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ABSTRACT

This note is prepared to provide potential partners consisting of environmental groups, research organisation and individuals involved in advancing accessibility in environmental decision making in India, to gain a better understanding of The Access Initiative (TAI).  This note contains a brief description on TAI, its global experience, and the potential that it holds to advance accessibility in our environmental governance system.  In the latter part of this note, we discuss in detail the proposed launch of this initiative in India during August 2004 and the activities preceding this event.

What is The Access Initiative?

The Access Initiative is a “global coalition of civil society organisations collaborating to promote national implementation of commitments to access to information, participation, and justice in decision-making that affects the environment”.  Initiated by the World Resources Institute, USA it involved a collaborative research exercise with civil society organisations from nine countries - Chile, Hungary, India, Indonesia, Mexico, South Africa, Thailand, Uganda and United States - by undertaking “pilot assessments of the progress made by national governments in implementing the access principles” drawing upon commitments made by countries per Principle 10 of Agenda 21 of the UNCED Delcaration.  The results are discussed in a report entitled “Closing the Gap: Information, Participation and Justice in Decision-making for the Environment”. Available online at the Access Initiative’s website: http://www.accessinitiative.org/ 

TAI is led by five organizations. 

	• 	Corporación PARTICIPA (Chile) 

	• 	Thailand Environment Institute (Thailand) 

	• 	World Resources Institute (United States)

	• 	 Environmental Management and Law Association (Hungary)

•  Advocates Coalition for Development and Environment (Uganda)


Making The Access Initiative work:

As a part of this initiative, a toolkit has been developed to enable civil society organizations to generate national-level indicators and monitor government performance on the Access Principles.  These indicators help NGOs and governments identify ways to improve public access to information, participation and justice.  The toolkit is produced on a CD-ROM entitled Access to Information, Participation, and Justice: A Guide This utility can be downloaded from the accessinitiative.org website, or a CD ROM requested from access@wri.org  and helps assess the following:

	Comprehensiveness and quality of the General Legal Framework for access to information, participation, and justice;

Degree of available access to selected types of Information about the Environment;
Degree of Public Participation in decision-making processes; 
The accessibility of Justice, or Redress and Remedy; and
Comprehensiveness and quality of Capacity Building efforts to encourage informed and meaningful public participation.

National assessments of law and practice for access have been conducted in nine pilot-test countries, including Chile, Hungary, India, Indonesia, Mexico, South Africa, Thailand, Uganda, and the United States.  Many of the reports from these counties are available on The Access Initiative website at www.accessinitiative.org. 


Principle 10 of Agenda 21: RIO DECLARATION ON ENVIRONMENT AND DEVELOPMENT
The United Nations Conference on Environment and Development
June 1992

Environmental issues are best handled with the participation of all concerned citizens, at the relevant level.  At the national level, each individual shall have appropriate access to information concerning the environment that is held by public authorities, including information on hazardous materials and activities in their communities, and the opportunity to participate in decision-making processes.  States shall facilitate and encourage public awareness and participation by making information widely available.  Effective access to judicial and administrative proceedings, including redress and remedy, shall be provided.


The Access Initiative: Principles, Goals, Strategies

The following are the Three Access Principles:

Access to Information:  is defined as the ability of citizens to obtain environmental information in the possession of public authorities.  “Environmental information” includes information about air and water quality, for example, and information about whether any hazardous chemicals are stored at a nearby factory.

Access to Participation:  is defined as the opportunity for citizens to provide informed, timely and meaningful input and influence decisions on general policies, strategies and plans at various levels and on individual projects that have environmental impacts.  Individuals may, for example, engage in electoral processes, testify at hearings and meetings, serve on advisory committees, have direct contact with public officials, express views and opinions through the media, or engage in some form o protest action.

Access to Justice:  is defined as the ability of citizens to turn to impartial arbiters to resolve disputes over access to information and participation in decisions that affect the environment.  Such impartial arbiters include mediators, administrative courts, and formal courts of law, among others.

The Goals of The Access Initiative are:

	To strengthen the capacity of public interest groups to track progress toward and build a global constituency for national level implementation of a set of common participation and access standards.

To raise the awareness and commitment of governments toward building national access and public participation systems to implement Principle 10 of the Rio Declaration and public participation provisions of Agenda 21.

The Access Initiative’s Strategy is to:

	Establish common guidelines for national-level access to information, public participation, and justice in decision-making affecting the environment.

