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The mini-conference on 13 December, “Agenda 21 
and the Information Society: Assessing Progress on 
Closing the Digital Divide, Access to Environmental 
Information and ICT for Sustainable Development 
in the UNECE Region” marked the 15th anniversary 
of the adoption of Agenda 21 and principle 10 of the 
Rio Declaration on Environment and Development 
at the Rio Earth Summit. It explored synergies 
between the access to information pillar of the 
Aarhus Convention and developments in the 
Information Society, including those in the rapidly 
evolving fields of e-Environment, e-Commerce and 
e-Democracy.  

The event was chaired by Charles Geiger, 
Special Adviser for the UNCTAD Secretariat on 
the Commission on Science and Technology for 
Development (CSTD).  During the Tunis phase 
of the World Summit on the Information Society 
(WSIS), Mr. Geiger had served as WSIS Executive 
Director. CSTD is charged with monitoring United 
Nations follow-up on the outcomes of the WSIS.

“There are clear links 
between the WSIS-
process and principle 
10,” Mr. Geiger said 
in opening remarks 
addressed to the 
Convention’s eTools 
experts. 

He continued “The 
outcome docu-
ments of WSIS, 
the Geneva Declaration and 
Geneva Plan of Action as well 
as the Tunis Commitment and 

the Tunis Agenda for the Information Society did not create 
international public law. UN Summit outcomes, despite being 
important documents, are only morally binding. This is the 
difference for example to the conventions in your field of 
work, which are normative and legally binding instruments. 
Conventions are one step ahead in the process and this makes 
your field of work very interesting.”  

Role of Clearinghouses

A special session of the mini-conference addressed 
collaboration, networking and partnerships on information 
clearinghouse mechanisms. It featured five UN-sponsored 
clearinghouses, organized through collaborative agreements 
between UN agencies, regional and national governmental 
and non-governmental organizations. 

The Caucasus Environmental NGO Network and Aarhus 
Public Environmental Information Centres were also 
presented as examples of partnerships providing information 
to environmental decision-makers and the general public.

The UN has entrusted implementation of the WSIS outcomes 
to informal Action line platform meetings, “thought to be 
some sort of ‘clearinghouse’ for the exchange of information, 
presentation of best practices and possibly also creation of 
multi-stakeholder partnerships”, Mr. Geiger said. 

 In practice, these are not working as well as expected.  The 
e-Environment WSIS Action line is dormant. “CSTD will need 
to revisit Action line facilitation”, Mr. Geiger added.

Cell phones may change how governments monitor the 
environment

The fast spread of mobile telephony and its potential for 
empowering the public to monitor the local environment 
were emphasized by Prof. Larissa Kapitsa, who 

It was just one of the numerous meetings that UNECE organized in 2007, 
just another work session in the series on statistical data confidentiality 
– a tradition that began in Thessaloniki in 1999.  However, there were a 
few particularities to this event:

 This work session was the last meeting 
organized by the Conference of European 
Statisticians and the second last meeting 
organized by UNECE in 2007.

 Altogether 78 participants decided to travel to Manchester instead of 
enjoying their pre-Christmas shopping. They represented the statistical 
offices of 21 countries, 3 intergovernmental organizations, 13 universities 
and Microsoft Research.

The work session was held in a 
lecture theatre of the University of 
Manchester. This is symbolic, as 
the main purpose of the event was 
to learn from experiences of others 
and to identify good practices 
in statistical disclosure control. 
The venue also symbolizes that 
the subject of confidentiality and 
disclosure protection traditionally 
attracts not only experts from 
national statistical offices, but also 
researchers who use the statistical 
data and who require access to original microdata sets, as well as the 
academic research community that works on developing 
complex algorithms for estimating the disclosure risks and 





eTools experts see technology changing 
the regulatory environment

Protecting privacy of respondents in 
statistical surveys



Women in research: recognizing the 
untapped potential
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The snapshot of the share of women researchers presented in the 
chart shows considerable variation between countries. Overall, 
women are clearly under-represented. In the EU as a whole, women 
account for only one third of the research staff. A somewhat higher 
proportion of female researchers is observed mainly in the Eastern EU 
member countries and also in several CIS countries.  

The higher presence of women researchers in the latter countries reflects the 
concentration of the R&D activities in the higher education and governmental 
sectors there, in contrast to the western economies, where the business 
enterprise sector dominates the R&D field. In fact, several studies show that 
in general the under-representation of women in R&D is more acute in the 
business enterprises and less in the education or governmental sectors. 

Highly skilled human resources in the R&D field are at the heart of innovation 
and technological progress, the engine of sustained economic growth. Thus 
it is important to recognize the potential of reducing gender bias in R&D, 
given that a high and rising proportion of students in tertiary education 
are women (see UNECE Weekly No. 209), and to understand the 
underlying factors of their limited presence in R&D activities.

Female share of researchers, 2004  
(per cent)
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presented the results of a study of the state of the Information 
Society in the UNECE region commissioned by UNECE. 

In 2003, at the Geneva Summit, about 
1 billion cell phones were in use worldwide. 
At the end of 2005, at the Tunis Summit, the 
figure was already 2 billion. By 2010/11, we 
will probably reach 4 billion and by 2012-14 or 

so nearly 5 billion users, according to Mr. Geiger. 

Chris Jarvis, the Chair of the Task Force, reported that the 
Environment Agency for England and Wales was monitoring 
these developments and their potential impact on the future of 
environmental regulatory agencies.  

“When the public can make its own measurements of environmental quality 
and its observations clash with officially published information, whose data will 
be believed?” Mr. Jarvis asked.

For more information, see http://www.unece.org/env/pp/electronictools3.htm.

their avoidance.  About 30% of 
the participants were members 

of the research community.

The experts discussed issues related 
to the avoidance of disclosure of 
individual data through aggregated 
statistical tables, methods for providing 
researchers with access to confidential 
microdata for analysis and available IT 
applications in support of disclosure 
avoidance. The work session also 
comprised two panel discussions on 
ensuring confidentiality under conditions 
of remote access to data and balancing 
data quality with confidentiality.

For more information contact Juraj 
Riecan (support.stat@unece.org).

If only tables consisting of aggregated data are released, is our privacy still affected?



continued continued

It can be the case. Imagine an entrepreneur who is active in a rarely 
represented economic sector. Maybe there are just a few such enterprises 
in the whole country. If the statistical table provides data on industrial 
production according to the detailed breakdown of economic activities 
(e.g. NACE 5 digits), and a very detailed geographic subdivision (e.g. EU 
NUTS 3), then the enterprise will be clearly identified within the table. A 
simple look in the yellow pages would help us to find to whom the economic 
data correspond. On the other hand, we can avoid this danger, if we have 
detailed data on industrial production, and only a broad geographical region, 
or broad economic categories combined with small geographical units. We 
shall still ensure that by comparing several tables, the intruders will not be 
able to deduct individual data. This is not so easy at present when users can 
access and combine numerous data tabulations available on the Internet.

Facts and Figures

Other than passing to a higher aggregation 
level, it is possible to suppress or mask the 
sensitive cells of the statistical table. As this 
damages the quality of statistical output, 
the attention of experts is oriented towards 
balancing the disclosure avoidance with the 
quality. The complex mathematical methods for 
estimating the disclosure risks and optimizing 
the quality/confidentiality balance can usually 
be understood by few experts. However, each 
of us is concerned by the results of their work. 
Let’s conclude that our privacy is in good 
hands.
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