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. MAIN POLI CY RECOVIVENDATI ONS
1. Governnents are invited, on a voluntary basis, to take the primary

responsibility for the further testing, devel opment and use of indicators of
sust ai nabl e devel opnment, based on the work done to date on identifying the

i ndi cators and preparing the correspondi ng net hodol ogy sheets (see

paras. 12-17).

2. In undertaking the pilot testing phase, Governnents may w sh to consider

t he advantages of working in partnership with other countries in testing and
further devel oping the indicators of sustainable devel opment. For exanpl e,
linking two countries with different |evels of experience with indicators could
prove beneficial to both.

3. The Conm ssi on on Sustai nabl e Devel opnent nay wel come followup to its
decision at its third session on comobn and conpatible systens of access to
data, including the further work on establishing commobn access to United Nations
syst em dat abases by setting up a sustainabl e devel opnment hone page on the Wrld
Wde Wb, with hot links to the val ue-added dat abases to be identified by the
Agenda 21 task managers (see paras. 26-33 bel ow).

1. BACKGROUND
4. Chapter 40 of Agenda 21 (Information for decision-nmaking) is concerned with
i mproving the content, format and accessibility of information for decision
nakers at all levels, fromnational and international |levels to grass-roots and

i ndividual levels. This, inturn, requires a continuing enphasis on devel opi ng
the capabilities to collect, analyse, apply and di ssem nate data at national and
| ocal |evels.

5. Scientific, technol ogical, economc, social and cultural information al
play an inportant part in inplementing the principles of Agenda 21. The
managenent and use of such information require specialized infrastructures,
skills and know how. Preparing, organizing and delivering information to
deci si on makers on environnmental and devel opnental concerns in a way that can
generate their political commtnent to respond to such concerns is of paranount
i mportance.

6. Most United Nations Menber States, in particul ar devel oping countries, need
to achieve an integrated devel opnent of their information infrastructures. The
response to the growi ng awareness of the crucial inportance of information in

t he devel opment process is encouraged or discouraged by additional needs for
bridging the data gap and inproving access to information. In the case of
devel opi ng countries, the trend of acquiring and using informati on has been
reflected by a nore systematic and intensive call for internationa

col  aboration and assi stance. The international community, including the

organi zations and bodi es of the United Nations systemis expected to respond to
demands of this nature.
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[11. REVIEWOF PROGRESS ACHI EVED, MAIN PQOLI CY | SSUES
AND EXPERI ENCES

A.  Establishnent of coherent information progranmes
at the national |evel

7. Devel oped countries generally have well-established infrastructures for

i nformation, including organization, electronic hardware and software, and

t el econmuni cati ons. Perhaps for these reasons, only about half of the countries
t hat responded have devel oped an information policy for collecting and accessing

data related to sustainable developnent. 1In contrast, respondents from
devel opi ng countries all noted that they have created or are in the process of
creating such policies at the national level, indicating that such countries are
wel | aware of the inportance of information for infornmed and participatory

deci si on-making, and also illustrating the need for countries to build a

capacity to collect, organize, anal yse and nake accessible relevant information
Devel opnent Watch (see paras. 18-21 below) is intended to provide support for
such capacity-building. The other activities covered in the present report -

i ndi cators of sustainabl e devel opnent, Earthwatch, conmopn access and core data
sets - are also designed to strengthen efforts at the national |evel.

8. Most of the necessary data are available in devel oped countries. Based on
respondi ng countries, the weakest data areas anong devel oped and devel opi ng
countries, as well as countries whose economes are in transition, are related
to changi ng consunption patterns, integrated decision-naking, and technol ogy
cooperation and transfer. Excluding devel oped countries, other particularly
weak areas are related to major groups and hazardous waste, solid waste and
radi oactive waste. A nore detail ed breakdown of data strengths and weaknesses
in the context of Agenda 21 is contained in an addendumto the present report
(see E/CN.17/1996/ 18/ Add. 1, paras. 5-7).

9. Nowhere is progress with respect to chapter 40 nore evident than in the
devel opnent of indicators of sustainable devel opment. Prior to the United

Nati ons Conference on Environment and Devel opment (UNCED), only a handful of
countries had initiated any work in this area. The situation today is markedly
different. At |east 13 devel oped and 13 devel opi ng countries have progranmes
under way in various stages of maturity to devel op such indicators as a neans of
organi zing information at the national |evel for decision-making. A few
countries with economes in transition have indicated an interest in beginning
such programres as well. Furthernore, nost of these countries are linking their
efforts to the work being undertaken under the auspices of the Comm ssion to
devel op a framework and a common list of indicators fromwhich countries may
choose consistent with their needs, and sonme countries have already stated their
interest in testing the indicators as well.

