UAE & UNEP launch $30 million global environmental data initiative 

at Johannesburg Summit

Abu Dhabi Global Environmental Data Initiative (AGEDI), the first Arab Type II Partnership Initiative at the Johannesburg Summit, is expected  to provide cost-effective access to environmental data to developed and developing countries.

Johannesburg - South Africa, 2 September 2002- Abu Dhabi Global Environmental Data Initiative (AGEDI), a pioneering initiative designed to assess environmental data quality, data gaps between developing and developed countries, and data availability at the national, regional and global levels, was unveiled today to delegates at the World Summit on Sustainable Development (WSSD).

Agenda 21, the global programme for sustainable development that was agreed at the Rio Earth Summit in 1992, argues for providing better information, and highlights the importance of integrating environment and development in decision-making. AGEDI is a direct response to the unfulfilled objectives of Chapters 8 and 40 of Agenda 21. It will also help the global community measure progress towards environmentally sustainable goals.

A partnership agreement was concluded by the government of the United Arab Emirates (UAE) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) to kick off the Abu Dhabi Global Environmental Data Initiative (AGEDI), aimed at innovative implementation of the environmental data provisions of Agenda 21 and the Millennium Development  goals. This is intended to bridge the environmental data gap between and within developing and developed countries. Other partners will be sought for the Abu Dhabi initiative from among governments, international organizations, private sector, research centres, the academia and civil society organizations. 

The initiative is intended to catalyse worldwide action to provide high quality, updated, relevant and comprehensive environmental data at an appropriate scale for decision-making at  community, national, and global levels. In launching the initiative, the Environmental Research and Wildlife Development Agency of Abu Dhabi (ERWDA) announced that it has committed a US$5 million to the initiative and is planning to jointly mobilise resources with UNEP through other donors for a total of $30 million. 

The initial commitment will be used to establish a pilot project at AGEDI’s headquarters in Abu Dhabi, and support the set up of Zayed Centre for Environmental Information and Assessment at the Arab Gulf University in Bahrain, which will receive $600,000. The regional centre will also be backed by expertise from UNEP whose Regional Office for West Asia is located in Manama, and will enhance UNEP’s capability for data collection, analysis and dissemination at the regional level.

According to Sheikh Hamdan bin Zayed Al Nahyan, Minister of State for Foreign Affairs and Deputy Chairman of ERWDA, “The initiative seeks to resolve the problems of financial, technical and human capacity for environmental data gathering and sharing in developing countries. Central to the initiative is the use of advanced technology such as remote sensing and other devices in collecting environmental data, which will make the process of data collection much easier than it has been in the past.”

Klaus Toepfer, the Executive Director of UNEP, said:” To make the right decisions, you need up to date and accurate information. At the moment significant data gaps exist, especially in the developing world. So I would like to applaud this important and forward looking development by UAE which will assist us in our work of early warning, monitoring and assessment of the planet’s environment through our Global Environment Outlook process”.


Chapter 40 of Agenda 21 called for the fulfilment of the data needs and stated that “In sustainable development, everyone is a user and provider of information …… The need for information arises at all levels, from that of senior decision makers at the national and international levels to the grass-roots and individual levels.” Agenda 21 goes on to urge that “more and different types of data need to be collected, indicating the status and trends of the planet’s ecosystem, natural resource, pollution and socio- economic variables.”

Mr. Toepfer commented: “Since the Rio Summit in 1992, there has been real progress in negotiating environmental agreements on chemicals, hazardous wastes, biosafety and climate change, to name just a few. However, the integration of environmental concerns into decision-making and the sharing of quality information still has a long way to go. We see AGEDI as playing a crucial role in bridging that gap and helping to measure progress towards environmental and sustainable development goals in relation to Agenda 21 and the Millennium Development Goals.”


Welcoming the Abu Dhabi Initiative, Ambassador Vicente Vallenilla, Venezuela’s Deputy Permanent Representative to the United Nations and Spokesperson of the Group of 77 (G-77), said: “I believe that for the developing countries to be able influence their own destiny and assure the livelihoods of their people, they must make the right decisions for the sustainability of their environment as well as for their participation in the global effort to change the patterns of consumption and production that have prevailed for so long in the industrialized countries. Such decisions must be made on the basis of reliable data.”


