Second Meeting of the Parties to the Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters

Almaty, Kazakhstan, 25-27 May 2005
Panel 1. Successes, failures and lessons learned: key challenges in implementing the  Convention

Mr. John Hontelez

Chair of the Public Participation Campaigns Committee of the European ECO-Forum

Secretary General of the European Environmental Bureau
· looking back: 15 years after the initial discussions; a Convention which was drafted with substantial input from representatives of civil society organisations, a result that was not perfect but yet triggered a unique regional process of environmental democratisation. Aarhus is more and more known, mostly in EECCA countries, where society is still struggling to develop democratic institutions and the related culture of openness, public participation and accountability of public authorities to their citizens. 

· environmental NGOs appreciate the role they can play at the Convention level; we are partners, eventhough we are not Parties. However, it gets frustrating when Parties lose their commitment [comments on events/results of the week]

· in the end, what matters is whether the Convention makes a difference for the environment. Did it lead to better decisions, projects, policies, did it lead to interventions by public authorities on demand from members of the public against existing or imminent env pollution or degradation.

· Comments on the national reports [to be elaborated]:

· are they a fair presentation of the reality?

· Were NGOs properly consulted?

· Did their involvement have an impact?

· Tendency to see that EECCA countries, while being the first to ratify, have the longest way to go for proper implementation: for this specific laws are needed to clarify the concrete institutional obligations for public authorities and ensure an independent judiciary, funding must be mobilised, but, most importantly: a culture of an open and democratic society needs to be actively promoted amongst the public authorities and the public at all levels.

· Comment on the functioning of the Compliance Committee: has started to prove its value; such a body is indispensable for the Parties to help finding out where the practical problems are, how the Convention needs to be implemented, stimulates to do better.

· Some conclusions:

· Aarhus definitely a tool for environmental democratisation, and most likely beyond this: for creating open, participatory societies;

· To keep that role, that momentum, the Aarhus Convention must remain ambitious and credible:

· Ambitious: practical support for implementation; constant review and innovation; promotion of its principles elsewhere (PPIF)

· Credible: honest assessments of Parties performance

- Final words: expectations European Écoforum till the next MOP.
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