Aarhus Convention Proposal for WSIS Side Event

Title of side event:

INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL DEMOCRACY

Thematic focus: 

The side event will focus on the following themes:

1. progress in strengthening environmental rights achieved under the Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters; and 

2. implications of the use of information and communication technologies to implement the Convention and thus help create multi-stakeholder partnerships for a more inclusive information society. 

Ministers and high-level representatives will be invited to discuss the place of environmental democracy in the emerging Information Society. This will be an opportunity for the representatives of the ECE region to give an account of their countries’ experiences in the utilisation of electronic information tools in enabling the public to exercise their rights of access to information and participation in environmental decision-making.  

The side event will showcase environmental democracy as an integral part of the strategy for sustainable development and global efforts to achieve the Millennium Development Goal 7. The Aarhus Convention, which is widely recognised as the most far-reaching elaboration of principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, seeks to promote sound environmental governance by enabling citizens and civil society organisations access to information, public participation and access to justice in environmental issues. The Convention’s task force on electronic information tools is specifically mandated by the meeting of the Parties to promote the use of information and communication technologies (ICTs) in promoting public access to environmental information. Moreover, the work undertaken under the auspices of the Convention’s task force is linked with efforts to develop capacity for more effective national implementation of the Convention, which includes the promotion of the use of ICTs to reduce the costs of access and enhance the availability of information.

Organisers:

UNECE Aarhus Convention Secretariat (co-ordinating role)

Government of Denmark

Government of Malta

Interactive Health Ecology Access Links (IHEAL)

Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern Europe (REC)

Please include suggestions for other possible partner organisations.

Chair/Speakers

We need to identify a chair and potential speakers for the event. They would normally include high governmental and IGO/NGO officials, but it would also be good to bring an academic or expert that can authoritatively speak on this topic. 

Timing

The Summit is taking place on 10-12 December 2003 in Geneva. We have requested a room for 50-100 persons and 6 possible time slots (in order of preference): 

10 Dec 1000-1200 or 1300-1500

11 Dec 1000-1200 or 1300-1500

9 Dec 1000-1200 or 1300-1500

The organisers have not allocated exact time slots for side events yet, but the event is announced on the WSIS host country secretariat’s web site: http://www.wsisgeneva2003.org/03_summit/events.html.

Format

The side event can be a round table, consist of presentations followed with an Q&A session. We may also consider the use of electronic tools during and/or around the event. 

Budget

The organisers will charge a fee for the meeting room with microphones and speakers at Geneva’s Palexpo. What needs to be decided is how much the organisation of the event is going to cost in terms of travel for speakers, promotion materials and other associated costs and how these expenses are going to be met. 

Potential Contribution to the Summit:

The United Nations Millennium Declaration calls for promotion of democracy and respect for all internationally recognised human rights and fundamental freedoms, including the right to sustainable development, in order to achieve Millennium Development Goals. New information and communication technologies can accelerate the attainment of the vision of a more inclusive Information Society, with citizens at its centre. Among other things, the World Summit on the Information Society calls for commitment to democracy and good governance and development of human capacity to fully exploit the benefits of ICTs in order to promote environmental sustainability, with empowerment and inclusion as its main themes. 

25 States have so far committed themselves to the implementation of the UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters. This includes an obligation to make environmental information progressively more available in electronic form, generally through electronic databases publicly accessible through telecommunication networks (i.e. the Internet, article 5, paragraph 3 of the Convention). Access to information is seen as the basis for democratic decision-making and ICTs have the potential not only to strengthen the effectiveness of public service delivery, but also to involve the public in participation in making decisions that affect their environment. In this process, important steps should be taken to overcome not only technical and financial, but also political, legal and barriers to effective electronic access. 

The Convention’s task force on electronic information tools was established to support and promote these goals. In the course of its work, the task force has started identifying needs, challenges and priorities in this area with a view to promoting good practices in the use of information and communication technologies to promote environmental democracy. It is expected to prepare recommendations to the second meeting of the Parties to the Convention on the more effective use of electronic tools to provide better access to information to the public. In addition to establishing the task force, the first meeting of the Parties to the Convention (Lucca, Italy, 21-23 October 2002), gave support to the development of a clearing house mechanism and a capacity building service, which will, in co-operation with the task force on electronic information tools, seek to address the urgent need for assistance to transition countries in building capacity for a more effective implementation of the Convention as a way to promote environmental democracy.

In addition to this, UNECE member States negotiated a protocol on pollutant release and transfer registers (PRTRs), PRTRs are databases of potentially harmful releases to the environment, which should be made accessible to the public by electronic means in order to ensure easy access to information and its wider dissemination. The Protocol was adopted at the 5th Ministerial Conference ‘Environment for Europe’ in Kiev (21-23 May 2003) and signed by 36 countries. An internet-based ‘virtual classroom’ has been established, initially to facilitate the negotiation process, but also to function as a capacity-building tool and a forum for exchange of good practices and transfer of knowledge on PRTRs. 

Activities undertaken under the auspices of the Aarhus Convention clearly promote the goals of the World Summit on the Information Society by encouraging the use of ICTs to make policies more accountable and transparent and thus enable better monitoring, evaluation and control of activities that promote sustainable development. 

The Summit calls for the development of more efficient and accountable e-government as part of the Information Society, with a vibrant and rich public domain that provides instant access to information and facilitates public participation in decision-making, which in turn enhances a more equitable delivery of public services
. By encouraging the use of ICTs to achieve universal access to information and participation in decision-making, the Aarhus Convention helps governments to actively promote e-learning through empowering the citizens to take an active role in deciding on issues that directly affect their lives. The Information Society is intrinsically global in nature and the themes of the Aarhus Convention have unmistakably global implications. The side event is expected to make an informal contribution to discussions taking place at the Summit by highlighting the experience of one region in the area of environmental democracy as a way to address emerging development challenges and attain a more equitable Information Society. 

� These governments and organisations expressed interest in participating in the event at the first meeting of the new task force on electronic information tools (Sofia, 23-24 June 2003). 





� For more information on the Summit, please visit � HYPERLINK "http://www.itu.int/wsis/" ��http://www.itu.int/wsis/�.








