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Introduction
1. This guide is first of all designed to assist Parties to the UNECE Protocol on Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers (PRTR Protocol) to interpret and fulfil their obligations. It also aims to assist officials in countries considering accession to the Protocol to evaluate and prepare for these obligations, as well as to aid potential users understand and take advantage of PRTR systems. 

2. The PRTR Protocol was adopted at an extraordinary meeting of the Parties to the Aarhus Convention on 21 May 2003, in the framework of the fifth 'Environment for Europe' Ministerial Conference held in Kiev. It was signed by 36 countries and the European Community.

3. The Protocol is the first legally binding international instrument on pollutant release and transfer registers. Its objective is to enhance public access to information on the environment, to facilitate public participation, and to contribute to pollution prevention and reduction (see art. 1, below).

4. All States can sign up to the Protocol, including those that have not ratified the Aarhus Convention and those that are not members of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). Thus, it is by design an ‘open,’ global protocol.

5. It addresses countries that can have very different economic situations. Parties and potential Parties will have very different starting points for developing their PRTR systems, in terms of their administrative structures, the availability and quality of information on emissions as well as the information requirements of different stakeholders. The PRTR Protocol aims at minimum requirements that can be achieved across different countries. At the same time, the Protocol views PRTRs as dynamic systems to be steadily improved, both on a national basis and in terms of international cooperation.

Article 1   

OBJECTIVE

The objective of this Protocol is to enhance public access to information through the establishment of coherent, integrated, nationwide pollutant release and transfer registers (PRTRs) in accordance with the provisions of this Protocol, which could facilitate public participation in environmental decision-making as well as contribute to the prevention and reduction of pollution of the environment.
Box 1: Article 1

A. Origins and evolution of the PRTR mechanism

6. The idea of establishing a pollutant release and transfer register first emerged in the United States, following the tragic accident in Bhopal (India) in 1984. Shortly thereafter, the United States Congress approved the Emergency Planning and Community Right to Know Act, establishing a register called the Toxic Release Inventory (TRI), which tracks releases to all media (air, water and land) and off-site transfers of more than 600 chemicals. Other countries, including Australia and Canada, followed in developing national PRTR systems.

7. TRI provided unprecedented public information on pollution releases. It also created a powerful incentive for reporting facilities to take voluntary measures to reduce pollution. Although a PRTR does not directly regulate emissions, it creates pressure on companies to avoid being identified as major polluters and provides incentive for facilities to invest to reduce emissions. Public access to information is thus a central PRTR characteristic, and indeed contributes to the prevention and reduction of environmental pollution.

8. The 1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de Janeiro (Brazil) recognized the importance of public access to information on environmental pollution, including emissions inventories, in its Agenda 21. First, principle 10 states that "each individual shall have appropriate access to information concerning the environment that is held by public authorities,” and “the opportunity to participate in decisionmaking processes” and that countries shall “encourage public awareness and participation by making information widely available.”

9. Second, chapter 19 of Agenda 21 recommends that governments should collect sufficient data about various environmental media while providing public access to the information. Governments, with the cooperation of industry and the public, are to implement and improve databases about chemicals, including inventories of emissions. Chapter 19 further states that the broadest possible awareness of chemical risks is a prerequisite for chemical safety.

10. After UNCED, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) took the first steps to ensure the realization of this objective. In 1993, the member States of OECD and the United Nations gave a mandate to the OECD Secretary-General to prepare a guidance manual for national Governments interested in a pollutant release and transfer register, which was published in 1996.
 A task force was created within OECD to deal with the most difficult aspects of the creation of PRTR systems. In line with the recommendation of UNCED, OECD undertook this work within the framework of the Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals (IOMC).

11. The OECD guidance document defines a PRTR as a catalogue or register of potentially harmful pollutant releases or transfers to the environment from a variety of sources. A PRTR includes information on releases to air, water and soil as well as transfers of pollutants/waste to treatment and disposal sites. The register can include data on specific substances as well as broad categories of pollution. PRTRs are thus inventories of pollution from industrial sites and other sources. The development and implementation of a national PRTR system represents a means for Governments to track the generation and release as well as the fate of various pollutants over time.

12. Following UNCED, other countries established national PRTR systems. In addition, the United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) carried out pilot projects and capacity-building activities in several countries, including Mexico and Egypt.

13. In the context of the “Environment for Europe” process and to further implement Agenda 21, UNECE began to work on a Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters in 1996. PRTRs are a tool for public access to environmental information and thus are closely tied to the Convention’s goals. The Convention includes broad, flexible provisions calling on Parties to establish nationwide, publicly accessible “pollution inventories or registers” covering inputs, releases and transfers of substances and products (see its art. 5, para. 9 in the box below).
14. The Convention was signed by 39 UNECE member States and by the European Community in June 1998. It entered into force in October 2001.

Article 5, paragraph 9 (Aarhus Convention)

Each Party shall take steps to establish progressively, taking into account international processes where appropriate, a coherent, nationwide system of pollution inventories or registers on a structured, computerized and publicly accessible database compiled through standardized reporting. Such a system may include inputs, releases and transfers of a specified range of substances and products, including water, energy and resource use, from a specified range of activities to environmental media and to on-site and off-site treatment and disposal sites.

