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Background Information
The Recommendation on Environmental Information was adopted by the OECD Council on 3 April
1998 on the proposal of the Environment Policy Committee. The Recommendation advises
Adherents to take all necessary actions within the framework of their national laws to increase the
availability to the public of environmental information held by public authorities. It recommends
improving the quality, relevance and comparability of data and promoting effective and periodic
reporting by enterprises. Information about the environmental impacts of their activities should be
appropriate and adequately disseminated.
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THE COUNCIL,
HAVING REGARD to Article 5 b) of the Convention on the Organisation for Economic Co-operation
and Development of 14 December 1960;
HAVING REGARD to the Recommendation of the Council of 8 May 1979 on Reporting on the State of
the Environment [C(79)114)];
HAVING REGARD to the Decision-Recommendation of the Council of 8 July 1988 concerning
Provision of Information to the Public and Public Participation in Decision-Making Processes related to
the Prevention of, and Response to, Accidents Involving Hazardous Substances [C(88)85(Final)];
HAVING REGARD to the Recommendation of the Council of 31 January 1991 on Environmental
Indicators and Information [C(90)165/FINAL];
HAVING REGARD to the Recommendation of the Council of 20 February 1996 on Implementing
Pollutant Release and Transfer Registers [C(96)41/FINAL];
HAVING REGARD to the OECD Environment Ministerial Communiqué of 20 February 1996 which
urged the OECD to "further develop its work on environmental indicators, in particular in the context of
environmental performance reviews, in order to allow effective international comparison by policymakers"
HAVING REGARD to Principle 10 of the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development
according to which "each individual shall have appropriate access to information concerning the
environment that is held by public authorities" and that "States shall facilitate and encourage public
awareness and participation by making information widely available" and to Chapter 40 of Agenda 21
"Information for decision-making"
HAVING REGARD to the Guidelines on Access to Environmental Information and Public Participation
in Environmental Decision-Making endorsed by the Third Ministerial Conference "Environment for
Europe" held in Sofia in October 1995;
HAVING REGARD to the preparatory work for a proposed UN/ECE Convention on Access to
Environmental Information and Public Participation in Environmental Decision-Making;
HAVING TAKEN NOTE that the first cycle of OECD reviews of environmental performance has
revealed the need to make progress on the development and use of environmental data,
environmental indicators and environmental reporting;
CONSIDERING that openness in information and wide availability of public information on
environmental issues is conducive to i) more cost-effective policies, ii) greater accountability to all
stakeholders concerned and iii) increased public awareness and participation;
CONSIDERING that public awareness of environmental conditions and risks is essential to protection
of human health and the environment;
CONVINCED of the need for intensified efforts by OECD Member countries to upgrade the extent and
quality of environmental data, indicators and information dissemination systems to support the
preparation and the implementation of result-oriented strategies and effective policies concerning the
environment and sustainable development, and to facilitate public participation in the decision-making
process:
TAKING INTO ACCOUNT the close co-operation on environmental matters between OECD and other
international organisations;
I.

RECOMMENDS that:

1.
Member countries take all necessary actions within the framework of their national laws to
increase the availability to the public of environmental information held by public authorities; in doing
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so, each Member country may determine which information needs to be widely distributed and under
which form it will be disseminated;
2.
All relevant environmental information should be provided to any natural or legal person, in
response to any reasonable request, without that person having to prove an interest, without
unreasonable charges and as soon as possible, taking into account protection of privacy, industrial
and commercial confidentiality, national security or other legitimate causes as provided under national
law;
3.
Member countries promote adequate dissemination of environmental information (e.g. periodic
reports on the state of the environment and its changes over time, environmental indicators
publication);
II.

RECOMMENDS to this effect that Member countries:

1.
Intensify efforts to improve as far as necessary the quality and relevance for environmental
policy of data and information systems on the environment and related economic variables, and in
particular:

2.



improve monitoring and data collection concerning environmental pressures, conditions
and responses, including explanatory information about current environmental changes;



encourage all appropriate levels of government to collect environmental data in order to
enable them to monitor progress in environmental policies which they implement;



promote co-operation on environmental data among different administrations and
government levels;



develop co-operation in sharing methodologies and improving data comparability and
collection systems, drawing on work done in various Member countries and in the
framework of international organisations;



promote periodic assessment by regional or local authorities of environmental situations
in their jurisdiction;

