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Disseminating knowledge on environmental law
(Through  ECOLEX – the gateway to environmental law)
ECOLEX is an internet-based information service that is also referred to as “the gateway to environmental law”. Accessible at www.ecolex.org, ECOLEX is designed to provide, in one location, the most comprehensive global source of information on national and international environmental and natural resources law available. The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO), the International Union for the Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) and the United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) have entered into a partnership to maintain and further expand this tool with the goal of assisting in building capacity, supporting the achievement of sustainable development and improving governance. The ECOLEX service aims at providing easily accessible information, especially to users in developing countries and countries with economies in transition, to underpin efforts to improve and facilitate decision-making, compliance and enforcement of environmental law, learning and research, in addition to environmental management. ECOLEX disseminates knowledge of environmental law at the local, national, regional and international levels. It is easily accessible worldwide, user-friendly and free of charge.

The information provided by ECOLEX covers treaties, national legislation, European Union instruments, court decisions and soft law, in addition to law and policy literature. It covers a wide range of environmental subjects, such as fresh and marine water, air and atmosphere, soil and land use, species and ecosystems, fisheries and forestry, hazardous substances, chemicals and waste and food and agriculture. Four data sets constitute the backbone and structure of ECOLEX: the first, on international agreements, contains extensive information on multilateral and bilateral instruments including their status; the second, on national legislation, includes information from countries around the world, whether at the national or subnational level; the third, still in development, is on major international and national judicial decisions; last but not least, the literature data pool contains information on monographs, articles in periodicals and what is termed “grey literature”. Each ECOLEX entry provides bibliographic and analytical information and is linked to the full text of the original document, unless use is prevented by copyright. 
The data sets can be searched separately or in combination, thus enabling users to browse through all or parts of the information pool. Once this initial decision has been made, the selected data set(s) can be searched in a variety of ways: through any of the bibliographical information, through a keyword list, or through textual information contained either in the documents records, or in their full text. A re-engineering of the system completed in 2008 has considerably increased its efficiency, by harmonizing the treatment of its individual data sets, adding the possibility of a simple search and refining the advanced search mechanism. These improvements have been hailed by users as marking the coming-of-age of the system.
These achievements have been made possible by the partnership established between FAO, IUCN and UNEP, following a detailed assessement of needs and feasibility phase. It is based on the finding that, nowadays, the need for easy access to information and knowledge on environmental and natural resources law worldwide is increasing and the pool of international and national legal instruments and related judicial decisions, together with learned analyses and commentaries, is growing faster now than ever. Access thereto has increased with internet-based tools, but in a fragmented, sectoral and scattered manner. Nevertheless, access to this reservoir is key to informing governance and further normative developments, improving implementation and enforcement, enabling capacity-building, facilitating learning and enhancing awareness – all factors necessary to move towards sustainable development. 

The partnership brings together the three international organizations most active in the field of environmental and natural resources law. It also is built upon the mandate of all three institutions with regard to the dissemination of information in this field and consolidates the result of their efforts in this respect. Each partner contributes to ECOLEX through the maintenance and development of one or more data sets for which it has custodial responsibility. A yearly joint budget for shared costs is dependent on partners’ ability to contribute.

ECOLEX is directed by a steering committee comprising representatives of the partners and chaired by UNEP. Taking stock of the needs and achievements mentioned above, the steering committee has established goals for the next three years:

· To increase knowledge of, and build capacity on, environmental law at the local, national and regional levels;
· To maintain, manage and further develop the service as a single-site source of comprehensive information on environmental and natural resources law worldwide;
· To provide global access to this information in an efficient and cost-effective manner, especially to users in developing countries and countries with economies in transition.

In addition to the substantive and technical maintenance and development of the system – which is key to its continued usefulness – it has selected a number of additional priority tasks to enhance its outreach and use; in particular:

· To establish cooperation with secretariats of multilateral environmental agreements and therefore, their Parties, with a view to making full use of, and contributing to, ECOLEX;
· To establish cooperation with other data providers in the fields covered by ECOLEX, and to develop additional common products; 
· To develop a network of regional associates to contribute to keeping ECOLEX current for their region and benefit from its services; 
· To develop tools and mechanisms to facilitate and promote the use of ECOLEX, particularly in developing countries;
These tasks are intended to make ECOLEX over time the global hub of information, including for capacity-building purposes in the fields that it covers.

To ensure the maintenance of ECOLEX services, partners have – first and foremost – to continue to contribute to the maintenance of the data set(s) for which they have custodianship (FAO for national legislation, IUCN for treaties and policy literature, UNEP for judicial decisions). In addition to these essential inputs, the partners will seek additional contributions, and raise funds for ECOLEX to develop the service further and to expand and improve its coverage and quality, not to mention its outreach. As the ECOLEX partners embark on additional tasks, and need to keep pace with the challenge of providing high‑quality and up-to-date environmental and natural resources law information, the need for additional resources will be high on their agenda. In this respect, grants and in kind contributions, in addition to feedback on the system, will be essential to continued success of the programme.
Annex
List of relevant UNEP Governing Council decisions and other relevant documents 
1. Decision 17/25 of 21 May 1993: adopted the Programme for the Development and Periodic Review of Environmental Law for the 1990s (Montevideo Programme II). Programme area A directs UNEP to improve arrangements for the receipt, processing and dissemination of information on environmental legislation from national, regional and international sources.

2. Decision 18/9 of 26 May 1995: requested the Executive Director, implementing the mandate for a database on national and international environmental law, to use the IUCN data bank as the core archival system and to provide the support necessary to enable it to serve the needs of UNEP.

3. Decision 21/23 of 9 February 2001: adopted the Programme for the Development and Periodic Review of Environmental Law for the First Decade of the Twenty-First century (Montevideo Programme III). Programme area 1 (effectiveness of environmental law) calls for improved development, content, effectiveness and awareness of environmental law through the use of new and existing information technology.

4. Decision SS.VIII/1 of 15 February 2002: calls for the strengthening of international environmental governance and the need to develop a strategic plan for the provision of technology support and capacity-building to developing countries and countries with economies in transition.

5. Decision 22/17 of 7 February 2003 on governance and law, and in particular its part II, B, on enhancing the application of principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, requested the Executive Director “to intensify efforts in the provision of policy and advisory services in key areas of capacity and instituion-building, including access to information regarding legislation, regulations, activities, policies and programmes, and public participation in sustainable development policy formulation and implementation, including the promotion of public participation at the local and national levels in policy and programme development and implementation and in support of efforts by Governments, in response to requests, in cooperation with other organizations active in this field for assistance in the application of principle 10 of the Rio Declaration on Environment and Development at the local and national levels”.
6. Decision 23/6 of 25 February 2005: adopted the Bali Strategic Plan for Technology Support and Capacity-building. The objectives of the Strategic Plan include strengthening the capacity of Governments of developing countries and countries with economies in transition to participate fully in the development of coherent international environmental policy and to comply with their international obligations and implement their obligations at the national level. The achievement of these objectives is facilitated by technology support.

7. Recognizing the role of ECOLEX, the draft fourth Programme for the Development and Periodic Review of Environmental Law (Montevideo Programme IV), which was prepared by a meeting of senior government officials expert in environmental law held in Nairobi from 29 September to 3 October 2008 and is being submitted to the UNEP Governing Council at its twenty-fifth session for possible adoption, includes as a suggested action under the component on information technology to “Promote the use and further development of the joint UNEP/Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO)/International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) environmental law database (ECOLEX).” 
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