems that
the handling of impacts that are not easily quantifiable needs a more systematic assessment. Both the
analysis of non-estimated impacts and especially that of the distributional impacts of the investment tend
to be inadequate. Equally, the choice of temporal horizon in the alternative analysis often lacks discussion
and justification. Finally, the realism of maintaining sufficient financing during the operational phase and
for necessary maintenance is hardly subject to questioning.
This impression from the exam of the KS1 reports is to a large degree supported by interviews carried out
and by supplementing studies.
The study concludes with a list of recommendations on the subject of improving the assessment of
sustainability in concept evaluations, with today’s practice as point of departure. The ten
recommendations are (in an abbreviated form):
1.

Include all relevant risk factors (including stability in overall needs) and assess the need to include
more flexibility.

2.

Base the assessment on a temporal horizon sufficiently long that also long term and indirect
impacts of the project can be included. Use different scenarios is necessary.

3.

Make explicit the appraisal of how long term and short term impacts are to be compared.

4.

Consider especially the probability for maintaining the financing throughout the entire life span
presupposed in the concept.

5.

Do not moderate impacts that are difficult to price properly. The temporal horizon of nonmonetary impacts also needs highlighting, and the analysis must describe whether or not they will
be strengthened or weakened over time.

6.

Indicate which impacts or factors of risk that eventually is not assessed in an explicit manner.

7.

Point to possible imbalances in the data material that might lead to misleading model calculations
and analysis results.

8.

Show how costs and benefits are distributed with regard to different groups that are either directly
or indirectly affected (distributional effects).

9.

Examine the need for more precise instructions to analysing sustainability, and the need for an
accompanying guidance material.

10. Examine the need to formulate common, general goal or a set of criterion for the assessment of
sustainability.
Concerning the last two of these recommendations, the study concludes that a need exist for clearer
guidance to the analytics on how to assess sustainability. These guiding principles need to be formulated at
a superior level, i.e. the Ministry of Finance or a sectorial ministry.
As the authors observe, there seems to be a widely held view that sustainability cannot be regarded as an
“objective” criterion onto which base an evaluation. Since the question of sustainability depends on
ponderations of different aspects of both time and space, it will by definition involve morally charged
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elements. After the examination of the KS1 reports, it seems possible to establish a better and more
common practice for the assessment of sustainability.
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