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Note by the Executive Director

During the period since the first session of the Governing Council
the Executive Director has undertaken, with the co-operation of Governments
and of bodies in the United Nations system, a rmumber of activities connected
with the International Referral System. The design of the system has been
influenced by consultations among experts from both developed and developing
countries.s In addition there has been an improvement of the thesaurus,

central file, and certain technical aspects of the system.

In order to assist the Executive Director to assess the state of
development of the system at this time, a meeting of experts serving in
their individual capacity but nominated by Governments was held from
4 to 6 March 1974, immediately before the second session of the Coverning
Council. These experts were joined in their deliberations by several experts

from United Nations agencies and intergovernmenté,l and non-governmental
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orgauizatioﬁs,'VThis group discussed the status and possible future of

the IRS in its varicus aspects, taking into consideration the results of

Cpeeyloen expert group meetings and discussions. On the basis. of their

discussions the experis prepared a report to the Executive Director of
their views on the status of the IRS and the lines along whlgh it should

be developed fuirthser.

Th- Executive Director, having carefully examined this report and
its recommendations, finds that it accords with and reflects his views
with regarl to ths JRS. Accerdingly, he transmits the ‘attached repori

of ths mesting of fperts as expresswng his recommendations on the IRS.

The GOVﬁranv Cownozl may w1sh to decide that the report could
constitute suitable 11d%n e:to the Executive Director for the establishment

-

and further development of the IRS,
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Report on the International

Referral System for Sources

of Environmmental Information

I. GENERAL BACKGROUND

1. The International Referral System for Sources .of Environmental -
Information (IRS) was instituted as a pilot project of the UN Environment
Programm_1 in conformity with the decisions of the first session of the
Governing Council. The basic requirement of the IRS, as specified by
experts attending meetings in London and Geneva, and as endorsed by ‘the
. flrst sess1on of the Governing Coun01l, was to provide a global mechanism
u\by whlch those requiring access to substantlve information on environmental
matters could readily be put in touch w1th those most likely to possess
 such 1nformatlon. Since the initiation of act1v1tles of the pilot phase,
the concept of IRS has been clarified and ampllfled, with the advice of
experts from developed and developing countries who attended further.

Imeetlngs in Heidelberg and Nairobi.

2. The ba51c directory service of the IRS has now been fully defined
'“ and is avaalable using a llmlted but rapidly growing number of sources
" of environmental information which have stated their readiness to assist

UNEP in making such information available to Governments.

1/ Decisions 1(I), parase 4(d), 126(v) and 30 of General Assembly,
Official Records; Twenty-eighth Session, Supplement No. 25(4/9025),
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II. GUIDELINES FOR ESTABLISHING IRS AS AN OPERATIONAL
SYSTEM AND FOR DETERMINING ITS RELATIONSHIP TO THE
REST OF ‘THE UN. ENVIRONMENT PROGRAMME SUCH AS THE
GLOBAL ENVIRONMENTAL MONITORING SYSTEM (GEMS) AND
OTHER DATA COLLECTING AND INFORMATION ANALYSING

ACTIVITIES

3.7 ilfhe experts noted that the IRS was the first step in making

=.earrangements ‘for improving acdess to environmental 1nforma$10n and daia
f;'necessary 40 monitor and manage environmental  resources and their use,

}thus ‘ensuring - an adequate information input into the-UN Env1ronment

“::;i;ﬂ The experts noted more speclflcally thai the proposals for the Global
‘Fnvironmental Monltorlng System (GEMS) as now env1saged in UNEP/GQ/24,
E"together ﬁlth the other data collectlng and 1nfonmat10n produolng act1v1t1es
'f“*detalled in UNEP/@C/14/hdd 2, represented complementary efforts in developlng
-}ﬁa management 1nformatlon systems framework for the UN Ehvlronment Programme

and for 1nterested Member States, reglonal bodles and other approprlate

organlzatlons.