Develop and promote the uses of toolkit and common methodology to quantify and assess the performance of government institutions.
Build capacity of civil society groups to engage governments agencies in using national assessments to examine the performance and develop national action plans.

	Build The Access Initiative community at three levels:  in-country coalitions, a global Access Initiative network, and a broad international constituency.



Closing the Gap:  A review

“Closing the Gap” documents the progress made by governments in two ways.  

First, it provides a snapshot of progress toward meaningful public participation in environmental decision-making in a diverse set of countries 10 years after Rio.  It answers such questions as:

	To what extent have governments incorporated the access principles into national legal frameworks?

To what extent have governments adapted institutions and procedures to supply access to information, participation, and justice?
What are the barriers faced by individual citizens and public interest groups that attempt to exercise their access rights
Are there common patterns in the development of national public participation systems across diverse cultural, socioeconomic, and political settings?

Second, it reports on the lessons learned from assessing national performance utilising a common methodological framework.  It answers such questions as:
	Are there common elements that make up comprehensive public participation systems in all countries?

Is it possible to track national implementation of commitments to Principle 10 in diverse countries utilising a common methodological framework?
What characteristics of the framework and its application are essential for feasibility and for the credibility and comparability of results?
In this way, the report goes beyond previous attempts to measure progress in the development of the legal framework for information, participation, and justice to include an assessment of its practice.  It identifies common trends in the incorporation of the access principles into constitutions and laws in the pilot countries.  But it also presents preliminary findings on the practice of information disclosure, solicitation of public input, and access to justice based on assessments of selected case studies in the pilot countries.

“Closing the Gap” admits that “due to the limited number of case studies and limitations of the initial application of the methodological framework, the national reports do not support overall comparison of performance across countries.  Nevertheless, they do support general conclusions about the relative strengths and weaknesses of different parts of national public participation systems, and they provide an initial basis for benchmarking progress within individual countries.”
The analysis of the national reports suggests “the nine pilot countries have made significant progress toward implementing global norms of environmental governance.  But it also suggests that there is significant room for improvement in all countries.”


The Access Initiative in India:

Society for Participatory Research in Asia (PRIA) conducted the India case study for the “Closing the Gap” document.  In this study, several industries from the manufacturing sector were selected to test out the access principles within the defined methodological framework.  A review was undertaken of a variety of items relating to environmental decision-making including legislative initiatives, industrial disaster preparedness, enabling public participation in siting decisions, information on toxic releases, and compliance with environmental regulations.   Broadly the effort here was to review the situation vis a vis pollution control in industries in only some northern locations in India.   It found India’s performance to be wide ranging, with major progress in law and policy, but little in terms of achievements in building regulatory institutions and strengthening public access to information.

The effort now needs to be conducted on a much wider scale including all sectors (Eg. Hydro-electric projects; infrastructure such as roads, airports, ports; forest conservation approaches such as creation of wilderness zones., afforestation programmes; mining; power sector such as thermal power plants, transmission corridors, nuclear developments; etc.  These approaches need to be tested in a wide variety of regions to reflect the heterogeneous experiences and responses in this diverse nation.  In that sense the toolkits developed should be tested across India.

Resulting from such a rigorous exercise a set of indicators would be developed, using and refining the toolkits developed as part of TAI.  A compilation of these results would be documented and constantly updated, providing a ready reference for a variety of policy, programme and legislative initiatives to enhance public involvement in environmental decision making.


Significance of The Access Initiative in India:

India is a signatory to the Rio Declaration and has undertaken a variety of initiatives to give shape to commitments made.  Particular mention must be made of the Environmental Impact Assessment Notification that was brought into force in 1994 and subsequent amendments that have sought to expand the scope of public participation in environmental decision-making. It is general experience, however, that such significant gains in terms of progressive legislations have often been reversed on political whim and in some cases by judicial interpretations. 

Quite often, provisions of access to information and decision-making in existing older legislations have not been respected, resulting in the development of widespread lack of faith in such instruments. This has given rise to the predominant feeling that the Indian government is not very keen on living up to it s international commitments, easily legislates, but rarely implements these provisions.