10. Major efforts being undertaken at the international |evel to coordinate
information in support of the needs of national decision nakers are revi ewed
bel ow. Sources of information are highly decentralized, but the increasing nove
towards el ectronic dissem nation makes it possible to link such sources in a
manner that pronotes universal access, hence the enphasis on coordination and
international action. The results described bel ow were based on information
solicited froma nunmber of sources. In addition, a total of eight neetings were

l...
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organi zed. Four neetings - one organi zed by the Departnent for Policy

Coordi nati on and Sust ai nabl e Devel opnent of the United Nations Secretariat, one
organi zed by the Wirld Bank, one organized by the Mnistry of the Environnent of
the Governnent of Germany, Nature Conservation and Nuclear Safety, United

Nati ons Environnment Programme (UNEP), the European Conmi ssion, the Wpperta
Institute and the Scientific Committee on Problens of the Environnent (SCOPE)
and one organi zed by the Environnment Agency of the Governnment of Japan -
furthered the work programe on indicators of sustainable devel opnment. The

ot her four neetings addressed in turn Devel opnment Watch, Earthwatch, comon
access to United Nations system databases and common core data sets, and were
organi zed jointly by the Departnent, the United Nations Devel opnent Programme
(UNDP) and UNEP in a series of nmeetings that were held back-to-back in order to
nake the nost effective and efficient use of the tinme and expense involved in
bringing the appropriate experts to the neetings, as well as to link the
neetings to each other in a manner that provided coherence throughout.

11. The United Nations acts primarily as a coordinator. |In addition to
contributions from Governnents and ot her intergovernnental organizations, a
nunber of non-governnental organizations at both national and internationa
levels are directly involved in bringing better infornmation to decision makers
generally and in the design and inplenentation of Devel opnment Watch, indicators
of sustainabl e devel opnent and core data sets in particular. Since the request
of the Commission with regard to comon access was specific to the United
Nations system no bodi es outside the system have yet been involved. However,
once the initial phase has been conpleted, it is suggested that other

i ntergovernnmental and non-governnental organizations be fully involved in this
exerci se.

1. Progress report on the programme of work for
indi cators of sustainabl e devel opnent

12. At its third session, the Comni ssion approved a work programme on

i ndi cators of sustainabl e devel opnment, and called upon the organi zati ons of the
United Nations system w th the support of other intergovernnental and

non- gover nnent al organi zati ons and through the coordinati on of the Departnent,
to inplement, within existing resources, the work programe as contained in the
report of the Secretary-General on information for decision-naking and
Earthwatch (E/CN.17/1995/18). |In addition, it requested that a progress report
be provided to it at its fourth session; paragraphs 13 to 17 bel ow constitute
that report.

13. On 25 and 26 July 1995, the Second Expert G oup Meeting on Indicators of
Sust ai nabl e Devel opnent, organi zed by the Departnment adopted an inplenmentation
plan for the indicators work programe, divided into three phases. Phase |
fromMay 1995 to April 1996, includes two nain elenents: the conpilation of two
rosters of experts to assist in the inplenentation of the work programme, and

t he devel opment of methodol ogy sheets for each of the indicators for use by
Gover nnment s.
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14. The rosters have been devel oped and the met hodol ogy sheets prepared with
the full cooperation of a |arge nunber of organizations (see
E/ CN. 17/ 1996/ 18/ Add. 1, para. 13).

15. The Third Annual World Bank Conference on Environnental |y Sustainabl e

Devel opnent, (Washington, D.C., 4-6 Cctober 1995) hel ped in the further
definition of the indicators and their framework. An international workshop
organi zed and sponsored by the Environment Agency of the Governnent of Japan,
held in den Cove, New York, in February 1996, brought together experts from
Governnents, organizations and bodies of the United Nations system other

i ntergovernnmental organi zati ons and non-governnment al organi zati ons to di scuss

t he et hodol ogy sheets and provi de suggestions for the further devel opnent of
the indicators, as needed. The report of that workshop will be presented to the
Commi ssion by the Government of Japan

16. Once the nethodol ogy sheets are conpl eted, under phase Il countries wll
begin to use the indicators to assist their own decision-naking processes. At
the @ en Cove neeting, experts fromBolivia, Brazil, China, Costa Rica, Gernany
and Morocco indicated their interest in gaining experience by participating in
the application of indicators at the country level. Through Devel opment Watch
(see paras. 18-21 below), it is anticipated that up to five additional countries
will also participate in the pilot phase of the indicators programe.

