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Mr. Chairman, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is my privilege to welcome you on behalf of the Hungarian Ministry of Environment and Water, the host of this workshop organised under the umbrella of the UNECE and dedicated to a very delicate issue: the transboundary water pollution and the related response measures with special attention to responsibility and liability. Thanks for Greece and Switzerland for their supporting the event as well.

Hungary cooperates with and within the UNECE in several fields and appreciates its role in the Pan-European cooperation on development and implementation of environment-related policy programmes and legal instruments. I wish just to refer to the two “mother conventions” and the Civil Liability protocol itself, furthermore the number of guidelines, recommendations, and other methodological materials providing valuable tools for international cooperation on international waters.  

Allow to put the subject of our workshop in a wider context:

We all are aware that environmental security is an important component of overall security. An environment which deteriorates can lead to conflicts. 

Environment is a basic responsibility of governments and all concerned have to make efforts for improving or at least preserving its quality. States all have to make special efforts to prevent pollution accidents by implementing effective provisions and by controlling environmental activities in their jurisdiction. 

It especially applies to international waters which connect us, our countries, create an  integrated system through which pollutants can travel great distances causing significant environmental impact even far from the place of their origin. 

It is a global problem. According to available data 47 percent of the land area of the world excluding Antarctica falls within international water basins that are shared by 2 or more states. The number of rivers and lake basins shared by two or more countries is now more that 300. 

Shared waters mean also shared responsibility. 

Transboundary watercourses and international lakes as potential pollution-transmission media are special from the environmental, as well as legal point of view. The settlement of related problems depends on international relations and mechanisms of co-operation, existence or lack of appropriate bilateral and/or multilateral legal instruments.

Nowadays, abundant regulations and institutional structures exists at bilateral, subregional, and international levels. 

Hungary’s geographical situation as well as the economic changes of the recent years have significant influence on the status of our environment. We are dominantly a downstream but at the same time also an upstream country sharing waters with 7 neighbouring countries of different socio-economic conditions. 95 % of our country’s surface waters arrive from abroad. 

We are especially interested in development and implementation international measures towards increasing environmental safety of the region. Bilateral cooperation has been developed with all neighbours, initiatives have been made like the Regional Environmental Initiative, or the Tisza river basin cooperation development. We are active participants of the Danube cooperation as well. 

The Danube river basin is the most international river basin of the world shared by 18 countries. The International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River Basin (ICPDR) is the institution coordinating the cooperation of the riparian countries. The basic objective is to achieve and to maintain integrated river basin management. Concerning pollution prevention, the ICPDR has made significant efforts and has developed a trans-national monitoring network, a basin wide inventory of potential risk sites. An accidental emergency warning system is also in place. In the course of the ongoing river basin management planning process, pressures and measures will be identified and the Program of Measures will be adopted. Nonetheless transboundary accidents happen also in the Danube river basin and the issue of responsibility and compensation has recently been raised at Commission level. There is no special liability regime available for the Danube basin. The ICPDR is suggested to rely on the available international legal instruments and especially on the Liability Protocol.

Ladies and Gentlemen, 

Although emphases are undoubtedly put on the precautionary and prevention measures, 

the accidents in the past decades demonstrate that pollution can occur everywhere and that it does not know any boundaries..

Those who suffered damage wish to be compensated according to the polluter pays principle. The issue is complicated and downstream riparian states are in more problematic position.  

In most cases in the past, the damage to the environment was significant. Furthermore, apart from environmental damage the social and economic loss was also substantial. The cases introduced in the distributed background material demonstrate that there is not yet an effective legal regime to make the operators whose actions cause environmental damage accountable. 

The existing bilateral agreements are not sufficient. Multilateral tools can facilitate solving common problems between countries sharing international waters.

In the past decades several international legal instruments were elaborated and adopted to prevent and control transboundary accidents both at international and at pan-European level. However, among these instruments, there is no effective legal regime yet. The UNECE Protocol is unique in a way that it provides an international tool specifically for transboundary waters and for holding the entity causing the environmental damage liable. There is also a need for establishing adequate insurance systems and/or other financial tools for rehabilitating the damaged sites and for compensating the victims of the accidents.
As past industrial accidents have shown, there is a critical need for a legal instrument to be in force which regulates liability and compensation in the whole UNECE region. The Protocol on Civil Liability is particularly important for countries with economies in transition, as it will offer them the opportunity to develop a legal system ensuring a high degree of environmental protection.

The Environment for Europe ministerial conference to be held in October provides opportunity to draw the attention of the environmental ministers to the issue again.

Ladies and Gentlemen,

This workshop brings together lawyers, economists, managers, technical experts and provides platform for sharing information and experience on liability and compensation for damage resulting from the effects of industrial accident on transboundary waters and identifying possible ways forward.

I wish to conclude by referring to the Danube Day which is celebrated in each year One of the Danube Day slogans was “Everybody lives downstream”. I wish the participants of this workshop to have this in mind when discussing this very specific and not fully explored and solved yet aspect of the international cooperation. By this I wish you fruitful discussion and pleasant stay in Budapest.

Thank you for your kind attention.

