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Austria on the way to a European
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«Shared Environmental Information System»

Rudolf Legat, Hans-Jorg Krammer and Johannes Mayer

«Information is the currency of democracy»
(Thomas Jefferson).

With the amendment to the Environmen-
tal Information Act (EIA) 2004, Austria
transposed Directive 2003/4/EC on
Public Access to Environmental Informa-
tion into national law at the federal level.
The amended Environmental Information
Act sets high requirements for access

to and dissemination of environmental
information; these must be implemented
by the federal government and the
federal provinces, as well as towns, cities
and municipalities. A new level of
cooperation between these entities must
be reached, thereby providing an impor-
tant contribution to greater transparency
and bringing environmental administration
closer to Austrian citizens.

In order to ensure the coordinated imple-
mentation of the required operative
measures by all targeted information
providing bodies, an eGovernment
working group on environmental informa-
tion has been set up within the framework
of the platform «digital Austria».

One of the major objectives of the eGov-
ernment working group on environmental
information is the development of a
central environmental information portal
(one-stop shop) which is in line with

the intentions of the European Commission
for a Shared Environmental Information
System (SEIS).

Ing. Rudolf Legat

Coordination Centre

for Environmental Information
Umweltbundesamt
rudolf.legat@umweltbundesamt.at

Dipl.-Ing. Hans-J6rg Krammer
Head of Coordination Centre

for Environmental Information
Umweltbundesamt
hans-joerg.krammer@umuweltbundesamt.at

Dr. Johannes Mayer

Head of Department

for International Relations
Umweltbundesamt
johannes.mayer@umweltbundesamt.at

Timely and innovative
environmental information

Timely and innovative environmental infor-
mation is the basis for the creation of
awareness of environmental issues and
environmental protection, as well as for
active participation by citizens in environ-
mental measures, and thus a factor of po-
litical democracy.

The eGovernment working group was
formed in 2007; the main task of this work-
ing group is to assure free and easy ac-
cess to environmental information for eve-
ryone within the definition of the amended
Environmental Information Act. The amend-
ed Environmental Information Act requires
the promotion, to the widest extent possi-
ble, of the systematic availability of envi-
ronmental information and its dissemina-
tion by information providing bodies
through electronic communication (active
environmental information). Information
providing bodies are furthermore required
to make available environmental informa-
tion held by them to any natural or legal
person at his or her request and without
them having to state a legal claim or inter-
est (passive environmental information).

The obligation of providing

information and its impact

on political democracy

The basic idea that access to environmen-

tal information improves the environmental

standard is based on considerations relat-
ing to five subject areas that have been
identified as relevant to environmental
policy and political democracy (according

to BlUchele/Enndckl 2005):

1. «Checks and balances» effect: Effective
legal protection for citizens requires
that crucial information for decision-
making is available to them. Granting
access to environmental data enables
the individual to check compliance with
environmental regulations and identify
deficits in law enforcement. The right of
access to environmental information
thus leads to decentralised and effec-
tive checks performed by the public on
public authority activities.

2. Participation effect: The right to the dis-
closure of relevant data increases trans-
parency and encourages public partici-

Barriers to Environmental Information

The amended Environmental Information Act

is necessary for the facilitation of access to

environmental information for citizens. In

particular, the following problems limit the access
to environmental information:

— The available environmental information is
widely spread across different public authorities.

— Information and data is managed very
heterogeneously in different systems, especially
on a technical level.

— The presentation of the information varies
widely — e.g. on static web pages, via user
interfaces of database systems etc.

— A standard internet search that includes all
information sources is not possible.

- Often it is difficult for the citizen to find out
which public authority holds what environmen-
tal information, especially if such information
is not accessible via the internet.

— The average citizen does not always know
which public authority is responsible for
the environmental information in which he/
she is interested.

— Although users of the relevant web portals of
the public authorities are sometimes provided
with complex information (e.g. geographic
data), it is often not possible to combine this
information to create a significant whole.

