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Background

1. The UNEP Governing Council, in its decision 17/38 of 21 May 1993, authorized the Executive Director to conclude arrangements with participating donor countries and the European Space Agency to implement expeditiously the then-proposed Mercure telecommunications project. Mercure was to provide advanced global satellite telecommunications facilities to UNEP and participating member States to access and exchange environmental information. This was a direct contribution to the implementation of Agenda 21, chapter 40, "Information for decision-making".  In November 1994, the Executive Director entered into an arrangement whereby the European Space Agency would implement, on behalf of the donor States, the system which would be operated by UNEP for a 5-year period.

2. That period concludes at the end of 2001. During this time, UNEP has expanded upon the capability donated under the Mercure project implementing "UNEPnet".  If one thinks of the Mercure system as providing the "telephone lines" linking Nairobi and other centres using environmental information, then UNEPnet was to be the function to enable, specifically, the coordinated access to environmental information services such as Infoterra through those telephone lines.  UNEPnet/Mercure was built upon the types of standards and services found on the global Internet.  Through a Memorandum of Understanding the Government of Norway, in 1997, established a trust fund for implementing a UNEPnet Implementation Centre, co-funded for four years with UNEP, to provide technical expertise supporting the operations of UNEPnet and Mercure. The Mercure system was commissioned in November 1997, and entered into operation at Gigiri in April 1998 under a supplemental host country agreement with the Government of the Republic of Kenya.

3. The UNEP Governing Council, in its decision 20/30 of 4 February 1999, requested the Executive Director, amongst other actions, to present to the Governing Council at its twenty-first session a comprehensive review and cost-benefit analysis of Mercure, UNEPnet and the UNEPnet Implementation Centre. Independent external consultants were engaged for this purpose during 2000.

4. The present report presents the findings and recommendations of the report, entitled "The Future of UNEPnet Mercure - A Management Review", and addresses other actions requested by the Governing Council at its twentieth session.

I.  THE CONTEXT
5. The development of UNEPnet, Mercure and the UNEPnet Implementation Centre was fuelled by a variety of financial resources.  These have included the Environment Fund and its Reserve, the management and administrative support costs (MASC), and Trust Fund contributions from the Governments of the Netherlands, Norway the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the United States of America.  In-kind support to UNEPnet information system development has also been provided by Germany and the European Commission.

6. The summary figures for UNEPnet/ Mercure funding sources are set out in Figure 1 below and are presented in table 1. 

II.  UTILIZATION

7. The present utilization of UNEPnet/ Mercure has the following characteristics:

(a) UNEPnet/Mercure is used by over 2,000 Internet users daily at Gigiri, in 26 United Nations bodies, and by over 3,000 users worldwide;

(b) The system has demonstrated 99 per cent availability over the past two years;

(c) It provides the only available videoconference service in East Africa, which supports key statutory requirements, including the Executive Director's participation in the senior management group meetings of the United Nations Secretary-General;

(d) It supports regular remote-translation services for high-level intergovernmental negotiation sessions world-wide.

Table 1: History of Funding Sources for UNEPnet/ Mercure
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8. UNEPnet/Mercure users worldwide are shown in Figure 3.

9. In the world of 1994, when UNEPnet/Mercure was established, simply getting people connected by any means was often an insurmountable challenge. In many parts of the world, the channels for communications were narrow, expensive and unreliable. Servicing the environmental information needs of Governments and others was a luxury rarely obtained.

10. The use of Mercure for internet traffic has increased ever since inauguration, but most dramatically in the period since 1998.  If January 1998 is taken as a baseline, Gigiri Internet usage has grown by 300 per cent, with similar experiences at cooperating sites such as Beijing (250 per cent increase), Bangkok (200 per cent increase), and San Jose (700 per cent). Overall, Mercure's capacity is now effectively 100 per cent utilized. The use of Mercure for telephony has grown 500 per cent, while the use of videoconferencing has grown over 400 per cent. 

11. These trends are portrayed in Figure 2 below.

Fig.2 - UNEPnet/Mercure: growth in use
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12. The world in the year 2001 is a very different place to that of only 6 years ago, at least regarding telecommunications and the possibility for environmental information servicing through the Internet. We now face new and different challenges.