Further develop and use indicators to measure environmental performance, and in particular:


establish indicators of progress concerning implementation of national and subnational
policies on the environment, eco-efficiency and sustainable development;



systematically compare achieved results with relevant objectives of environmental
policies and, where appropriate, related international commitments;



pay particular attention to the availability, reliability and international comparability of
indicators concerning international environmental issues;

3.
Establish effective mechanisms to better inform the public, decision-makers and the
authorities on environmental and sustainable development conditions and issues, and in particular:


encourage appropriate levels of government to make publicly available reports on the
results of public policies and related actions;



use modern effective information communication methods to enable timely, easy and
inexpensive access to large volumes of information;



promote co-operation on dissemination of environmental information among different
administrations and government levels as well as non-governmental organisations
concerned;

4.
Provide public access on request to non-confidential information on non-compliance as well as
on sanctions levied for violation of environmental laws;
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5.
Support educational efforts towards enabling the public to make use of available
environmental information;
III.

RECOMMENDS that Member Countries:

1.
Promote effective and periodic reporting by enterprises of appropriate and timely information
on environmental implications of their activities, for example, on pollution emission levels, on use of
natural resources, and on potential risks from hazardous activities and products, as well as information
on environmental progress and achievements by enterprises;
2.
Promote the dissemination of relevant information to enable the public to assess the
environmental consequences of activities of enterprises and individuals to take effective preventive
measures, e.g. in case of emergency;
IV.

INSTRUCTS the Environmental Policy Committee:

1.
To continue and strengthen its work on data, indicators and information relating to the
environment and to sustainable development, and in particular:


contribute to further improve the quality and comparability of environmental data and
indicators at international level;



develop accounting systems and new indicators to enable better assessment of
progress towards sustainable development;



make relevant work on environmental indicators publicly available through appropriate
modern communication methods (e.g. the World Wide Web).

2.
To make full use of these indicators in the reviews of environmental performance and other
reports;
3.
To use the OECD reviews of environmental performance to monitor progress as regards
access to information and, in particular, the implementation of this Recommendation;
4.
To report to the Council on the measures taken pursuant to this Recommendation by Member
countries within three years following the adoption of this Recommendation, with a view to providing
OECD inputs to the discussion on environmental information to be held under the auspices of the
United Nations Commission for Sustainable Development in 2001.

About the OECD
The OECD is a unique forum where governments work together to address the economic, social and
environmental challenges of globalisation. The OECD is also at the forefront of efforts to understand
and to help governments respond to new developments and concerns, such as corporate governance,
the information economy and the challenges of an ageing population. The Organisation provides a
setting where governments can compare policy experiences, seek answers to common problems,
identify good practice and work to co-ordinate domestic and international policies.
The OECD Member countries are: Australia, Austria, Belgium, Canada, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica,
the Czech Republic, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland,
Israel, Italy, Japan, Korea, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Mexico, the Netherlands, New Zealand,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, the Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Türkiye, the
United Kingdom and the United States. The European Union takes part in the work of the OECD.

OECD Legal Instruments
Since the creation of the OECD in 1961, around 460 substantive legal instruments have been
developed within its framework. These include OECD Acts (i.e. the Decisions and Recommendations
adopted by the OECD Council in accordance with the OECD Convention) and other legal instruments
developed within the OECD framework (e.g. Declarations, international agreements).
All substantive OECD legal instruments, whether in force or abrogated, are listed in the online
Compendium of OECD Legal Instruments. They are presented in five categories:
•

Decisions are adopted by Council and are legally binding on all Members except those which
abstain at the time of adoption. They set out specific rights and obligations and may contain
monitoring mechanisms.

•

Recommendations are adopted by Council and are not legally binding. They represent a
political commitment to the principles they contain and entail an expectation that Adherents will
do their best to implement them.

•

Substantive Outcome Documents are adopted by the individual listed Adherents rather than
by an OECD body, as the outcome of a ministerial, high-level or other meeting within the
framework of the Organisation. They usually set general principles or long-term goals and have
a solemn character.

•

International Agreements are negotiated and concluded within the framework of the
Organisation. They are legally binding on the Parties.

•

Arrangement, Understanding and Others: several other types of substantive legal
instruments have been developed within the OECD framework over time, such as the
Arrangement on Officially Supported Export Credits, the International Understanding on
Maritime Transport Principles and the Development Assistance Committee (DAC)
Recommendations.