The initiative will lead to a greater flow of environmental data and partnership between all stakeholders, including national governments, scientific bodies, civil society organisations, and the private sector. This will particularly apply to the world’s poorer countries, where there has previously been a lack of environmental information transfer.


In launching the initiative, the United Arab Emirates government also indicated that it intends to open a dialogue with the Global Environment Facility (GEF) -- the body which, inter alia, provides the financial mechanism for international agreements on biodiversity, climate change, and persistent organic pollutants -- towards the UAE’s participation in the GEF.


The GEF’s Chairman and Chief Executive, Mohamed El-Ashry welcomed the initiative from the UAE and hoped that the UAE will seek membership in the GEF. “It is very good news that the UAE, which is increasingly promoting environmental activities within its own borders, has now decided to take this step to help the poorest countries gather accurate data from which those countries and the entire global community stands to benefit.”

 “However strongly we are committed to ensuring the sustainable use of our planet's resources, the lack of accurate environmental data from the developing world has always been an obstacle”, said Ian Johnson, the World Bank's vice-president for environmentally and socially sustainable development. “I welcome this initiative as a valuable contribution to the implementation of Agenda 21.” 

AGEDI aims at:

-   Achieving cost effective and relevant environmental data collection and assessment;

-   Comparing environmental data over time with consistent units of measurement and agreed upon methodologies and parameters;

-   Enhancing environmental data collection, interpretation, storing, and updating capacities for local, national, regional, and global environmental decision making;

-   Ensuring that sustainable development planning is based on quality, timely, useable, and updated environmental data;

-   Providing accessibility of environmental data and information to all stakeholders;

-   Enhancing national and international mechanisms of information processing and exchange; and

·   Ensuring full participation and collaboration of developing countries in AGEDI’s process and partnership.

Key characteristics of the initiative include:

-   The creation of an Environmental Information Infrastructure (EII) that builds upon past environmental successes, addresses past shortcomings and integrates new approaches for data collection, verification, analysis, use and updating;

· The identification and implementation of a process to subdivide the earth into relevant environmental regions for data collection and policy action in co-ordination with appropriate UN agencies;

· Innovative use of new methodologies, techniques, and technologies, such as satellite imaging, advanced information technologies, and interactive websites;

-    The development of strategic partnerships with governments, civil society   organisations, intergovernmental organizations, universities, and private sector;

· The establishment of procedures for involving local communities in contingency   

       planning for environmental and industrial accidents;

-    The development and implementation of custom designed innovative capacity building  programmes to assure quality and consistent environmental data collection, processing, storing, analysis and updating; 

·    The provision of a clearinghouse for environmental quality data at local, national, and regional levels.

ERWDA's Secretary General, Majid Al Mansouri, and Chairman, AGEDI’s International Managmenet Committee concludes: “The lack of both qualitative and quantitative environmental data with consistent definitions has proven a major barrier to sustainable development over the past decade, particularly in the developing world. It is only through easy and cost-effective access to quality environmental information, which AGEDI will provide, that people will enhance their own personal well-being and the well-being of the planet.”

The rollout activities of AGEDI will be based on three components:

·  A Strategic Implementation Plan (SIPP) to be launched in late 2002 with a focus on data collection, management, and dissemination. 

· A Regional Implementation Pilot Programme (RIPP) to be initiated in the West Asia region with a focus on capacity building, assessment, and information management skills.

· A  National Implementation Pilot Project (NIPP), the first of which will take place in the Emirate of Abu Dhabi in the United Arab Emirates at AGEDI Headquarters.

Outputs from the implementation phase will include a framework for definintions, terminology and methodologies, policy formulation, data collection, capacity building, gap analysis and data modelling programmes as well as Zayed Centre for Environmental Information and Assessment. Moreover, detailed evaluation reports and a comprehensive set of tools for more effective use of environmental data/information in the future will be produced.
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