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BACKGROUND

1. The present document provides an outline of the concept for the establishment of the African Environment Information Network.  African leaders have pledged to place the continent on a path of sustainable growth and development.  The New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD), the vehicle for this, is an agenda based on national and regional priorities, and serves as a long-term vision of an African-owned and African-led development programme.  It is a bold initiative, requiring people at all levels of African society to rediscover their collective and individual potential and endowments, and set up appropriate structures for organization, mobilization and action to harness Africa’s vast environmental assets so as to create wealth for the well-being of her peoples. 

2. NEPAD recognizes that development is a process of empowerment and self-reliance, and that elaboration of specific action plans must involve the people through a participatory process.  Providing access to development-oriented information at all levels of society is a vital component of development, promoting transparency and empowering citizens to act responsibly at the different levels of decision-making.

3. NEPAD also recognizes that a healthy and productive environment is a prerequisite for combating poverty, promoting social well-being and facilitating sustained economic development.  The success of NEPAD is thus intricately linked to the sound management of Africa’s environmental assets, and African Ministers of Environment have taken a leadership role towards harnessing knowledge and understanding of the region's environmental assets in the formulation of appropriate socio-economic policies necessary to achieve sustainable development.  At the eighth session of the African Ministerial Conference on the Environment (AMCEN), the Ministers decided that an Africa Environment Outlook report should be prepared to provide a comprehensive scientific assessment of the environment.  The report provides information and presents scenarios that political leaders and decision makers could use in policy development.  At a subsequent meeting, held at Nairobi in October 2001 in the context of the African regional preparatory process for the World Summit on Sustainable Development, the Ministers urged the international community to assist African countries in their efforts to gain access to new technologies, particularly information and communication technologies, and to create conditions for the development of indigenous technologies, which is important for enhancing economic development.

4. At the fifth AFRICAGIS Conference and Exhibition, held at Nairobi in November 2001, over 200 representatives of African agencies, policy makers, environmental managers and researchers, signed up to join an African information network focusing on environment and development-related issues.  This expression of interest reinforces the need expressed by the Ministers of Environment, and the convergence of political and technical needs presents an opportunity for a multi-donor supported framework for mainstreaming of environment-related data and information into overall development strategies in Africa.  On 11 and 12 April 2002, a meeting of project partners for an African Environment Information Network was held in Nairobi.  The report of the meeting is reproduced in the annex to the present document.

II.  GOAL AND OBJECTIVES

5. The African Environment Information Network is proposed as a multi-stakeholder framework programme for harnessing data, information and knowledge for managing environmental assets in support of sustainable development.  The goal is to enable all countries in Africa to participate in a collaborative and fully operational network for transactional information exchange that supports sustainable development decision-making at subnational, national, subregional, regional and international levels.  The Network will provide a common framework for coordination and harmonization of various information management initiatives aimed at improving the management and access to environment-related information in Africa into a coherent and integrated programme that can support sustainable development, as well as streamlining current and future environmental reporting obligations and programmes.

6. The overarching long-term objective is to strengthen national capacities in development-related data and information management.  The focus is to provide indicator-based tools for assessing opportunities for the strategic exploitation of environmental assets for socio-economic development, as well as for integrated assessment of the status of environmental resources, providing inputs for policy formulation and reporting progress and growth. 

7. The specific objectives of the initiative are to:

(a) Build capacity at the national level for managing information relevant to Africa’s environmental assets;

(b) Develop, establish and strengthen a comprehensive data infrastructure to support development planning;

(c) Provide substantive inputs in the formulation and subsequent implementation of a comprehensive NEPAD plan of action; 

(d) Support regular integrated environmental assessments and the production of national state of the environment reports and  thematic subregional environmental reports, and provide inputs for production of the Africa Environment Outlook and Global Environment Outlook report series;

(e) Strengthen the information base to support country negotiations on environmental conventions and reporting on the various conventions that African countries have acceded to;

(f) Establish a mechanism for following up and supporting the implementation of AMCEN regular session decisions and medium term programme;

(g) Provide substantive inputs in the follow-up to the outcome of the World Summit on Sustainable Development as well as Agenda 21 targets.

III.  OUTPUTS AND OUTCOMES

8. It is anticipated that a fully operational and technologically advanced programme of information exchange and sharing of expertise would be implemented within five years.  It is expected that improved knowledge and full recognition of the value of its environmental assets will further advance the transformation of Africa through empowerment of its peoples and leaders, enhanced negotiation status, and the effective leveraging of these in the global market place.  

9. A framework for coordinating existing national and regional initiatives will be established, reducing to the barest minimum the transactional cost of such exchanges and promoting the widespread use of common data stores and information repositories. 