Various groups and movements across the country have struggled to bring the principles of access to Information, Justice and Participation in governance into practice, for a very long time now. Such efforts have taken many forms.  Struggles for land rights, against dam induced displacement (Narmada Bachao Andolan), against industrial pollution (Bhopal Gas Leak), struggle to secure common lands from industrial agroforestry (Karnataka), against deforestation (Chipko), for accessing information and participation in local works development (Rajasthan Right to Information campaign), and the more recent Right to Food campaign are some examples where grassroots struggles have raised very deep questions on the quality and nature of access, and its implications to people’s lives, livelihoods and the environment.  Governments have been repeatedly challenged to systematically and meaningfully address such concerns, not just as a benign gesture, but in fulfilling its obligations to respect the Rights of citizens, international commitments and respecting the inherent value of nature and human rights.  

There are also growing instances where some movements have rejected the present political state as being capable of addressing such concerns and have adopted violent responses.  Oftentimes, this has been in reaction to the ruthless exploitation of the poor.  Recent instances include the armed resistance by tribals in Muthanga, Wynad Wildlife Sanctuary, Kerala, to assert their right to live in the forest.  In Kudremukh National Park in Karnataka, police killed two women who were part of the People’s War Group, as they were mobilising tribes and local communities to resist dislocation as a result of the region being declared a National Park.  In both cases brutal police action has been the response of the state in tackling dissidence.  

Disenchantment with the behaviour of the State and lack of concern for people’s development is increasingly bringing more regions and populations in the country under the influence of such struggles.  State sponsored violence is increasingly becoming an instrument of choice, and raises major issues relating to human rights violation and deeper questions on the nature of development proposed, (for eg. the proposal to interlink rivers) and extent to which people are able to access information and participate meaningfully in decision-making.

Keeping such dynamics in view, if we were to review The Access Initiative, it appears that while its Principles do include most situations in India, with regard to natures of access to information, justice and participation in decision making, there are also areas which are not necessarily covered.  Most importantly, regions in conflict, where governance has failed to deliver for various reasons, are not identified in the objectives of the Access Principles.  This question needs to be addressed by participants in the Access Initiative in India.



Present Focus:

Over the past six months, various groups, individuals and organisations have been meeting and interacting with WRI representatives in understanding the details of The Access Initiative, and in particular in utilising tools developed to guage India’s performance.  

A formal meeting was held in Delhi on 23 January 2004, when representatives of WRI participated in introducing the Access Initiative to about a dozen groups.  This was followed by a meeting in Chandigarh 12-14 March, to release the findings of a pilot study undertaken by IDMA Foundation on measuring government performance based on the Access Principles.   During this meeting a small number but significant variety of groups met to identify the range of issues to focus upon and enlistment of partners in a coalition to launch the Access Initiative in India.  A further follow up meeting was held on 9th April to identify specific tasks involved in the launch.  

It has been broadly accepted in these discussions to capitalise on the international experience to provide a methodological framework to review India’s performance in living up to the Access Principles.  A small core group has been formed to take the initiative forward comprising of representatives from Delhi Forum, IDMA Foundation (Chandigarh), Development Alternatives (Delhi) and Environment Support Group (Bangalore).

It has been recognised that, for the initiative to succeed:

	A coalition of active institutions and individuals from across India must be developed to constantly review the performance of public institutions in the local, regional and national levels, and produce analysis and reports to build pressure for change.

This coalition would essentially work on enhancing the possibilities of local and regional collaborations to utilise and popularise the methodology of review developed.
Highly influential and strategic interventions would be made, especially with the support of the media, to project the need for immediate delivery on the Access Principles.
Keeping the above in view, an influential Advisory Panel would be raised to advise on strategies of intervention and action.


Inaugural National Workshop on The Access Initiative:  Key Focus of the Present Proposal

In the immediate future, identification of potential network partners and inviting them to participate in an inaugural workshop is considered the first major step required.  This is proposed so that a meaningful sense of inclusion is developed at inception that would further assist in the durability of the overall initiative.  To advance this objective a   four-day workshop is proposed in August 2004 in Bangalore to engage in a dialogue with a variety of institutions and researchers from across the country to advance their active involvement in The Access Initiative. 



Workshop/Launch Features:

The broad features of this workshop would be that on each of the first three days there would be a systematic appraisal of issues involved in accessing information, justice and participation.  A theme per day would allow for a meaningful and deep interaction amongst participants, to assist which experts would be invited to present theme papers.  Each day would allow the engagement in dialogue on individual experiences, leading to reflections and summarising key learnings towards the end of the day.  

