UNEP/SI/STM/1
UNEP/SI/STM/1

	UNITED

NATIONS
	
	EP

	
	
	UNEP/SI/STM/1

	
[image: image1.wmf][image: image2.png]



	United Nations

Environment

Programme
	Distr.: General

24 February 2004

English only


Scientific and technical meeting on strengthening 

the scientific base of the United Nations Environment Programme

Nairobi, 12 and 13 January 2004

Report of the scientific and technical meeting 

on strengthening the scientific base of the 

United Nations Environment Programme



Introduction

1. By their decision 22/1 I A, adopted by the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum at its twenty-second session, held in Cartagena, Colombia, in February 2002, environment ministers had recommended that further consideration should be given to strengthening the scientific base of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) by improving its ability to monitor and assess global environmental change including, among other things, through the establishment of an intergovernmental panel on global environmental change.  In order to strengthen the scientific base of UNEP, the Council/Forum had initiated a thorough and participatory consultative process involving Governments, intergovernmental organizations, non‑governmental organizations and the scientific community. At its twenty-second session, in Nairobi in February 2003, the Council/Forum had discussed the issue of an intergovernmental panel but had been unable to reach consensus on whether or not such a panel was needed.  It had decided that further consideration of the issue was needed and, by its decision 22/1 I A, had launched a consultative process to that end.

2. Under the consultative process launched by the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum in its decision 22/1 IA, Governments, intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental organizations, and scientific institutions were invited to submit to the Executive Director their views on the following three questions:

(a) What are the likely gaps and types of assessment needs with respect to the environment and environmental change?
(b) How are the United Nations Environment Programme and other organizations currently meeting those assessment needs?

(c) What options exist with respect to meeting any unfulfilled needs that fall within the role and mandate of the United Nations Environment Programme?

3. The UNEP secretariat had engaged two consultants from the Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE), under the auspices of the International Council for Science (ICSU), Ms. Jill Jaeger and Ms. Elisabeth Dyck, to prepare a synthesis report based on the feedback obtained from the four stakeholder groups consulted, for submission to the intergovernmental  consultation scheduled for 14-15 January 2004 in Nairobi.  

II. Opening of the meeting

4. The scientific and technical meeting was opened at 9.30 a.m. on Monday, 12 January 2004, by Mr. Steve Lonergan, Director of the Division of Early Warning and Assessment of the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), who introduced the Deputy Executive Director of UNEP, Mr. Shafqat Kakakhel.

5. In his opening remarks, made on behalf of Mr. Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of UNEP, Mr. Kakakhel welcomed the participants to the meeting and noted with appreciation the strong attendance by representatives of developing countries. Reviewing milestones in the process leading up to the meeting, since the decision by the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environmental Forum in Cartagena in 2002, he recalled that heads of State and Government attending the World Summit on Sustainable Development had also endorsed the international environmental governance process and, in principal, approved the need to strengthen the scientific base of UNEP – the process that had become known in the UNEP secretariat as the “Science Initiative”. 

6. Recalling the provisions of decision 22/1 I A, whereby the outcome of  the consultative process would be compiled in the form of a synthesis report for consideration at the intergovernmental  consultation scheduled for 14 and 15 January 2004 in Nairobi, he noted the decision of the UNEP secretariat to present the synthesis report in advance to the scientific community so that scientists would have an opportunity to present the outcome of their deliberations to the consultation.  Accordingly, the scientific meeting was of particular importance in the consultative process.  Apart from its major role in the intergovernmental  consultation, the Science Initiative was also the main agenda item for the inter-agency meeting scheduled for 16 January in Nairobi.  

7. He explained further that the outcome of the intergovernmental consultation would then be presented to the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum at its eighth special session, in March 2004 in Jeju, Republic of Korea, where government representatives would consider the synthesis report and continue the consultative process. Pointing out that the consultative process and, in particular, the current meeting, afforded a valuable opportunity for  UNEP to strengthen its collaboration with scientific institutions and drawing attention to the meeting’s challenging agenda, which went to the very heart of assessment and monitoring, he wished participants fruitful deliberations and looked forward to a good output and stronger relationship between UNEP and the scientific community.

III. Introduction of the agenda

8. Mr. Lonergan presented the agenda for the meeting. He reiterated that, in response to Governing Council decision 22/1 I A, views had been sought on the aforementioned three questions and eight considerations. A synthesis of all responses had been prepared and would be presented during the first session.  He then welcomed Mr. Robert Watson, Chief Scientist and Senior Advisor, World Bank, who joined the discussions via teleconference from Washington DC.

9. Mr. Lonergan explained the structure of the meeting, which was to comprise the following four sessions:

Session 1:  
Chair: Ms. Habiba Gitay (replacement for Ms. Julia Carabias) 

Focus: Analysis of responses based on the three issues contained in decision 22/1 I A;

Session 2:
Chair: Mr. Thomas Rosswall

Focus: Interlinkages;  

Session 3: 
Chair: Mr. Bedrich Moldan 

Focus: UNEP assessment programmes and the GEO process;

Session 4: 
Chair: Mr. Steve Lonergan

Focus: Preparation of meeting summary to be presented to the intergovernmental consultation.

