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Excellencies, Distinguished Delegates, Ladies and Gentlemen,

Having signed the Aarhus Convention in December 1998, and ratified in April of this year, there is no doubt that Malta firmly believes that access to information, public participation and access to justice are fundamental for good governance and sustainability. 

The amendments to the Development Planning Act in 2001 and the Access to Information Regulations brought into force in March 2002 transformed the Aarhus convention into Maltese legislation. The administrative capacity exists and is also currently being strengthened for harmonization purposes with the European Union Acquis. 

Due to the small size of our country, which makes it one of the most densely populated countries in the world, land development and environmental issues have a very immediate impact on people.  Public access to environmental planning information is therefore fundamental to make the public an integral player in environmental planning.

The following examples show Malta’s commitment to the principles of the Aarhus Convention: 

· We have put in place a development planning process (including an environment impact assessment process) where public participation is an intrinsic feature.  The public has the right to participate in various stages of the process and has the right to access and obtain copies of relevant reports. 

· 3rd parties have rights of appeal against planning decisions in a system with inbuilt mechanisms for checks and balances.  Local authorities have lately been given strong powers in making appeals against planning decisions taken by an independent organization - the Malta Environment and Planning Authority.

· In policy making, a legislative requirement makes it mandatory to subject plans and policies related to environmental policy to public consultation so that the public can submit objections and recommendations prior to the approval of such policies by the Malta environment and Planning Authority. 

· A state of the art website gives the public complete access to a geographic information system wherein details of all applications for development, all enforcement actions, all protected areas, all plans and policies are available. This website is considered to be Malta’s best overall and best public sector website in the highly competitive web awards, and I invite you all to visit it (www.mepa.org.mt).

· We have invested heavily in gathering data and information on various environmental and related parameters, and have just published our second state of the environment report, fully accessible on the Internet. 

· We have also strengthened the National Statistics Office and set up an international institute for sustainability indicators, which is tasked with presenting such indicators in published, cd-rom and video versions. 

· While school curricula have already been revisited to include environmental education, more recent initiatives include that of subscribing to the pan-European  programme of eco-schools. 

· We will shortly finalize digitizing updated habitat surveys and maps (including aerial photos) by the end of this year highlighting in particular, sites to listed under the Habitats Directive. 

We hope that we can contribute to the implementation of the convention through the sharing of what we consider an example of good practice in the key area of information technology. 

Likewise we hope that the convention will provide an opportunity for us to continue to make progress, through the sharing of best practice in other key areas.

Let me conclude by suggest that awareness of the convention itself will encourage the exercise of the rights that the convention enables. In this regard we shall endeavor to publicize with individual members of society, public authorities and decision makers at all levels and in all sectors, the judiciary and legislators the obligations arising under the convention. 

Finally I would like to thank the Italian Government for hosting this first meeting of the Parties in this beautiful city of Lucca.  
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