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‘New’ In The GPA Clearing-House
The GPA Coordination Office is pleased to announce that many developments have recently been achieved with the GPA Clearing-House Mechanism. The clearing-house continues to be a dynamic source of information that is evolving rapidly as partner organizations introduce and launch their GPA sites. The central site, maintained by the GPA Coordination Office, is also being updated regularly and has recently had a number of major additions and enhancements. 

This document provides a brief overview about the clearing-house mechanism and status on the current initiatives. Most importantly, you are invited to visit the GPA Clearing-House to:

· Search, discover and access information and data about the implementation of the GPA

· Obtain current information about the GPA 2001 Intergovernmental Review Meeting in Canada, 19 – 23 November 2001

· View on-line or download GPA documents, reports, meeting information, and other publications 

· Find information about the implementation of the GPA and about the GPA Coordination Office

· Obtain further information about the GPA Clearing-House Mechanism

· Link directly to the GPA UN partner sites organized by pollutant source category

· Sewage

· Nutrients

· Sediment mobilization

· Oils (hydrocarbons)

· Litter

· Radioactive substances

· Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs)

· Physical Alterations and Destruction of Habitats

· Heavy metals

· Link to information about the Regional Seas programmes and the GPA prototype site in the Wider Caribbean

· Link directly to sites developed to promote GPA National Programmes of Action

· Link to other GPA partner sites to directly obtain GPA relevant information based on the integrated coastal zone management approach and the Convention on Biological Diversity

· Provide your comments and feedback to further improve the GPA clearing-house mechanism!
The GPA Clearing-House Mechanism

The Global Programme of Action for the Protection of the Marine Environment from Land-based Activities (GPA) is designed to be a source of conceptual and practical guidance to national and/or regional authorities in devising and implementing sustained action to prevent, reduce, control and/or eliminate marine degradation from land-based activities. The Global Programme of Action, thus, aims at preventing the degradation of the marine environment from land-based activities by assisting States to preserve and protect the marine environment.

As a means off mobilizing experience and expertise, including facilitation of effective scientific, technical and financial cooperation, as well as capacity building, States agreed to cooperate in the development of the GPA clearing-house mechanism. As GPA Secretariat, UNEP has the responsibility of coordinating the development of the clearing-house, in close cooperation with the lead organizations designated for each of the GPA pollutant source categories. In the period 2000 – 2001, the clearing-house will underpin all activities of the GPA Secretariat, while the methodology to mobilize action at the local, national, regional and global level will be primarily developed for the pollutant source category “sewage” (which has been identified as a major priority in developing countries). In 2001 onwards, but earlier if possible, the methodology will be applied to the other pollutant source categories.

The clearing-house concept promotes the advertising, discovery, access, dissemination and use of information and data held by numerous organizations using the decentralized capabilities of the Internet. In it’s simplest definition, a clearing-house can be viewed as a ‘network of networks’. A clearing-house provides structured queries and searches to member sites, while a typical web-site will search the whole of the World Wide Web (WWW) which often results in considerable work by the user to filter and find the information that is required.  A clearing-house also brings relevant information sources together in an organized and consistent manner through the use of standards, guidelines and a common suite of tools and functions.

Each participating site in the network of clearing-houses is referred to as a ‘node’. These nodes are usually coordinated through a central node that provides a suite of common elements that are shared by all sites. The role of the central node is not to control, but rather to facilitate and coordinate the clearing-house mechanism. In effect, the clearing-house mechanism is ‘owned’ by the participants. This is important because it places the onus of quality, timeliness, maintenance, access and other issues squarely where it belongs – on the initial producer or provider. This is a sensitive issue for many governments and organizations, as they often want to retain full control over their products.
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Central Node

The GPA Coordination Office has assumed responsibility for the creation and maintenance of the central node of the GPA clearing-house mechanism. The central node was launched during a side-event by the Executive Director of UNEP at the UN General Assembly Special Session on Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in September 1999. 

The EROS Data Center and GRID Sioux Falls (USA) currently host the central node, however, this site will become a mirror site with the primary production server to be hosted by UNEP Chemicals (Geneva). Other mirror sights will be considered, when and if necessary, in order to maintain rapid page delivery and support for new functionality, such as web-based geographic information system technology (Web GIS) and expanded geographic search capabilities.

Since its launch, the central node has been regularly updated with current information and enhanced with new features to increase functionality and ease-of-use. Recent additions include:

· January 2001 saw a major reorganization and editing of many site components, additional content, a re-write of many pages, more cross-linking between text and documents, faster loading homepage, new ‘feature’ buttons and other buttons re-labeled to provide direct access to new content. Numerous other similar changes are forthcoming early in 2001.

· A new clearing-house page, accessible from the homepage, was added to provide direct links to the pollutant source category, regional, national and other partner nodes participating in the GPA clearing-house mechanism. This page will reflect the rapidly evolving state of GPA node developments as they are launched and enhanced.

· A sub-site was added for the GPA 2001 Intergovernmental Review Meeting in Montreal, 19 – 23 November. The site will provide up-to-date information about the meeting, access to preparatory documents, reporting templates, background information and information about Montreal and the meeting venue. 

Pollutant Source Category Nodes

The UN General Assembly designated a number of UN organizations to lead the development of GPA clearing-house nodes for specific pollutant source categories. The GPA Coordination Office has been working closely with these UN organizations to help facilitate the development of these nodes. Although initial progress was somewhat slow, significant advances have recently been made and prototype nodes are now available for most source categories. The following outlines the current status of the pollutant source category nodes:

· Sewage – the World Health Organization (WHO) is coordinating a consortium of collaborating centres and partner organizations to create an environmental sanitation clearing-house network called ‘Sanitation Connection’. UNEP is a founding partner in this initiative and, along with WHO, developed a GPA Sanitation Connection Links node to provide GPA users with direct access to relevant sewage related information that exists in Sanitation Connection. The node was formally launched in November 2000 and it will be promoted at a number of sanitation events throughout 2001. The development was spurred by the provision of seed funding by the GPA and the signing of a Letter of Agreement in December 1999.

· Nutrients and Sediment Mobilization – the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) signed a Memorandum of Understanding with the GPA in December 1999. The GPA also provided some seed funding to develop a prototype node. In late March 2000, a FAO consultant delivered a draft proposal and workplan, along with a template for the prototype clearing-house node. Considerable effort is taking place to develop content and to create a logical structure and user-friendly site. A preliminary prototype of the node was made available in December 2000.

· Oils (Hydrocarbons) and Litter – the International Maritime Organization (IMO) worked closely with the Government of Canada to develop a node on Oils and Litter – the site was launched in October 2000. A meeting, coordinated by the GPA in November 2000, recommended that the site be extensively revised by splitting the two source categories into separate nodes and adding significant new content. Subsequently, the Swedish EPA, OSPAR, and GPA, in close consultation with IMO and Environment Canada, are participating in the development of an extensive global node on Litter for launch at the end of March 2001.
· Radioactive Substances – the International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) and the GPA signed a Joint Workplan in March 2000. IAEA has contracted with consultants to develop a workplan and site content. Development of the node is proceeding and it is planned to provide access to the prototype in February 2001.

· Persistent Organic Pollutants (POPs) – the POPs node is being developed by UNEP Chemicals (Geneva), in consultation with the GPA Coordination Office. The Nordic Council of Ministers provided a grant to assist with the development of the POPs node. A consultant is currently developing a workplan and it is hoped that a fast-track development process will result in the availability of a prototype node by end of February 2001.

· Physical Alterations and Destruction of Habitats (PADH) – the UNEP Division of Environmental Information, Assessment and Early Warning (Nairobi) coordinated the development of the prototype PADH node that was launched, along with the central node, at UNGASS SIDS in September 1999. Enhancements and further expansion of this node are being planned and a major expansion of content will be developed by mid-2001 following recent funding secured from Belgium for a number of related GPA initiatives.

· Heavy Metals – UNEP Chemicals (Geneva) are providing seed funding and in-kind resources to develop a heavy metals node comprised of existing GPA relevant information and data. A consultant has begun the development of a workplan and the prototype is near completion. It is planned to make the prototype accessible in February 2001.

Regional Nodes

At the regional level, the regional seas programmes and commissions provide an institutional framework for establishing GPA clearing-house activities. The GPA Coordination Office has initiated two pilot projects in collaboration with the South Pacific Regional Environment Programme (SPREP) and the Caribbean Environment Programme (CAR/RCU). The aim of these pilot projects is to conduct a needs evaluation, prepare a strategic workplan, and develop a prototype of the regional GPA clearing-house node.

The South Pacific needs evaluation and workplan are nearing finalization, with development of the prototype node to follow. The Wider Caribbean needs evaluation and workplan were completed at the end of March 2000 and a prototype node was on-line in November 2000. The next challenge, for both the regions and the GPA Coordination Office, is to secure sufficient support and funding to fully implement the workplan tasks and activities and to develop launch-ready regional nodes.

It is planned to initiate clearing-house activities in at least one additional region in 2001 if appropriate funding can be secured. The GPA Coordination Office is working closely with the regional seas programmes to identify potential donors and partners.

Other Related Initiatives

The GPA Coordination Office has initiated a number of other activities related to the GPA clearing-house mechanism. These include linkages with other global and regional clearing-house and networking activities, potential partner organizations including NGOs, Governments, other UN agencies, GRID offices, regional seas programmes and major project initiatives.

One of the most important initiatives is the UNEP.net development being lead by the UNEP Division of Early Warning and Assessment. This initiative will provide a portal to search and discover information and data spread throughout numerous sites maintained by UNEP divisions and offices around the globe – in essence, it will be the central node of a ‘super’ UNEP-wide corporate clearing-house. The UNEP.net initiative and the GPA Clearing-House Mechanism will be fully cross-compatible using the same underlying standards for metadata, indexing, searching and other critical components. A GPA / Regional Seas application is being developed to demonstrate how UNEP.net can be used from a marine pollution from land-based activities perspective. This new application will be an important component of the initiative and one of the first developments that will showcase the potential functionality of UNEP.net.

Please visit the GPA Clearing-House at: www.gpa.unep.org
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Key Clearing-House Characteristics:


Fully decentralized


Provides access to    information and data


Supports networking and decision making


Provides sophisticated search, query and retrieval methods


Promotes needs driven development
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