”5;;: The experts noted thai the followlng con31derat10ns were relevant to
the development of the IRS oentral Lnlt IRS focal p01nts and IRS networks.

(i) Polloy and co-ordinating mechanlsms,-
(ii) PFunctions;
(iii) Communications channels to and from the IRS central unit;
(iv) Commmications channels, nationally, regionally and locally

within a focal point responsibility or networke.
And, in particular the following points will require attention:

(a) Investigating the extent to which the central unit and focal

points share the same level of detail on sources of information;

(v) Investigating the extent to which arrangement for focal points

are elther hierarchical or otherwise;

M.,Conflrmlng that the national or regional focal p01nt will
'ﬁﬁlnormally be the primary coniact betieen. the IRS and national

partners (sources or users);
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(d) Determining the relationship of the IRS to other information

systems which lie outside the environmental field;

E(e) Encouraging the further development of the network concept
of IRS to make the maximum use of existing and planned data

and information capabilities of all kinds;

(£) Surveying.and identifyihg the information sources within the
priority eubject areas for inclusion in the IRS, notwithstanding

the ultimate desire for as complete a coverage as possible;

(g) FEnsuring approprlate s1mp1101ty and flexlblllty of de31gn and
operation so that all Member States and appropriate organizations

- can be partners in IRS;

“(h) Using IRS systems designs and files as manégement tools in ‘
' carrying out surveys of what work is presently being done 1n
"specific priority subject areas and in helping to 1dent1fy

gaps in this work and new areas of concern,

(i)'"'Experlmentlng as qulckly as possible wlth varlous methods of:
commmnication within the context of IRS and 1nform1ng all _‘H
partners on available techniques for IRS act1v1t1es and how
these may best be adapted to the requirements of pariners in

déveloping countries and made available to them;

(j) Tdentifying the functional and institutional implications of
all phases of IRS operations renging from collecting .to. sorting,

sifting and usihg the details collected on information sources;

(k). Choosing where poss1b1e systems designs for IRS activities best
suited to the tasks rather than utlllzlng 1ess—appropr1a$e

a»ex;stlng.p;ogrammes developed for other purposes,

(1) Co~ordinating ideas on terms and conditions for IRS services

. as detailed in the following chapters.
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III. DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT OF THE IRS CENTRAL UNIT
AND ITS COMMUNICATION LINKS

6. It is emphasized that the IRS central unit should be very strong,
both in the services offered and in the level of professional expertise

available to carry out its task.

7. The technical recommendations of the experts on the operation of
this central unit are atiached as Annex I. The meeting makes the following
observations and recommendations to the Executive Director in respect of

the setting-up of this_central facility and the services it offers,

The Directory

8., The efficient operation of the IRS directony'demands'strict-quality
control on the input to ite Consequently, it is essential that the IRS
central unit should be well equipped, particularly in respect of trained

manpower with ability to scrutinize, edit and comment on inpute

9, Special attention should be paid to adapting the IRS directory services
to the neéds of developing countries. In particular, it is strongly
emphas1zed ‘that the IRS central unit should ‘allot priority to the development
of a range of printed directories and other manual-retrieval aids in order
that the directory services may be readily utilized by a range of users who

may wish to operate at various levels of technical complexitye

Fees for IRS directory serv1ces

10. It is recommended that for an initial perlod of two years, all IRS
:directory services should be prov1ded free of charge. ThlS means that the
answer to the question: "jhere can I find 1nformat10n on e should be
provided free. In addltlon, prlnted directories, retrieval aids and

other IRS directory services (such as regularly up—dated microform, tapes,

computer programmes, etc.) should be provided free of charges

11, It is recognized, however, that if the demaﬁd for these services
is excessive, the supply might have to be restricted to one copy free

of charge to each designated focal points
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12, The cost of providing such services should be borne by the Environment
Fund until the economics of the operations of the central unit can be.

reviewed at the Governing Council, preferably at its Fourth Session.