10. The full agenda for the meeting may be found in annex I to the present report.  A total of 34 scientists from 17 countries participated in the meeting and the full list of participants, including UNEP participants, is contained in annex II to the present report. 

11. Mr. Lonergan further explained that the following four key outputs were expected from the meeting:
(a)
Views on the synthesis report and a message from the participants to the inter-governmental consultation;

(b)
Advice to UNEP on interlinkages;

(c)
Advice on how to strengthen the scientific base of UNEP assessment and monitoring activities and, in particular, the GEO process; 

(d)
Shared view on the global environmental situation.

IV. Session 1 :  Presentation and discussion of the synthesis report

12. Ms. Habiba Gitay, Vice-Chair of the Scientific and Technical Advisory Panel (STAP) of the Global Environment Facility (GEF) and capacity-building coordinator for the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, chair of session 1, welcomed the participants and looked forward to a fruitful discussion during the session.    

13. The synthesis report (UNEP/SI/IGC/2) was presented by the UNEP consultant, Ms. Jill Jaeger. She explained that the overall response rate to the survey consultation carried out by UNEP had been 25 per cent, which was above average.  The 40 per cent response rate from Governments had been significantly higher than expected and reflected their keen interest in the Science Initiative process.

14. The five key findings of the report with respect to assessment needs and gaps were:

(a)
Assessment of existing international environmental challenges;

(b)
Assessment of interlinkages;

(c)
Scientific credibility, legitimacy and relevance in the assessment process;

(d)
Cost-effectiveness, cooperation and strengthening of existing institutions;

(e)
Developing country participation and capacity-building.

15. On the issue of thematic assessment gaps and needs, the findings indicated that atmosphere and climate were well covered, whereas areas such as ecosystems services, environment and conflict, environment and poverty, environment and trade, environment and sustainable development, and production and consumption needed further attention.

16. On the issue of options to be considered for strengthening the scientific base of the UNEP, the following were favoured, listed in the order of preference reflected in the synthesis report:

(a)
Strengthening current UNEP assessment activities;

(b)
An improved United Nations systemwide Earthwatch mechanism;

(c)
A clearing-house mechanism for monitoring assessment activities;

(d)
A global assessment compact or partnership on the monitoring and assessment of global environmental change.

17. On the issue of the proposed Intergovernmental Panel on Global Environmental Change, some countries saw distinct advantages in having a mechanism to coordinate assessments and foster inter-disciplinary cooperation across sectors, while others argued against it on the basis that it would be impossible to represent the myriad of disciplines and that such a mechanism would not be cost-effective.

18. In the ensuing discussion, a number of participants spoke on various aspects of the consultative process, the methodology used; the response statistics; possible bias introduced in the survey process; and other substantive matters considered in the synthesis report.  The discussion centred around two broad areas: first, comments on the consultative process and methodology; and, second, comments on the synthesis report.  The salient points of the discussion may be summarized under those two broad headings as in the following sections.

A. Consultative process and methodology
19. The good response rate, particularly from Governments, was commended by several participants but it was also noted with concern that there were a number of obvious geographical and institutional gaps, namely:

(a) The inadequate response from East Asia, South-East Asia, North Africa, West Africa, Central Africa and Central America; and

(b) The lack of response from the World Bank and a number of United Nations agencies.

20. It was noted that the lack of response from developing nations could have introduced an element of bias in the findings, for example, the failure to highlight the fact that water was a thematic area not well covered in current assessment processes.  Some respondents might have had different perceptions of assessments.  The problem for many of the developing countries and countries with economies in transition was, however, development and not environment, and the UNEP questionnaire might not have received the attention that it deserved.  

21. The question of follow-up by UNEP with Governments and other institutions was raised and the secretariat explained that a vigorous follow-up process had been applied, with reminders sent by e-mail, fax and letter coupled with telephone follow-up and discussions with UNEP permanent representatives.  The secretariat was advised to explain the need for participation more convincingly to non-respondents.

22. A number of participants raised the following points with respect to the questionnaire designed to support the consultative process:

(a)
The questionnaire was detailed and complex, although much of the complexity was inherited from issues raised in decision 22/1 I A;

(b)
The timing of the consultative process was also problematic as it had been circulated during the northern hemisphere summer;

(c)
Analysis of any questionnaire was problematic and there was inevitably some degree of bias; the process was as important as the results, however, including such elements as pre-testing and developing the questionnaire based on the feedback from the pilot survey;

(d)
Most surveys yielded only a 20 per cent response rate; thus the response rate of 25 per cent obtained by the Science Initiative consultative process was considered good and the 40 per cent response rate for the government sector was excellent.

23. It was agreed that a small analysis should be made of the weaknesses of the questionnaire. It was also suggested that the outcome of the questionnaire could be tested using qualitative interviews. There were concerns that the synthesis of needs was more a reflection on the past other than an identification of future challenges.

24. Concerns were expressed on the comprehensiveness of coverage, given the poor response from developing countries. Most of the responses received seemed more oriented towards environment rather than development and it was troubling that one very large country had not submitted a response at all. To remedy that situation, it was suggested that a fast track process should be launched, to solicit input from developing countries, particularly in Africa, to provide additional feedback on the questions posed in the questionnaire. Efforts should be made by the UNEP Division of Early Warning and Assessment to explain the benefit of responding to the questionnaire.

