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Background paper
Session IV 
Århus convention and the implementation in international treaties

Friday 11 March at 9:00.

The EEA presented in its 40th Management Board (23 November 2004) the new legislative framework resulting from the entry into force of the Aarhus Convention for the EU institutions. It was agreed in the Management Board that each country will sent to the EEA the name of a contact point for Aarhus. Until todays date Denmark, Slovenia and Italy have communicated a name. In the 35th Bureau of the EEA (23 February 2005), the Communication strategy and the reinforcement of the Information Centre as regards the dissemination of the environmental information has been presented.
This note proposes a summary of the above mentioned papers and the main questions, from the point of view of the EEA, resulting from this legislation.

I – From 2005, a new legislative framework for the European Environment Agency: delivering environmental information is now an international obligation for the EU institutions.
1) 
The Access to documents regulation (EC) n°1049/2001 is implemented in the EEA

The implementing rules for Regulation (EC) n°1049/2001 (access to documents) were adopted at the management board meeting on 22 June 2004. It was agreed that the address where applications for access to documents have to be sent (the EEA address) has to be mentioned on the Agency’s website and in each publication of the EEA. 

Following the board decision, the website of the Agency has been updated in July with new rules governing access to documents. A reference to this regulation, as well as the application address has been prepared for the new publications.

2) 
The Aarhus Convention regulation (access to environmental information) will be enforced in EU Member States by 14 February 2005 (Directive 2003/4/EC) and it is likely to be implemented for EU institutions in 2005 (proposal of a regulation in discussion)

The implementation of the access to documents regulation is a key step in the implementation of the future requirements stemming from the implementation of the Aarhus Convention  (COM(2003) 622 : Final proposal for a regulation of the European 
Parliament and of the Council on the application of the Aarhus Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters to EC institutions and bodies).

Under this future regulation, the provisions of the regulation (EC) n°1049/2001 will be extended to all types of environmental information.

The Agency will also have an obligation under the Aarhus Convention to actively diffuse environmental information (including information provided by third parties). An extensive part of the proposed regulation (COM(2003) 622) is dealing with publication of information on websites. This obligation could be fulfilled by links to other public institutions (article 4 para 3 of COM(2003) 622). This leads to possibilities of co-operation between national institutions and the EEA for a better service to users. 

The Agency also has an obligation to direct the public to the relevant organisation if EEA does not have the requested information. This would mean that coordination and closer cooperation with the EEA member countries would be needed.
3) The EEA has developed a Communication strategy in Environmental Information Dissemination for supporting the Aarhus process.
To assist the EEA in meeting the requirements of the access to documents Regulation (EC) 1049/ 2001 and the Aarhus Convention on public access to environmental information, an Information Services Development Plan (ISDP) of the EEA is being prepared. In keeping with the requirements in the Regulation and Convention, the ISDP will take a broad view of the concept of environmental information. The ISDP is to be finalised by the end of June 2005. Having a time horizon consistent with the EEA strategy, the ISDP will run until December 2008. 

The ISDP has the four overall objectives, described below. The first three are aimed to help the EEA align itself with Aarhus Convention requirements, whereas the fourth relates more strictly to the requirement of the access to documents regulation. Therefore, the objectives are as follows:

1. To help the EEA in abiding by legislation and rules regulating public access to (environment) information by ensuring easy access to the environmental information, available at the EEA.

2. To develop and sustain a smooth running of EEA information / library services with the provision of specialised high-quality based information management and the contribution to the development of EEA knowledge reference services. 

3. To increase the visibility of EEA information services through the proactive participation in external information service networking, capacity building and promotional activities. 

4. To help the EEA in abiding by EU legislation and rules regulating document management through the implementation and running of a proper archiving system.

To fulfil the above objectives, a series of activities will be initiated and implemented over the next four years. The final list of activities will be included in the ISDP final version. The plan will be presented to the management board in June 2005. 

In addition to the preparation of the ISDP and activities emanating from this, some organisational arrangements have been undertaken at the Agency to help meet the requirements of the Regulation and the Convention:

• EEA information services became a separate group as of 1 March 2005, thus aiming at giving this work a clear organisational identity;

• Recruitment of an EEA document management officer (temp. agent) is currently ongoing. The creation of the post indicates the increasing importance put on the quality of archiving and document retrieval work;

• Two information services assistants (contract agents) are planned to be recruited before summer 2005 (competition notice closed at 1 February 2005), which aims at improving continuity in this area of activity.

II- Some questions related to Aarhus and EEA/EPA:

1) Is there a need of co-operation between regional/national/European levels in creating an environmental information service to citizens ?

2) Is there a need of definition of workflows between national/regional information centres and the EEA (Information Centre)? Do we need to set up agreements in this area?

3) How are we collectively complying with the provision related to active dissemination of environmental information?
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