Staffing

13, It is important to ensure the quality of the staff employed hy
‘recruiting experts in such fields as file management, env1ronmental
information science, communications technology and env1ronmental termlnology.
In addition, the.central facility should be staffed with approprlate
personnel to assist in providing technical assistance and tralnlng for the

establishment of national focal points in developlng countrxes.

14. The Executive Director should be given the authorlty to recruit
personnel and allocate funds for IRS to match the demands made upon “the
central services as these develope In the initial stages, the rumber
of staff should be governed not only by the load of work (which will
inorease sharply with time) but also by the range and depth of expertise

required to provide an efficient and responsive service.

Central unit procedures and confidential information

15. The central unit should normally exchange input forms and other IRS
'materlal through designated focal points. However, where otherwise desired
| or where the focal points have not yet been designated, Governnents. may
permit the central unit to exchange IRS material directly with potentlal
IRS partners.

16, Governments should be encouraged 1o spéoify‘éé soon as possible the
route that they wished IRS queries and answers to takee The central unit
jtself should not seek or hold any information thai is classified or

otherwise restricted. It is entlrely up to the suppllers of information

to decide what material they would or would not be willing to supplye

17. The experts were convinced that the success of IRS w111 depend on the
co-operatlon between all of the partners in the IRS networkse In partlcular,
re01p1ents of IRS services are expected to share thelr experlence w1th both
"the IRS central unit and other partnerse. The central unit should
continuously circulate the names and addresses of national and other

focal points.
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Communication links ." , ' ~

18, In its operational phase, IRS should emphasize the development of
an active network of communication channels and focal points to ensure

the distribution of the benefits of participation of all Member Statese

19. Towards this ‘end, it is recommended that IRS should establish the
approprlate staff ‘facility for the implementation of a network development
'programme.' This programme should support the establishment of the necessary
IRS faC111t1es and shotild co-ordinate with other UNEP activities of the

'network partners.
This éupport should includes:
.(a) Determinatipn of need, syétems design and the provisioﬁ of
 peripheral hardware, software, commnication links and the’
like; ' "

-(b). Instruction manuals, operating guideliﬁes, and assistance

in training, etce.

Bibliographic  sources

-20.. ‘The experts took note of the fact that a large rumber of‘bibliégraphic

i peference works on envirommental scientific, technical and legal information

already exist and recommended that IRS utilize these where?er poésible and

make them known to Governmenis.

Locatlon of the IRS central unit

»21,. Following General Assembly Resolution 3004 (XXVII) of 15 December 1972,
entitled "location of the environment secretariat", experts considered it
would be logical to place the IRS central unit in Nairobi. It might,
hoyever, be necessary to contimue for a period of time to rely on a variety
of exlstlnv technical facilities located outside, including those of the UN
system. Experts recommended that the Executive Director should bear 1nl
mind the need to facilitate the transfer of the IRS to Nairobi and to
develop an approprlate programme for this transfer so that the question

of 1ocat10n could be reviewed at the Fourth Session of the Governing Council.
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22, They suggested in this connexion that the Execative Director might
£ind it useful to initiate an overall study of the commmications require-
ments, information handling structure and oublic information techniques

of the UN Environment Programme as & whole. The requvrementsvof the IRS
and its development into a_glpbal operational system would be an important
element in this study which might also consider the contribution which
wider use of the communications facilities established for IRS might make
to the geno:a‘ economy and efficiency of the UNEP operation. In this
context they noted also the recommendaticxns contained in UNEP/CC/?4 and
sugvested that the Exccutlve Director might examine the fea31b111ty of
co—o"dxnaulnv th ”DGP%ulOﬂo of TRS and the Global Env1ronmental
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17, DESIGN AND DEVELOFMENT OF NATIONAL AND OTHER
REFERRAL SYSTEM FOCAL POINTS AND NETWORKS

The network concept

23. The central unit of the IRS should be the co—ordinating'unit of the
IRS network. The latter consists of an inter—oonnécted network of focal

points and other IRS partnerse.

