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Background

1.  Decision I/10 (MP.PP/2002/12) of the Meeting of the Parties on the establishment of the clearing-house mechanism and capacity-building service requested the secretariat to continue its efforts to develop further these assistance mechanisms, and continuously review their effectiveness, in particular with respect to assistance on electronic information tools and on pollutant release and transfer registers.  

2.  The First Working Group on Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers requested that the secretariat support and facilitate the development of a ‘virtual classroom’ and keep under review the possibility of linking this activity with the task force on electronic information tools and the capacity-building service/clearing-house mechanism, with a view to exploiting synergies and avoiding duplication of activities.  In this regard, it was also agreed to take account of and explore possible links with relevant activities being undertaken under the auspices of the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and by the Task Force on Emission Inventories established under the auspices of the ECE Convention on Long-range Transboundary Air Pollution (CEP/WG.5/AC.2/2002/2).  

3.  The workshop of the technical committee of the former Working Group on PRTRs had agreed that the ‘virtual classroom’ should report to the intermediate body to be established to carry out work pending the entry into force of the PRTR Protocol, i.e., the present Working Group. It had further been concluded that the development of the ‘virtual classroom’ should be demand-driven and facilitated by moderators. The United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR) had undertaking the ‘virtual classroom’ and cooperation with other international organizations working in this field such as OECD and UNEP had been sought (MP.PP/AC.1/2003/2).  

Capacity building coordination activities

4.  The secretariat organized an informal EECCA Strategy Coordination meeting (Geneva, 30 September 2003) to bring together international and regional organizations working in the EECCA region on capacity building activities in support of the implementation of the Aarhus Convention. The initial reason for convening the meeting had been to attempt to co-ordinate Aarhus-related input to the EAP Task Force meeting held in Paris in early October.  However, another objective of the meeting had been to explore possibilities for establishing a framework of longer-term co-ordination and/or co-operation on Aarhus-related capacity building activities. 

5.  Following a proposal from the partners in the Aarhus Convention’s capacity building service (UNEP, UNECE and GRID-Arendal) to open up the service to a wider range of partners, the organizations represented at the meeting agreed to exchange information, co-operate and, as appropriate, co-ordinate within the framework of this expanded capacity building service, which would be co-ordinated by the secretariat. This would imply that the secretariat would spend more time on co-ordination and might have less time for hands-on capacity building work, but would try to support projects run by other organizations (e.g. by providing speakers for workshops or serving on steering committees).

6.  At its 2nd meeting, the Task Force on electronic information tools took note of these developments and agreed that the secretariat should become a forum for the exchange of information on capacity building activities in the area of electronic information tools in order to foster synergies and minimize overlaps among different projects and initiatives. 

Joint capacity building framework proposal

7.  In preparation for the meeting of the present Working Group of the PRTR Protocol, the secretariat held meetings with UNITAR and UNEP Chemicals (9 and 13 February 2004)to explore potential cooperation between the organizations in the field of capacity building in support of the implementation of the PRTR Protocol and discuss next steps in development of a proposal.  

8.  UNITAR had reported upon its experience in Latin America (Mexico, Ecuador and Chile) and with Egypt and the Slovak Republic in supporting national PRTR design training and capacity building projects.  A range of national and regional activities and the costs associated with these activities were discussed. The costs of a two-year national PRTR capacity building project, including design, testing, and preparatory stages, were reported to be in the range of 250,000 – 300,000 USD per country.  

9.  UNEP had reported upon its experience in organizing national PRTR capacity building workshops involving industry, government and NGOs in the Russian Federation, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. UNEP further organized municipal level PRTR workshops in the Russian Federation and Ukraine and work plans for development of such local PRTRs were prepared as outcomes of these workshops. OECD and UNITAR materials on PRTR development had been translated into Russian.  UNEP had planned a national PRTR workshop in Kazakhstan and municipal level workshops in Uzbekistan, but these workshops were not held due to lack of funding.

10.  The secretariat has developed a tentative proposal for a framework programme on regional, sub-regional and national PRTR capacity building, to be endorsed by all three sponsoring organizations.  Under this proposals, the partner organizations would undertake and support activities in accordance with their experience and expertise (e.g. UNITAR indicated its interest to take the lead in supporting national PRTR Design Projects).

The framework programme would address capacity building activities at the three levels:

at the regional level, 

· development of a guidance on technical issues related to compliance and implementation of the PRTR Protocol, and 

· further development of the ‘virtual classroom’;

at the sub-regional level,

· workshops on legal, institutional and/or technical themes related to the Protocol’s implementation, along the model of the workshops that were conducted in preparation for the coming into force of the Aarhus Convention, in partnership with the Regional Environmental Centers (RECs);

at the national level, 

· a programme of legal, institutional and/or technical training on aspects of development of a pilot PRTR 

The project partners envisaged including three or four pilot national partners that would be selected from among the Central Asian Republics, South Caucasus, western EECCA, and South Eastern Europe regions.  Due consideration would be given to regional balance, political commitment to implement PRTRs (expressed, e.g., through having signed the PRTR Protocol), and the prospect of successful national implementation of PRTR pilot projects.  The draft proposal would be circulated among potential project partners and donors.  

