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Fellow Delegates, Ministers, NGO representatives, Colleagues and Friends:

On behalf of the Development Communications Division of the World Bank, allow me to thank you for inviting us to participate as observers in this First Meeting of the Parties on the Aarhus Convention.  My colleagues and myself are attending this important event as representatives of a newly established Unit (ENVCOM) at the World Bank that specializes on applying strategic communication tools into environmental and rural development projects undertaken by the Bank. 

Our Unit is part of a larger division within the World Bank that has been focusing for many years on development communication in different operational sectors.  Our Unit is supported by the Italian government, a country that provides leadership within the World Bank on strategic environmental communication
. In recent years the World Bank has officially acknowledged the importance of mainstreaming communication into many of its operations in order to increase public participation and transparency.  The Bank President himself, Mr. Jim Wolfenson, has repeatedly emphasized that true participation is “a process through which the stakeholders influence and share control over development initiatives, and the decisions and resources which affect them”.  

The essence of this statement is also at the heart of the Aarhus Convention.  

As communication professionals specialized on environmental projects we are very excited about this First Meeting of the Parties and we strongly support the Convention.  The significance of having a Convention covering access to information, public participation and the exercise of justice for environmental matters will be terrific if indeed this document is translated into practice.  The Convention itself is a great starting point but now the real challenge lies into making it concrete.  To facilitate the implementation of the Convention, we strongly believe that building capacity at all levels on how to use strategic communication will be a key challenge.

This means making sure that information on environmental matters is available not only to a small number of experts who have access to sophisticated communications tools but that the general public can also access and share information through appropriate and differentiated channels.  To be effective, communication systems must take into consideration the audiences’ cultural and social characteristics to avoid running into potential barriers. Strategic communications also entails being committed to facilitating an interactive flow of communication where all stakeholders truly participate in policy design and overall decision-making. 

Finally, experience demonstrates that once you identify the need to create a judicial mechanism to promote access to justice in environmental matters, you must ensure that the system is not only efficient but also open and legitimate. This latter goal entails building credibility at all levels, an objective that cannot be achieved without information sharing and true public participation.  Transparency and disclosure of information are key factors in fostering participation of the most vulnerable groups in society.  Having information and being able to actively participate in the decision-making process is critical in developing a sense of ownership and in achieving lasting results on the ground, particularly when it comes to fostering development and good governance.

For all these reasons, strategic communications is fundamental in making the Aarhus Convention a real and effective mechanism.  We look forward to partnering with you in making this happen and in building the capacity to make environmental concerns a priority for both the public and private sectors. 

Thank you for your attention and for the opportunity to observe these proceedings.
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