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Mr Chairman, Ministers, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am delighted to be with you today at this important first Meeting of the parties to the Aarhus Convention. I am forwarding greetings from and speaking on behalf of Environment Commissioner Margot Wallström, who regretfully had to cancel being here due to the preparations for an extended agenda of this week's European Parliament session in Strasbourg.

Firstly, I would like to align myself with preceding speakers and thank Mr. Mateoli, Ms. Schmgnerova, and the UN/ECE Secretariat for organising this meeting and especially for choosing such an inspiring location for our discussions.

Today, I would like to emphasise why listening to citizens’ is essential if we are to ensure effective environmental protection. I will then explain briefly how the EU is progressing in this regard, not only by pressing for as quick and effective a ratification of Aarhus as possible, but also by promoting a Community-wide framework for improved governance.

As a point of departure, I would like to remind you of Minister Schmidt's statement this morning on behalf of the European Union Member States that the Aarhus Convention and its application is a very important issue for the EU.

The need to empower people in “green” public decision-making is founded upon the recognition of people’s basic “right to a clean environment,” a right that is closely linked to the wider concept of human rights. We should empower citizens to know more about and to make decisions regarding matters that directly affect their lives.

However, I believe that we should also speak in practical terms. I hope you share my view that environmental decisions and policies that are founded upon a democratic process of engaging and empowering public opinion are “better and more effective” than decisions that were made without involving citizens. 

This applies to all levels of society ranging from constellations such as the EU, sovereign states, sectors and local communities. 

I think it is also fair to say that EU environmental policy has been at the forefront of promoting citizens’ participation. Let me give you just one example: the recently adopted Sixth Environmental Action Programme recognises that promotion of greater public awareness and participation is a key tool for helping us achieve our environmental goals. The ratification of the Aarhus Convention by the EU is essential in order to strengthen the participation of ordinary citizens in environmental decision-making.

So, what has the EU done to pave the way for Arhus ratification?  Since signing the Convention, the EU has continued to strive for a meaningful and effective application of the Aarhus convention. As you know, this implies that before ratification can take place all the necessary legislative measures must first be put in place. I will briefly update you on where we stand with this work. 

In the last two years, the Commission has introduced two important proposals designed to update existing legal provisions and to fulfil the more ambitious standards laid down by the Aarhus Convention:

-  the first proposal adopted in June 2000 concerns access to environmental information, and reflects the Aarhus first pillar. Upon adoption it will replace existing Directive 90/313 on access to environmental information. The proposal is now at its final stage, and EP and Council will meet in Conciliation at the beginning of next month to hopefully solve the outstanding issues. 

- the second one concerns public participation in the environmental decision-making process. On 21st January 2001 a proposal for a Directive was adopted, and it is just coming up for conciliation. 

The Commission is also working on the development of a third instrument - for increasing access to justice in «environmental affairs». Consultation rounds with the Stakeholders and with experts from Member States started already last March. As outlined in the Commission’s Working Programme for 2002 a proposal for a Directive on access to justice will be adopted before the end of this year.  

In order for the EU to ratify the Aarhus Convention we must also take steps to make the Aarhus provisions fully applicable to all EU institutions and bodies. 

I am sure that you will agree with me that this is a very significant development. We have a duty to implement environmental democracy. We all know that decisions affecting the environment are not only taken at the national level but, increasingly, at community level. Citizens’ rights must, therefore, be further strengthened at EU institution level too. 

Of course we will build on previous initiatives i.e. on access to information Regulation 1049/2001 regarding public access to the Institutions' documents which entail quite substantial progress regarding transparency!

Anyway compliance of the EC Institutions to the whole Aarhus convention will materialise through a unique piece of legislation, which is to be submitted by the Commission to the Council and the EP by the end of the year

Once this work is finalised, we will be in a position to present a proposal for a decision to ratify Aarhus. The Council could adopt a decision on the ratification of the AC early this year. However it is likely that the Council will decide to ratify only once all relevant legislation is adopted and that will not take place before 2004. 

I believe that it is appropriate to stress that the EU will be the first international organisation to adopt legally binding rules granting citizens their environmental rights. In my opinion this is a significant development.

Thank you for your attention  
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