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Press Release ECE/ENV/03/P26

Geneva, 11 December 2003

Environmental democracy discussed at
the World Summit on the Information Society

“Environmental democracy” is the theme of a seminar organized by the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) on the opening day of the World Summit on the Information Society.1 The event showcased best practices in the use of electronic information tools to strengthen the environmental rights of citizens and promote good e-governance in the field of the environment. It also showed how governments and organizations are working to bridge the digital divide by supporting the development of environmental information systems in the less economically developed parts of the UNECE region.

Experts from governments, international and non-governmental organizations demonstrated cutting-edge uses of information technology to promote government transparency and accountability and to empower citizens, such as:

· Scorecard (www.scorecard.org) – a Web-based information service made available by the non-governmental organization Environmental Defense to provide comprehensive information about pollution trends and toxic releases across the United States;

· What’s In Your Backyard? (http://216.31.193.171/asp/1_introduction.asp) – the United Kingdom Environment Agency’s pollution inventory that enables citizens to find out in-depth information on the release of various substances in their neighbourhoods;

· ‘I Decide Today’ (www.tom.riik.ee) – an e-government tool that enables the public in Estonia to send comments in the legislative process and actively participate in decision-making.

Mrs. Brigita Schmögnerová, Executive Secretary of UNECE, who chaired the event, commented on the way that technological progress had affected environmental governance: “Electronic information tools can enable us to work collectively for more inclusive political processes, allowing genuine participation of all citizens in all countries and broadening our joint quest for sustainable development”. The event had shown “how different communities from across the UNECE region are pursuing this goal”.

…/

These and other examples of good practices from throughout the UNECE region have been collected and documented under the auspices of the Task Force on Electronic Information Tools established under the Aarhus Convention.2  For many governments and NGOs in the UNECE region, the Convention provides the main legal framework for addressing issues of access to environmental information. The Convention requires its Parties to ensure that environmental information progressively becomes available in electronic form through the Internet. However, increased use of electronic tools should not mean that information is less available through traditional means. Otherwise, the electronic revolution could actually lead to reduced access to information for those who are on the wrong side of the digital divide.
For more details, please contact:

Mr. Jeremy WATES, Secretary to the Aarhus Convention
UNECE Environment and Human Settlements Division
Palais des Nations
CH - 1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland

Phone:
+41 (0)22 917 23 84

Fax:
+41 (0)22 917 01 07

E-mail:
jeremy.wates@unece.org
Web site:
http://www.unece.org/env/pp/electronictools.htm

http://www.aarhusconvention.org
___________

1
The event, organized at the World Summit on the Information Society, took place on Wednesday, 10 December 2003, from 9.30 to 11.30 a.m., at Palexpo in Geneva.

2
The UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention) was adopted in 1998 and entered into force in 2001. It has 26 Parties. The Convention is open to accession by any Member State of the United Nations.