Box 2: Article 5, paragraph 9 (Aarhus Convention)

15. At the first meeting of the Signatories to the Aarhus Convention, a task force was created to prepare recommendations for future work on a PRTR. At the second meeting, the Task Force presented its findings and proposed the creation of an open-ended intergovernmental working group on PRTR.

16. Parallel to the international discussions about the creation of a protocol on PRTRs, the European Union (EU) adopted its own system, the European Pollutant Emission Register (EPER). EPER was created in the context of the Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control (IPPC) Directive, one of the cornerstones of the European environmental legislation which establishes an EU-wide integrated permitting system. EPER and the PRTR Protocol share many elements, reflecting their concurrent development. For example, the activities listed in annex I to the PRTR Protocol are largely based on annex I to the IPPC Directive, and include energy industries, metal industries, mineral industries, chemical industries and waste management.

17. The PRTR Protocol and EPER also have several important differences: EPER covers fewer pollutants and fewer polluting activities; moreover, it does not include provisions for off-site transfers of waste, for releases to land and for estimates of diffuse pollution. As the European Community has signed the PRTR Protocol, EPER will be upgraded to a European PRTR (E-PRTR) that will meet the provisions of the Protocol.

B. Objectives and core elements of PRTRs

18. The Protocol’s objective is to enhance public access to information and to facilitate public participation as well as to encourage pollution reduction (art. 1). Thus PRTRs are intended first to serve the general public. The preamble to the Protocol notes, however, that PRTRs can also assist governments in tracking pollution trends, setting priorities and monitoring compliance with international commitments, and they can benefit industry through improved environmental management.
19. Indeed, there are many potential users of PRTRs. These include, first of all, the general public and citizens’ organizations interested in obtaining information on local, regional or national pollution. Health professionals can use the information in public health decisions. PRTRs can be a valuable tool for environmental education. Environmental authorities can use PRTRs to review both the permit compliance of local facilities as well as national progress towards international commitments. For polluting facilities, both the exercise of estimating pollution levels as well as their publication can encourage efforts to improve efficiency and reduce pollution levels.
20. The Protocol itself requires Parties to establish nationwide systems that report and collect pollution information, and it identifies a series of core elements for PRTRs (see box 4). As the first goal of the Protocol is to enhance public information, PRTR information should be available via direct electronic access, such as an open web site. Parties must provide “other effective means” for members of the public who do not have electronic access. PRTRs should provide information on individual facilities, on diffuse pollution and on aggregate pollution levels. The Protocol allows limited provision for polluters to request that their data remain confidential.

21. The Protocol calls for public participation in the development and modification of PRTRs. The negotiations for the Protocol itself provide an example, as they involved technical experts from governments, environmental NGOs, international organizations and industry. Participation of all interested parties was considered crucial to guarantee the transparency and acceptance of the Protocol.

22. Broad international cooperation will also be an important element for its implementation, in areas such as sharing information in border areas as well as providing technical assistance to Parties that are developing countries or countries with economies in transition. Moreover, the Protocol is designed as a dynamic instrument that can be revised based on users’ needs as well as new technical developments.

23. Part one of this guidance document continues with chapter I, which presents the key issues that Parties should address in the institutional and legislative implementation of the Protocol. Chapter II reviews the scope of the Protocol, focusing on the specific types of activities and substances covered, including the different methods for determining facility and waste thresholds. Part two covers data issues: chapter III reviews the types of data covered, and chapter IV describes the systems needed to handle data flows. Part three then reviews the Protocol’s data dissemination requirements (chapter V), and capacity-building and public awareness, including areas for international cooperation (chapter VI).
24. The annexes provide background information, including a glossary, a table of analytical methods, indicative lists of pollutants and the references used in preparing this document.
Article 4 

CORE ELEMENTS OF A POLLUTANT RELEASE AND TRANSFER REGISTER SYSTEM

In accordance with this Protocol, each Party shall establish and maintain a publicly accessible national pollutant release and transfer register that:

(a) Is facility-specific with respect to reporting on point sources;

(b) Accommodates reporting on diffuse sources;

(c) Is pollutant-specific or waste-specific, as appropriate;

(d) Is multimedia, distinguishing among releases to air, land and water;

(e) Includes information on transfers;

(f) Is based on mandatory reporting on a periodic basis;

(g) Includes standardized and timely data, a limited number of standardized reporting thresholds and limited provisions, if any, for confidentiality;

(h) Is coherent and designed to be user-friendly and publicly accessible, including in electronic form;

(i) Allows for public participation in its development and modification; and

(j) Is a structured, computerized database or several linked databases maintained by the competent authority.  

Box 3: Article 4










� This document was submitted late due to the need to hold in-depth consultations over the text with a number of leading experts on the topic of pollution registers.


� OECD, Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers (PRTRs): A Tool for Environmental Policy and Sustainable Development. Guidance Manual for Governments, Paris, 1996. (Available at: � HYPERLINK "http://www.unitar.org/cwm/prtr/cat3_list.html#OECD" �� http://www.olis.oecd.org/olis/1996doc.nsf/LinkTo/ocde-gd(96)32�)  


� OECD, op. cit.
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