13. In August 2000, the Division of Early Warning and Assessment (DEWA) engaged in August 2000 external consultants to review the performance of UNEPnet/Mercure, and the UNEPnet Implementation Centre.  The consultants were identified, with the assistance of the Director of the Information Technology Services Division at United Nations Headquarters, and the terms of reference for the study were developed in close collaboration with the Programme Coordination and Monitoring Unit of the Office of the Deputy Executive Director of UNEP, other UNEP divisions, as well as many of the donor and sponsor countries.

Fig. 3 - UNEPnet/ Mercure Users Worldwide
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14. The consultants' task was not merely one of retrospective review, but also a forward-looking one to identify new opportunities through which UNEP can better serve its Member States.

III.  "THE FUTURE OF UNEPNET/ MERCURE": A MANAGEMENT REVIEW

A.  What the report examined

15. In summary, the consultants terms of reference addressed:

(e) The technical capabilities of UNEPnet/Mercure and their utilization UNEP, by other elements of the United Nations system, and the participating national partners in Mercure, versus the requirements of these bodies;

(f) The goals, activities and contribution of UNEPnet to UNEP;

(g) The future role of these capabilities in light of the rapid developments of information and telecommunications technologies and the on-going viability and cost-effectiveness of Mercure and UNEPnet;

(h) The role, activities and utilization of trust funds by the UNEPnet implementation centre and the context for any future role in UNEP;

(i) The development of globally distributed environmental information management facilities for early warning, vulnerability and risk assessment, and environmental monitoring in light of the rapid developments in the areas of remote sensing of the earth's environment, and in relation to UNEP programme elements such as the Global Resource Information Database (GRID), Infoterra and Earthwatch. 

B.  Findings of the management review

1.  UNEPnet/Mercure

16. The consultants found that there is evidence to indicate that UNEPnet/ Mercure has been successful in helping to promote the goals of UNEP’s environmental programme and the DEWA:

(j) UNEPnet has played an important role in the functioning of UNEP's environmental information systems, ensuring that electronic connectivity was established for many UNEP-sponsored establishments;

(k) UNEPnet's early leadership in this area helped many UNEP centres to gather and distribute data sets and services contributing to UNEP's programmatic goals;
(l) UNEPnet has been effective in building environmental information capacity for some of the programme-targeted, locations, allowing some sites to post and receive environmental data and information from the broader global Internet;
(m) Mercure satellite capacity has handled Nairobi traffic up to the present day, and this capacity is rapidly becoming saturated – it is noted that use of the full technical capacity of Mercure can avoid this;
(n) There is a financial argument for making more use of Mercure.
17. The consultants found that UNEPnet has played a principal role in supporting UNEP's distribution of environmental information that was particularly important in the early days of the global Internet, when expertise - especially in developing countries - was often very limited. Nowadays, most environmental data provided to people outside of UNEP are distributed through the global Internet.

18. One original goal of UNEPnet was to be the basis for the environmental or “green” part of the Internet. This goal has been overtaken by the enormous worldwide growth of sites providing environmental data outside of both UNEP and the United Nations system. UNEP no longer needs to provide its own, expensive in-house networking capacity, and should therefore seek alternative means of information-sharing and data dissemination, using existing Internet-based solutions. UNEP will continue to require in-house expertise to ensure that appropriate computing and network services are obtained and supported, as for any other organization dependent on information and communications technologies. UNEP must now ensure the overall management and operation of its new Web-based network for global access to and distribution of environmental information, which will be known as "unep-dot-net".

2.  Environmental information services

19. The consultants found that the broad goals and strategy of the environmental information and monitoring activities of DEWA are essential to achieve the goals of the Division and of UNEP as a whole.  A strategy needs to be developed to ensure that the Division’s limited resources are leveraged through improved collaboration with national entities and with burgeoning international coordination efforts. Developing effective environmental information systems at a time when information and communication technologies develop so rapidly requires careful "needs assessment", and DEWA must implement a networking and environmental information capability that is sharply focused on addressing UNEP's highest priorities. The Division should consider strengthening its international coordinating role to improve the assembly and quality of environmental observations central to UNEP’s objectives.