B. Findings of the synthesis report

25. Participants noted that the thematic areas not well covered were much more complex than traditional assessment areas such as climate, biological diversity and ozone. That phenomenon also reflected the shift in the focus of assessment activities over the last decade towards a stronger focus on human‑environment systems, considering solution-oriented approaches and the increased priority attached to local-level issues.

26. Comments made on needs and gaps with respect to assessing environmental change focused on the following priorities:
(a) The assessment of environmental change worldwide could not be dealt with by UNEP alone and therefore consideration should be given to how UNEP could catalyse assessment processes elsewhere and higher up in the United Nations system;

(b) It was necessary to include technology, health, and social science communities by considering, for example, the input made by the scientific and technical community to the World Summit on Sustainable Development process;

(c) UNEP assessment work should be linked to the Millennium Development Goals and contribute to their implementation;

(d) Scientific capacity at all levels down to the local level should be strengthened;

(e) Assessments must be based on sound and reliable data; accordingly, UNEP must work with the relevant institutional providers of data and have access to, and make use of credible data.  Scientific credibility of assessments could only be ensured through encouraging data reporting, availability and accessibility.  To that end, data collection projects were needed in developing countries;

(f) There was a continuing need for integrated indicators that were relatively simple and published in a timely manner;

(g) UNEP must involve itself in the Earth Observation Summit process, especially with respect to monitoring on the earth’s land surface;

(h) Gaps and needs identified in the synthesis report appeared to be a reflection of the past and a reality check was needed to identify priority areas. It was also noted that a shift could be observed away from commodity assessment towards a stronger focus on policy analysis;

(i) The role of the science community in environmental assessment work is crucial but UNEP must avoid overburdening the science community;

(j) Assessments must consider other sources of knowledge, for example, so-called “grey literature” and traditional and indigenous knowledge;

(k) There was a need to include issues such as institutions and governance and to learn more about new institutional arrangements for dealing with gaps and needs;

(l) More careful consideration was needed on the authorization and implementation of assessment processes;

(m) Effective institutional and legal frameworks must be in place to drive the assessment processes;

(n) It was vital to integrate natural sciences with the social and economic sciences and to consider interlinkages in future assessment reports;

(o) Given the fragmented assessment landscape, there was a clear need to identify all assessment initiatives and to prioritize future work by UNEP in this area.  UNEP must brainstorm on what the assessment arena will be like in 10–15 years’ time;

(p) National assessments did not receive sufficient attention in UNEP and this deficiency should be remedied;

(q) In designing an assessment framework, there was a need for better organization and partnership with other United Nations organizations and the science community.

27. One participant, reflecting on the week-long series of meetings on the Science Initiative convened by UNEP, sketched out an ideal arrangement whereby a number of disparate assessment initiatives could be integrated in an overall assessment framework driven by UNEP in cooperation with other United Nations agencies and relevant stakeholders working together to address the Millennium Development Goals in a very practical way. It was noted that intergovernmental organizations opposed the option whereby assessment reports would be approved and adopted by a formal decision-making forum similar to the mechanism employed by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC). 
28. In the synthesis report, the issue of water quality was not identified as a gap.  This was considered surprising, given the importance of the issue for developing countries, and it was suggested, since the concern was probably hidden in the silent voice of non-respondents, special attention should be given to it. The issue of water and sanitation was also on the agenda for the Commission on Sustainable Development at its twelfth session and was therefore considered of major importance. In addition, one participant expressed surprise at the absence of Earthwatch from the agenda for discussion, given the prominence it had been accorded in the questionnaire response. He also noted that the interpretation of the results based on perceptions might not necessarily reflect reality, since, if a realistic bar of coverage had been applied, it would have demonstrated that biological diversity, forestry and energy had also been well covered.

29. Several participants stated the view that capacity-building should be made a priority for the UNEP assessment programme, especially in developing countries.  There was a need to strengthen environmental science capacity in those countries so that UNEP could engage better with the science community.  The suggestion was made to link capacity‑building for environmental assessment with activities under the Decade for Education for Sustainable Development. It was noted with concern that there was a tendency to place capacity‑building too low on the assessment needs priority list and it was deemed important to bring this point forward to the intergovernmental consultation. 
30. It was suggested that, in thinking about assessment needs and gaps, consideration should be given to UNEP‑specific and other broader needs where UNEP would contribute, particularly where the relevant decision makers were not members of the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum.  Decisions were needed on who should be involved in commissioning new assessments. In that context, the role of UNEP should be to catalyse an assessment one level up within the United Nations framework. As a starting point, UNEP could look at the scientific community brought together at the World Summit on Sustainable Development. There was concern that there were a number of separate but comparable United Nations initiatives which did not seem to complement one another. In addition, the concern was expressed that most questions focused on global assessments but there was an emerging trend towards solution-oriented assessments with an increased regional and national emphasis.
31. One participant raised a number of issues associated with scientific credibility and noted in particular that bias in assessment could influence the outcome of the exercise. It was therefore necessary to bolster the process of data gathering to introduce scientific credibility. Given the crucial importance of data reporting and timeliness UNEP should catalyse activities at the national level to ensure that deadlines were met. It should also develop a strategy to improve national assessment programmes, so as to reduce the relative proportion of estimated data.  Another issue raised was the importance of having mechanisms and procedures in place to repackage and disseminate information resulting from assessment processes.
32. One participant recommended that UNEP should examine different research initiatives to see how they could contribute to future assessment work by UNEP and, in that context, the need for tools and methodologies was emphasised. Another participant was concerned that the issue of approving or adopting assessment reports has not been given prominence in the synthesis and yet some respondents seemed to have emphasized it. Concerns were also raised on how an intergovernmental panel on environmental change would work given its broad coverage and the existence of several other assessments sponsored by UNEP. It was noted that thematic panels were more focused and easier to establish, which was probably why climate and atmosphere had good reporting coverage as shown by the questionnaire. In addition, the concern was expressed that the additional questions introduced by UNEP in the questionnaire might have received the same weighting as the three questions posed in decision 22/1 I A, a factor which could have introduced a certain bias into the exercise.

