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UN/ECE

Information Law on Pollution

The Committee on Environmental Policy * of the
United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UN/
ECE) agreed recently at its annual meeting for work to
start on a new, legally binding instrument requiring com-
panies to report to the public on their polluting emissions
into the environment.

The new law will be established under the auspices of
the Aarhus Convention – the UN/ECE Convention on
Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-
making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters
(see also page 299). It is expected to require countries to
establish pollution inventories known as pollutant release
and transfer registers (PRTRs). Under PRTR systems,
potentially polluting companies are required to report pe-
riodically (for example, annually) on their emissions of
certain polluting substances to air, water and land, as well
as on their off-site transfers of such substances for treat-
ment or disposal. The reported information is provided in
electronic form and made accessible to the public, includ-
ing through the Internet, subject to limited exemptions.
The new PRTR instrument is to be ready for adoption at
the Fifth Ministerial Conference in the “Environment for
Europe” series, scheduled to be held either in 2002 or 2003.

PRTRs have been extremely effective in reducing pol-
lution – even though they only regulate information about

ECOSOC

pollution, rather than pollution itself. The US system,
known as the Toxics Release Inventory, is one of the best-
established PRTR systems. During its first decade, report-
ing companies reduced their emissions by one half, pre-
venting over 600,000 tonnes of toxic chemicals from be-
ing released into the environment. Few countries in Eu-
rope have so far developed PRTR systems, though some
have plans to do so.

To date, the Aarhus Convention has mainly focused
on information held by public authorities, but it is expected
that the main obligations arising from the new instrument
will apply to the private sector.

Negotiations on the new instrument will start early in
2001 in an intergovernmental working group established
for this purpose. Non-governmental organisations (NGOs)
and business interests will be invited to participate, as well
as intergovernmental organisations active in the field. (MJ)

Note

* The Committee on Environmental Policy is a high-level committee of senior
government officials from all the ECE Member States, which include Europe, the
US, Canada, the five Central Asian States which were part of the former USSR,
and Israel.

New UN Forum on Forests
At its session on 18 October 2000, the Economic and

Social Council (ECOSOC) established an intergovernmen-
tal body called the United Nations Forum on Forests, to
promote internationally agreed actions on forests at the
national, regional and global levels.

The Council took that action by adopting, without a
vote, a draft resolution (document E/2000/L.32) submit-
ted by its President, Makarim Wibisono (Indonesia). The
Forum’s objectives will be the promotion of management,
conservation and sustainable development of all types of
forests and the strengthening of political commitment to
that end.

Bagher Asadi (Iran), who had chaired a final round of
informal consultations on 18-22 September, introduced
the draft text. At the end of a long week, he said, they had
succeeded in resolving all difficulties, including the mem-
bership of the new body. The document before the Coun-
cil contained the text of the draft resolution, which had
been approved by consensus. Agreement had been reached

on the establishment of the UN Forum on Forests as a
subsidiary body of the Council composed of all Member
States of the United Nations and of the specialised agen-
cies, with full and equal participation, including voting
rights.

He explained that the new body would initially meet
annually, for a period of up to two weeks, with a high-
level ministerial segment to be held for two to three days.
The sessions of the Forum might be held at venues other
than UN Headquarters in accordance with established
United Nations rules and practices. Bagher Asadi noted
that the distributed document contained wording from the
draft text approved on 22 September 2000 in informal
consultations. Due to the negotiated nature of the text of
the draft resolution, the original text as distributed by the
Council Secretariat was the valid one.

During discussions on the draft, the representative of
France said that he – and the European Union in general –
were not in favour of adopting a text that had not been
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translated into all official languages. The text did not cor-
respond exactly to the one negotiated during the Septem-
ber informal consultations. He would like to be able to
ensure all negotiators that the exact text as originally ne-
gotiated would be used.