— A lot of data which exists in databases of
the public authorities is not made available on
the internet for financial or technical reasons.

pation in the decision-making process
of public authorities. Access to environ-
mental information is thus a step to-
wards participation and democratisa-
tion of environmental regulations.

3. Awareness-raising function: As the knowl-

edge about the state of the environment
does not remain confined to administra-
tive authorities, the acceptance of meas-
ures for the protection of the environ-
ment increases among the population. In
this way, access to environmental infor-
mation contributes to a heightened pub-
lic awareness of environmental issues.

4. Prevention effect: The general right to

the disclosure of environmental infor-
mation should act as a precautionary
deterrent for potential polluters, since
they run the risk of their activities being
disclosed.

5. Standardisation effect: Directive 2003/

4/EC on public access to environmental
information ensures a «right to be in-
formed» which is based on the same
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principles across Europe. This facili-
tates transboundary environmental pol-
lution control while at the same time
preventing distortion of competition
within the EU.

Online services facilitate access
to environmental information

The domain of environmental information
is subject to a dynamic development proc-
ess. The determining factors in this dy-
namic process are the varying national
environmental policy requirements of envi-
ronmental administrations on the one
hand and international requirements under
European directives, conventions and oth-
er regulations on the other hand.

Directive 2003/4/EC on public access to
environmental information explicitly stipu-
lates the use of electronic media for com-
plying with information disclosure obliga-
tions. The relevant services offered online
by the federal government and the prov-
inces, as well as towns, cities and munici-
palities — which mainly include their web
presence, specific information systems
and meta information systems — have thus
a key role. However, in order to comply
with the requirements specified in the EIA
2004, these systems must be equipped
with extended functions for documenta-
tion of and access to data and informa-
tion, and integrated into an extended in-
formation infrastructure.

Establishing publicly accessible

databases

The UNECE Arhus Convention, to which
Austria acceded in 2005, stipulates the
obligation of the Member States to active-
ly collect environmental information and
make it available to the public (UNECE
Convention on Access to Information,
Public Participation in Decision-making
and Access to Justice in Environmental
Matters). It contains the obligation of the
Contracting Parties to progressively es-
tablish a coherent, nationwide system of
pollution inventories or registers in a struc-
tured, computerised and publicly accessi-
ble database.

Improve inter-linkages between
information flows

An information system is required that per-
mits the citizens to find the information
available at an information providing body
without making data duplication neces-
sary (see the 7 principles of the Shared
Environmental Information System (SEIS),
the EU Commission’s proposal for improv-
ing and streamlining the European system
for the collection, analysis and reporting of
environmental data). One of the main ob-
jectives of SEIS is to improve inter-linkag-

es between current data and information
flows through use of modern tools such as
internet and satellite technology.

The objective: a central
environmental information portal
To achieve this objective, a modern IT so-
lution needs to be defined which takes
into account historically evolved, existing
structures without changing these struc-
tures per se while providing incentives for
optimisation. In the midterm perspective,
structural harmonisation of existing data
sources will be necessary.

An important objective of the eGovern-
ment working group on environmental
information is the establishment of a cen-
tral environmental information portal (one-
stop shop) in Austria. This approach is in
line with the intentions of the Austrian gov-
ernment programme for the current legis-
lation period, as well as with the initiatives
of the EU Commission within the SEIS
framework. Through the establishment of
a central electronic environmental infor-
mation service, it will be possible to relieve
the information providing bodies from the
burden of having to deal with individual re-
quests for information.

Closer cooperation between
federal and provincial authorities
For the retrieval of environmental informa-
tion on specific topics across Austria, the
most cost-efficient option is the introduc-
tion of a central system which offers access
to and retrieval of environmental informa-
tion published by federal and provincial au-
thorities and held available on their servers.
This means that additional maintenance for
environmental information will not be re-
quired in individual areas, but will be limited
only to the functionality of the system.