33. The representative of UNESCO expressed his organization’s interest in the global assessment process and its wish to contribute to it within a broader framework, given that UNESCO was already tackling the task of producing the World Water Development Report. The issue of networking with the relevant institutions at all levels was emphasized, as a means of strengthening the credibility of UNEP assessment activities and it was stressed that due care should also be given to the interpretation of data provided by partners. Finally, most participants agreed that science must become more policy relevant, and that the current meeting was a necessary first step, but that much more needed to be done and the scientific community was ready to contribute.
V. Session 2:  Interlinkages 

34. Mr. Thomas Rosswall, chair of session 2, pointed out that the purpose of the session was to discuss the issue of interlinkages among environmental changes and human needs based on the concept paper Environmental Change and Human Needs: Assessing Inter-Linkages developed by UNEP with input from the perspectives of GEF, the World Bank and national representatives.  

35. Ms. Habiba Gitay, Vice-Chair of STAP, introduced the views of GEF on the issue and outlined the needs for interlinkages among the GEF focal areas – biodiversity, climate change, international waters, ozone depletion, integrated ecosystem management and persistent organic pollutants (POPs). She emphasized that the strategic priority of GEF was to shift its focus from those single areas to multi-focal areas and interlinkages.  GEF was currently producing a report on the scientific and technical basis of the linkages of different focal areas, which would contain case studies, types of interventions and potential synergies and tradeoffs, with attention paid to both temporal and spatial scales.  A possible framework could be drawn from current scientific understanding, such as the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment.  The report would look at direct and indirect drivers of change, and would draw upon existing regional and national assessments, combining interlinkages aspects from the work that had already been done by STAP and other organizations and suggesting types of intervention (policies and strategies) and guidance on potential projects or a programmatic approach for GEF.  The report was scheduled for completion by May 2004.  She identified, among the challenges faced by GEF, dealing with multiple drivers of change, addressing interlinkages between sectors and integrating fragmented approaches at international and national levels. 

36. Mr. Harald Rensvik, Permanent Secretary, Ministry of Environment of Norway, spoke on the issue of interlinkages from a national perspective.  He stressed the importance of an integrated approach in systematically and strategically dealing with environmental problems in the long term by different players and sectors.  Some basic building blocks required for successful environmental policies included legislative and institutional structure; the effective integration of policy in other sectors; international cooperation; and the use of science and knowledge.  In order to achieve a more integrated approach, a clear, agreed, and common goal must be developed, and responsibilities and actions must be clearly assigned to each player.  Results should be monitored and evaluated and goals, targets or policies modified, if necessary.  Remaining tasks included: development of the monitoring and reporting system; increasing mutual knowledge and understanding of the roles and responsibilities of different players; the development of improved systems for sharing and assigning responsibilities; and the more effective use of science so as to make information more tangible.  He then posed the question as to whether it would be possible for UNEP to compile a generic map that could be used to accommodate the priority actions of each country with respect to assessing and managing environmental change. 
37. He stressed that a map capable of being streamlined for different regions was needed for policy makers to see where environmental assessment issues fitted within an overall framework. He recommended that, in its proposed interlinkages report, UNEP should consider including the key questions that could help to mainstream environmental issues on the political agenda.  Science and environmental knowledge needed to be part of the environmental policy cycle.  The report could also look at different environmental conventions and determine where the gaps lay, and should be seen as being valuable to countries as well as to international organizations.  It should try to focus on priorities instead of covering everything, highlight the problems, and give examples of how people would benefit from the assessment in terms of sustainable development.  The interlinkages assessment should be science-driven and balanced with policy relevance, focusing on actual scientific knowledge about the environment, so as not to confuse the public.  The issue of capacity-building was raised as a key aspect in the assessment and it was stressed that already built capacity should be retained.

38. Mr. Ivar Baste, Chief of the Assessment Branch in the UNEP Division of Environmental Warning and Assessment, presented a draft outline of a concept paper titled “Environmental change and human needs: Assessing interlinkages” as a basis for discussion. UNEP was following up on the findings of the synthesis report, exploring optimal means of carrying out an interlinkages assessment as an input to GEO. It was envisaged that such an assessment would be based on relevant existing assessments and would, in particular, serve as a follow-up to the 1998 report: “Protecting our planet, securing our future”, jointly issued by UNEP, the United States National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) and the World Bank, which looked at the more detailed linkages among global environmental issues and human needs. The objective of the process was to promote more coherent environment stewardship in support of human livelihoods and well-being.  The scope of the assessment could include: a conceptual framework linking environment and development; approaches for linking science and policy; scientific linkages among environmental change; tools; interventions; sectoral integration and links between multilateral environmental agreements. He stressed that the UNEP process was still in its exploratory phase and welcomed views on the organization’s considerations to date. 

