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Aarhus Convention

Working Group of the Parties

REPORT OF THE FIRST MEETING OF THE TASK FORCE ON FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS

1. The first meeting of the Task Force on Financial Arrangements took place in Geneva on 23 March 2004.

2. The meeting was attended by representatives from the Governments of Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belgium, Georgia, France, Germany, Italy, Kyrgyzstan, Netherlands, Tajikistan, Ukraine and United Kingdom. The Commission of the European Communities was also represented.

3. The following regional and non-governmental organizations were represented: Regional Environmental Center for Central and Eastern Europe (REC), Russian Regional Environmental Centre and Union for the Protection of Consumer Rights (Armenia).

4. The Chairman of the Task Force, Mr Olivier Martin (France), opened the meeting by introducing the mandate of the Task Force, as set out in Decision I/13 on financial arrangements. The Task Force, established by the Meeting of the Parties, was mandated to consider the modalities for introducing a system of financial arrangements based on the United Nations scale of assessment and to explore possibilities for establishing stable and predictable financial arrangements for the Convention with a view to developing recommendations for possible adoption at the second ordinary meeting of the Parties. The Chairman expressed the hope that the outcome of the meeting would be an important step towards the fulfillment of the Task Force’s mandate. 

I. ADOPTION OF AGENDA

5. The Task Force adopted the provisional agenda for the meeting. 

II. OPTIONS FOR ESTABLISHING STABLE AND PREDICTABLE FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS FOR THE CONVENTION

6. The Chairman invited delegations to consider different options for establishing stable and predictable financial arrangements for the Convention, as set out in a background paper prepared by the Chairman in consultation with the secretariat. The four options were as follows:

Option 1: exclusively mandatory contributions (percentage from a scale of assessment or number of shares);

Option 2: a mix of both mandatory contributions (percentage from a scale of assessment of an indicative number of shares) to finance the core requirements of the Convention and additional voluntary contributions (in-kind or in cash, possibly earmarked);

Option 3: voluntary contributions based on an indicative scale of assessment or an indicative number of shares;

Option 4: purely voluntary contributions, with little or no guidance as to the amounts (the shares system currently in place). 

7. Delegations were invited to comment on the applicability of these options. In order to structure the discussion, the Chairman invited delegations to consider whether each of the four options respected the requirement of a need for stable and predictable sources of funding and ensuring that the necessary resources were available for implementing the core elements of the work programme. Furthermore, delegations were asked to consider the legal implications of the adoption of the mandatory option and, on the basis of this, state their order of preference for the proposed options. 

8. There was a general agreement that any of the four options could be used as a basis for stable and predictable financial arrangements. Some delegations proposed certain measures that might need to be taken to increase the level of stability and predictability in options 3 and 4. These proposals included the adoption of another category of shares, the amount of which would be significantly smaller than that of present shares, in order to encourage other states to contribute and the transparent and regular reporting in order to ensure that the level of contributions matched the level of pledges. 

9. Some delegations thought that a system of mandatory contributions could present difficulties for them to commit to because of general restrictions on signing up to a legally binding financial agreement for a specific international legal instrument. Several delegations said that a legally binding system could prevent their governments from making contributions before they become a Party to the Convention. Most delegations agreed that the level of stability and predictability would not increase with the introduction of the mandatory option and could even contribute to a decrease in the level of funding that had been provided under the shares system.

10. Several delegations suggested that a combination of mandatory and voluntary contributions might be acceptable in the longer term for both states that prefer legally binding commitment and those that prefer the flexibility of the voluntary system. Other delegations pointed out that their reservations against a purely legally-binding system would still apply in the case of a mixed system. A view was expressed that the mixed system was already in place, since the Convention’s activities were already partially funded through the UNECE budget. However, it was also pointed out that this part of the budget was beyond the control of the Parties to the Convention and could therefore not be considered stable and predictable. It was suggested that if a mandatory system were to be introduced the core requirements for the work programme that would be funded under it would need to be clearly defined. 

11. The Task Force agreed that there was a need for guidance on how to broaden the funding base, both by including more states in the pool of donors and possibly also by raising funds from other sources (for example, charity foundations and the private sector). It was recognized that some states might find it difficult to commit under a voluntary scheme to a certain level of funding throughout the full intersessional period up to the next meeting of the Parties, which might be several years, and that interim pledges would need to be made annually through the Working Group of the Parties. Under the voluntary system, regular communication with donor states and a system of annual reporting on the contributions and expenditures, preferably during the first quarter of the year after the reporting year, would help to ensure that any gaps in funding could be adequately addressed.