10. The capacities of African countries to carry out environmental assessments and early warning will be improved.  In addition, a streamlined framework will be established to assist countries in meeting existing and future reporting obligations in respect of multilateral environmental agreements and progress in implementation of relevant development programmes at national and regional levels. 

11. Specific outputs and outcomes include:

(a) Enhanced institutional coordination and collaboration at the national, subregional and continental levels;

(b) Enhanced national capacities and skills for information management and networking;

(c) Strengthened connectivity and a comprehensive operational transactional communication network at the subnational, national, subregional, and continental levels;

(d) Improved collective data infrastructure from the various partner programmes and projects;

(e) Improved pathways for information delivery into policy formulation and decision-making processes;

(f) Mechanisms for mainstreaming environmental information into development planning processes;

(g) Enhanced institutional capacities to manage and analyse policy-relevant data and information;

(h) Inputs into AMCEN/Africa Environment Outlook production and NEPAD implementation processes.

IV.  INFORMATION PRODUCTS

12. The African Environment Information Network will generate a wide variety of generic as well as targeted information products aimed at the strategic (policy), mid-level (management control) and first-line (operational control) levels of decision-making, in user-friendly formats.  Generic information products, generated within consistent, harmonized and systematic assessment and reporting frameworks, will include:

(a) Policy briefs;

(b) Thematic extracts;

(c) “Vital graphics”;

(d) Indicator-based environmental assessment reports at all levels down to the city level;

(e) Environmental data reports/compendia;

(f) Metadata bulletins.

13. The requirements for information in the decision-making process differ according to the level at which the decision maker operates.  The various actors require different degrees of detail of information (content), analysis and interpretation (context and relevance), and time frame.  In recognition of this, the initial phase of programme implementation will be devoted to identifying useful products and formats for the various levels of decision makers.  In addition, a needs assessment will be undertaken to identify appropriate pathways for communication and develop a strategy to engage senior-level decision makers and policy formulators.  Specific information products will then be developed to support the various levels of decision-making.  Needs will be continuously reviewed in order to adapt products to new and emerging policy instruments.  Appropriate graphic material, including simple maps and charts, will be used to enhance the quality of information. 

14. The African Environment Information Network will provide a supporting mechanism for transforming Africa from donor-dependent/donor-driven development to self-empowered sustainable development through recognition and realization of the value of natural resources in the global market.  Examples of potential tangible benefits from the network’s operations include:

(a) At the international level:

(i) Improved assessment and interpretation of forest cover and carbon sink potential data to be used in negotiating agreements with developed nations wishing to offset carbon emissions through trading of carbon credits;

(ii) Greater protection of biodiversity and property rights through enhanced integration of traditional and contemporary knowledge and data storage, to strengthen Africa’s position with multinational organizations wishing to develop biological resources for commercial purposes;

(iii) Improved access to data on the impacts of climate change, facilitating better assessment of land degradation mitigation plans, as well as increased efficiency and applicability of early warning systems.

(b) At the regional level:

(i) Enhanced monitoring of use and abuse of transboundary resources, data which can be used to enforce compliance with regulations or international agreements;

(ii) More rapid and dynamic adaptation of policies based on sharing of experiences in different countries;

(iii) Facilities for data comparison and harmonization for subregional and regional state of the environment reports such as the Global Environment Outlook and the Africa Environment Outlook reports.

(c) At the national level:

(i) Creation of a tool for streamlining monitoring and assessment in a number of sectors and at all subnational levels;

(ii) Providing the basis of an integrated reporting system to meet national and international reporting obligations;

(iii) Greater effect to the principles of chapter 40 of Agenda 21 (Information for decision-making) and the Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention);

(iv) Opportunities to attract private sector investment from countries all over the world, in terms of technology, the use of information and methodological experiences.

15. The key indicators of the Network’s success will be:

(a) Full adoption by national focal points and subnational organizations as a result of their recognition of the benefits that the Network will offer;

(b) Coordination and harmonization of existing programmes, initiatives and networks at all levels within Africa.

V.  PARTNERSHIP FRAMEWORK

16. The African Environment Information Network is not aimed at replacing or competing with any existing initiatives.  It is envisaged as a collaborative network established through partnerships among new and ongoing initiatives.  It will build upon and complement these initiatives, finding ways of creating synergy, and thus extending the benefits of the various initiatives to African countries.  Emphasis will be placed on transactional communication, which will thus ensure an enhanced level of exchanges within the Network.