20. Remotely sensed data have become an increasingly important source of environmental information. A growing number of countries are funding satellite-based systems, and making on-going environmental monitoring feasible. There is also increasing sophistication, reliability and availability of information products derived from remotely sensed data.  The consultants recommend that the principal emphasis of UNEP's activities should not normally be to create its own environmental information products, but to use products created by others that can be used to achieve UNEP's goals.  As needed, UNEP should work with agencies to create enhanced products and it should play an increasing role in existing international coordinating mechanisms such as the Integrated Global Observation Strategy, and work with those responsible for collecting remotely sensed data and the observations to help ensure that UNEP’s goals are achieved.

21. The consultants report that the operational roles of the UNEP Global Resources Information Database (GRID) Centres and United Nations System-wide Earthwatch are complementary, but differ substantially.  The former are the main suppliers within UNEP of environmental data and information; the latter is much more concerned with higher-level assessments and strategic advice, and relies primarily on reports rather than directly on environmental data sets. 

22. Based on those observations, the consultants conclude that UNEP can best maintain and expand the capability of its information centres by designing and implementing a globally distributed, Web-based data information access and exchange network. Wherever possible, agreed standards and protocols should be adopted and, in particular, advantage should be taken of growing international spatial data standards.  The design should include the provision of search-engine capability to allow users to seek timely and authoritative data and information from across all UNEP-supported sites and collaboration centres. Strategies should be developed that will significantly reduce the demands for communications bandwidth by optimizing distributed partnership arrangements with nations, agencies and institutions. This highly distributed system should be under the overall strategic management provided by the DEWA office in Nairobi, including the regular review of agreements with collaborating centres, the adoption and implementation of standards and protocols, and coordinating the development of means for gauging user satisfaction.

23. Early warning of environmental trends and likely impacts of global climate change can be facilitated by UNEP’s using remote-sensing and information and communication technologies. The increasingly timely availability of remotely sensed data indicates a role for observing and information systems for reporting on environmental emergencies, vulnerability and risk assessments. UNEP can play a useful role in the provision of contextual information such as the dynamic nature of land cover and land use.  It should also develop a strategy to cooperate with national and other international agencies for the delivery of timely information to UNEP executives, government agencies, and non-governmental organizations, rather than attempt to develop an independent capability.

3.  UNEPnet Implementation Centre

24. The consultants found that the UNEPnet Implementation Center has developed core competencies in many areas of network management and operations and in technical capacity building. These are marketable services, but the UNEPnet Implementation Center has not attempted to market them because of its unique mission to serve UNEP.

25. The UNEPnet Implementation Center is positioned to become a commercial entity, incorporated under Norwegian law and with its place of business as Arendal, Norway, to provide telecommunication services, telecommunication management, telecommunications training and professional services. In this capacity, the new entity would operate with its existing assets amortized to zero under the terms of the original Agreement with the European Space Agency and would be free to compete with other commercial entities in the open market.  It would operate under a Board of Directors and would be free to enter into partnership arrangements.

26. The consultants emphasize that the communications requirements of the United Nations presence in Nairobi greatly influence any considerations of the future role of UNEPnet/ Mercure or the UNEPnet Implementation Centre.  They also emphasize that management and institutional issues must be carefully assessed and clarified by UNEP and partners before any such considerations can be made. An assessment of UNEP's technical support requirements is recommended, to inform and advise the UNEPnet Implementation Centre in its business development.

27. On the basis of the consultants' findings and recommendations, DEWA, the Office of the Deputy Executive Director, UNON and the consultants have developed a plan of action, to commence immediately, defining the process for address the technical and institutional and programmatic dimensions.  The proposal is presented below for the consideration of the Governing Council.

IV.  RECOMMENDED ACTION PLAN

28. The action plan addresses three areas:

(o) Institutional developments intended to streamline the strategic management of UNEP's information and communication technology requirements, with responsibility for these matters resting with the Deputy Executive Director, but conducted in close collaboration with UNON and other key stakeholders. Key outputs include:

(i) A UNEP-wide strategic plan for information and communication technology;

(ii) A comprehensive statement of UNEP information and communication technology requirements;

(p) Operational development intended to meet UNEP's telecommunications requirements through commercial contract provisions, implemented through UNON as the responsible entity for brokering telecommunications at Gigiri, Nairobi, possibly including a relationship with a redefined UNEPnet Implementation Centre. There may also be components which address the requirements of less-developed nations in bridging the "digital divide" through multilateral and bilateral donor support brokered by UNEP;

(q) Environmental information services developments, some of which are already underway, with emphasis on creating closer coordination, leadership and collaborative efforts with major developers and providers of environmental information, to be implemented through UNEP's enhanced environmental information service, "unep-dot-net".

