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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 (web portals and web pages)

b) e-mail and user groups

c) Public records repositories

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. 

Nationally, concrete steps undertaken to ensure information is available electronically include:  U.S. Environmental Protection Agency web portal (www.epa.gov); Envirofacts Data Warehouse (www.epa.gov/enviro), a one-stop source for environmental information including waste, water, toxics, air, radiation, land and maps; AIRNOW (www.epa.gov/airnow) containing air quality forecasts and ozone levels, presented in both English and Spanish; Window to My Environment (www.epa.gov/enviro/wme) which provides a wide range of federal, state, and local information about environmental conditions and features in a geographic area of  choice (Art. 5, Para. 3 d), provided by U.S. EPA in partnership with federal, state and local government and other organisations; and various other on-line resources detailing legislation, policies and programmes (Art. 5, Para. 3 b & c).  

At the state level, the California Environmental Protection Agency (www.calepa.ca.gov) has launched the Environmental Protection Indicators for California (EPIC) in collaboration with the California Resources Agency, the Department of Health Services, and an external advisory group consisting of representatives from business, public interest groups, academia, and local government.  The EPIC project, led by Cal/EPA's Office of Environmental Health Hazard Assessment (OEHHA), is responsible for developing and maintaining a set of "environmental indicators" for California. Regionally, Cal/EPA has launched Sustainable Silicon Valley, a collaborative between the state and two non-profit public organisations, Silicon Valley Environmental Partnership (www.svep.org) and Silicon Valley Manufacturing Group (www.svmg.org) that seeks to promote regional sustainability through development of local indicators , environmental management systems and commitment to reaching sustainability targets.  Interactive Health Ecology Access Links (www.iheal.org) California team tracks and supports this regional and state partnership (Article 5, Paragraph 3 a - State of the Environment Report and Art. 6 – Participation in specific activities significantly impacting the environment).  

The U.S. Access Initiative (www.accessinitiative.org), led by Clean Water Fund (www.cleanwaterfund.org), documents public participation in California water policy, highlighting the activities of the Environmental Justice Coalition for Water in the California Bay-Delta Authority and 2002 Recycled Water Task Force.  The report to the California State Legislature Water Recycling 2030: Recommendations of California’s Recycled Water Task Force (May 2003, pp. 19-21:  ) contains recommendations on enhancing public participation in state plans, programmes and policies, as well as local site-specific projects (Article 7). 

(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.

Access is the norm federally through The Freedom of Information Act 5 U.S.C. § 552, As Amended By Public Law No. 104-231, 110 Stat. 3048, popularly known as the Electronic Freedom of Information Act.
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.
Many federal and state agencies accept electronically public comments to proposed plans, programmes and policies. For example, comments to draft National Pollution Discharge Elimination System (NPDES) permits governing facility discharges to protected water bodies are shared among subscribers to Yahoo user groups established by work groups of the Santa Clara Basin Watershed Management Initiative (www.scbwmi.org), a multiparty stakeholder forum open to interested members of the public.  San Francisco Regional Water Quality Control Board staff respond electronically to these comments, and incorporate or amend draft texts before decisions on future permit conditions are made at work group meetings open to the public.  Final adoption of these permits occur at public meetings of the Regional Board and are posted electronically on the Internet.
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?

Better access would be promoted by distribution of information in commonly used household languages. Spanish, Vietnamese, Tagalog and Chinese are spoken at home by over 4 million California residents.  Environmental data frequently needs to be transformed into understandable, meaningful information of use to specific audiences (businesses, educators, property owners, consumers and citizens). Environmental information should be aggregated  into metrics of sustainability to guide local, state and national decision making whenever feasible, through completion of State of the Environment reports.  The U.S. has not produced a national SOE Report since 1999 (based on 1997 data), and California’s Environmental Protection Indicators for California (EPIC) is only 1/3 complete.  

Mechanisms for enhancing public participation in decision making beyond current legal requirements specified in the U.S. National Environmental Planning Act (NEPA) and California Environmental Quality Act (CEQA) are contained in the California Task Force report Water Recycling 2030 (www.owue.water.ca.gov/recycle/taskforce/taskforce.cfm).  

(You can use the enclosed list of possible challenges on page 2 as reference).
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	Relevant provisions of the Aarhus Convention
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	ELECTRONIC

 Internet
 E-mail

 Electronic Community Notice Boards/
Billboards


 CD-Rom 

 Electronic data accessible through bar-code scanning

 Electronic data accessible through touch-tone dialing 

 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)
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