17.
Ongoing initiatives that stand to contribute to and benefit from the African Environment Information Network include national implementation of the Global Spatial Data Infrastructure initiative, the state of the environment and Africa and Global Environment Outlook processes, UNEP.Net, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment and the Geographic Information for Sustainable Development initiative.  Collaboration with ongoing initiatives such as the Environmental Information System on the Internet, the Regional Integrated Information System for the countries of the Intergovernmental Authority on Development area and the proposed Program for Regional Information Sharing and Management on Environment and Sustainable Development for countries of the Southern Africa Development Community area, will also be sought with a view to creating synergy with these initiatives.
18. Collaborative agreements will be established with international data and information sources such as the African Development Bank, the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa, the Global Resource Information Database facilities of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), the Food and Agriculture Organization, the United Nations Development Programme, the United Nations Institute for Training and Research, the World Bank, the World Resources Institute, the United States Geological Survey and the World Conservation Monitoring Centre, as well as private sector sources.

19. UNEP will facilitate the network and the process of building the partnership.  In this capacity, UNEP will play the lead role in developing the programme proposal and will serve as the focal point for the process, which should be collaborative and participatory for all partners.  The involvement of EIS-Africa and the private sector will be actively pursued in all phases of the initiative. 

VI.  TECHNOLOGY

20. A central objective of the Network is to build capacity in African countries through provision of technology as well as training, in order to support the information and communications technology component of NEPAD.  As envisaged, the African Environment Information Network will be application-driven and technology-dependent.  Envisaged transactions would require a high level of data and information exchange, analytical processes, information packaging, and a great deal of basic communication.  Extensive use of the Internet as a network “backbone” at all levels is envisaged.

VII.  IMPLEMENTATION

21. The implementation strategy will focus on five elements:

(a) Promoting networking and information exchange;

(b) Promoting the use of existing data sets and information;

(c) Strengthening the data foundation for planning, management and decision-making;

(d) Integration of environmental information into decision-making processes;

(e) Strengthening the capacity of institutions in information management.

22. Programme activities have been divided into two phases.  The first phase will be an investigative and prototype testing phase, including the following activities:

(a) A needs assessment and comprehensive inventory of existing data sets, compilation and distribution of data catalogues, and identification of data gaps and needs;

(b) Establishing an institutional framework and coordinating mechanisms, including information exchange protocols and policies, and strengthening the roles of focal point institutions;

(c) Collation, harmonization and integration of data sets, and development of policy-relevant environmental indicators;

(d) Development and testing of environmental assessment and reporting methodologies and tools, and policy-relevant applications and information products.

23. The second phase will build on activities undertaken in the first Phase, complementing the priority needs with training and infrastructure, developing and populating databases, updating and expanding policy‑relevant information products and enhancing institutional capacities in information management and packaging and in information and communication technologies and information transactions.

VIII.  ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT

24. UNEP will facilitate the network, through its regional and subregional coordination and collaboration network.  However, it is critical to the project’s success that African nations take the lead in the design and operation of the Network.  A four-tier structure is therefore envisaged with regional (UNEP/AMCEN), subregional, national and subnational levels, as shown in the chart below.


Key:

CEDARE:
Centre for Environment and Development for the Arab Region and Europe

IMERCSA:
India Musokotwane Environment Centre for Southern Africa

ADIE:
Association pour le Développement de l’Information Environnementale

NESDA:
Network on Environment and Sustainable Development in Africa

SOE:

State of the environment report

25. Given the role of UNEP’S African collaborating centres in the preparation of the Africa Environment Outlook and Global Environment Outlook reports, these centres will also be designated as the subregional coordination units for the Network, to ensure that the programme activities of the Network meet the Africa Environment Outlook and state of the environment reporting requirements of the subregions and their partners at the national level.  At the national level, existing UNEP counterpart institutions will serve as national contact points for the Network.  Using the existing collaborative frameworks will also ensure a quick launch of the initiative with respect to institutional arrangements.  A high-level steering committee will oversee the activities of the Network at the regional level.  This committee will report to and provide feedback from AMCEN. 

Annex

REPORT OF THE MEETING OF PROJECT PARTNERS FOR AN AFRICAN 

ENVIRONMENT INFORMATION NETWORK, NAIROBI, 11-12 APRIL 2002

Introduction

1.
African ministers of environment met in Nairobi in October 2001 within the framework of the African regional preparatory process for the World Summit on Sustainable Development to be held in Johannesburg in August 2002.  The objective of the meeting was to assess the progress made, the constraints encountered, areas in which further efforts were needed and the new challenges confronting Africa within the context of the implementation of Agenda 21.  The ministers urged the international community to assist African countries in their efforts to gain access to new technologies, particularly with regard to information technology, and to create conditions favourable to the development of indigenous technologies, which were crucial for the enhancement of economic development.

2.
At the fifth AFRICAGIS Conference and Exhibition, held in Nairobi in November 2001, the representatives of African agencies comprising policy makers, environmental managers and researchers agreed to a proposal of the United Nations Environment Programnme (UNEP) in collaboration with EIS–Africa to join an African Environment Information Network.