By way of example, reference can be
made to the German environment portal
«PortalU» which fulfils this function in an
exemplary way which meets with the full
satisfaction of all cooperation partners
(federal government and the Lander). The
European eGovernment award (Good
Practice Label 2007) was granted to «Por-
talU» in 2007; this system has also been
recognised by the EU Commission and
the European Environment Agency as a
successful example of national SEIS im-
plementation.

A pan-European environmental
information network

SEIS is the new concept of a common Eu-
ropean environmental information network
as described in the Communication COM
(2008) 46 of the EU Commission of 1 Feb-
ruary 2008 «Towards a Shared Environ-
mental Information System» (SEIS). It is
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Guiding Principles for

«Umweltportal Austria»

In line with the German environment portal

(PortalU), the Austrian portal focuses especially

on the following 10 guiding principles and

requirements:

1. Via Umweltportal Austria it shall be possible
to search for all the latest environmental
information available on the internet from the
federal government, the provinces, towns
and cities and municipalities.

2. In order to comply with the requirements of
the EIA 2004, comparable environmental
information from all information providing
bodies of the federal government and the
provinces, towns, cities and municipalities
must be presented at Umweltportal Austria
in a standardised form.

3. Within the framework of the implementation
of INSPIRE, Umweltportal Austria is to
be developed as access point for GDI-AT
(SDI-AT).

4. Umweltportal Austria is a «centre of excellence»
for harmonisation of environmental information
at all administrative levels.

5. Umweltportal Austria is a successful example
of Austrian federalism and cooperation within
«Platform Digital Austria»

6. SEIS concepts are to be included in the
development process of Umweltportal Austria
for the purpose of strategic alignment.

7. Umweltportal Austria represents the interests
of Austrian environmental administrations
within the European context of information
management.

8. Umweltportal Austria supports the practical
implementation of INSPIRE in the niche
between the European Geoportal and GDI-AT
(SDI-AT).

9. Umweltportal Austria supports the compliance
with national and European reporting
obligations.

10.Umweltportal Austria helps to gather and
provide information at low cost and with
minimised effort.

designed to grant easy and free access to
environmental information first and fore-
most for environmental administration and
policy but also for non-governmental or-
ganisations, research organisations, uni-
versities and the interested public. SEIS is
developed in close cooperation between
Eurostat, the EU Commission, the Euro-
pean Environment Agency and the Joint
Research Centre of the European Com-
mission, as well as the EU Member States
and EEA partners.

From centralised

to decentralised systems

The basic idea of SEIS is the integration of
systems for environmental information.
Currently existing environmental infor-
mation systems are aimed at the devel-
opment of centralised databases for
environmental data. These are to be pro-
gressively replaced by decentralised sys-
tems with a focus on direct data access,
interoperability and sharing. National re-



porting obligations to the EU/EEA are to
be simplified as well with the use of elec-
tronic tools (eReporting).

The objective:

reduce administrative burdens

The professed aim is to maintain and im-

prove the quality and availability of infor-

mation required for environmental policy,
in line with better regulation, while keep-
ing the associated administrative burdens
to a minimum.

The following 7 principles are the cor-
nerstones of SEIS:

1. information should be managed as
close as possible to its source;

2. information should be collected once,
and shared with others for many pur-
poses;

3. information should be readily available
to public authorities and enable them to
easily fulfil their legal reporting obliga-
tions;

4. information should be readily accessible
to end-users, primarily public authori-
ties at all levels from local to European,
to enable them to assess in a timely
fashion the state of the environment
and the effectiveness of their policies,
and to design new policy;

5. information should also be accessible
to enable end-users, both public au-
thorities and citizens, to make compari-
sons at the appropriate geographical
scale (e.g. countries, cities, catchment
areas) and to participate meaningfully in
the development and implementation of
environmental policy;

6. information should be fully available to
the general public, after due considera-
tion of the appropriate level of aggrega-
tion and subject to appropriate confi-
dentiality constraints, and at national
level in the relevant national language(s);
and

7. information sharing and processing
should be supported through common,
free open-source software tools.

SEIS is the harmonisation and streamlin-
ing of various endeavours at the interna-
tional level to make environmental infor-
mation available and to harmonise reporting
obligations.