39. In the ensuing discussion, considerable attention was given to the question of a UNEP inter-linkages assessment. The findings of the synthesis report with respect to the need to assess interlinkages was considered as the primary rationale for such an assessment. The draft concept paper was seen in broad terms as capturing the issues that needed to be addressed. It was stressed that the assessment needed to be focused and policy‑relevant to ensure added value. It must also build on existing assessments, such as the Millennium Assessment and the Global International Waters Assessment and initiatives such as the work on interlinkages between IPCC and the Convention on Biological Diversity and the report being developed by STAP. It was suggested that a group of 50-60 of the best experts drawn from existing assessment and science programmes could be brought together to produce the interlinkages assessment. Care should be taken not to overstretch the scientific community, which was called upon to contribute to an increasing number of initiatives. It was also felt, however, that an interlinkages assessment could contribute to a more predictable and coherent assessment landscape with less risk of overburdening the science community. 
40. The need for an authorizing environment for the assessment was stressed. The target audience must be defined. If that audience was made up of policy-makers then a focus on the Millennium Development Goals or on human health and vulnerability could contribute to its policy relevance. Support from of the international convention secretariats for the assessment of interlinkages was also seen as important.  The World Bank was suggested as one organization that could strongly benefit from well-targeted research on interlinkages. 

41. Interlinkages were seen by many participants as a way to mainstream environment and development into a variety of different policy arenas. For instance, vulnerability could be considered as the link between human development and economic investment.  The importance of mainstreaming the development agenda was also noted, and participants commented that international cooperation was critical.  

42. There was some concern that the complexities of the social dimension were not adequately reflected in the proposed conceptual framework of the STAP and UNEP interlinkages assessments.  A strengthened social sciences perspective was recommended, as was the need to develop a common language and a systems approach. 
43. Summarizing the discussion, the Chair pointed out that the work of assessing interlinkages was firmly on the United Nations systemwide agenda. The initiative mounted by UNEP needed to be inclusive and build upon existing initiatives undertaken by the International Council for Science (ICSU) and other partners. There was general agreement that UNEP should take the lead in a scientifically founded, partnership-based, focused and policy-relevant assessment of interlinkages among the drivers of environmental change. It was agreed that the recommendation should be conveyed to the intergovernmental consultation and the informal interagency meeting on 14–15 and 16 January 2004 respectively.  
VI. Session 3: UNEP assessment programme and the Global Environment Outlook (GEO) process

44. The session was chaired by Mr. Bedrich Moldan, Chair of the Scientific Advisory Committee of the European Environment Agency. In his opening remarks Mr. Moldan reminded the meeting of the Secretary-General’s report on the Millennium Development Goals and, specifically, the three goals: international peace and security; development; and human rights and democracy, all of which were drivers supporting the UNEP mandate and task of keeping the global environmental situation under review.   

45. Ms. Marion Cheatle, head of the GEO team in the UNEP Division of Environmental Warning and Assessment, gave an overview of the broad range of UNEP assessment activities implemented by her division and by other divisions of UNEP.  She described in detail the structure of the GEO process, ranging from the global reports down to regional, subregional, national and city outlook reports.  There were a number of associated products, such as GEO for Youth (Pachamama), the capacity-building guidelines, and the GEO data portal. The peer review process used for assuring the quality of GEO products was also explained.

46. In addition, she explained that GEO would now be produced on a five-year cycle, with the fourth report in the series, GEO-4, scheduled for publication in 2007. A GEO yearbook focusing on new and emerging issues would be published annually, with the first yearbook appearing in March 2004.  The network of GEO collaborating centres and capacity-building activities to support those centres was also described.

47. In the ensuing discussion, a number of key questions were raised. Ms. Cheatle and other representatives of the UNEP Division of Environmental Warning and Assessment responded to these questions as follows: 

(a) “What are the shortcomings of the GEO process and products?” It was agreed that the GEO process was far from perfect, and its main shortcomings related to data quality and availability, inadequate involvement of the scientific community and the varied capacity of collaborating centres, which were chosen to be at the interface of science and policy, so sometimes lacked strength in a given area;

(b) “To what extent does the GEO process involve other assessment processes such as the Millennium Assessment, IPCC and the Global International Waters Assessment?”  It was explained that the GEO process drew on and included the work of the other assessments such as IPCC in the GEO reports.  There were, however, no formal linkages with the other assessment processes, such as the Millennium Assessment, IPCC and the Global International Waters Assessment;

(c) “How are various stakeholders involved in the GEO process?” Participants learned that, during the GEO process, many people, including the collaborating centres and selected experts, were involved in planning the GEO report and also providing the substantive inputs. The draft sections were then sent to scientists and government experts for peer review. The drafts were also reviewed during regional consultations to ensure good quality and accuracy. There were some linkages with the private sector but much more involvement from Governments. Participants from developing countries and countries with economies in transition received support from UNEP to enable them to attend those meetings. Moreover, there were a number of specific working groups under GEO, including groups dealing with the linkages between policy and science;