3.
The meeting of partners to develop proposals on the formation of an African Environment Information Network was held at Nairobi on 11 and 12 April 2002.  The proposals would be presented to the ninth session of the African Ministerial Conference on the Environment (AMCEN) to be held in Kampala in July 2002.

I.  OPENING

4.
The meeting was opened at 10.10 a.m. on Thursday, 11 April by Mr. Tim Foresman, Director, Division of Early Warning and Assessment (DEWA) of UNEP.  It was chaired by Mr. Dave MacDevette, Chief, Assessment Branch, UNEP/DEWA.

5.
Opening statements were made by Mr. Foresman, Mr. Sékou Touré, Director, UNEP Regional Office for Africa, and the participants.

6.
In his opening statement, Mr. Foresman welcomed the participants on behalf of the Executive Director of UNEP, Mr. Klaus Töpfer.  He said that the fifth AFRICAGIS Conference and Exhibition, held in November 2001, had made it clear that capacity existed in Africa and that what was lacking was effective coordination.  He noted that the partners’ meeting was a follow-up to the November 2001 event.

7.
He informed the partners that the Government of Norway had promised assistance and that more assistance could be expected from the Nordic countries if African countries came up with a united plan.  He observed that the World Summit on Sustainable Development would not change the world overnight.  However, it would provide African countries with an opportunity to demonstrate to the world that there was tremendous coordination capacity on the continent.  He encouraged African countries to present constructive criticism at the Summit.  He said that the meeting would help to determine whether there was coordination between the various environmental initiatives in Africa.

8.
Mr. Touré said that there was clearly a need to establish an information network in Africa, adding that the intention was to build on existing activities.  He stated that UNEP/DEWA would be making a major presentation at the ninth session of AMCEN.  He observed that after the adoption of the Africa Environment Outlook report, there would be a great deal of work to be done.  He welcomed the environmental information network initiative and noted that it was an important tool for obtaining the political goodwill of AMCEN.  He said that the Africa region could come up with a major event at the World Summit on Sustainable Development to inform the world of what was happening in Africa in the field of the environment.  However, political and financial backing would be needed for such an event to succeed.  He appealed to the partners for assistance.

9.
The participants introduced themselves and stated their expectations from the meeting.

II.  ORGANIZATION OF THE MEETING

A.  Adoption of the agenda

10.
The participants adopted the agenda of the meeting on the basis of the following provisional agenda prepared by UNEP:

Item 1
Introduction to the African Environment Information Network project. 

Item 2
Introduction of participants.

Item 3
Presentation of the African Environment Information Network concept document and discussion thereon.

Item 4
Presentations by participants on regional environmental initiatives.

Item 5
Regional initiatives: links, support, enhancement and involvement of partners.

Item 6
Revision of concept note and consensus on project vision and objectives.

Item 7
Operational guidelines for involvement of partners, including levels of collaboration, roles, inputs and communication framework.

B.  Attendance
11. The meeting was attended by representatives of the following institutions and organizations: African Centre for Environmental Information; Association pour le Développement de l’Information Environnementale (ADIE); Centre for Environment and Development for the Arab Region and Europe (CEDARE); Center for International Earth Science Information Network (CIESIN) of Columbia University; Economic Commission for Africa (ECA); EIS-Africa; Environmental Information System on the Internet (SISEI); Global Spatial Data Infrastructure (GSDI); Indian Ocean Commission (IOC); Network for Environment and Sustainable Development in Africa (NESDA); National Environment Management Authority (NEMA), Uganda; Environmental Systems Research Institute Inc, (ESRI); Musokotwane Environment Resource Centre for Southern Africa (IMERCSA), United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) Drylands Development Centre; United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP); UNEP-Global Resources Information Database; United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR); the United States Agency for International Development (USAID); and World Resources Institute.  A representative of the United States Department of State, Bureau of Oceans and International Environmental and Scientific Affairs/Space and Advanced Technology, also attended the meeting. 

III.  ACCOUNT OF PROCEEDINGS

A.  Presentation of the African Environment Information Network project concept document
12.
A representative of UNEP presented the African Environment Information Network project concept document.  He said that African environment ministers had indicated that there was a need to strengthen institutional capacities and collaboration between stakeholders, harmonize environmental data, fill information gaps and establish linkages and strategic alignments between the various regional and global initiatives.  These needs had also been identified through the ongoing integrated environmental assessment and reporting processes at the national and subregional levels.

13.
The goal of the African Environment Information Network would be to enable African countries to participate in a fully operational network for transactional information exchange that supported environmental management and sustainable development decision-making at the national, regional and international level.  The Network would provide a common framework for coordination and harmonization of initiatives relating to current and future environmental reporting obligations and programmes at the national, subregional and regional level.

