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Excellencies, distinguished delegates, ladies and gentlemen,

It is with great regret that I cannot be with you today.  I had hoped to come to Warsaw in order to meet you all in person, and to renew old friendships, however conflicting commitments has meant this was not possible.  Instead, I look forward to meeting you all in April at the Fifth Session of the Open-ended Working Group of the Basel Convention in Geneva.

I shall begin by thanking the Government of Poland for hosting the Regional Workshop for Central Eastern European countries on the Ratification of the Basel Protocol on Liability and Compensation.  I would also like to thank the Technical Assistance Information Exchange Instrument of the European Commission and the Polish Government for its generous financial support towards this workshop.  I would also like to recognise the valuable contribution of the Basel Convention Regional Centre for Central and Eastern Europe in the preparation of this workshop.    

I take great pleasure in welcoming all distinguished delegates present, and commend your countries for the strong continued support that they give to the Basel Convention.

As you are aware, discussions for a liability and compensation mechanism for the Basel Convention began in 1993 in response to the concerns of developing countries regarding their limited financial and technical capacity to respond to, and address, cases of illegal dumping or accidental spills of hazardous wastes.  Article 12 of the Basel Convention itself required the cooperation of Parties with a view to adopting a Protocol on Liability.  This, reinforced by the international political impetus gathered by the 1992 Rio Declaration on Environment and Development, which under Principle 13 encouraged States to develop international and national legal instruments regarding liability and compensation for the victims of pollution and other environmental damage, culminated in talks leading to the adoption of the Basel Protocol on Liability and Compensation by the Fifth Conference of the Parties to the Basel Convention on 10 December 1999.

The objective of this Protocol, as will be discussed fully over the course of this workshop, is to provide for a comprehensive regime for liability, as well as adequate and prompt compensation for damage resulting from an incident involving the transboundary movement of hazardous wastes and other wastes.

There are currently 13 signatories to the Protocol, and 7 countries have ratified.  In order to enter into force, the Protocol requires 13 more ratifications.  As yet, 2 countries from this region are signatories to the Protocol, namely, the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and Hungary.

This workshop hopes to provide an opportunity for an exchange of views on the perceived difficulties in carrying out the obligations under the Protocol, thus hampering ratification and signature in the region, with a view to finding solutions to those difficulties.  Furthermore, this workshop hopes to consider the relationship between the Protocol and European Union law, with a view to securing a mutually reinforcing rapport between the two.

The European Community acceded to the Basel Convention in 1994, thus transposing Basel Convention obligations into European Union Law.  More recently, the European Union adopted a Directive on Environmental Liability on 21 April 2004.  Member States of the European Union have until 30 April 2007 to transpose and implement the Directive.  The Basel Protocol on Liability in this regard would seek complement activities with a view to achieving the highest degree of environmental protection.  There are areas of convergence and divergence between the European Union liability regime and the Basel Protocol.  To this end, close cooperation amongst all stakeholders would be beneficial to ensuring a coherent liability regime internationally and regionally, with a view to ensuring a high degree of environmental protection.  There are many other issues in this respect of which there is scope for mutually beneficial partnerships, for example, in matters pertaining to illegal traffic.

I would like to take this opportunity to mention the regional structures available to support the implementation of the obligations under the Basel Convention, in the form of the Basel Convention Regional Centres.  The Basel Convention Regional Centre in Slovakia provides a mechanism to facilitate implementation of the Basel Convention, paying particular regard to the needs of the countries in the region.  Furthermore, whilst some countries within the region may be transitioning with a view to accession or possible accession to the European Union, the Basel Convention Regional Centre in Slovakia may provide the required support where Basel related matters might arise during the transition process.  

The question of liability for environmental damage arising from the transboundary movement of hazardous wastes and their disposal, contributes to realising conditions such that products are used and manufactured in ways that lead to the minimisation of significant adverse effects on human health and the environment.  Such conditions are essential to achieving sustainable development, as recognised by the General Assembly in the 2005 World Summit Outcome.  Countries with economies in transition are crucially poised to address sustainable development concerns within their larger economic agenda.

To conclude, I strongly believe that continued collaboration between the countries participating in this Workshop, the European Commission, the Regional Centre and the Secretariat, will serve to promote ratification of the Protocol on Liability, an instrument that stands to provide valuable assistance to countries with economies in transition seeking to achieve sustainable economic goals.  Furthermore, such dialogue is imperative to ensuring that different liability regimes are mutually supportive and complementary.  This workshop serves as an important step in strengthening this collaboration.  Once again, I thank the Government of Poland and the European Commission for their contributions to what will surely be a successful workshop.  I wish you all very rich and productive discussions over the ensuing days.

Thank you.