(d) “How will the proposed inter-linkages report link to GEO?”  It was pointed out that the purpose of GEO was to give a global overview of the state and trends of the environment. The proposed interlinkages report would provide a major input into the GEO-4 report,  and would constitute an integrating framework propitious to global conclusions;

(e) “What is the discussion framework for GEO-4?”  The meeting was informed that GEO-4 was in its very preliminary planning stage, and therefore completely open to new ideas and initiatives. The intention was for the outcome of the Science Initiative process to feed into and help define the scope of GEO-4.  As GEO drew on many different assessments, there was a need to develop a framework which would allow for the integration of information from those different assessments. There was also the need to place even more emphasis on capacity-building. For the forthcoming GEO-4 report, it was recognized that more information must be obtained from users on their needs in order to boost the usefulness of the report;
(f) “What peer review process is used by GEO?”  It was noted that representatives of the scientific community, non-governmental organizations and Governments were involved in peer‑reviewing the various chapters of the GEO report series;

(g) “What is the target audience for the GEO series of reports?”  The presenters explained that the Governing Council/Global Ministerial Environment Forum and high-level decision-makers at regional, subregional and national levels were the primary target audience for the GEO reports. Regional issues were covered by such reports as the Africa Environment Outlook, national issues by country state-of-the-environment reports and at the local level by initiatives such as the GEO Cities pilot series;

(h) “How does GEO capacity-building fit within the overall capacity-building programme of UNEP?” It was explained that GEO capacity-building activities were an integral component of the overall capacity-building programme of UNEP and discussions were under way within UNEP on that matter;

(i) “How are the findings of GEO reports disseminated and linked to environmental education programmes?” Participants were informed that, although the primary audience were senior level decision makers, the GEO team had learned from reader surveys that the GEO reports were used extensively by students and academics. In addition, youth needs were covered by publications such as Pachamama – a report produced by young people and aimed at children from primary to secondary level.  GEO-2000 had been used as the basis for a module of a masters degree course being developed under the Global Virtual University project hosted by the United Nations Univerity;

(j) “What is the relevance and usefulness of the GEO report, given that there are no decision makers and stakeholders at the global level?”  The meeting was told that, following the publication of GEO-2000, an independent survey had been initiated to evaluate the use and impact of first two reports primarily from Governments’ perspectives. For the majority, one of the most useful aspects of the reports consisted in that they enabled them to compare their country’s situation with that of other countries, and therefore put their national situation in a global or regional context. There were many other findings on the relevance and usefulness of the GEO reports;

(k) “To what degree are Governments involved in the GEO process?” It was explained that GEO activities were mandated by the UNEP Governing Council, therefore Governments were very involved in the GEO process. In addition, Governments were kept informed of progress and review draft inputs to the GEO reports through regional consultations. Wherever possible, participants from developing countries and countries with economies in transition received support from UNEP to help them attend those meetings. 

48. In addition to the questions raised, a number of other suggestions and recommendations were made by the participants. These may be summarized as follows:
(a) Given the fragmented nature of the current assessment landscape, GEO is of potential value in  providing a framework for the integration of assessment activities;

(b) A map of all assessment reports and initiatives should be developed;

(c) GEO requires a scientific advisory group similar to that under the Millennium Assessment process and there is an urgent need to re-assess the scientific credibility of the collaborating centres;

(d) The issue of data quality must be addressed urgently in order to improve the credibility of GEO;

(e) There is a need to harmonize methodologies; to improve and expand the peer review system and UNEP networks; to have oversight of the GEO capacity-building programme; and to take a more systematic approach to UNEP state-of-the-environment reporting activities;

(f) Attention must be given to new and emerging issues, such as disturbance of the nitrogen cycle, and to define more precisely the new environmental challenges;

(g) The GEO Yearbook will be an important report, providing timely information on recent environmental changes. Caution must be exercised, however, with respect to the report being unduly influenced by alarmist findings that have not been properly and scientifically peer reviewed and scrutinized;

(h) GEO should focus on key questions such as:  What regions and peoples are vulnerable? What action is needed to make them more resilient?

(i) The key to improving the scientific credibility of the GEO process is to involve the very best scientists without over-burdening the scientific community;

(j) There is a need first to identify the weaknesses in the GEO process in order to strengthen it;

(k) The issue of partnerships is of great importance and various institutions are willing and able to assist UNEP in strengthening its links at the regional, subregional and national levels;

(l) The Science Initiative process could offer an ideal opportunity for concerted action to be taken by all relevant stakeholders in working towards the implementation of the Millennium Development Goals in a harmonized way without duplicating activities;

(m) UNEP should initiate a process to develop innovative indicators to measure the progress of the Millennium Development Goals;

(n) UNEP should strengthen and expand its network of collaborating centres in the countries of Eastern Europe, the Caucasus and Central Asia, and disseminate more information in the Russian language through networks such as the UNEP global environmental information exchange network INFOTERRA;

(o) Transparency is needed in the GEO process and products. Although the data quality is higher from organizations like the Global Environmental Monitoring Service (GEMS)/Water programme, deriving data on issues such as deforestation remains a difficult task. Dealing with gaps in knowledge is therefore an important component;  

(p) United Nations centres are bridging points between science and policy and there is a need to point out successes and not just failures to encourage politicians to implement remedial measures to improve the environment as a whole. 