11.  The proposal will be refined and further developed following the meeting, taking into account any comments raised within the Working Group.  
Sharing and documenting good practices

12.  The Working Group may wish to consider potential synergies between methods of information exchange on PRTR and good practices in the employment of electronic tools being developed to support implementation of the Aarhus Convention.  The 2nd meeting of the Task Force on electronic information tools provided an opportunity for the sharing of information and experience in the use of electronic information tools and also to consider which mechanisms or steps could be taken to further document and share examples of good practice. Before that meeting, delegations had been invited to submit in writing their responses to a questionnaire on recent developments with respect to the use of electronic information tools to promote the implementation of the Convention in their countries. The following information had been requested:

i. Establishment of a national web portal with access to environmental information;

ii. Development of a web site with access to information on the status of implementation of the Aarhus Convention;

iii. Capacity-building activities in the four priority areas identified at the first meeting of the task force;

iv. Twinning projects;

v. Designated contact point for the Convention’s clearing-house mechanism.

Information centres were the focus of capacity building activities in six countries, these comprising both Western European countries and countries with economies in transition. A summary of the main findings on the basis of 19 responses sent by representatives of both governments and organizations will be presented in the report of the Task Force. 

Clearing-house mechanism

13.  Under the direction of the secretariat, GRID-Arendal is completing the design and pilot phase of the clearing house mechanism, which is expected to be launched in early 2004.  The clearing house mechanism could provide a further means for sharing information on national PRTR development.

14.  At the 2nd meeting of the Task Force on electronic information tools, GRID-Arendal had presented the first version of the clearing house. The design allowed for information to be accessed through by thematic categories, key word search, or region.  The working version of the clearing house’s central node had a web-based content management system (http://dev.grida.no/aarhus).  National content to the system could be submitted to the clearing house’s central node, which would be maintained by the secretariat.  For countries that did not yet have Aarhus Convention web sites, a prototype web site comprising ten categories of information had been developed and was being tested by three countries.  GRID-Arendal had set up a daily backup system for the content data and provided UNECE with the required information for accessing that backup file via ftp [file transfer protocol]. 

15.  Some remaining operational issues for the clearing house are: 

i. Identifying individuals from country focal points/national nodes to whom access to the clearing house content management system would be provided.

ii. Designating individuals responsible for approving documents for publication on the clearing house website.  The clearing house content management system allows many people to contribute/suggest documents for inclusion while restricting review/approval roles to a limited number of people.  The secretariat proposes assignment of this responsibility to no less than two officers of the secretariat.

iii. Selection of the clearing house domain name.  Three alternatives have been identified by the GRID-Arendal for consideration of the Working Group:  

· www.aarhusconvention.org.  This is currently the domain used interchangeably by the UNECE Environment and Human Settlements Division Aarhus Convention web site www.unece.org/env/pp.

· www.clearinghus.org (available)

· aarhus.unece.org

16.  An overwhelming majority of respondents to the survey conducted by the Task Force on electronic information tools had submitted contact information on the designated contact point for the development of the clearing-house mechanism. Some respondents, however, wanted to learn more about the tasks and responsibilities before designating a contact person for this project.

17.  The Task Force endorsed the draft terms of reference for national nodes as a working basis for developing the national nodes and agreed to annex them to the report of the meeting.  

Virtual classroom

18.  The ‘virtual classroom’ has been developed by Geodan IT consultants through the generous support of the government of Netherlands. The main objectives of the “virtual classroom” were: 

· to give technical assistance to the implementation of the protocol pending its entry into force,

· to provide support to countries wanting to develop a PRTR.

(MP.PP/AC.1/2003/2).  During development of PRTR Protocol, a secondary objective of the ‘virtual classroom’ had been to provide a means for sharing technical input into the preparation of draft text of the Protocol.  

19.  The most important target groups of the ‘virtual classroom’ would be national and regional authorities. The languages in which the Classroom would operate would be crucial for the success and the effectiveness of the ‘virtual classroom’, Russian, Spanish and English being considered the most important languages.

20.  Geodan IT has recently indicated that its contract having expired it will be ceasing to maintain the ‘virtual classroom’. The hosting and further development of the PRTR Virtual Classroom will now be taken up by UNITAR, following conclusion of an agreement between the Dutch Government and UNITAR for support of a 1 year phase of the classroom, which was concluded in early 2004.

Priority topics in national chemical management capacity building

20.   UNITAR is organizing a “Thematic Workshop on Synergies for Capacity Building Under International Agreements Addressing Chemicals and Waste Management

Geneva, Switzerland, 30 March – 2 April 2004”. The workshop  that will take stock of existing international initiatives and regional activities and serve as an important preparatory activity for country-based pilot projects on integrated chemicals between international agreements.

21.  The Working Group may wish to consider the extent to which the PRTR Protocol should be included in national attempts to identify and implement synergies for capacity building.  The Working Group may also wish to identify which important ‘horizontal’ themes or obligations, which cut across international agreements concerned with chemicals and waste management, are relevant for national capacity building in support of implementation of the PRTR Protocol; and which of these relevant cross cutting themes would benefit from a co-ordinated or integrated approach at the national level.  

22.  The PRTR Coordinating Group of the Inter-Organization Programme for the Sound Management of Chemicals (IOMC) is exploring development of a ‘high-level’ entry web portal to electronic resources of relevance to PRTR development (Paris, 3 February 2004).  The examination of ‘clearing houses’ and web portals of relevance to PRTR development undertaken by the IOMC PRTR Coordinating Group may be instructive in identifying gaps in existing electronic resources to support establishment and maintenance of national PRTRs.  