14.
The objectives of the initiative would be to:

(a) Strengthen the capacities of national institutions and subregional organizations in environmental information management in support of integrated environmental assessment and reporting;

(b) Provide substantive inputs in the formulation and subsequent implementation of a comprehensive plan for the environmental component of the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD);

(c) Develop, establish and strengthen a comprehensive data foundation to support regular integrated environmental assessment of the Africa region and production of the Africa Environment Outlook report series;

(d) Follow-up and support for AMCEN regular session decisions and medium-term programme;

(e) Provide substantive inputs to the African preparatory process for the World Summit on Sustainable Development and monitor progress towards targets set by the Summit for the Africa region;

(f) Provide substantive inputs into the follow-up to the outcome of the World Summit at Johannesburg and Agenda 21 targets and support national reporting obligations for the various conventions.

15.
A number of issues were raised in the ensuing discussion.  Responding to a query regarding the meaning of “transactional” communication capacity, a representative of UNEP said that UNEP/DEWA intended to move from the previous practice of focusing on African countries without finding out whether environmental information capacities were actually being used for effective communication, in order to focus on the content and impact of communication.  He pointed out that it was important to know the attitude of countries towards the environment and what the impact of communication was.  There was increasing emphasis on establishing dialogue with countries for better understanding of the environment.  On the same issue, one participant said that transactional communication hinged on the capacity of the users, adding that there was a need to take cognizance of the capacity of countries to consume the targeted products.  According to him, it was necessary to build capacity in information packaging and interpretation.  The realities of African countries in terms of capacity needed to be taken into account.  In response, a representative of UNEP said that there was a need to demonstrate the full range of information, how it was going to be used and the linkages with other initiatives.  He noted that the system of the Statistics Division of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat was imperfect because different agencies collected data for their own purposes without considering that such information might be useful to other agencies.  Also, each agency used a different data collection methodology.  He expressed the view that it was necessary to consolidate the reporting formats of agencies into a single format.  One additional serious concern was how to harmonize reporting in countries.

16.
One participant, while agreeing that focus on the national level was laudable, said that real focus should be on the subnational level.  In response to that concern, it was noted that UNEP was limited in terms of is mandate.  Responding to a query on how UNEP was implementing its mandate in relation to other agencies, the representative of UNEP said that it had already been working in collaboration with other agencies.  He noted that what was at issue was the strengthening of the existing networks.

17.
One participant lamented the fact that African countries had almost not had a common agenda for the Conference on Environment and Development and said that it was imperative for them to have a common agenda for the World Summit on Sustainable Development including both sustainable development and environmental issues.  A representative of UNEP pointed out that AMCEN, after its ninth session, would establish a formal linkage with NEPAD and that the proposed African Environment Information Network would be a major component of the environmental initiative of the African Union.  He added that efforts were being made to provide environmental information within the context of sustainable development.

18.
Responding to a query on how the environmental information network initiative fitted into the UNEP/DEWA programme, the meeting was informed that UNEP/DEWA was looking for a harmonized way of working with countries with regard to reporting on assessments.  Efforts would be made to link existing data sources.  The representative of UNEP pointed out that the establishment of a harmonized network had been hampered by shortage of resources at UNEP.  He informed the participants that Ireland intended to fund a number of African initiatives, one of which would be information gathering.  He noted that there was a need to examine the applications of the proposed Network.

19.
A representative of UNEP said that policy makers needed to understand what countries stood to gain from the environmental information initiative.  Consequently, it was imperative to create political goodwill.

20.
With regard to the issue of how the Network would be sustained at the national level, there was general agreement that although donors would normally support the initiative at the initial stage, they could not be expected to ensure its continuity.  Consequently, countries should be prepared to take over the funding of the initiative after donor funding ceased.  A representative of UNEP pointed out that the theoretical development models used in the past had been inappropriate because development projects had been donor-driven.  Sustainability could be ensured only through the involvement of the consumers.  

B.  Presentations by partners on regional environmental initiatives

21.
The representative of the following organizations made presentations on regional environmental initiatives: Association pour le Développement de l’Information Environnementale (ADIE), Centre for Environment and Development for the Arab Region and Europe (CEDARE); Center for International Earth Science and Information Network (CIESEN) of Columbia University; United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA); EIS-Africa; Global Spatial Data Infrastructure (GSDI); Network for Environment and Sustainable Development in Africa (NESDA), United Nations Institute for Training and Research (UNITAR), and United States Agency for International Development – Geographic Information for Sustainable Development (USAID-GISD).

22.
The presentations provided information to the participants on the objectives and activities of the various partners. 

23.
In the ensuing discussion, it was noted that the institutions represented were not major collectors of data and did not conduct training or participate in decision-making.  It was also observed that the institutions provided very little support in terms of institutional capacity-building.