They were being asked to take a decision on a text
which was available in only one official language, he con-
tinued. On that point of principle, “if a decision were not
taken today, it would lead to new delays in the start-up of
the Forum’s work.” In that regard, he would be willing to
make an exception, but would like to note his dissatisfac-
tion with that procedure. It should in no way constitute a
precedent.

The representative of Costa Rica said that it was im-
portant for her delegation to have the text in Spanish.
However, because of the importance of the issue of for-
ests, she would, exceptionally, not have a problem adopt-
ing the text, even though it was not in Spanish.

The representative of Nigeria, speaking on behalf of
the Group of 77 developing countries and China, said that
he would be in favour of adopting the draft and awaiting
the texts to be issued. If there were any variance, he would
request an amendment. He too, realised the importance of
the issue, and would support the text’s adoption.

The Council President said that, with the support of
the delegations, the draft would be reissued for technical
reasons. It would reflect the document agreed upon by
the Council. Following this statement, the Council adopted
the text on the establishment of the United Nations Forum
on Forests.

The representative of France spoke on behalf of the
European Union and associated States in explanation of
the position. He said that while the Forum would play an
important role in the sustainable development of forests,
the creation of a subsidiary body with universal member-
ship set a regrettable precedent, and for that reason the
European Union had only reluctantly agreed to the adop-
tion. He hoped the decision would not create a precedent
and would remain an exception. Despite the reservations

expressed, his country hoped the work of the new body
would be productive.

The representative of Nigeria, speaking on behalf of
the G-77/China, said that the process leading to the adop-
tion of the resolution had been difficult. The Group firmly
believed that the right decision had been taken when uni-
versality of the Forum had been approved. That would
allow all States to be represented at the Forum. The del-
egate also endorsed the view that the location of the venue
of the Forum would be decided at the first organisational
meeting at the intergovernmental level. The proposals
made in the discussions should be taken into considera-
tion. The group of negotiators had been tremendous, he
said. They had all contributed to the decision. His delega-
tion was prepared to support all the efforts of the new
body.

The representative of Costa Rica agreed with the state-
ment by the representative of Nigeria and said that the
results of the negotiations had been produced by the com-
mitment of the coordinator of the discussions. Those ne-
gotiations had culminated in the creation of a new struc-
ture for consultations.

According to the text, the principal functions of the
new body will include promotion of international coop-
eration on forest-related issues, and implementation of the
Intergovernmental Panel/Intergovernmental Forum on
Forests proposals and other agreed actions, as well as the
mobilisation of financial, technical and scientific resources
towards that end; and monitoring and assessment of
progress at all levels. The new international arrangement
will also strengthen political commitment to the manage-
ment, conservation and sustainable development of all
types of forests through ministerial engagement, liaison
with international and regional organisations and instru-
ments, and promotion of action-oriented dialogue and
policy. Also by the terms of the resolution, executive heads
of relevant organisations of the UN system and other rel-
evant international and regional organisations, institutions
and instruments will be invited to form a collaborative
partnership on forests to support the work of the Forum
and enhance coordination among participants.

The United Nations Forum will work on the basis of a
multi-year programme of work, drawing on the elements
reflected in the Rio Declaration on Environment and De-
velopment, the Forest Principles, Agenda 21 and the Inter-
governmental Panel (IPF) and Intergovernmental Forum
on Forests (IFF) proposals. It should maintain close links
with the Commission on Sustainable Development. The
Council also recommends that the collaborative partner-
ship on forests should build on a high-level informal group,
such as the Inter-Agency Task Force on Forests.

The text contains a request to the UN Secretary-Gen-
eral to establish a compact secretariat to assist the Forum
to carry out its functions related to the international ar-
rangements on forests. The Council recommends that the
General Assembly decide on the funding for the United
Nations Forum and its secretariat in accordance with the
established budget procedure.