17. A longer-termproject that requires inmedi ate concerted effort is work on
both the aggregation of indicators and the identification of |inkages anong
economic, social, environmental and institutional indicators. A scientific
wor kshop on indicators of sustainable devel opnent (Wippertal, Gernmany,

15-17 Novenber 1995; see para. 10 above for organi zers) continued the SCOPE
process of |ooking into these questions which will be dealt with under Phase |1
of the inplenmentation plan.

2. Interimreport on devel opnent watch

18. At its third session, the Comni ssion requested UNDP, in cooperation with

ot her rel evant organizations, to further define Devel opment Watch and to submit
toit at its fifth session a progress report on the inplenentation of the
programe of work of Devel opnent Watch, taking into account the need for a close
| i nkage between Devel opnent Watch and Earthwatch. 1/ Paragraphs 19-21 bel ow
constitute an interimreport for the informati on of the Conmm ssion

19. On 15 and 16 January 1996, UNDP in cooperation with the Departnment and UNEP
organi zed an inter-agency nmeeting to respond to the Conm ssion's request. It
was agreed that Devel opment Watch is a process for raising awareness at the

nati onal |evel by supporting a nore systematic and active approach to data
collection and analysis for national policy and operational decisions on
sust ai nabl e devel opnent. Devel opnent Watch is intended to assist in nationa
capaci ty-building for this purpose, and should al so provide an opportunity to
pronote, test and eval uate the use of indicators for fornulating and nodifying
national policies on sustainable devel opnent, based on national priorities.
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20. Devel opnent Watch is tentatively scheduled to be | aunched, with assistance
from UNDP and col | aborating partners, through pilot projects in the follow ng

ei ght countries: Bolivia, Botswana, Costa R ca, Milaysia, Mrocco, Tunisia
South Africa and Wkraine. Anobng other activities, Devel opnment Watch will
pronot e networ ki ng anong national counterparts in each of the eight countries to
facilitate mutual support and collaboration in local activities. Feedback from
the pilot projects will assist in the refinenent of the indicators being

devel oped under the auspices of the Commission. Every effort has been nmade to
coordinate this programme with that of Earthwatch and other rel evant infornmation
programes al ready under way.

21. As requested, a progress report will be submtted to the Conm ssion at its
fourth session.

B. Strengthening of the United Nations system w de Earthwatch

22. Despite the general reduction in resources avail abl e throughout the United
Nati ons system significant progress is being achieved in adopting new

i nformati on technol ogies so that information collected by all the partners in
Eart hwat ch may be nade nore widely available. A description of the information
sources and activities of all pertinent parts of the United Nations systemis

al ready available at the United Nations systemw de Earthwatch hone page on the
Wrld Wde Wb (see E/CN. 17/1996/ 18/ Add. 1, annex Il for a list of Earthwatch and
ot her rel evant Wb addresses), and plans are being devel oped for systens to help
all users find the information that they require, regardl ess of where it may be
held in the United Nations system Alternative forms of access to such
information for those who do not yet have electronic capabilities are also being
mai ntained. Wth the agreenment in January on common principles and design
criteria for informati on systems and |Internet access, including expanded and
inter-linked use of the Wirld Wde Wb, the United Nations systemis ready for
the rapi d expansi on of a coherent network of information sources appropriate to
t he needs of decision makers.

23. In January 1996, the third inter-agency Earthwatch Wrking Party agreed on
a nunber of steps to inprove collaboration and joint programm ng throughout the
United Nations system In particular, with their increasing responsibilities
for collecting information and reports fromthe contracting parties, the

envi ronnental convention secretariats are being integrated into the system w de
Eart hwat ch coordi nati on nechanismso as to avoid duplication and ensure the

ef fective use of available information. The problemof how to ensure a nore
coherent collection of information on the production, managenent and di sposal of
wastes was identified as a gap in United Nations system coverage that requires
attention. |In addition to developing new fornms of electronic access,
cooperating agencies will continue to explore ways of inproving the delivery to
deci si on makers of key data and environnental findings fromEarthwatch. The
adequacy and effectiveness of |ong-termearly-warning mechanisnms for

envi ronnental change will also be reviewed to conplenent the report of the
Secretary-Ceneral on early-warning capacities of the United Nations systemwth
regard to natural disasters (A/50/526). One mgjor change that is occurring,
driven by the need to inprove information for decision nakers, is a shift away
fromtraditional state-of-the-environment reporting that focuses on the past and

l...
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present environnent, towards a nore forward-|ooking style of reporting that
i ncl udes nodel Ii ng projections and scenarios, which should be nore effective in
gui di ng policy-making on environnment and sustainability.

