PRESS RELEASE

Hazardous waste talks to finalize compensation and liability regime

Geneva, November 1999 – Officials from the 131 member governments of the Basel Convention will meet in Basel, Switzerland from 6 - 10 December to take further action on protecting human health and the environment from the dangers of hazardous wastes. 

The conference will attempt to strengthen the global system of managing hazardous wastes by adopting a Protocol setting out rules on liability and compensation. The Protocol talks began in 1993 in response to the concerns of developing countries about their lack of funds and technologies for coping with illegal dumping or accidental spills. 

A number of key issues must still be resolved, however, before governments can finalize the Protocol for adoption. These include the question of whether or not to establish an Emergency and Compensatory Fund for assisting developing countries faced with accidents resulting from transboundary movements of hazardous waste. 

Officials will also celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Basel Convention on the Control of Transboundary Movements of Hazardous Wastes and Their Disposal. The Convention was adopted in 1989 following international outrage over the dumping of hazardous wastes in developing countries by producers from industrialized economies. 

"Adopting the Protocol would be a major breakthrough for environmental protection," said Klaus Toepfer, Executive Director of the United Nations Environment Programme, administers the Convention secretariat. "Combined with greater efforts to minimize the generation of hazardous wastes and their transport across borders, a liability and compensation regime would provide an additional safety net for the world's most vulnerable communities." 

In addition to the Protocol, governments must consider how to follow-up the progress of the Convention's first ten years during the early years of the 21st century. If the Convention's first decade was dedicated to developing an operational framework for controlling transboundary movements, the next decade will place increasing emphasis on implementing and enforcing the treaty commitments. 

Other critical issues include the environmentally sound management of hazardous wastes, strengthening existing partnerships with business and civil society while reaching out to new allies, and minimizing waste generation at source through cleaner production methods and a "life-cycle" approach to waste recycling and disposal. Ministers are expected to issue a declaration on their vision for promoting the environmentally sound management of hazardous wastes over the next 10 years. 

The agenda will also include the implementation of the 1995 Ban Amendment prohibiting the transboundary movement of hazardous waste from OECD to non-OECD countries, stronger cooperation with organizations such as Interpol and the secretariat of the Rotterdam Convention on hazardous chemicals and pesticides, and improving techniques for disposing of used tyres and dismantling ships. 

The Basel Convention entered into force in 1992. It is concerned with the annual world-wide production of hundreds of millions of tonnes of hazardous wastes. These wastes are considered hazardous to people or the environment if they are toxic, poisonous, explosive, corrosive, flammable, eco-toxic, or infectious. 

The Convention regulates the movement of these wastes and obliges its members to ensure that such wastes are managed and disposed of in an environmentally sound manner. Governments are expected to minimize the quantities that are transported, to treat and dispose of wastes as close as possible to where they were generated, and to minimize the generation of hazardous waste at source. 

Note to journalists: For more information please contact Mr. Michael Williams on (+41-22) 917 8242/44, fax: (+41-22) 797 3464, email: michael.williams@unep.ch. Official documents and other information on the Basel Convention are available on the Internet at http://www.basel.int/ 
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