29. The major steps in the action plan are presented below in Figure 4 below.

IV.  OTHER ACTIONS BY THE GOVERNING COUNCIL 

AT ITS TWENTIETH SESSION

30. In paragraph 5 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council encouraged the Executive Director to "…further enhance the cost-effectiveness of the Mercure network by achieving optimal cost integration with the United Nations global telecommunications system, particularly with regard to the availability of voice telephony and the sharing of all Mercure services with United Nations agencies in Nairobi."

31. It is gratifying to report that the Mercure facilities are presently used by 22 United Nations bodies at Gigiri, that voice telephony services are now operating successfully, and that cost recovery through UNON is now being implemented.

32. In paragraph 7 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council called upon the Executive Director to "…examine means for improving communications between the secretariat and the permanent missions in Nairobi, with the assistance of the United Nations Office at Nairobi."

33. It is gratifying to note that the consultants' proposed transition strategy for UNEPnet/Mercure includes provision for UNEP to implement those requirements as soon as practicable.

34. In paragraph 8 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council encouraged the Executive Director to "…continue to make the UNEPnet/Mercure system available for utilization by the United Nations telecommunications system and other organizations of the United Nations system on a cost-sharing basis at sites where this is technically and economically feasible."

35. This shared utilization has certainly continued, and UNEP is assessing a number of emerging options and possibilities with agencies that are in the process of developing their own communications networks.

36. In paragraph 9 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council encouraged the Executive Director to "…expand co-funded efforts with partner organizations of the United Nations Environment Programme for discussion on the continued implementation, operation and utilization of UNEPnet/Mercure."

37. In that connection, the consultants' proposed transition strategy specifically identifies such expanded collaboration as one aspect of the expanded and continued relationship with the UNEPnet Implementation Centre.
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38. In paragraph 10 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Governing Council authorized the Executive Director to "….engage in collaborative programmes with other donors to provide for discussions on the expansion of the existing UNEPnet/Mercure infrastructure through extrabudgetary support".

39. In that regard, the programme is working closely with a variety of multilateral and bilateral donors specifically to evaluate opportunities for UNEP to broker arrangements targeted specifically at addressing the "digital divide", without which UNEP will be prevented from fully meeting its mandated responsibility for providing environmental information to Member States and their peoples.

40. In paragraph 12 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council, inter alia, requested the Executive Director to bring to the attention of the Advisory Committee on Administrative and Budgetary Questions, the Office of Internal Oversight Services and the Board of Auditors the findings of a comprehensive review and cost-benefit analysis of the UNEPnet/Mercure system, including the UNEPnet Implementation Centre.

41. On the basis of the findings and recommendations before the Council at its current, twenty-first session, the Council may wish to authorize the Executive Director to continue to pursue this course of action.

42. In paragraph 13 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council encouraged countries with relevant environmental data and information assets of value for improved environmental monitoring and management to make them readily accessible to all countries, especially developing countries, for ease of delivery through this UNEP initiative. 

43. It is gratifying to report that, through assistance from the Government of Switzerland, the UNEPnet Implementation Centre undertook a specific and successful programme for environmental information system development in developing countries, based around the UNEPnet/Mercure facilities in those countries, and that, through the support of the Government of the Netherlands in seconding a Kenyan staff member to the UNEPnet Implementation Centre, that centre has been able to take concrete steps to ensure the enhanced reliability and availability of those services.

44. In paragraph 6 of Governing Council decision 20/30, the Council requested the Government of Kenya, in consultation with the Executive Director, as a matter of urgency and with regard to further stabilizing and strengthening Nairobi as a United Nations location, to facilitate the implementation of voice telephony on Mercure to the United Nations Environment Programme and other United Nations agencies in Nairobi.

45. The Government of the Republic of Kenya continues to keep UNEP apprised of developments during the current and on-going restructuring and deregulation of telecommunications in the country, and UNEP looks forward to the resolution of these matters in the near future.

-----

UNEP/GC.21/1.
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