24.
A number of participants sought clarification on the proposal to conduct an inventory.  A representative of UNEP said that this would be a process through which a relatively comprehensive picture of a very dynamic process could be captured.  In making an inventory, it was necessary to contact existing networks in order to have a clear idea of the nature of existing data.  The purpose of an inventory was to make it possible to come up with a common framework.  He observed that most environmental decisions were made politically and imperfectly, resulting in environmental and social destruction.

25.
With regard to the meaning of building a data foundation, a representative of UNEP emphasized the need to examine how information was used in decision-making.  He noted that information should be packaged in such a way that it was easily understood by decision makers.  The establishment of a network should therefore focus on indicator-based reporting.

C.  Development of an outline proposal for an African Environment Information Network 

26.
After opening the morning session on 12 April, the Chair invited the participants to split into three working groups to consider proposals for an African Environment Information Network based on four aspects of the project, which had been summarized for the participants following the discussions held the day before as follows:

(a) Review the UNEP and partner network structure and make suggestions on improvements based on existing systems;

(b) Develop and seek to improve an overall African environmental information framework concept diagram, showing processes, major initiatives, outputs and outcomes;

(c) Develop and seek to improve a diagram of the African Environment Information Network concept note, based on a clearly identified niche for such a network within the overall African framework;

(d) Provide suggestions for a process aimed at developing the proposal further prior to the AMCEN meeting to be held in July 2002.

27.
The working groups were invited first to look at the existing structure as used by UNEP, then to suggest improvements, and finally to look at the overall environmental information structure and initiatives and see how an African Environment Information Network would fit in.  Based on that analysis, the groups should make proposals for developing the project.  The results of the discussions in the groups would then be considered by Plenary with a view to arriving at a consensus.  In order to assist the groups in their deliberations, the Chair presented elements for a definition of a niche for the African Environment Information Network based on the prior discussions of the meeting.  On that basis, the African Environment Information Network would:

(a) Be facilitated by UNEP;

(b) Serve AMCEN as its main client, but would also be used by global and subregional bodies and would have a value at the national level.  

(c) Work within a consistent and harmonized assessment and reporting framework based on Global Environment Outlook and Africa Environment Outlook reports and the associated data framework and tools;

(d) Be based on the existing information infrastructure, including spatial data infrastructure, through ongoing African related processes;

(e) Build capacity at the national and regional levels, through collaboration on production of Global and Africa Environment Outlook reports and related national assessments.

28.
Accordingly, three working groups were established, and the Plenary meeting was suspended.

29.
The meeting resumed at 11:30 a.m., and heard presentations from each of the working groups as summarized below. 

30.
Working Group I had defined the information network as presently configured as UNEP/AMCEN at the regional level, collaborating centres at the subregional level, and national focal point institutions at the local level.  The Group had endeavoured to reach an understanding of how Africa Environment Outlook reports were produced and to define what made a network operate efficiently.  Their discussion led to the conclusion that it was essential to provide support at the national level.  It was recognized that UNEP had neither the mandate nor the resources to provide assistance at that level, and that the AMCEN process could perhaps be more appropriate in that regard.  

31.
The Group defined a number of incentives to encourage action at the national level: 

(a) Assistance to countries to meet their own information needs; 

(b) Assistance to countries to improve their own capacity in terms of funding, technology and equipment; 

(c) Desire of countries to gain recognition and acclamation from other countries, particularly within the AMCEN process; 

(d) Access to other initiatives and resources, for example through NEPAD.

32.
Lastly, the Group identified desirable outcomes of an African Environment Information Network as being improved capacity; strengthened connectivity; support to reporting and decision-making; and heightened awareness among decision makers.

33.
Working Group II held an extensive discussion on the mandate of UNEP and on the funding required to establish an African Environment Information Network.  The Group identified the following issues which it felt were important to consider in defining a proposal to set up such a network: 

(a) Formal arrangements between UNEP and national focal points must be developed and reinforced; 

(b) Continuity of data and reporting must be ensured; 

(c) Both paths of the Network must be facilitated -- top to bottom and bottom to top; 

(d) A coherent structure that addresses both the perspective of donors and the mandates of African organizations must be established; 

(e) The fact that different levels of capacity and interest exist in different African subregions must be recognized;

(f) There should be greater flexibility in reporting on the state of the environment since current guidelines limit reporting to specific areas, whereas information that exists in areas outside the reporting guidelines is not made available;

(g) The capacity to produce subregional state of the environment reports should be developed;

(h) A problem exists in terms of different delineation of various regions in terms of economic versus environmental reporting;

(i) The focus should be on the national level, but there must also be a recognition of the broad spectrum of capacity in different countries;

(j) One option could be to support multilateral environmental agreements using the UNEP template.