VII. Session 4:  Drafting of the meeting summary: advice to UNEP on strengthening its scientific base and on future collaboration

49. Session 4, the final session, was chaired by Mr. Lonergan.  First, it was agreed that Mr. Rosswall would present the findings of the scientific and technical meeting to the intergovernmental consultation, on the basis of the summaries provided by the chairs of the four sessions.  In the ensuing discussion, the meeting agreed on a number of recommendations, which are set forth below.

Recommendation 1:

Work by SCOPE in the area of emerging environmental issues was seen as an excellent example of collaboration with UNEP in a two-way process that had helped in clarifying the agenda of SCOPE and which had initiated new thinking on topics that both UNEP and SCOPE deemed important.

Recommendation 2:

Lessons learnt and success stories should be reported and communicated to specific target audiences. 

Recommendation 3:

GEO should be subject to an expanded and extensive peer-review process among science institutions, experts, international organizations and Governments. This could be overseen by an independent review board or board of editors, which would increase the scientific credibility of GEO and ensure more ownership from the scientific community. Such a process could be applied to improve quality on regional inputs. There should be a clear strategy of the peer-review process, for example, in terms of how to deal with contrasting views. It was suggested that the establishment of a scientific advisory panel could assist in those matters.

Recommendation 4:

It was suggested that UNEP in its assessment activities should focus more on the needs of the environmental conventions. There should be better collaboration with major multilateral environmental agreements, including the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification in those Countries Experiencing Serious Drought and/or Desertification, particularly in Africa (UNCCD) and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) and in particular, to raise awareness and develop the mandate for the GEO process.

Recommendation 5:

It was noted that the GEO-3 section on biological diversity did not cover agrobiodiversity, in spite of the importance to society of that issue.  It was suggested that there should be more cooperation with the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) in that regard. Reference was also made to the planned assessment on agriculture, science and technology as an input to future GEO reports. It was also suggested that more emphasis should be placed on biological diversity and health issues.

Recommendation 6:

Data quality and monitoring systems were seen as an area that must be addressed by the UNEP Division of Early Warning and Assessment and bolstered significantly in the GEO assessment. There was a need to mobilize financial support at the national level for monitoring. 

Recommendation 7:

Indicator development must be based on policy needs and available science and data. 

Recommendation 8:

Civil society should be consulted and involved in an appropriate manner in the assessment process.

Recommendation 9:

GEO should address the goals and targets set out in the Millennium Declaration, the plan of implementation of the World Summit on Sustainable Development and the multilateral environmental agreements, such as the Convention on Biological Diversity.  For instance, the Convention’s Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice (SBSTTA) had recommended that the UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre (WCMC) undertake monitoring and reporting on the 2010 target.

Recommendation 10:

The possibilities for closer cooperation between UNEP efforts in producing the GEO report series and the preparation by the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) of the Human Development Report should be explored.  This could create synergies in terms of connecting environment and development, with the two programmes supporting each other with data and analysis and increasing efficiency in terms of outreach to their key constituencies.

50. The Chair, responding on behalf of the UNEP Division of Early Warning and Assessment (UNEP/DEWA), stated that GEO-4 was in the early planning stage and that UNEP would take into account all the points mentioned by the delegates insofar as possible. GEO-4 would likely have a 3‑month peer review process, and it was agreed that an independent review board would be necessary.

51. It was decided that any further comments on the interlinkages concept paper should be submitted in writing to UNEP/DEWA within two weeks. 

52. The meeting participants considered how to present the findings of the meeting to the intergovernmental consultation scheduled for 14–15 January 2004. Dr Gitay gave a brief outline of the report that would be presented at the intergovernmental consultation.

53. It was agreed that the report and presentation on the outcome of the present meeting should not venture into further discussion on the questionnaire and the methodology used in the consultative process, nor on some of the thematic areas, including water and food. Furthermore, the discussion on strengthening the scientific base of UNEP should be more long-term and should, for example, focus on the institution as opposed to focusing just on the report. 

54. It was agreed that a preamble to the report should be prepared to explain the five main findings of the meeting:

(a) The need for more collaboration with scientific institutions, experts and multilateral environmental agreements;

(b) The need to advise the Executive Director of UNEP to set up a scientific advisory committee to assist in peer review of assessment reports;

(c) The need to address data credibility and reliability;

(d) The need to formulate the capacity-building strategy (in-house and externally);

(e) The need to map the policy and assessment landscape and have a more systematic approach.

VIII. Adoption of the meeting summary

55. The scientific and technical meeting accepted the meeting summary report.  It was also agreed that Professor Rosswall would present the findings of the present meeting at the intergovernmental consultation.  The meeting summary is contained in annex III to the present report.