24 UN and cther international agencies should be particularly active
paftners in ihis networke. Whereas these agencies should, within their
available resourcesy provide the central unit and each other with information
at the operafiﬁnal level, policy decisions concerning the relationship of
these agencies with UNEP and with each other should be a matter for the

Environment Co-ordination Board.

Focal points

25. The central unit of the IRS should stimulate the formation of a
variety of focal points both in terms of their subject or geographical
jurisdiction and in terms of their technological and organizational pattern.
In particular, the TRS should stimulate the development of international,
regional, national, local and sectoral focal points; should invite
proposals for their formation and development and should develop suitable
guidelines for their establishment and operation. This role should include
the provision of financial and technical assistance to those countries

which seek them.

»6. The group of experts considered reports from Australia, Canada, the FRG,
France, the Netherlands, the UK and the US on projects now under way or
being plemmed in these countries for the establishment of national focal

points.

27. It became evident that there would be a considerable variety in the
organization and operation of such focal points. Thig variety was recognized
by the experts as heing =2 veluable part of the experimental approach towards

finding optimum systems for focal points and for data exchange.
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28, The experts recommend that further proposals for the establishment

of focal points should be.-invited from Member States and model focal
points should be established covering a variety of fechnological and
organizational patterns. To facilitate this, the UNEP secretariat should
ensure that a careful survey is conducted to determine the needs of member
Governments in this regard, bearing in mind, in particular, comhunication
between focal points of envirommentally similar but geographically a

distinct arease.

Relationship between focal points in the IRS

29. The organization of the focal pbints should be such as to ensure that
their relationship to each other and the oentral unit can be establlshed

at various levels of technical and organlzatlonal complexitye.

30. There exists a special relationship between the focal points established
as partners in the IRS network and others that may be established in relation
to the other programme activities of UNEP, such as envisaged for the Global
Environmental Monitoring System (GEMS) in UNEP/GC/24.

31, There should be the closest possible liaison between the IRS and
UNISIST»focal points as also between the focal points and the actual sources
of information. This will obviate much needless duplication of effort in

the handling and pfocessing of_requésts for information.

32. The group meeting also received reports about a mmber of projects

in support of the pilot operation of the IRS. They pertain to the
establishment of two pilot focal poihts on the local level, the development
of the partner gulde to the IRS, and to manual and intermediate technology
level options, which make available the directory of the IRS and other ‘
material such as supporting documents, the environmental law of several
couh%ries, etc. The results are in operational condition. Informal

documents about these projects can be obtained through the UNEP secretariate
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V. TRAINING AND;QTHER FORMS OF ASSISTANCE TO DEVELOPING COUNTRIES
TO ENABLE' THEM TO ESTABLISH REFERRAL SYSTEM FOCAL POINTS
AND USE THE IRS TO BEST ADVANTAGE

>330 The expérts emphasized the importance of the IRS as the basic
information exchange element on the specizlized management fuynctions of

the UN Environment Programme as envisaged in Chapter III of UNEP/GC/14/Add.2,
namely Environmental Assessment (IRS and GEMS), Environmental Management

and the support services, which include Informatlon, Education, Tralnlng

.and Technical Assistance. It was noted that the successful 1mplementatlon
of action in the pricrity subject areas of the UN Environment Programme
depends on the efficient operation of IRS activities in particular and

of these ppoc:a11zed ranevement Tacilities as a whole.

:340 The exper%s recommenced that consideration should be given-to the
. 6351rab31¢1y of placing IRS, OENS and some or all of the other management
functions envisaged in Chapter IIT of UNEP/GC/14/Add.2 and UNEP/GC/24

under a gingle directorship.

35. The exact rature of how Member States can influence the
implementation of ITRS end relatp‘ activities as detailed in Chapter III
of UNEP/GC/4/hdd.2, apart from informal meetings of experts, remains to

be worked cut in pracclce in ecrordance Nlth Governlng Council pollcy.