24. The report of the scientific and technical planning group for the d oba
Terrestrial Cbserving System (GICS), has been conpleted, and in January its
co-sponsors (the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO),
the International Council of Scientific Unions (I1CSU), UNEP, the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and CQultural O ganizati on (UNESCO and the Wrld

Met eor ol ogi cal Organi zation (WMO)) accepted the report in principle, so that
with the decision by FAOto host the GICS support office, the franework for the
pl anned set of global observing systens for |and, sea (d obal Ocean Cbserving
System (G00S)) and climate (A obal dimte Cbserving System (GCOS)) is now in

pl ace. C ose collaboration has been established anong the three systens and
with other operational observing activities, such as the Wrld Wat her Watch and
d obal At nosphere Watch of WMO.  The co-sponsors are now planning a consultative
nechani sm for gl obal observations to ensure that cl ose cooperation and a comon
broad strategy are nmintai ned anong all the gl obal observing systens and their
applications. Al countries are urged to consider how they can participate in

t hese col | aborative programmes of gl obal observations, with their significant
benefits at the national |evel: the best information systenms for decision-
nmaki ng that nay be devel oped in response to chapter 40 will be ineffective if
they lack the basic tine series data on the environment and devel opnent that are
required to keep up with rapidly changing conditions.

25. Work is also continuing on strategies to increase participation in

envi ronnent al observations at the local and national |levels. For instance, at a
world summt on religions and conservation held in Wndsor, United Ki ngdom of
Great Britain and Northern Ireland, in May 1995, the assenbled religious |eaders
expressed an interest in exploring how the institutions and personnel of
religious organi zations around the world could cooperate with Earthwatch and
denonstrate their concern for the damage being done to the environnment by
undert aki ng regul ar environnmental observations in their |local areas. |f such
interest can be linked with the efforts of various non-governnenta

organi zations, and such initiatives as the dobal Legislators Oganization for a
Bal anced Environnent (GLOBE) initiative to involve schools in environnental
observati ons, a grow ng novenment of popul ar support for observation and data-
collection activities could reinforce and extend governnental and scientific
efforts to docunent what is happening to the environnent.

C. Measures for establishing a conmmon or conpatible
system of access to the respective databases of
United Nations system organi zations

26. At its third session, the Conm ssion noted the inportance of devel oping
anong the organi zati ons and bodies of the United Nations systema common or
conpati bl e system of access to their respective databases, and invited the

I nter-Agency Comm ttee on Sustainabl e Devel opnent (1 ACSD) to refine measures for
est abl i shing such a comon or conpatible systemand to report to it thereon at
its fourth session.
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27. Subsequently, 1 ACSD agreed that there was a need for further action,
bearing in mnd the role of the Information Systenms Coordi nati on Commi ttee
(1'SCC) and the International Conputing Centre (I1CC), and invited the rel evant
task managers - the Departnent and UNEP - to further develop this request in
consultation with focal points in concerned United Nations system organi zati ons.

28. For this purpose, the Departnent and UNEP, in cooperation with | SCC and

| CC, organi zed a neeting on common and conpati bl e systens of access to data on
19 January 1996 in New York. The neeting identified a set of principles for
designing a United Nations information system as well as principles for

formul ating a data-access policy. The neeting discussed data content, nodes of
access and coordination with | SCC and | CC (see E/CN. 17/1996/ 18/ Add. 1 for
details).

29. In response to specific requests of the Comn ssion, the neeting recomended
that the Wrld Wde Wb | ocator hone page for the United Nations system being
established by 1SCC and I CC contain hot links to the proposed sustai nabl e

devel opnent hone page; that a sustainabl e devel opnment hone page be established
on the Wrld Wde Wb, with hot Iinks to the val ue-added databases identified by
Agenda 21 task managers; and that a sustai nabl e devel opment thesaurus be

devel oped by the end of 1996, using the United Nations Bibliographic Information
System (UNBI S) thesaurus as the starting-point.