34.
Desirable outputs identified by the Group were state of the environment reports at all levels down to the city level and databases containing spatial and non-spatial data, in consultation with the variety of United Nations system organizations.  In terms of outcome, the Group felt that an African Environment Information Network should have multiple constituencies and audiences and that the process should result in African stakeholders having access to new technologies for environmental reporting and decision-making.  The Group suggested the creation of a steering committee in order to reinforce regional cooperation and integration in the social, economic, political and environmental fields.  Such a committee could also play a useful role in terms of support to the goals and programme of action to be adopted at the World Summit on Sustainable Development.  Finally, the Group noted the importance of understanding the flow of information and cooperation among partnerships, and presented a flow chart with AMCEN at the top, leading into the six regional groups, then to the 53 African countries, and finally to the different national level efforts and bodies.

35.
Working Group III reported that they had held an extensive discussion on the roles of UNEP, AMCEN and NEPAD.  This had led to the conclusion that there should be an attempt to learn from the Global Environment Outlook process and a recognition that the data used to build the Africa Environment Outlook reports was insufficient.  It was noted that AMCEN itself had stated that there was a need to have additional and more integrated information.  There was nevertheless a need to decide whether there was in fact a need for a new network, and whether such a network should have a formal structure with offices, staff, etc., or whether it should take a different form, such as a virtual network.  

36.
The Group agreed that the system at present did not work.  In deciding what changes should be introduced, they felt it was necessary to review whether those in the regions and subregions had access to data, in other words whether the data was actually available.  The focus should be on helping to meet the information needs of African countries, in terms of availability, coverage and spatial data infrastructure.  The Group felt that a network was needed not just to make connections and expand knowledge bases, but also in order to provide opportunities for partnerships.

37.
The Group identified the following characteristics to be taken into consideration in developing a proposal for an African Environment Information Network:

(a) The concept paper is the starting point and the existing paper should be developed and expanded;

(b) The process must be collaborative and participatory for all partners – donors, AMCEN, private sector, etc.;

(c) UNEP has a leading role in terms of building the proposal and is the focal point where ideas for the proposal should be sent;

(d) This should not be a finite project but a process lasting 10 years;

(e) African Governments must participate and make a tangible contribution in terms of office space, staff, etc.;

(f) Milestones to be reached by countries should be identified.

38.
During the ensuing discussion, participants presented a variety of views on the proposed network.  One participant felt that the question of how the envisaged African Environment Information Network would be broader in spectrum than existing structures had not been answered.  She felt that developments in the process that had been initiated at AMCEN were not related to the emerging focus on the country level.  Another participant felt that what was emerging from the discussion was that there was a need to define the difference between the current, non-functioning network and the proposed African Environment Information Network.  To achieve that definition, it would be necessary to outline the difference between a good and a bad network.  Another participant expressed the view that the proposed network should provide a mechanism to develop partnerships, or in other words to develop connections between partners at the country level and the international community of donors and organizations.  This was supported in that a network should be a voluntary association of people and organizations who can expect to realize a benefit through collaboration.  It was felt that that networks do currently exist and are conceptually sound, but had not worked because of lack of support, with the way forward therefore being to strengthen existing structures and partnerships.  The opinion that a successful network came down to individuals with a talent for networking was also put forward.  The discussion thus demonstrated that many different perceptions existed among participants of what is meant by networks and networking, and the meeting therefore agreed that the concept paper should include a section on definitions of various terms, including the different concepts and meanings behind those terms.

39.
It was also stressed that any network and the funding provided through it should not be a substitute for the need for countries to take the necessary steps to try to meet their own data needs. One participant noted the importance of providing non-monetary assistance such as technical support, training, equipment, etc. The Chair pointed out that the African Environment Information Network should have a clear focus on the need to improve decision-making.  The proposal should therefore envisage ways to provide the means to obtain data in a variety of areas, thus allowing production of integrated assessments on forest, land, etc.

40.
Upon reconvening in the afternoon, the meeting proceeded to a discussion on the elements to be included in the proposal to establish an African Environment Information Network.  In opening the discussion, the Chair reminded participants that the draft proposal had to be completed within one month in order to allow time for comments and feedback, based on which the proposal would be refined prior to the AMCEN meeting in July.  In that regard, he informed participants that it was envisaged that AMCEN, at its July meeting, would endorse Africa Environment Outlook reports as the umbrella process for environmental reporting, would request UNEP to assist with funding in that regard, and would request the UNEP Executive Director to develop a framework for harnessing data and knowledge and reporting on environmental matters.  It was therefore necessary to link any proposal for an African Environment Information Network to the expected deliberations and outcome of the AMCEN meeting.  Participants stressed the need to brief Governments on the proposal before its submission to AMCEN.  The Chair informed the participants that following the AMCEN meeting, it was envisaged that the same group of partners would reconvene, with the inclusion of some additional participants, in order to finalize the African Environment Information Network proposal for presentation to the World Summit on Sustainable Development.  The meeting agreed that the proposal should be promoted during the World Summit in order to attract more donors.