VIII.
Closure of the meeting

56. After the customary exchange of courtesies, the Chair declared the scientific and technical meeting on strengthening the scientific base of the United Nations Environment Programme closed on 13 January 2004.
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Annex III

Scientific and technical meeting on strengthening the scientific base of UNEP, Nairobi, 12 and 13 January 2004

Summary report presented to the Intergovernmental Consultation (14-15 January 2004) by Thomas Rosswall, Executive Director of the International Council for Science, on behalf of the participants of the scientific and technical meeting

1. About 40 representatives of scientific organizations worldwide participated in the scientific and technical meeting on strengthening the scientific base of UNEP, held at UNEP headquarters in Nairobi on 12 and 13 January 2004. The participants considered the synthesis report
 on strengthening the scientific base of UNEP (Science Initiative), which synthesized responses to Governing Council decision 22/1 I A, and held in-depth discussions on those issues.

2. The following recommendations resulted from the meeting’s deliberations, with the participants concluding:

(a) That this was an important UNEP initiative;

(b) That science was essential to identify environmental problems and develop solutions;

(c) That policy development should be based on best available knowledge; and 

(d) That links between scientific research, monitoring, assessment and policy were essential.

3. To strengthen the scientific base of UNEP, central issues to be addressed included:

(a) The need for input from natural, social, engineering and health sciences;

(b) The need for partnerships, including those with:

(i)
The international science community, such as ICSU and the Third World Academy of Sciences (TWAS);

(ii)
Other components of the United Nations system, such as UNESCO;

(iii)
Existing and planned assessments; and

(iv)
Multilateral environmental agreements.

4. Participants concluded that the responses to the Governing Council’s questions provided an excellent point of departure for UNEP. The results were important both for the scientific and the policy communities. Responses to the Governing Council’s questions, especially to question 2 (a), showed some unfulfilled needs and gaps with respect to assessment and monitoring of the environment and environmental change; they are included in the five clusters of box 1 of the synthesis report.

5. The present summary report of the scientific and technical meeting focuses on two issues and makes recommendations on:

(a) The potential for fulfilling the aforementioned unfulfilled needs (linking them to the five clusters in box 1 of the synthesis report) and thus strengthening the scientific base of UNEP;

(b) Strengthening the scientific credibility of the GEO process.

6. In fulfilling some of the needs, two mechanisms were suggested:

(a) A targeted report concentrating particularly on the interlinkages of the drivers of change and sectors. The following points were highlighted:

(i) The overarching nature of the Millennium Development Goals – i.e., mainstreaming environment into the development agenda;

(ii) The need to meet the objectives of the multilateral environmental agreements; UNEP must engage with them and establish stronger links with the secretariats;

(iii) The need to meet the objectives of the conventions and hence prepare such a targeted report in partnership with the conventions;

(iv) The need to synthesize assessment reports that already addressed some of the interlinkages (e.g., IPCC, the Convention on Biological Diversity, the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, the report of STAP (project-oriented), and so on;

(v) The need to address scientific issues that were interlinked and where there was a demand from a scientific and technical point of view;

(vi) The need to map and streamline the assessment landscape and to have an understanding of that landscape (e.g., that many assessments made it difficult for national Governments to deal with them); to consider also the policy landscape (the Millennium Development Goals, the European Community Specific Programme on Energy, Environment and Sustainable Development (EESD) and so on);

(vii) The requirement that the report should be policy-orientated, including institutional arrangement, tools, methodology and indicators to help in implementing the outcomes;

(viii) The need to incorporate capacity-building right from the start by involving experts and incorporating existing work, bearing in mind links to such processes as the United Nations Decade of Education for Sustainable Development;

(ix) The need to incorporate the idea of adaptive management and learning cycles, methodologies and data (including indigenous knowledge, quality and coverage, paying particular attention to quality control and monitoring). Responses should undergo a reality check;

(x) The suggestion that the UNEP Executive Director should set up an advisory committee to give focus to the issues and the process. The issues to be tackled could be based on the responses to the Governing Council’s questions and would be of a global or regional nature;

(xi) The possible inclusion in the suggested advisory committee of representatives from the conventions, intergovernmental organizations, non-governmental organizations and assessments, who would explore the focus and the process. To foster partnerships, the nominated group of experts should include representatives from the different UNEP regions, from various assessments (both completed and in progress), from international scientific institutions and from conventions; and 

(xii) The need to link the report to the GEO process and products;

(b) Strengthening the scientific credibility of the Global Environment Outlook process. In detail, recommendations included the following needs:

(i)
To strengthen the linkages with assessments and the international science community through appropriate organizations (such as ICSU, including its Scientific Committee on Problems of the Environment (SCOPE), and the four global change research programmes);

(ii)
To improve the review process;

(iii)
To ensure that a sufficient number of collaborative centres with high scientific credibility were involved;

(iv)
To establish collaboration on capacity-building with various institutions involved with and linked to, for example, the United Nations Decade on Education for Sustainable Development, to ensure adequate capacity to undertake assessments and implement the findings.

7. As one example, it was recommended that, for the fourth GEO report process, climate change, biological diversity, desertification and land degradation interlinkages should be looked at specifically and the results fed into the envisaged interlinkages report.

8. In conclusion, it was seen as essential to strengthen the scientific base of UNEP, and that the scientific and technical meeting was only the first step in a necessary process – much more was needed. Science must become more policy-relevant, and the scientific community was ready to contribute to that goal.

_______________
�  UNEP/SI/IGC/2.
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