30. The thesaurus should include, inter alia, standardized country codes as a
basis for creating a conputerized country directory and dat abase, and
standardi zed codes for data related to the indicators of sustainable devel opnent
as a basis for creating a conputerized indicator directory. Once the thesaurus
has been devel oped and accepted, standard procedures should be adopted ampong al
United Nations system organi zations for the authors of rel evant val ue-added
docunents, reports, publications etc., to index their material using the

t hesaurus and increase conpatibility anong their databases.

31. At its seventh nmeeting in February 1996, |ACSD di scussed and endorsed the

reconmendati ons of the above-nmentioned neeting.

D. Oher efforts to coordinate and harnoni ze the provision
of information to decision makers

32. As one specific step to inprove access to databases of United Nations
system organi zations, the major providers and users of data for internationa
assessnments and reports on environment and devel opment have recently agreed on
common efforts to make such core data sets nore available. An expert working
group co-sponsored by UNEP and the Departnent net in January to identify over 50
core data variables for which related data nust ultimately be collected or
created, put into standard formats (harnoni zed) and provided for use by
Covernments, organi zations and research centres around the world. The npst
significant gaps have al so been singled out for further work, so that a series
of actions can be planned and taken in order to provide data. These data sets
will be coordinated as far as possible with the indicators of sustainable
devel opnent that are being prepared under the work progranmre approved by the
Conmi ssi on.



E/ CN. 17/ 1996/ 18
Engl i sh
Page 9

33. Also relevant is the work being done by the Departnment for Econom c and
Social Information and Policy Analysis of the United Nations Secretariat towards
est abl i shing a conmon data systemw th the objective of devel opi ng a coordi nated
and consi stent nethodol ogi cal approach to data collection throughout the United
Nations systemin response to the rapidly increasing demands on nationa
Governnents to neasure the achi evement of the various but often overl apping
goal s that have energed fromrecent major United Nations conferences. For
exanpl e, work is being done on the devel opnment of common approaches for defining
how censuses, surveys and sanpl e net hodol ogi es can be extended for nonitoring
pur poses; the promul gation of consistent definitions and comopn data-col | ection
i nstruments and questionnaires; and the promul gation of statistical standards of
col l ection and reporting, including the use of scientific statistica

net hodol ogi es.

E. Means of inplenentation

34. The transfer of electronic technol ogy, despite lower levels of financing in
general, is still taking place at a rapid pace in many devel opi ng countri es.
None the | ess, resources are inadequate not only for electronic technol ogi es but
al so for infrastructure, teleconmunications usage, training and institution-
bui |l di ng, data collection and anal ysis, and organization. There is a need to
create national communi cati on nodes, standardi ze data and devel op nonitoring
capacities.

V. MAIN TRENDS FOR THE FUTURE

35. The mamin trends in the area of information for decision-making may be
described as an increasing integration of systens; inproved access due to

t echni cal devel opnents |ike the Wrld Wde Wb; enhanced technol ogy and

organi zation, which may increase the informati on gap; and a preference for
forward-1 ooking informati on using nodelling and projections. As the quantities
of available information increase rapidly, nore attention nmust be directed to
the quality of such information and the ease with which users can find the
appropriate, accurate and tinely information that they require.

36. There is a growi ng enphasis on nmaking information useful to decision nmakers
at all levels; as a result, w der agreenent on the use of indicators of
sust ai nabl e devel opment and increased interest in the analysis and
interpretation of data are expected.

37. Coordination, both anong the organizations and bodies of the United Nations
system and between the United Nations system and ot her organi zations, both

i ntergovernnmental and non-governnental, will continue and strengthen both
because of functional inperatives and because the relative advantages to each
cooperating partner is likely to reinforce the community of coordination. This
is especially true in the area of information, in which standardization and
harnoni zati on are essential conponents of success.

38. As nore and nore countries and nore and nore people gain access to good
i nformation, the gap between such groups and those who are not able to keep pace

l...
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will widen dramatically. It is absolutely essential that every effort be nade
at all levels by all those concerned to ensure that no country is left out of

this information revol ution.

Not es

1/ Oficial Records of the Econom c and Social Council, 1995, Suppl emrent

No. 12 (E/1995/32), para. 6.



