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We are all committed to the Århus Convention, that’s why we are here.  We all want to make Århus work and that’s not just a matter for experts, indeed I would say this is a huge democratic project.  It is the public who often have the local knowledge and expertise which can contribute to better decisions.  They also often have a more long term interest in the outcome of decisions which can affect their neighbourhood and the lives of their children and their children’s children.  

So what exactly does Århus mean?  The aim of the Convention is clear.  We want to give people the information they need, rights to participate in decisions that affect them and their quality of life, and access to justice.  We want better, more inclusive decision-making.  We know that the more minds that are brought to bear on the sorts of difficult decisions we have to make, the greater the chances of us making wise decisions based on considering the issues from a range of perspectives.  This is vital to achieve sustainable development.  Vital too, is effective environmental implementation and enforcement and this is why we need to ensure that NGOs and members of the public have effective access to justice.

The problem is actually getting through to our people, and this is a problem in all our countries, to let them know what their rights are, that these are not boring high-sounding philosophical principles but they affect their daily lives and they need to take an interest, to get involved.

But how do you get people to do that?  The Convention creates the necessary legal framework.  The challenge now is to make good use of this legislation, to communicate with people, to let them know their procedural rights and to encourage them to accept their responsibilities.  We need to reach out to everyone – the public, officials in public authorities, business, and we must include the harder to reach groups.

Levels of deprivation vary significantly in all our countries.  Within the UK a Government survey last year found, not surprisingly, that more deprived areas had significantly lower levels of community participation than wealthier locations.  Only 29% of people in the most deprived areas took part in organised voluntary activity, and I’m surprised it was as many as that, compared with 47% - still less than half - in the more affluent areas.  We still have a long, long way to go.  

This is a matter of concern in its own right but has a particular significance for environmental democracy.  It is these deprived areas which often have the most pressing environmental concerns.  For example, a recent survey by Friends of the Earth found that in the UK 82% of carcinogens are emitted from factories in the most deprived 20% of areas.  Only 8% of carcinogen emissions are in the most affluent 50% of areas.  It is not just factories.  It’s traffic fumes, poor quality housing, dirty streets or inadequate local amenities.

One key factor is the capacity of the community.  An affluent well-educated community is more likely to have the knowledge and confidence to take part in civic affairs.  We have set up a Neighbourhood Renewal Unit which has a special responsibility for the most deprived areas and aims to narrow the gap in service standard and quality of life between these areas and the rest of the country.  Its work focuses especially on capacity building to help the residents to play a more effective role  in their communities.  However, we know we need to create a society where the voluntary and community sector flourishes and where all individuals and communities are able to play a full part in civil society.  Earlier this year in the UK we launched our Active Community Unit.  Yes, another unit.  But it’s not just about setting up new units.  It’s about promoting the development of the voluntary and community sector and encouraging people to become actively involved in their communities, particularly in deprived areas.  

One thing we must certainly do is to share best practice.  I don’t think any one country knows exactly how to do it and I think one thing we should do at future meetings is to learn from each other’s successes.  

One obvious step is to simplify our bureaucracy.  We have therefore, for example, launched a small grants initiative which will provide a one stop shop, making it much simpler for groups to get grants.  Similarly, a new website will provide information on grants from different government departments and allow community organisations to apply online.

We are also exploring the whole issue of access to justice in environmental matters to find out where obstacles and barriers lie.  One of the issues that has become clear is that we have built up a complex body of environmental law.  People therefore need guidance, and sometimes assistance too - both financial support and expertise - if they are going to be able to exercise their rights effectively.

Awareness raising and training are also necessary among public authority employees.  They have to regard this as a valuable social goal, and not something that’s been imposed on them.  Effective public participation only happens when it is well organised.  One measure taken by the UK has been the publication of a handbook on Public Participation in Making Local Environmental Decisions, best known as The Newcastle Handbook.  This was based on contributions from many countries following a workshop in Newcastle attended by many people who are here today, over 120 Government, local authority and NGO representatives from 36 countries in Europe, central Asia and North America.  

We are also thoroughly reviewing the guidance we have available for staff in public authorities on access to environmental information with a view to updating this and ensuring that both public authority officials and members of the public are comprehensively informed about the information rights and responsibilities – and I stress responsibilities - on access to information under the Convention.

We have in the UK traditionally believed that public authorities, as representatives of their communities, are the guardians of the environment but they cannot do it alone, indeed they may not even be the main way: they need to bring in the communities they are there to serve.  Their role must be to provide the necessary transparency and leadership so that we can all act as guardians of the environment.   In areas where there social exclusion and economic deprivation they need to be particularly conscientious in their efforts to communicate clearly and encourage participation.

So this is an important convention – indeed there is nothing less involved here than the democratic evolution of our whole region.  
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