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Your Excellencies, Mr Chairman, honourable Ministers, distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

I am pleased and honoured to address the first Meeting of the Parties to this significant Convention. A relatively short time has passed from the idea, drafting, historical signing of the Convention in the Danish town of Aarhus to its coming into force a year ago, on 30 October 2001. Mr. Božo Kovačević, Minister of Environmental Protection and Physical Planning of the Republic of Croatia attended the Ceremony of Entry into Force of the Convention, and on that occasion the Minister expressed his expectations that the provisions of this unique international environmental legislation would make work.

Taking into consideration the different historical background and democratic traditions in the ECE region, it is worth noting that particularly those countries with delayed development of democracy were the first to recognise the benefits of Aarhus Convention. These countries identified the Convention as a tool and possibility of quicker development of not only environmental democracy, but also civil society in general. It is felt in those countries that Aarhus Convention would be of great assistance for their integration into the community of developed democracies, this being the direct goal of Aarhus Convention.

The Croatian Ministry of Environmental Protection and Physical Planning organised two Aarhus Convention working group meetings in Croatia, one in Dubrovnik and the other recently in Pula, at which constructive documents and important decisions were adopted for further work under the Convention. There was large consensus that these meetings would significantly facilitate further development of participatory democracy. Thereby, on this way from drafting Aarhus Convention up to the present meeting, also Croatia has given its contribution.

Therefore we are particularly pleased to hear testimonies of remarkable achievements that have been made possible by the implementation of the Aarhus Convention principles. 

The expectations behind the idea and creation of this unique international legal document have been largely fulfilled. We believe that we can all agree about Aarhus Convention having changed the environmental world.

It is already proven that public involvement in environmental information and in decision-making has a large scale of benefits. Public information, public participation in decision-making have become generally accepted standards and achievements of environmental democracy. 

Also we would like to emphasise that most of the provisions of the Aarhus Convention are already integrated in Croatian environmental legislation.

We are also witnessing the fact that only some of the principles of Aarhus Convention have been incorporated and implemented in almost all other international legal documents adopted at the UN level. 

What next? Are we satisfied with the achievements? Have we fulfilled all the expectations that inspired the idea of creation of this unique peace of international environmental legislation? Are there still any challenges ahead of us in the field of citizens' environmental rights? 

Honourable Guests, Ladies and Gentlemen, 

We believe that it is time to tackle issues that are of extreme importance for future generations. We also believe that the Aarhus Convention is the appropriate framework that should be used for solving these issues.

We are convinced that this forum should endeavour to address all issues that are still left behind the democratic and transparent procedures. 

We would like to inform you that not only the general public in Croatia, but also the scientific community strongly support transparent and obligatory procedures regarding public information related to genetically modified organisms and their placement into market. 

The public wants to be informed on genetically modified organisms and has a right to information. Will the Aarhus Convention miss the opportunity to solve this important issue on the basis of its own principles? Croatia expects that the issues related to GMOs will be picked up and even strengthened within the future developments under the Aarhus Convention. We deem that Aarhus Convention is the most appropriate framework for this significant task. 

In our opinion the Aarhus Convention provisions are still inspiring guidance towards the goal of protecting and promoting human rights and, at the same time, of protecting human health and the environment. Therefore, we consider it necessary for the future work of the Aarhus Convention to focus on GMO related issues. 

Thank you.
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