
ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY AND LAW, 33/2 (2003) 69

0378-777X/01/$12.00 © 2003 IOS Press

Pollutant Release Protocol Concluded

UN/11th CSD

UN/ECE

Officers Elected

The treaty, which has been developed over the past
two years under the auspices of the United Nations Eco-
nomic Commission for Europe (UN/ECE), in the form of
a legally binding Protocol to the Aarhus Convention,1 was
concluded on 30 January 2003.2

Under the new Protocol, companies will be required
to report annually on their releases (into the environ-
ment) and transfers (to other companies) of certain
pollutants. The information will then be placed on a
public register, known as a pollutant release and trans-
fer register, or PRTR.

The following are included in the features of the
new PRTR Protocol:
• Each Party to the Protocol will be required to establish

a publicly accessible and user-friendly PRTR, which
is based on a mandatory scheme of annual reporting.

• The Register will cover information on 86 pollutants
considered to pose the most significant threats to en-
vironment or health, including greenhouse gases, acid
rain pollutants, heavy metals and cancer-causing
chemicals such as dioxins.

• Reporting will be required for a wide range of activi-
ties, including refineries, thermal power stations,
chemical and mining industries, waste incinerators,
wood and paper production and processing, and inten-
sive agriculture and aquaculture, among others, where
these activities are carried out on a significant scale.
While the primary focus of the Protocol is on large
point sources of pollution, it also provides a frame-
work for reporting on pollution from diffuse sources
such as traffic, agriculture and small and medium-sized
enterprises.

• Some of the reported information may be kept confi-
dential, for example, where disclosure could affect

commercial confidentiality, national defence or pub-
lic security, but such exemptions should be interpreted
in a restrictive way, taking into account the public in-
terest served by disclosure.

• Information should be provided and made available
on the Register on a facility-specific basis. This means

that a member of the public will be able to find out
about the annual pollution output of a given factory
in his or her neighbourhood when it is covered by
the Protocol. The Register should be accessible
through the Internet.

While it does not regulate pollution directly, but
rather information on pollution, the Protocol is still ex-
pected to exert a significant pressure to decrease levels of
pollution, since no company will wish to be identified as
being among the biggest polluters.

Although the Protocol has been developed under the
auspices of the UN/ECE, it will be open to accession by
any Member State of the United Nations. In this way, it is
expected to establish a new global benchmark in this area.

The Protocol will be formally adopted and signed at
the forthcoming Fifth Ministerial “Environment for Eu-
rope” Conference, scheduled to take place in Kiev,
Ukraine, from 21–23 May 2003. More than 30 States have
taken part in the negotiations and might be expected to
sign the Protocol there.  (MJ)

Notes

1  The UN/ECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in
Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters was adopted in
Aarhus, Denmark, in June 1998 and entered into force in October 2001. It has 40
Signatories, including the European Community, and 23 Parties.
2 The draft Protocol is available at www.unece.org.

The Commission on Sustainable Development (CSD)
elected by acclamation Valli Moosa, Minister of Environ-
mental Affairs and Tourism of South Africa, as Chairman
for its eleventh session, which will take place from 28
April to 9 May. The Commission further elected, also by
acclamation, four vice-chairmen: Hossein Moeini
Meybodi (Iran) from the Asian States; Irena Zubcevic
(Croatia) from the Eastern European States; Bruno Stagno
(Costa Rica) from the Latin American and Caribbean

States; and Nadine Gouzeen (Belgium) from the Western
European and Other States.

Valli Moosa said the challenge for the Commission’s
eleventh session would be to translate the outcomes of the
2002 World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD)
into practical modalities for its next decade of work, which
should be guided by the active participation at the highest
political levels and ensure the full involvement of techni-
cal experts. ➼