41.
The discussions led to development of a framework design of the proposal document.  In that regard, participants agreed that the proposal should open with a one-page description that would provide the broad view, putting the African Environment Information Network within an overall regional context.  In addition to the concept for the Network, the paper should present the purpose, concept, expected outputs, and desired outcomes of the project.  Participants presented various ideas on the purpose and objectives of the proposed Network, including improvement of environmental governance; creation of cross-sectoral linkages; improvement of the policy development process; and building of alliances in order to achieve cumulative advantages (2+2=5) for all partners.  These ideas were summarized to envisage the purpose of an African Environment Information Network as strengthening the capacity and institutions of countries to produce and use information effectively in the decision-making process, leading to improved policies and a greater impact on environmental policy development.  The importance of increasing transparency and accountability 

of decision makers, leading to more open information and expanded participation by citizens, was also noted.  The goals adopted by heads of State and Government in the Millennium Declaration (see United Nations General Assembly resolution 55/2) should also be incorporated into the concept.

42.
The participants agreed that the envisaged Network should be comprehensive and should encompass the local, subnational, national, subregional and regional levels.  Activities within the Network would include data collection and processing of information, spatial data infrastructure (including institutions, regulations, legal aspects, and standards), accessibility and distribution of data and information, analysis, reporting, and feedback and assessment.  The partnerships within the Network would come from the country itself, intergovernmental organizations, regional and subregional organizations, non-governmental organizations, universities and research centres, and the private sector.  In terms of defining possible partnerships within the Network, participants agreed that the list of generic partners should be expanded in terms of two or three specific examples in an attachment to the proposal, providing information on existing partnerships and their activities.  The outcome of an African Environment Information Network should include improved capacity, improved analysis and reporting leading to better policy and decision making, and changes in resource levels and behaviour.  Ultimately, the outcome should be poverty reduction.  Participants also agreed that the means to measure progress must be defined within the proposal, with specific milestones in order to enable donors to see that the goals are being met.  

43.
Participants agreed that three phases could be envisaged for the African Environment Information Network.  Phase I would include activities that could be accomplished with the funding already pledged, phase II would encompass the longer term outlook, and phase III would envisage sustainability by individual members of the Network after project funding comes to an end.  Within phase I, participants felt it was important to bear in mind sustainability of activities, a timetable for implementation, elements of costing and an implementation mechanism, as well as to define some sense of the respective roles and responsibilities of the partners.  A need to include a mechanism to allow partners to learn from each other was also noted.  It was felt that one partner must be given the responsibility to build and then maintain their partnership within the Network. 

44.
The Chair invited participants to express their views on whether the proposal to establish an inventory of existing environmental reporting mechanisms and networks was feasible within the two months remaining before the AMCEN meeting.  The participants presented a number of views on whether the proposal was desirable or feasible.  One participant expressed the view that the preparation of an inventory would not be the most effective use of funds during the first phase of developing an African Environment Information Network.  A consensus view emerged that the time available would be insufficient to undertake a comprehensive inventory, and that such an inventory should in any case be an ongoing process.  If an inventory was undertaken, it could focus on only a few selected countries.  

45.
The participants felt that a more realistic and beneficial approach would be to attempt to identify examples of successful networks that already exist, and from that exercise specify priority needs within the region.  A model network could then be built into the African Environment Information Network proposal. Participants stressed the need to ensure that development of a new proposal should not discard successful parts of the present system, which should be formalized within the proposed Network in order to ensure continuity.

46.
The importance of sharing and using the best information already available, with UNEP in the lead, was noted.  It was noted that information on existing needs, experience and expertise was already contained in the reports of a number of conferences and workshops.  It was agreed that existing inventories and summaries of reports available from various bodies and organizations represented at the meeting, particularly those representing the subregions, should be gathered by UNEP and made available on the Internet, perhaps at a web site created specifically for the African Environment Information Network proposal. It was also agreed that four or five well-known individuals presently or previously involved in environmental networking should be contacted and asked for their views and advice.

47.
It was felt that changes in the approach of the international community towards environmental issues, together with progress in a number of areas within African countries, would lend themselves to the success of an African Environment Information Network at the present juncture.  The proposal was new and different in its multi-scale approach, involving all African countries and all scales.  The rapidly growing information technology community in Africa would also facilitate creation of a new network, as would the growing political awareness in governance issues and realization that information was important for decision-making.  What was also different was that policy makers at all levels had previously viewed environmental issues as separate and distinct, whereas current thinking stressed their inclusiveness and connection to all other issues and their integration into activities and policies aimed at sustainable development.

IV.  CLOSURE OF THE MEETING

48.
Following the normal exchange of pleasantries, the meeting closed at 4:30 p.m. on 12 April 2002.

-----
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