36, The 1mporm nﬂe ct an integrated approach to the provision of assistance
was stressed. Taare xrs'agreewenu on the need for a programme for the
accelerated developmeri of the necessary institutional £apability to

enable developlﬁg countries to participate fully in IRS activities and

thus in the wider UN Environment Programme.

37. The experts recommended a programme of appropriate assistance to

developing countries to include:
(a) The assessment of need and the development of the appropriate.
information infrastructure facilities;

(b) The co-ordinated development of model focal points for IRS.
These may, where appropriate, include other focal point

resvonsibilities for GEMS, Environmental Management, and
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the provision of a, nucleus for UNEP activities in Information,

Eduoatlon, Tralnlng and Technlcal Assistance.

238 The resources requlred which include institutional facilities;
_‘:eduoatlon and tralnlng, manpower,' 1nformat10n and. data facilities;
,;%and communication channcls, will need to be supported by the development
of approprlate pollcles for the co—ordlnatlon and vtilization of these

resources.’
39.“To ensure the maximum benefits fréﬁ'the~limited resources aVailable
to the IRS, co-ordination will extend to the related programmes of the

specialized agencies”and_organizatioﬁ%”of{the UN family,
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_VI. RECOMMENDATIONS

40;- The 1nformal meetlng of experts ‘recommends that the Executlve

Director request the Governlng Council 6 authorize: hlm to establlsh the

:k"IRS along the lines dlscussed in thls report,‘

419 On the conclusion of 1ts dellberatlons, the meeting adopted the
recommendations contained in Chapters III, IV, V and Annex I,

- 42. Detailed cost .estimates for the recommend&tions'fofhactiopvgﬁdf
assistance contained.in, %his report have not yet been made. In.. o
formulating their recommendations the experts recognlzed that these would
be implemented within the framework of the budgetary allocations proposed
by the Executive Director in UNEP/GC/14/Add.2, but only to the extent
that funds were available and their allocation for these purposes was

approved by the Governing Council.
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ANNEX

TECHNICAL RECOMMENDATIONS ON THE OPERATION OF THE

CENTRAL UNIT OF IRS

The Directory and record format

The central unit should accept such input as could begprovided by
network partners in forms most convenient to thems This means that,
whereas the input format shoulid be the ‘agreed IRS format, this may be
supplied either as copies of completed input forms or in machine-readable

form. -

The input form, when it is sent out, should be accompanied by a
clear set of instructions and a worked example to help the source to
‘complete the form.

The Directory record format should be made moie flexible. It is

recommended that the record should be a combination of fixed and
variable-length (flagged) fields.

In addition to the existing fields, the record should contain an
indication of the existence of supporting background documentation made

available by the source.

The central unit should explore the various options for inputting

the data and suitable data-compression techniques.

Input form

A number of recommendations have been made to the secretariat

concerning the design, format, contents and wording of the input form.

Output

Whereas priority should be accorded to producing printed output,
the importance and possible cost advantages of microform should be fully
exploited.



Annex
Page 2

Environmental Thesaurus and authority list

It is strongly recommended that the Executive Director accord the
highest priority to the furﬁhe: Qeyelopment of a periodically up~dated
environmental thesaurus. 'Ih'fhisqébhnexion, the group of experts considers
the draft proposal of the ILO, outlined by the secretariat, as being a
suitable one for funding. Further, in co-operation.with Governments.and
the specialized agencies and organizations of the UN family, the IRS
sﬁould‘encourage_and assist the publication of bilingual or multilingual
thesauri. using one of the UN languages and the most widely used regional
langgages_in.the pertinent group of developing countries..

It is emphasized that, pending the development of this thesaurus,
the present authority list of Subject Attributes needs up-dating and
revision., Although the group of experts at this meeting made some
changes to the list of attributes, the group requests the Executive Director
to have this task completed as soon as pgssible.

e





