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Information Note
Investing in United Nations System Wide Coherence in the Areas of Humanitarian Assistance, the Environment and Development – Piloting the Proposed Environment Watch System

Human pressures on environmental resources and ecological services are expected to increase in the decades to come in a manner which could reduce development options and increase the need for humanitarian assistance. It is therefore necessary to develop a more coherent system for keeping critical environmental trends under review as a basis for prioritising environmental challenges and responses. This is the aim of the proposed Environment Watch system which is currently under consideration by the Governing Council of UNEP. The system intends to network current global, regional and national environmental assessment, scientific and observing capacities. Piloting Environment Watch will give valuable information on how the system can be incrementally developed as a part of an evolving institutional framework for environmental activities in the United Nations system. It would contribute both to the normative international work and the operational country level activities of the United Nations system, and would because of its multi-scaled nature also help strengthen linkages between them. 

I.
Background

1. A call for a more integrated structure for scientific discussion to underpin international environmental governance was made by the United Nations Secretary‑General in 2005.
 Subsequently, the 2005 World Summit recognized the role of environmental science and technology for development.
 It also recognized the need for more efficient environmental activities within the United Nations system, including strengthened scientific knowledge, assessment and cooperation, 
 which is now subject to Informal Consultations under the auspices of the President of the General Assembly. The question of how to develop a stronger scientific and analytical capacity in monitoring, assessing and reporting on critical environmental trends is also among those to be considered by the Panel on United Nations System Wide Coherence in the Areas of Humanitarian Assistance, the Environment and Development established by the Secretary-General.

2. The needs identified above are consistent with the findings of the consultative process on strengthening the scientific base of UNEP
, and represent a key challenge for UNEP, which is assigned overall responsibility for keeping the world environmental situation under review.
 The proposed Environment Watch system seeks to respond to the key consensus points which have emerged from almost three years of consultations on how to strengthen the scientific base of UNEP. The latest updated version of the Environment Watch proposal
 was considered by the UNEP Governing Council at its ninth special session in February 2006. Governments at the Council expressed support for a further refinement of the proposal, in particular by exploring its implications at national level and suggested this be done through pilot activities and twinning arrangements between focal points in different regional networks.
II.
A Summary of the Environment Watch proposal

3. The Environment Watch system is continuously evolving as a result of consultations with member states and partners. This information note is a summary of the proposal to date.

4. The aim of the Environment Watch system is to promote collective and concerted actions by Governments and partners for keeping the environment under review. The system will build on existing assessment processes, such as the Global Environment Outlook (GEO), and information networks, such as current national and regional networks, and frame capacity-building in Member States upon request. It is intended to promote the interaction between science and observing systems on one hand and decision making processes on the other hand at multiple scales (see figure 1). It will draw from and interact with scientific programmes and global observing systems, including the Global Earth Observation System of Systems. It will support treaty compliance, while respecting the legal autonomy of the treaties. Similarly, it will support national, regional and global decision-making bodies particularly the Governing Council of UNEP in fulfilling its overall responsibility for keeping the world environment situation under review. 
5. The expected long-term outputs of the proposed Environment Watch system include:

(a)
A dynamic and flexible conceptual framework for analysing the interactions between environment and society. The framework will identify thematically and geographically defined modules which will represent priority areas for activities under the system; 

(b)
A multi-scaled global information network composed of existing and, where needed, new national, regional and thematic networks which will foster enhanced access to environmental information. The network will facilitate the distribution of global data to regional and national-level partners. It will facilitate the compilation of information for use in indicators and assessments, in a manner which reduces national reporting burdens and tracks progress towards internationally agreed development goals. It will also promote the collection of long-term time‑series data for indicators. Furthermore, it will facilitate the issuance of early warnings and provide an alert service of environmental hazards, environmental change and scientific developments. Finally, it will provide a framework for cooperation in providing technology support and meeting capacity-building needs in the area of monitoring, assessment, networking and reporting at country level; 
(c)
A multi-scaled assessment compact of existing and, where needed, new partnerships linked to the information network. The compact will foster strengthened and more dynamic interactions between environmental science and decision‑making. It will undertake scientifically credible, politically relevant, legitimately independent and critical, peer-reviewed assessments of the state of knowledge on complex issues defined by decision-makers. It will map the assessment landscape and improve compatibility and complementarity between assessments with differing thematic, geographic and temporal coverage. It will help set priorities for environmental research, monitoring and decision-making and for mainstreaming environmental considerations into sectoral development policies; 

(d)
A capacity-building programme and toolbox compatible with the Bali Strategic Plan, which will foster improved access to tools and methodologies, and strengthened national capacities for undertaking national processes and engaging in international processes for keeping the environment under review. This will in turn strengthen the foundations for environmental institutions, for technological adaptation and innovation, and for disaster preparedness and emergency responses.

6. The Environment Watch system would set the long-term priorities for, and be implemented in phases, through the relevant parts of the United Nations biennial programmes of work. The UNEP Governing Council would oversee the administrative and budgetary implications of the evolution of the system, and review its orientation as needed. The Executive Director of UNEP would develop and implement the system in close cooperation with Governments and partners, and call upon the support of ad hoc advisory and expert groups as necessary.
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Figure 1. The architecture of the Environment Watch system and its role in promoting the interaction between decision-making and science and observing at multiple scales for multiple themes.
III.
Refining and piloting the Environment Watch proposal
7. The Executive Director of UNEP is in the process of preparing a refined version of the Environment Watch proposal based on the comments received at the ninth special session of the UNEP Governing Council. Further consultations will be held with governments and partners through existing mechanisms such as the Environmental Management Group and the Committee of Permanent Representatives to UNEP as well as through ad-hoc expert meetings. Relevant outcomes of the ongoing United Nations reform process on system-wide coherence and the institutional framework for environmental activities will be taken into account as appropriate. More information on how the system can be incrementally developed will be sought through pilot activities at regional and national level including by twinning arrangements between national focal points in different regional environmental information networks. Preliminary findings and lessons learned from the fourth Global Environment Outlook due to be completed in 2007 and other environmental assessments will also inform the development of the Environment Watch system. It is envisaged that the proposed architecture of the system would be subject to further consideration at the twenty-fourth session of the UNEP Governing Council in 2007.
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� 	A/59/2005, para. 212.


� 	General Assembly resolution 60/1, para. 60.


� 	Ibid., para. 169.


� 	UNEP/SI/IGC/3 (see http://science.unep.org).


� 	General Assembly resolution 2997 (XXVII).


� 	UNEP/GCSS.IX/3/Aad.2.
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