In addition there would be a training session conducted every evening to enable participants in understanding the The Access Initiative Indicators Tool developed by World Resources Institute as part of the International Access Coalition effort. There would be special emphasis on the Indian experience in developing the Access Indicators Tool.  This would equip the participants with the capacity of actually taking the research forward and enabling its outputs to be used in building their individual or networked initiatives.

At the end of the three days, it is hoped that a fairly comprehensive appreciation of the nature of the Access Principles, and also the evaluative tools would be achieved.

The fourth day is proposed for a Public gathering to launch the Access Initiative, involving senior representatives from the Government, Industry, Media, etc.  Considering now that there are new Governments at the Centre and Karnataka State, it would be a good opportunity to influence their processes to appreciate the Access Principles.  Keeping this in view we hope to invite the Union Minister for Environment and Forests, Mr. A. Raja and the Union Minister for Health and Family Welfare, Dr. A. Ramadoss.  The latter has been especially demonstrative of his concerns for the environment, having participated in many major UN Summits on the environment and also in his capacity as Chair and Founder of Pasumai Thayagam (Green Motherland), a Tamilnadu NGO working on environmental and social justice issues.

This workshop, besides enabling the formalisation of the coalition, would also provide the basis for developing working networks to take the Access Initiative forward in India.  

Key workshop Outcomes:

Chiefly the workshop would be focussed on securing the following:

	A careful appreciation of the involvement of The Access Principles in governance and environmental decision making in India.

Developing a network of interested partner organisations/researchers who would actively engage in advancing the Access Principles, and in particular utilise tools developed in assessing extent to which access is secured.
Develop a climate of conversation wherein advancement of The Access Principles would be advocated as key to socially and environmentally just development particularly by developing channels of communication with relevant agencies of the government, corporate sector, media, academia, etc.
 Develop a strategy to constantly monitor governance in relation to Access Principles regionally, and nationally, so as to form a basis for progressive reform.



Activities required prior to workshop:

The core group has outlined the following tasks in coalition building prior to the workshop:

	Developing a network that is keen on actively addressing The Access Initiative possibilities, in particular willing to undertake research on refining and developing the Indicators Tool.

Actively discuss the formulation of detailed agenda for the workshop.
Suggest names for the formation of the Advisory Committee.
Confirm participation of a key organisational representative who will continue to be engaged in post workshop research and networking initiatives.

Timeline 

Keeping this in view, the following time line is proposed for activities leading to the workshop.

Present: Identification of potential coalition members and development of proposal for funding.  We are presently engaged in this process and it is hoped that the necessary resources would be secured to enable participation of all confirmed participants in the workshop. Environment Support Group is acting as a nodal agency in developing a proposal to raise funds for the August workshop and launch of the Access Initiative, on behalf of the India Coalition. 

June- September 2004: Active solicitation of potential partners from the following regions of India: South, West, Central, North, East and North East regions.  An extensive list of organisations active in these regions has been drawn up, and we are presently engaged in correspondence and conversations to encourage participation in the coalition.

During this period an email list would be established amongst confirmed participants to debate and discuss the detail structure of the June workshop.  Participants would also be requested to suggest names of eminent personalities who would be invited to be part of the Advisory Panel of the Access Initiative in India.  

Confirmation of final workshop list and final dissemination of workshop information.  

31st October to 2rd November 2004: Workshop to be held in Bangalore at Fireflies.  This would be a reflective workshop on the Access Principles and engage participants in understanding the use of the methodologies and indicator software developed for assessment.

3rd November 2004:  On this day a Public launch of The Access Initiative in India would be organised at a centrally located convention centre.  It is likely that a host of Governmental Representatives would also participate, along with representatives of corporate organisations, media, academic institutions, NGOs, etc.

November 2004:  Publication of Workshop Report and dissemination in print and by electronic means widely.  This would also be a time when the post workshop advocacy would involve strengthening the network and facilitating further regional work on developing The Access Initiative in India.  It is expected that there would be widespread media coverage on the issue during this phase.

Post workshop mobilisation would be a major focus at this time.  It is expected that activity would be centred on popularising The Access Initiative and using the tools developed to monitor access to environmental decision making in India.  A variety of research, advocacy and training initiatives can be expected to result from this process and resources would have to be raised in support of identified activities.
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Coordinator
Or 
Bhargavi S. Rao
Associate Coordinator
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