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

Intervention by Mr.van Geel, the State Secretary

the Netherlands 

· First of all, I would like to thank our host, Ms. Samakova and the country of Kazakhstan for organizing this Convention in the beautiful city of Almaty.
Also, I would like to thank the Secretariat of the Convention for their kind invitation to take part in this panel discussion on the very important topic of implementation. I was pleased to accept, both in my capacity as acting president of the EU Environment Council on this topic and in my capacity as Dutch State Secretary for the Environment.
The implementation of the Århus Convention, in the Netherlands and in the EU, has proved to be a major challenge – one I take very seriously.
I would like to clarify why I think that implementation deserves our full attention. Our experience shows that it is not an easy achievement.
I will point out that we have an important task – working together with NGOs and civil society – to make Ǻrhus work.


· Ratification of the Convention by the European Union was an important priority for me as president of the Environment Council, in the second half of 2004. After a lot of hard work, the Council Decision to ratify the Convention was deposited at UN headquarters in New York on 17 February. Just in time for the EU to be Party at the Second Meeting of the Parties, here in Almaty. I’m happy, to be able to be here as a Party to this Convention.


· Even after political agreement had been reached on the text of the Convention in 1998, the approval and subsequent implementation could not be seen as a mere formality. Implementation of international environmental conventions is a difficult and delicate task, especially so, within the EU. 
We’ve encountered a number of serious challenges along the way. For instance, we’ve had to develop new legislation for public participation procedures for specific plans and programmes.


Another example is the criteria governing NGO access to the EU decision-making process on environmental issues. We have set out to find a workable solution to accommodate the differences in legislation and practice within the EU member states.
One of the most important lessons that we in the EU have learned during this whole process, is that great care must be taken in translating the Convention’s provisions into Community law.
The extent to which this new legislation differs from existing legislation will obviously have a major influence on this process: the wider the gap between existing and new legislation, the greater the leap that is needed to bridge it.
We are convinced that we have struck a good balance between transparent and efficient legislation, so that we can protect our environment, together with NGOs and the public at large. 

· The goal of the Århus principles is to raise public awareness of, and increase public participation in environmental policy.
Involved citizens contribute to a sound, legitimate and effective environmental policy. To implement this Convention, we can neither do without sustained political commitment nor without the support of the public and of NGOs. 


· With the signing of the Århus Convention in 1998, we took an important step towards participatory democracy. We knew then, that the Convention was innovative and challenging.
Experience teaches us that implementing the Convention has been an even greater challenge. 


· The step towards more participatory democracy has produced good results. The rights and obligations of the Convention have been successfully implemented in the Netherlands, and we are well on our way to completing this process in the European Union.
We can now look forward to a new level of participation and transparency in environmental policy making. It is this participation and transparency, which will help to protect our environment.


· It is my aim, here at the Second Meeting of the Parties, to highlight the importance of implementation and compliance, to ensure that the agreements that we have made are carried out before moving beyond them and to underline the practical application of the principles of the Convention.
Considering that implementation is hard work, I believe this is the most ambitious goal we can set for ourselves. As I hope I’ve made clear, greater public participation will be key to achieving successful implementation.
This, along with continued political support, will be necessary to bring the rights and obligations of the Convention into effect in all the countries that have ratified it. 

· Thank you. 
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