12. The Task Force addressed the issue of earmarking and the imposition by donors of conditions on contributions as well as the requirement stipulated by some States for detailed financial reports on their contributions. It was agreed that earmarking would generally not occur in the framework of the mandatory system. As regards voluntary contributions, several delegations stated that earmarking and financial reporting requirements were necessary in order to comply with their internal procedures but that they had generally been able to agree with the secretariat on a more flexible application of their financial rules.

13. With respect to the sources of funding for the Convention, in most states it would remain the same (Ministry for the Environment, Ministry of Foreign Affairs, etc), regardless of whether the mandatory or voluntary financial arrangements were adopted.

14. With respect to the timeframe for the introduction of any of the options, it would largely depend on the form of agreement. A decision adopted by the Meeting of the Parties could take immediate effect but it would not be considered legally binding under the Convention. It was suggested that such a decision could be adopted at the second ordinary meeting of the Parties (May 2005). The Task Force agreed that the development of a protocol would be more time consuming and its entry into force could also take a long time. There was little support for the development of a protocol in the near future. 

III. APPLICATION OF A SCALE OF ASSESSMENT MODEL

15. The Chairman presented a proposal based on applying a United National scale of assessment based on the United National only to states that were Parties or Signatories at the moment. He suggested that the proposed chart with the amount that each Party and Signatory would contribute towards the implementation of the Convention’s work programme could be used for either Options 1, 2 or 3. It was emphasized that the percentage of contribution for the European Community was only indicative and that it was based on the actual contribution made in 2003. 

16. Delegations were invited to assess the advantages and disadvantages of a system based on a scale of assessment as opposed to the shares system. It was pointed out that some possible advantages of the former were greater stability, predictability, accuracy and the involvement of the maximum number of actors, while the advantages of the latter were flexibility, simplicity and the avoidance of low targets for some traditionally large donors. 

17. Some delegations suggested that the application of the United Nations scale of assessment would be appropriate only if all the countries included in the chart had been Parties to the Convention. They suggested that the adoption of such a scale would not be acceptable for the Signatories, since its endorsement could be interpreted as legally binding. Other delegations expressed a concern that the adoption of a scale of assessment could lead to a reduction in contributions, in case a State had been expected to contribute less under the scale than it had already been contributing under the shares system. In particular, under a scale system, the contribution of the European Community would substantially decrease compared to the voluntary contributions disbursed so far. It was also suggested that a State which was not in a position to contribute according to a scale of assessment because of financial restrictions could be discouraged and contribute in the future even less than under the shares system.

18. The Task Force agreed that looking into a possibility of developing a scale of assessment for the Convention was a useful exercise, especially to identify a possible level of contributions by countries that, although Parties to the Convention, had not contributed to implementation of the work programme or to help delegations to receive authorization to contribute from their governments. However, there was a general agreement that the shares system was still a preferred option and that it was too early to ascertain whether the formal application of a scale of assessment would be acceptable in the future for the donor countries that had not yet become Parties to the Convention.

19. The Task Force acknowledged the importance of the fair sharing of the burden, but agreed that the adoption of a scale of assessment would not necessarily achieve this goal. The shares system was perceived as fair as long as the amount corresponding to a share was not prohibitively high or if a differentiation within the shares system was developed to enable countries with lower GDP to contribute. The Task Force agreed that the shares system would be the best option for the time being, providing that certain elements were introduced to increase its stability and predictability as well as to ensure a more equitable system of financial arrangements by facilitating participation of a larger number of States. 

IV. NEXT MEETING AND FURTHER STEPS

20. The Task Force agreed that, since the important issues were resolved at its first meeting, there was no need for another meeting before the second ordinary meeting of the Parties and that the Task Force could finalise its work electronically.

21. The Task Force agreed that draft recommendations on financial arrangements to be presented for adoption at the second meeting of the Parties would be prepared by the Chairman and the secretariat. These recommendations would reflect the debate and conclusions reached at the first meeting of the Task Force. It was agreed that the draft would be circulated electronically in order for the Task Force to be able to provide feedback on a draft of the text of a draft decision for consideration at the third meeting of the Working Group of the Parties (1-3 November 2004).

V. CLOSURE OF THE MEETING

22. The Task Force agreed that the secretariat would, in consultation with the Chairman, prepare a draft report of the meeting and circulate it to the Task Force for comments. The Chairman thanked all delegations for their active participation and the secretariat for support in its organization. He then proceeded to close the meeting. 