An environmental information
portal in the latest quality

In establishing an Austrian environmental
information portal, the eGovernment work-
ing group on environmental information
will create, on the basis of the SEIS princi-
ples and with the long-term commitment
of the many thousand information provid-
ing bodies, a state of the art electronic
information network, pursuant to the

amended Environmental Information Act,
both for the interested public and for the
professional world.

Sources

— Directive 2003/4/EC on public access to environmental
information

- UIG 2004 (BGBL I Nr. 6/2005)

— Blchele/Ennéckl, UIG Kommentar, nwv, Graz 2005

— Homepage of E-Government Projektgruppe Umwelt-
information (PG Ul)
http://reference.e-government.gv.at/
Umweltinformation.1024.0.html

— Shared Environmental Information System (SEIS),
European Commission
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/seis/index.htm

— Roger, Rz 4 zu § 1; van Schwanenfligel,
DOV 1993/2, 95

— UNECE Aarhus Convention http://ec.europa.eu/
environment/aarhus/index.htm

— Umweltportal Deutschland, PortalU, http://portalu.de/

— E-Government Award for PortalU www.epractice.eu/
cases/portalu

— European Environment Agency EEA on PortalU,
www.eea.europa.eu/highlights/sharing-environmental-
information-to-improve-policy
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Legal Setting

The common European environmental information
network «Shared Environmental Information
System» (SEIS) builds upon the following
initiatives and/or makes use of their tools/results:

INSPIRE:' The «Infrastructure for Spatial
Information in the European Community»
(INSPIRE) Directive 2007/2/EC of the European
Parliament and of the Council establishing an
Infrastructure for Spatial Information.
Standardisation of reports:? Council
Directive 91/692/EEC of 23 December 1991
standardising and rationalising reports on

the implementation of certain Directives relating
to the environment.

EEA and EIONET:? establishment of the
European Environment Agency and of the
«European Environment Information and
Observation Network» (EIONET), within which the
Austrian Environment Agency acts as National
Focal Point (NFP) and National Reference Centre
(NRC) for issues relating to the environment.
GMES:* Global Monitoring for Environment and
Security (GMES) encompasses communications
relating to environmental and security-related
issues of the Commission to the Council and the
European Parliament.

i2010/Single European Information Space
for Environmental Management:®
Communication of the Commission to the
Council, the European Parliament, the

European Economic and Social Committee

and the Committee of the Regions.

Access to environmental information:®
Directive 2003/4/EC of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 28 January 2003 on public
access to environmental information.

Aarhus Convention:? Convention on access
to information, public participation in decision-
making and access to justice in environmental
matters.

Re-use of public sector information:®
Directive 2003/98/EC of the European Parliament
and of the Council of 17 November 2003 on

the re-use of public sector information.

1 INSPIRE: http://eur-lex.europa.eu/JOHtmI.do?uri=0J:
L:2007:108:SOM:EN:HTML

2 Standardisation of reports: http://eurlex.europa.eu/
smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?smartapilcelexapilprod! CELEX
numdoc&lg=EN&numdoc=31991L0692&model=
guichett

3 EEA and Eionet:
http://eurlex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?
smartapilcelexapilprod!CELEXnumdoc&lg=
EN&numdoc=31990R1210&model=guichett

4 GMES:
http://eurlex.europa.eu/smartapi/cgi/sga_doc?
smartapilcelexplus!prod!DocNumber&lg=en&
type_doc=COMfinal&an_doc=2005&nu_doc=565

52010 / Single European Information Space for
Environmental Management
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.
do?uri=CELEX:52005DC0229:EN:NOT
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/eeurope/
i2010/single_infor_space/index_en.htm

6 Access to environmental information:
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?
uri=CELEX:32003L0004:DE:HTML

7 Aarhus Convention:
http://unece.org/env/pp/documents/cep43e.pdf

8 Re-use of public sector information:
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/policy/psi/
docs/pdfs/directive/psi_directive_de.pdf