Funding for the new body and its secretariat is to be

Courtesy: Radev/Grünstift
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provided from the regular budget of the United Nations,
within existing resources, resources of organisations par-
ticipating in the partnership and extrabudgetary resources
provided by interested donors. It will also call on inter-
ested donor governments, financial institutions and other
organisations to make voluntary financial contributions
to a trust fund to be established for the United Nations
Forum. The programme budget implications of the draft
resolution are contained in document E/2000/L.33.

The UN Secretary-General has stated that he consid-
ers the current staff resources of the secretariat will even-
tually need to be strengthened. It is assumed that the com-
pact secretariat would continue to be strengthened through
secondments from international and regional organisations
and voluntary contributions.

The Forum is the first new subsidiary body of ECOSOC
established since the Commission on Sustainable Devel-
opment was created in 1992. An informal meeting on the
Forum will be held from 27 November to 3 December
2000. The Forum will then hold its first organisational

session from 12-16 February 2001, and its first substan-
tive session from 25 June to 6 July 2001. It will meet an-
nually thereafter. Costa Rica has indicated its willingness
to host the secretariat, and a decision on its location will
be taken at the first organisational meeting.

The Forum will adopt a multi-year programme of work
and develop a plan of action during its organisational ses-
sion. It has been tasked with promoting international co-
operation on forest-related issues, implementing earlier
proposals from the IPF/IFF, mobilising necessary finan-
cial, technical and scientific resources, and monitoring and
assessing progress. Within five years the Forum will also
consider the prospects for developing a legal framework
on all types of forests, including financial provisions. The
Forum will consider recommendations made by expert
groups on the establishment of mechanisms on finance,
technology transfer and trade. It will promote action-ori-
ented dialogue and policy in order to strengthen the man-
agement, conservation and sustainable development of
forests. (MJ)

Trade and Environment Discussions

WTO

Enhancing Synergies of MEAs and WTO
The United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP)

hosted a Meeting on Enhancing Synergies and Mutual
Supportiveness of Multilateral Environmental Agreements
(MEAs) and the World Trade Organisation (WTO), which
took place on 23 October 2000 in Geneva, in collabora-
tion with a number of other organisations.

It was attended by representatives of several States and
international organisations, including UNEP, the WTO, and
the UN Conference on Trade and Development, as well as
officials from secretariats of several MEAs. The aim of the
Meeting was to examine how national officials, MEAs and
the WTO can cooperate to maximise synergies and reduce
potential tensions between trade and environment policies,
rules and institutions. The Meeting, said Chairperson Hussein
Abaza from UNEP, was not intended to reach conclusions.
Areas targeted for potential synergies between the multilat-
eral trading system and MEAs were: Capacity building, tech-
nical assistance, integrated assessment, technology transfer,
and application of the Rio Principles (that is, common but
differentiated responsibilities, polluter-pays-principle, cost
internalisation and the precautionary principle).

WTO Director General Michael Moore and UNEP
Executive Director Klaus Töpfer emphasised the need to
focus more closely on policy coherence in order to miti-

gate potential trade-environment conflicts. Together with
UNCTAD (United Nations Conference on Trade and De-
velopment) Secretary-General Rubens Ricupero, they also
stressed the vital importance of using their institutions to
help combat poverty.

The Meeting included an examination of cooperation
among trade and environment policymakers at both the
national and international levels. Presentations were made
by the Secretariats of the Basel Convention (on the Con-
trol of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes
and Their Disposal), the Multilateral Fund to the Mon-
treal Protocol and the WTO on areas of potential synergy.
There was also discussion on practical ways to reduce ten-
sions in the areas of trade-related measures in environ-
mental conventions and dispute settlement.

Several participants underlined the need for greater
elaboration between the trade and environment commu-
nities in order to make their respective regimes mutually
supportive. While noting the focus on potential tensions,
Klaus Töpfer said the debate needed to be broadened to
explore “win-win opportunities” and develop a practical
approach on issues such as capacity-building, technical
assistance and other shared concerns reflected in both
MEAs and WTO rules, as the basis for constructive en-
gagement between the two communities.
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