QUESTIONNAIRE ON THE USE OF ELECTRONIC INFORMATION TOOLS



Please fill in and return this questionnaire together with your registration form to the Task Force Chairperson and the Aarhus Convention secretariat by 19 May 2003



Chairperson: Fax : +359 2 981 1185, E-mail: IlievaNelly@moew.government.bg

Secretariat: Fax: +41 22 917 0107, E-mail:  ljiljana.stancic@unece.org



Submitted by: Johannes Mayer, Austrian Federal Environment Agency

E-mail: mayer@moew.government.bg



1) In your country, which categories of environmental information (according to the Convention definition from article 2, paragraph 3) are available:



a) through the Internet

b) in other electronic forms (please specify)

c) only in non-electronic form?



What concrete steps have been undertaken to ensure that information is available electronically? Please include reference to national web portals or other sites of interest. 

Information available on the Internet

Austrian State of the Environment Report (“Umweltkontrollbericht”) and SoE Data – Umweltbundesamt/Federal Environment Agency, www.ubavie.gv.at

All Austrian Federal and the more recent Provincial legislation on all areas is publicly accessible on the Austrian Legal Information System RIS (Rechtsinformationssystem), www.ris.bka.gv.at

Increasingly available on the Environment-related Web-pages of the Austrian Federal Ministry for Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Management http://www.lebensministerium.at/umwelt/, and www pages of the nine Provincial Governments

All Austrian administrations are increasingly offering on their www sites general information, publications, official texts etc. with contact e-mails for feedback and further questions. Electronic interaction is increasingly becoming a normal part of the interaction between citizens and administration.

____________________________________________________________________________



(This question may be considered in relation to each of the categories referred to in sub-paragraphs (a) to (d) of article 5, paragraph 3, of the Convention, and in the case of subparagraph (d), participants may elaborate the list of which types of ‘other information’ are covered.)



2) Is public access to environmental information in question through the internet or other electronic means provided as a matter of practice or is there a legally enforceable right to such access? If possible, please include reference to relevant provisions of national law referring to this right.



The discussion in the task force should focus on practical problems and solutions to them, a debate about “rights” and “practice” in this context would not seem to be very useful to us.



In Austria, it is a matter of increasingly used practice which has proven useful to both administration and citizens – thus typically easily accepted by both sides wherever feasible and useful, but also leaving the necessary flexibility to adapt to specific circumstances.



In the context of the Austrian E-government strategies one of the overriding objectives is to provide general electronic access to administrative proceedings.





�3) In which types of environmental decision-making process (in the sense of articles 6, 7 and 8 of the Convention) may public participation take place electronically? What are the main steps in the process? If possible, please give concrete examples.



In the context of decision-making processes the main purpose of electronic tools is to facilitate transmission of information between official authorities and participants, while electronic tools cannot generally replace other forms or more direct participation.



Austrian general administrative procedures allow for the electronic transmission of requests in electronic format as well as in other technically possible formats. It is also possible for the public authorities to respond to requests by electronic means, if the Parties who made the request, agree (and as long as this does not imply important original signatures). The Austrian Federal Chancellery is presently steering a process to develop a system of electronic signature recognition for official document transmission, which will pave the way for broad official use of electronic documents.

With regard to EIA procedures, information on ongoing and recent EIA procedures can be found in a special database at the Austrian environment agency. This database also provides further links or contact details for more detailed requests to the authorities in charge. Given the enormous volume of documentation in some EIA proceedings, it seems preferable to restrict the electronic information to a general overview with the most important issues, and to provide the contact details to responsible authorities for all those who wish to receive more information.



With regard to preparation of laws (in all fields, not only environment), ministerial drafts are transmitted in the context of a (pre-parliamentary) consultation procedure to the Austrian Parliament and available from their website (www.parlament.gv.at) as well as comments received on the draft. Such drafts as well as drafts for executive regulations, are quite widely distributed to various stakeholders. increasingly in electronic format.



4) What are the most important challenges and obstacles in your country to the use of electronic tools to provide:



a) better access to environmental information to the public

b) mechanisms for public participation in environmental decision making

c) access to justice?



(a) the still limited capacity of administrations to make available electronic data in formats meeting the user needs of different target groups (from administrators and professional environmentalists to the general public). Partly also the difficulty that environmental problems are constantly developing: Most data which we have NOW available in abundance correspond to problems on which we have worked and which we have solved in the past years so that no one is interested in them any more (example from air pollution: concentrations of SO2, since emissions were reduced by 90%) ( so the most interesting issues are typically those which we do not have yet sufficiently data available (such as fine particulate matter concentrations). Or those where we know well the problem but do not succeed to solve it (greenhouse gas emissions). Another very practical challenge is that – while data are often available in abundance – it can be very difficult to present them in an understandable manner to the public. Availability of data alone is therefore not always sufficient.



(b) In practice, personal presence in hearings is often important and will certainly be given greater weight in public participation processes than just electronic transmission of comments (which still gives the general impression of “less serious” personal involvement).



(c) The question is not very clear, as obstacles and difficulties with regard to access to justice are not primarily linked to the media of communication.

With regard to Austrian environmental law, due to the strict separation of powers in the Austrian constitution access to justice is primarily provided via administrative tribunals/courts (independent administrative senates, environmental senates, Administrative Court). All decisions by those bodies are generally available through the Austrian legal information system on the Internet (www.ris.bka.gv.at



In more informal procedures, E-mail communication is frequent, , e.g. in mediation processes (as in dialogue with the environmental ombudsmen in each Province).



 (You can use the enclosed list of possible challenges on page 2 as reference).

�



Information Tools�

Relevant provisions of the Aarhus Convention�

Challenges & obstacles �to ICT Implementation ��

ELECTRONIC



Internet

E-mail

Electronic Community Notice Boards/�Billboards	

CD-Rom 

Electronic data accessible through bar-code scanning

Electronic data accessible through touch-tone dialling 

SMS – Short Messaging System

Public electronic information kiosks

Telephone Hotlines/Fax TV Teletext

Other (to be specified)





NON-ELECTRONIC



Brochures 

Exhibitions 

Green community reps

Info-shops  (walk in)

Libraries

Newspapers 

Open days 

Posters

TV, Cinema, Radio 

Other (to be specified)�

ARTICLE 5, PARAGRAPH 3



a) Reports on the state of the environment

b) Texts of legislation on or relating to the environment

c) Policies, plans and programmes on or relating to the environment, and environmental agreements

d) Other information, to the extent that the availability of such information in this form would facilitate the application of national law implementing the Convention.



ARTICLE 6



Public participation in decisions on specific activities which may have a significant effect on the environment



ARTICLE 7



Public participation concerning plans, programmes and policies relating to the environment



ARTICLE 8



Public participation during the preparation of executive regulations and/or generally applicable legally binding normative instruments

�

INSTITUTIONAL 



Limited scope or extent of environmental data collected in your country

Limited standardization of data sets

Poor cooperation with other agencies collecting environmental data

Limited interest in utilising ICT among:� -Data providers (you)� -Data users (pls. Quantify)

Other priorities (pls. Detail)

Lack of time to explore/implement



ECONOMIC



Limited market availability of equipment

Lack of IT service providers

Lack of technical support

High cost of online access

High cost of equipment

Poor state of telecommunication networks



CULTURAL



Limited expertise/know-how



LEGAL



Unclear rules, legislation on environment and informational responsibility



OTHER (to be specified)

��

The Aarhus Convention Electronic Information Tools Task Force

23-24 June 2003



�PAGE  �4�










