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Note by the Executive Secretary

I.
Introduction

1. The present note was prepared by the Executive Secretary as a report on the activities developed during the inter-sessional period towards the implementation of decision VI/18, as well as other activities that are intrinsic to the development and enhancement of the clearing-house mechanism of the Convention.

2. Section II recalls briefly the background for the activities of the clearing-house mechanism. Section III addresses the issue of scientific and technical cooperation through the clearing-house mechanism.  Section IV reports on the activities of the informal advisory committee (IAC) in accordance with paragraph 8 of decision V/14.  Section V contains elements of draft decision that the Conference of the Parties may wish to consider and adopt.

3. Information on the Biosafety Clearing-House, which was established as part of the clearing-house mechanism under paragraph 1 of Article 20 of the Cartagena Protocol on Biosafety, may be found in the relevant documentation prepared for the first meeting of the Conference of the Parties serving as the meeting of the Parties to the Protocol and, in particular, the note by the Executive Secretary on information‑sharing and the Biosafety Clearing-House (UNEP/CBD/BS/COP-MOP/1/5).

II. 
Background

4. At its first meeting, the Conference of the Parties decided to implement the provisions of Article 18, paragraph 3, of the Convention on the establishment of a clearing-house mechanism to promote and facilitate technical and scientific cooperation, operating under the authority of the Conference of the Parties (decision I/3, para. 1).  This central role highlighting technical and scientific cooperation has been reaffirmed explicitly throughout each successive Conference of the Parties, 
/ and reiterated in the strategic plan of the clearing-house mechanism, which states:  

“The Clearing-house mechanism (CHM) was established by the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity to “promote and facilitate technical and scientific cooperation in biodiversity.” Its legal mandate comes from Article 18 of the Convention, covering technical and scientific cooperation, rather than Article 17 on exchange of information. This highlights that the role of the clearing-house mechanism goes beyond information exchange alone.” 
/

5. The strategic plan of the clearing-house mechanism also articulates the need to build partnerships among Parties and stakeholders: a major objective of the Strategic Plan will be to broaden the focus of the clearing-house mechanism to include technical and scientific cooperation between Parties to the Convention, their partners, and other stakeholders. 
/

6. It is for this reason that the strategic plan of the clearing-house mechanism, in listing its three primary goals, places the promotion and facilitation of scientific and technical cooperation first, although the other two goals—information exchange and network development—are also understood as integral and essential components of the activities under the clearing-house mechanism.  Indeed, effective information exchange mechanisms functioning through a well-defined network of national focal points and stakeholders provide the necessary infrastructure in support of the current activities under the mechanism.

7. During its pilot phase, the clearing-house mechanism focused on information-sharing and exchange to support and assist future initiatives and projects in technical and scientific cooperation and the establishment of national clearing-house mechanisms.  The information-sharing/exchange phase resulted in the following mechanisms being put in place: 

(a) The website (http://www.biodiv.org) of the Convention on Biological Diversity; 

(b) A web-based search engine, BIOSEEK, to provide assistance in locating and retrieving global biodiversity-related information; 

(c) Web-based databases with information on focal points; 

(d) A roster of experts; 

(e) A clearing‑house mechanism newsletter; 

(f) A clearing‑house mechanism toolkit to assist countries in the development and establishment of clearing‑house mechanism national focal points; and 

(g) A clearing‑house mechanism brochure. 
/

8. These mechanisms have been highly effective in facilitating information sharing/exchange and network development. Together with the underlying human logical and physical networks they entail, 
/ they formed the basis for the development of later technical and scientific cooperative activities.

9. Once the pilot phase was completed, the clearing-house mechanism focused more fully on the development of technical and scientific cooperation initiatives, particularly within the context of the Convention’s programme areas and cross-cutting issues.

10. In consultation with the informal advisory committee, emphasis has been given to the following programme areas:  (i) the Global Taxonomy Initiative; (ii) invasive alien species; (iii) marine and coastal biodiversity; and (iv) the ecosystem approach.  To strengthen the links between the clearing-house mechanism and the technical and scientific programmes of the Secretariat, the informal advisory committee recommended that advice be sought from the Subsidiary Body on Scientific, Technical and Technological Advice (SBSTTA) on new possible pilot projects.

III.
facilitation of technical and scientific cooperation

11. In response to the above, during the inter-sessional period leading to the seventh meeting of the Conference of the Parties, the clearing-house mechanism followed a three-tiered strategy.  First, it continued to invest in the development and use of new formats, protocols and standards and new information technologies, with the understanding that this activity will support the development and establishment of initiatives related to technical and scientific cooperation. 

12. Secondly, a variety of electronic forums and communication mechanisms were created offering the Secretariat, expert groups and other interested stakeholders a virtual environment to:  (i) share expertise, (ii) work collaboratively in the development of joint work plans, programmes and initiatives, and (iii) promote the work and objectives of the Convention.  They also allow for greater transparency and communication with civil society, as defined in the Strategic Plan of the clearing‑house mechanism.

13. Thirdly, the clearing‑house mechanism is working with a number of international organizations to implement joint initiatives within the context of the programme areas and cross-cutting issues of the Convention.  More specifically, pursuant to annex II, item (c), of decision V/14, four international thematic focal points were established with a view to increasing national and regional participation in the programmes of work. As a result, the joint clearing‑house mechanism workshops for Latin America and Caribbean region (August 2003, in conjunction with the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network - IABIN) and Central and Eastern European region (September 2003, in conjunction with the European Clearing-house Mechanism) catalysed the interaction between needs of those regions’ national focal points, on one hand, and the expertise of the international thematic focal points, on the other. These activities illustrate the focus on technical and scientific cooperation, and point to more specific initiatives in support of Convention-related activities and programmes.

14. There follows a summary of inter-sessional activities related to communication and network development and new initiatives in support of technical and scientific cooperation.

A.
The development of new formats, protocols and standards and new information‑exchange technologies and resources in support of technical and scientific cooperation

15. In compliance with its mandate in relation to information sharing/exchange and with a view to facilitate the use of new formats, protocols and standards and new information technologies, the clearing‑house mechanism implemented many of the recommendations made at the informal meeting on formats, protocols and standards for improved exchange of biodiversity information held in Montreal, from 19 to 20 February 2002, as indicated below:
(h) Controlled vocabulary: to improve the searching, locating and retrieving of information, the CHM developed a controlled vocabulary to serve as a biodiversity thesaurus (see http://www.biodiv.org/doc/cbd-voc.aspx). Terms were taken from official Convention documents, and other controlled vocabularies, such as ENVOC, used by United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) and AGROVOC, a product of the Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO).  The purpose of the thesaurus is to assist the clearing‑house mechanism national focal points in developing metadata to describe the contents of their websites. This will facilitate the integration of information on a single topic from many different websites;

(i) Interface: the clearing‑house mechanism also developed an interface to input metadata to describe web pages on the Convention’s website.  The interface is based on the Dublin Core metadata initiative, an open forum engaged in the development of interoperable online metadata standards that support a broad range of purposes.  This new tool offers the Secretariat the means to describe every page on its website with metadata, maximizing the value of the information held on the website;
(j) Enhancement of the Convention’s website infrastructure: the clearing-house mechanism is in the process of enhancing the Convention’s website infrastructure with new protocols and standards. This work will provide a robust foundation for future development of new features and procedures, especially features offering increased opportunities for interaction, communication and interoperability with other information systems. In turn, new opportunities for collaboration with regard to information exchange and sharing will become possible, particularly in light of joint programmes between the Secretariat and other convention secretariats;

(k) Thematic databases: to promote greater information and knowledge exchange, the clearing-house mechanism developed a number of thematic databases that reflect the Convention’s programmes with the aim of promoting the sharing of, and access to, expertise and knowledge among Parties, non-governmental organizations and other stakeholders. The new electronic resources include:

(i) A database on case studies and incentive measures;

(ii) A new roster of experts on access and benefit sharing containing an online search mechanism;

(iii) A database on policy measures for access and benefit sharing with an online search mechanism;

(iv) A database on capacity-building projects for access and benefit sharing with an online search mechanism;

(v) A database on decisions adopted by the Council of the Global Environment Facility (GEF);

(l) Enhancement of search mechanisms: existing search mechanisms on the Convention’s website were also enhanced. It is now possible to search for all Convention-related documents from a single search page (http://www.biodiv.org/doc/search.asp).  In addition, a new search facility is also available for final meeting documents (http://www.biodiv.org/meetings/final-reports.asp). Finally, users are able to search notifications through different criteria, including subject, year, notifications requiring action or latest notifications;

(m) Thematic reports analyser: making use of the new formats developed for thematic reports, the clearing-house mechanism developed new online tools to analyze national thematic reports on invasive alien species, mountain ecosystems, protected areas and technology transfer and cooperation (see http://www.biodiv.org/reports/analyzer.aspx).  Similar to the second national report analyser (see http://www.biodiv.org/reports/nr-02.asp), the new thematic national reports analysers make it possible to mine the reports for information and make comparisons between or among countries, or between and among regions.  These new tools offer Parties the ability to search through and compile information available in thematic reports in a matter of seconds.  Search criteria can be defined by report section, country groups or country names.  In addition, it is possible to create graphics to view results and comparisons.

16. Information exchange and the resultant databases are important supportive mechanisms offering Parties the tools necessary to develop and establish Convention-related initiatives that focus on specific programme areas and cross-cutting issues.

B.
Fostering communication and networking to promote technical and scientific cooperation

17. Parties and interested stakeholders require communication tools to profit from new electronic resources to search, locate and retrieve information.  This section discusses the communication mechanisms developed to assist Parties and stakeholders to hold virtual discussions, work collaboratively, share expertise and establish the necessary network infrastructure to support collaborative programmes and activities.

1.
Communicating and networking through the clearing-house mechanism

18. The first  task facing the clearing-house mechanism in developing communication and networking tools was to create electronic collaborative spaces (i.e. restricted websites) where targeted audiences, ad hoc or expert working groups and other stakeholders could work collaboratively and dialogue. The solution was to create restricted websites where target groups of experts or stakeholders could have access to draft and working documents, information resources, help facilities and electronic forums. 

19. To date, 16 such spaces have been created for groups working on thematic areas including: biodiversity indictors, climate change and biodiversity, forest biodiversity, communication, education and public awareness, traditional knowledge, drylands, genetic use restriction technologies, global biodiversity outlook, global invasive species programme and inland waters invasive alien species, impact assessment, protected areas, rapid assessment of marine and coastal biodiversity, SBSTTA Bureau members and the informal advisory committee of the clearing-house mechanism.

20. These restricted websites enable participants to share expertise, work collaboratively, discuss topics of relevance to their work programme and collaborate on new initiatives and projects. Most restricted websites also offer use of Internet mail lists (also called “listservs”) and newsgroups (also called “reader news”).  Listservs and reader news can jointly be referred to as electronic discussion groups whose purpose is to foster communication and dialogue among participants.  Ultimately, it is hoped that the use of this electronic space and its associated resources will lead to the development of thematic global networks devoted to the facilitation of technical and scientific cooperation across all regions and countries.

2.
Working together through the clearing-house mechanism

21. The second task facing the clearing-house mechanism was to create within these collaborative workspaces tools to allow participants to work together on documents or projects, and mimic the experience of face-to-face interaction. The solution was to create a collaborative tool where, in discussions of working documents, participants are able to insert directly comments in the document, thereby conserving the context and history of discussions.  Using this tool, it becomes possible to scroll through the document and see the rationale and source of the comments, understand the circumstances leading to certain decisions, and add new comments as needed.  Every 24 hours, participants receive an automatic e-mail informing them of the number of new comments made to the document.  In addition, to maintain person-to-person or person-to-group communication, the tool offers participants the ability to communicate directly with the author of a comment, or send a message to the entire group.  This tool was first used effectively in discussions leading to the Fourth Workshop on Sustainable Use, held in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, from 6 to 8 May 2003.

22. A number of electronic discussion groups were also created to stimulate discussion and share expertise among members of targeted groups and between the Secretariat and targeted groups. To date, 34 electronic discussion groups (or Internet mail lists) have been created for a variety of different thematic areas and groups, including national focal points, bureau and committee members.

3.
Reaching a larger audience

The pro-active notification system

23. An electronic notification dissemination service was developed to increase transparency and interaction between Parties, stakeholders and the Secretariat.  In other words, notifications are now not only posted on the Web and sent to Parties by mail, but also sent electronically through e-mail addresses, thus creating a pro-active distribution system. In addition, interested members of the public can subscribe directly to this service through the Secretariat’s website and also receive information on the latest notifications and other news. 

24. The majority of subscribers to date are from developing countries, indicating the importance of monitoring constantly how regions are accessing and using information technologies, and designing information-exchange mechanisms in response to the unique needs of users.  For this reason, the clearing-house mechanism also installed a fax server to ensure receipt of information by Parties and regions with limited access to new information technologies.  Using the fax server, the Secretariat is able to send multiple copies of the same fax through its computer and network infrastructure to national focal points that lack an e-mail address or are unable to retrieve information from the Secretariat’s website.

25. This electronic information dissemination service can be tailored to target different audiences (media, students, research community, non-governmental organizations, private sector, health and international organizations) should the need arise to focus on a specific group.  

The interactive info-bulletin on financing for biological diversity

26. A parallel activity to reach a wider audience was the establishment of an interactive info-bulletin on financing for biological diversity (http://www.biodiv.org/financial/forums.aspx), which provides a centralized venue for funding practitioners to exchange biodiversity-related funding information, including experience, views and best practice, with a view to promoting cooperation, coordination, coherence, synergies as well as effectiveness and efficiency in financing for biological diversity. Currently, the Interactive Info-bulletin has six different thematic areas 
/ where the public can exchange and retrieve information.

The enhancement of the website

27. In line with the objective of reaching a wider audience, the website of the Secretariat was enhanced to: (i) facilitate navigation; (ii) include additional, general information on biodiversity, biosafety, the Convention, the Protocol and others; and (iii) target specific audiences, such as journalists, students and non-governmental organizations.  The enhancement of the website did not alter the structure, the features, the content or the services of the previous website, which remains available as part of the new page.  In essence, the re-design of the website aimed to broaden the Convention’s audience, and more effectively disseminate information on the Convention while increasing participation by interested stakeholders.  This initiative is reviewed in detail in the report on communication, education and public awareness activities (UNEP/CBD/COP/7/17/Add.4).  In keeping with the United Nations Secretary General’s vision that “Internet-based technologies will play an ever-increasing role in the strategy of the Secretariat to reach all of its multiple target audiences and to help build global support for its mandate and objectives”, 
/ the communications strategy for the Secretariat focuses on the creation of audience-specific databases and electronic communication tools to communicate more effectively with Parties, stakeholders and the general public.

Cooperation with other conventions: the joint calendar

28. The clearing-house mechanism participated in the elaboration of an electronic joint calendar of events published by the secretariats of the Convention on Biological Diversity, the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) and the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) (see http://unfccc.int/calendar/rioconv/index.html).  The joint calendar highlights those events mandated by the Convention on Biological Diversity, UNCCD and UNFCCC processes that are relevant to the work of all three conventions.  Discussions are under way to improve the electronic calendar by making the data held by each organization interoperable (i.e., available through each of the secretariats respective websites).

29. Of particular interest is that this activity has seeded a number of discussions for the implementation of other activities and projects among the three secretariats, particularly those related to formats, protocols and standards. It is assumed that this growing collaboration will promote other cooperative activities in support of the secretariats’ respective programme and crosscutting areas of work.

30. In summary, communication mechanisms and networks are tools that assist the clearing-house mechanism in promoting and facilitating technical and scientific cooperation. Indeed, they were not created in isolation from the main objective of the clearing-house, and have become integral components of the development and implementation of joint projects, initiatives and programmes, particularly within the context of the programme areas and cross-cutting issues of the Convention.  

C.
Technical and scientific collaboration within the context of the clearing-house mechanism programme areas and cross-cutting issues

31. With the completion of the information-exchange phase of the clearing-house mechanism and its ongoing investment in formats, protocols and standards and communication and electronic collaborative tools, the building blocks for the development and implementation of initiatives focusing on technical and scientific cooperation are now in place.

1.
Cooperation with other international organizations

32. Indeed, following the sixth meeting of the Conference of the Parties, many of these initiatives led directly to joint work plans with other international organizations and initiatives, particularly the Inter‑American Biodiversity Information Network (IABIN), the Global Invasive Species Programme (GISP), the Global Biodiversity Information Facility (GBIF), the Global Taxonomy Initiative (GTI) and BirdLife International.  As one example of these joint work plans, the clearing-house mechanism is discussing with the IABIN ways and means to further develop a Western Hemispheric interoperable biodiversity information network. As well, the clearing-house mechanism is supporting the scientific activities of GBIF through its work in GBIF’s Outreach and ‑Building Committee. Finally, the clearing-house mechanism is currently working with GISP to develop a global invasive alien species information network to assist Parties and Governments to better manage invasive alien species (see below).
2.
International thematic focal points

33. International thematic focal points were established pursuant to annex II, item (c), of decision V/14 to prepare the groundwork for the implementation of new initiatives in support of the Convention’s programme areas and crosscutting issues. 

34. International thematic focal points are centres of excellence (universities, foundations, non-governmental organizations, etc.) that can provide relevant and appropriate information on specific themes directly relevant to the Convention on Biological Diversity; as well as experience and expertise on such themes at the international level. 
/  The concept of international thematic focal points involves such centres of excellence and national needs expressed by the national focal points.  The role of the clearing-house mechanism is to bring together those two components and catalyse the transfer of scientific and technical expertise from the former to the latter. This cooperative flow usually takes place during regional workshops organized by the clearing-house mechanism, such as during the above-mentioned workshops for the Latin America and Caribbean and the Central and Eastern European regions.  

35. To date, four international thematic focal points have been established using the procedure established by decision V/14, annex II, item (c) (iii):  the Global Invasive Species Programme, the Global Taxonomy Initiative, NatureServe and Birdlife International. Collaborative activities such as data sharing, linking nodes to national clearing-house mechanisms, targeted activities in specific programme areas and access to expertise were developed with the international thematic focal points as explained in full detail below.

GISP 

36. Cooperation with GISP as an international thematic focal point aims at making available GISP information resources and databases through the Convention on Biological Diversity website and the GISP website, and collaborating with the Secretariat to develop interoperability standards for exchange of relevant data, including the “availability” of a “minimum” set of data fields or data sets. Equally important, the Secretariat works with GISP to increase capacity at the national level to assist Parties and Governments to better manage invasive alien species.

37. Current activities include the development of capacity-building projects with GISP to further elaborate the structure of the Global Invasive Species Information Network and to encourage regional and international cooperation. Toward this end, the clearing-house mechanism participated in the workshop held in Tallinn, Estonia, from 21-23 May 2002 to develop a network of interoperable databases on invasive alien species for the Nordic/Baltic region. The meeting succeeded in establishing partnerships to better manage invasive alien species between countries with economies in transition and developed countries. The clearing-house mechanism is offering technical support for the development of the regional Nordic/Baltic hub of the Global Invasive Species Information Network and on other issues related to technical and scientific cooperation.

38. The Secretariat through the clearing-house mechanism is the Co-Chair of the Global Invasive Species Programme Information Management Working Group. In this role, the clearing-house mechanism participated in the drafting of the report on Building a Global Invasive Species Information Network and continues to work with GISP toward the establishment of such a network. The report offers guidelines for the structuring of the network, and acknowledges the catalytic role of the clearing-house mechanism in facilitating and promoting its development and establishment, especially in light of the memorandum of cooperation established between the Secretariat and the Global Invasive Species Programme.

Global Taxonomy Initiative
39. Cooperation with GTI aims at assisting Parties to the Convention in eliminating the taxonomic impediment by developing taxonomic skills and knowledge at the national level.  A major component of this is the facilitation of technical and scientific cooperation between parties, organizations and individuals.  Collaboration, therefore, is designed to ensure dissemination of taxonomic information on animals, plants, fungi and microorganisms through the development of a global taxonomic information system.  This will allow Parties, conservation and environmental management personnel free access to the tools, expertise and knowledge on taxonomy. 

40. Current activities include joint work to build capacity at the national level, especially in cooperation with GBIF.  The clearing-house mechanism and GTI are also collaborating to assist GBIF in developing an electronic catalogue of life.  Moreover, GTI and the clearing-house mechanism are working with GBIF to develop formats, protocols and standards to ensure the interoperability of taxonomic information systems. 

NatureServe 

41. Cooperation with NatureServe as an international thematic focal point aims to facilitate cooperation between its Conservation Data Centers and national clearing-house mechanism with a view to making its biological inventories (species at risk and conservation information) available to national clearing-house mechanism. It also aims to collaborate with the clearing-house mechanism in the development of data standards and protocols, analytical tools and information delivery systems targeted towards biodiversity needs in Latin America and the Caribbean. Finally, it aims to work with the clearing-house mechanism to build capacities at the national level, particularly with regard to the collecting, managing and sharing of biodiversity information in the countries and regions where NatureServe works.

42. Current activities include participation in the clearing-house mechanism regional meeting in Latin America and the Caribbean to build capacity in the region. NatureServe is also working with the clearing-house mechanism to increase its participation in work related to the Global Invasive Species Programme, particularly with regard to the development of a global network on invasive alien species. Finally, NatureServe and the clearing-house mechanism are attempting to synergize activities between NatureServe Conservation Data Centers (CDCs) and national clearing-house mechanism. 

BirdLife International 

43. Cooperation with BirdLife International as an international thematic focal point aims at making data on avian biological diversity, especially threatened bird species, important bird areas (IBAs) and endemic bird areas (EBAs) available to the Convention on Biological Diversity through the clearing-house mechanism. In addition, BirdLife International will contribute relevant information on avian biological diversity to the work of the Secretariat, especially in the development and implementation of work programmes on terrestrial and marine biological diversity and for the work of SBSTTA. Finally, BirdLife International will also make data on avian biological diversity available to Parties to the Convention on Biological Diversity for, inter alia, national clearing-house mechanisms, national reports and National Biodiversity Strategies and Actions Plans, through the clearing-house mechanism and through BirdLife national partner organizations. 

44. Current activities include participation by BirdLife International in the clearing-house mechanism regional workshops to assist Parties and Governments of the region to build national capacities.  Through this activity, BirdLife International is discussing with the clearing-house mechanism and with national clearing-house mechanisms how to make policy-relevant information available at the national level.  The clearing-house mechanism is also supportive of BirdLife International’s work towards the development of eco-region clearing-house mechanisms, its project to develop an eco-region clearing-house mechanism in support of the Tumbesian forests of Ecuador and Peru being a case in point. Finally, the clearing-house mechanism is working with BirdLife International on ways to its datasets to assist the Convention’s work on 2010 targets, its programme of work on dry and sub-humid lands and on the importance of important bird areas to Article 8 (a) of the Convention. 

3.
Building capacity through the clearing-house mechanism: regional workshops

45. Assisting Parties in building national, subregional and regional capacities for the implementation of the programmes of work under the Convention, in collaboration with other international organizations and initiatives, was and remains one of the primary goals of the clearing-house mechanism.  To this end, and pursuant to paragraph 4 of decision VI/18, three regional workshops were organized in Africa, Latin American and the Caribbean, and Central and Eastern Europe, to focus on assisting Parties to participate more effectively in the programme of work of the Convention.

The Africa regional meeting

46. In the Africa regional meeting on the clearing-house mechanism, held in Nairobi, from 31 March to 2 April 2003, a number of recommendations were made related to the need for close collaboration with international thematic focal points and other international organizations.  There was also strong support for the promotion of the clearing-house mechanism and the facilitation of more forcefully technical and scientific cooperation. Moreover, representation by a number of non‑governmental organizations, international thematic focal points and other international organizations bolstered the efforts of the clearing-house mechanism to catalyze joint initiatives and projects.

The Latin America and Caribbean regional meeting

47. Building on the above, the clearing-house mechanism and the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network (IABIN) co-organized a regional meeting in held Cancun, Mexico, from 12 to 14 August 2003 with a focus on building partnerships and national capacities. The specific objectives of the meeting included:

(n) Identification of areas of collaboration between the clearing-house mechanism, the Inter‑American Biodiversity Information Network and the Global Biodiversity Information Facility within the programme areas and cross-cutting issues of the Convention with a view to promoting and facilitating technical and scientific cooperation and reducing duplication of work;

(o) Determination of regional information requirements and mechanisms needed to promote and facilitate scientific and technical cooperation activities under the Convention and the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network and Global Biodiversity Information Facility programmes of work at the local and national level;

(p) Identification of likely problems and proposed solutions for the implementation and ongoing development of the clearing-house and Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network and Global Biodiversity Information Facility activities in the region, particularly in the use of new information technologies;

(q) Identification of obstacles to the implementation of recommendations related to the programme areas and crosscutting issues of the Convention.

48. As with the Africa regional meeting on the clearing-house mechanism, international thematic focal points, non-governmental organizations and international organizations were invited to participate with the view to establishing partnerships and joint projects.  Of particular interest is that these meetings were the first ever clearing-house mechanism meetings organized with other international organizations. 

49. As a result, the meeting was able to synergize a number of Convention-related activities at the regional level among international organizations, initiatives and non-governmental organizations. This was facilitated by using the national focal point networks of the clearing-house mechanism and of the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network and the Conservation Data Centres of NatureServe and nodes of the Global Biodiversity Information Facility, among others. Indeed, one of the principal outcomes of the meeting was the agreement to link different mechanisms (nodes, clearing-house mechanisms, conservation data centres, and focal points) into a hemispheric-wide collaborative biodiversity network.  This blossoming partnership extends to the adherence to formats, protocols and standards in the development of the hemispheric-wide biodiversity network and collaborative initiatives with international thematic focal points.

The Central and Eastern Europe regional meeting

50. To capitalize on the above, the clearing-house mechanism and the European Environment Agency co-organized a regional meeting for Central and Eastern Europe in Prague, Czech Republic, from 12 to 14 September 2003 to focus on building partnerships across the programme areas and cross‑cutting issues of the Convention.  Similar to the objectives of the meeting of the Latin American and Caribbean region, the meeting in Central and Eastern Europe identified areas of collaboration between the clearing-house mechanism and the European Community clearing-house mechanism with a view to increasing capacities in the Central and Eastern European region, particularly within the programme areas and cross-cutting issues of the Convention. 

51. The co-organization of the Central and Eastern European meeting also reflected the interest and support of pan-European organizations in the new focus of the clearing-house mechanism. Indeed, the contextualization of clearing-house mechanism, activities within specific Convention-related areas of work offered unique opportunities during the meeting for the development of partnerships, establishment of joint work plans and exchange of expertise to assist in the building of national capacities.  Moreover, as in the case of the Latin America and Caribbean meeting, this was among the first clearing-house mechanism regional meetings that joined participants from developed countries with those from other regions.  In addition, this meeting represented the first opportunity for all European national clearing-house mechanisms to discuss joint initiatives.

Meeting of the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group on Traditional Knowledge and the Clearing-House Mechanism
52. Another unique opportunity gained by the clearing-house mechanism was its participation, pursuant to paragraph 5 of decision VI/18, in the organization of the meeting of the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group on Traditional Knowledge and the Clearing-House Mechanism in Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia, from 24 to 26 February 2003.  Again, the clearing-house mechanism was able to place in context its activities and services to assist in the elaboration of an indigenous global communication network and in the further identification of the roles and responsibilities of an indigenous thematic focal point within the clearing-house mechanism.
4.
The clearing-house mechanism toolkit 

53. Another form of assistance provided by the clearing-house mechanism to Parties and Governments to build capacity is the development of a new clearing-house mechanism toolkit pursuant to paragraph 3 of decision VI/18.  Divided into six different modules, the clearing-house mechanism toolkit assists Parties and Governments to develop and establish clearing-house mechanism national focal points. The toolkit also contains information on other toolkits, funding and partnership opportunities, and technical information related to formats, protocols and standards.

54. Currently, the toolkit is available in web-format only (see http://www.biodiv.org/chm/toolkit/). However, the Secretariat is considering the possibility of issuing paper and CD-ROM versions to ensure its widest possible use and adoption.

55. Of special note was the collaborative approach taken in the development of the toolkit.  Participants included the European Community clearing-house mechanism, the governments of Belgium and The Netherlands clearing-house mechanisms and the Global Biodiversity Information Facility.  Their respective toolkits are integral components of the final product of the clearing‑house mechanism, and provide Parties, Governments and regions with technical and expert advice in the establishment of national and regional clearing‑house mechanisms.

5.
Other activities

56. One particular case of implementation of activities by the clearing‑house mechanism is the project generously funded by the Government of the Netherlands to assist one or two countries to develop their clearing‑house mechanism websites based on the Netherlands model, taking into account special needs of developing countries, in particular, the least developed countries and small island developing states. A questionnaire inquiring on the state of development of the clearing‑house mechanism national focal points to assist the Secretariat in the selection of two Parties to participate in the project was sent to least developing states and small island developing states on 8 July 2003. From the completed questionnaires, the Secretariat proceeded with the selection of two Parties to participate in the project.
57. Finally, in response to paragraph 2 of decision VI/18, which requested the Executive Secretary to commission a review to assess the current and potential role of the clearing‑house mechanism in promoting technical and scientific cooperation, a memorandum of cooperation was established with the UNEP World Conservation Monitoring Centre (UNEP-WCMC) to undertake such an assessment, the results of which are being made available to the Conference of the Parties as an information document (UNEP/CBD/COP/7/INF/12). 

IV.
Informal Advisory Committee (IAC) of the clearing-house mechanism 

58. Pursuant to paragraphs 7 (a)-(e) of decision V/14, the informal advisory committee of the clearing‑house mechanism, constituted and coordinated by the Executive Secretary, continued to provide advice on matters relating to the clearing‑house mechanism, and, in particular, on how to improve the effectiveness of the clearing‑house mechanism as a mechanism to promote scientific and technical cooperation.  The Committee allows for greater input from Parties into the development of the clearing‑house mechanism and advises on ways and means to facilitate the development of the clearing‑house mechanism network.  Finally, it also facilitates and encourages cooperation with other relevant international and regional information networks and initiatives.

59. The Executive Secretary convened three meetings with the informal advisory committee in 2002-2003 (9 April 2002, 9 March 2003 and 9 November 2003) to seek advice and recommendations on the implementation of decisions V/14 and VI/18 and advice on further developing the clearing‑house mechanism to promote and facilitate technical and scientific cooperation.  Advice from these meetings was instrumental in the organization of regional clearing‑house mechanism workshops, particularly with regard to the workshops in Latin America and the Caribbean and in Central and Eastern Europe, which were organized in collaboration with the Inter-American Biodiversity Information Network and the European Environment Agency, respectively.

60. The committee’s advice also assisted the clearing‑house mechanism to focus on the programme areas and cross-cutting issues of the Convention, particularly in collaboration with international thematic focal points and relevant international initiatives and organizations.  In addition, the Informal Advisory Committee assisted in the development of the controlled vocabulary and other issues pertaining to information exchange and network development, the development of metadata, adoption of protocols and standards, and communication mechanisms being cases in point.

61. Finally, the informal advisory committee offered expert advice on the development of the new clearing‑house mechanism toolkit and on how the clearing‑house mechanism could use it to assist in the building of capacities at the national level.

62. Pursuant to paragraph 9 of decision V/14, the Executive Secretary, in consultation with the informal advisory committee, developed operational procedures for the committee, which are contained in the note on operational guidelines for informal advisory committee of the clearing‑house mechanism (UNEP/CBD/COP/7/17/Add.6) for review by the Conference of the Parties. 
V.
Recommendations
63. In sum, activities undertaken by the clearing‑house mechanism during the inter-sessional period fall within three categories:  first, investment in new information technologies and use of new formats, protocols and standards; secondly, development of communication mechanisms and new information-dissemination tools and databases to create more effective channels of interaction between the Secretariat and Parties and stakeholders; and, thirdly, collaboration with international thematic focal points, international organizations and non-governmental organizations in the development and implementation of initiatives for the scientific and technical cooperation within the context of the Convention’s programme areas and cross-cutting issues.

64. The table annexed to the present note provides an overview of the specific contributions of the clearing‑house mechanism to the various thematic areas and crosscutting issues of the Convention.

65. It is suggested that the clearing‑house mechanism continue to focus strongly on cooperative initiatives, and strive to lend its support to all areas of work related to the Convention. In  so doing, it will fulfil its mandate to promote and facilitate technical and scientific collaboration while developing an effective working relationship with all programme areas and cross-cutting issues of the Convention. 

66. In light of the above, the Conference of the Parties may wish to consider and adopt a decision along the following lines in relation to the clearing‑house mechanism:

“The Conference of the Parties,

Taking note of the note by the Executive Secretary on the activities of the clearing-house mechanism during the inter-sessional period (UNEP/CBD/COP/7/17/Add.1), 

Noting with satisfaction the concrete steps taken towards making the clearing-house mechanism an effective tool for promoting technical and scientific cooperation among Parties,

1.
Decides to extend the mandate of the informal advisory committee, as constituted and coordinated by the Executive Secretary, and as defined by its operational guidelines;

2.
Also decides to review the continuation and mandate of the informal advisory committee at the ninth meeting of the Conference of the Parties;

3.
Calls upon Parties to:

(a)
Use the clearing-house mechanism toolkit to establish clearing-house mechanism national focal points and websites, if they have not done so already;

(b)
Contribute resources for the translation and maintenance in the six official languages of the United Nations of the content of the website of the Secretariat for the Convention;

(c)
Use the controlled vocabulary for the Convention on Biological Diversity to facilitate interoperability of information among national clearing-house mechanisms;

4.
Invites developed countries Parties to:

(a)
Assist the Executive Secretary in supporting developing countries Parties, through the clearing-house mechanism, in their efforts to implement and use new information technologies, including the set-up of websites; and

(b)
Contribute the necessary funds to allow the Executive Secretary to organize a meeting of the clearing-house mechanism national focal points once a year;

 5.
Requests the Executive Secretary to use the clearing-house mechanism, in collaboration with the informal advisory committee, to continue to strengthen collaboration with IABIN hubs, BioNet LOOPs (Locally Owned and Operated Partnerships), NatureServe CDCs (Centres for Data Conservation), and nodes of the Global Biodiversity Information Facility;

6.
Also requests the Executive Secretary to:

(a)
Update the strategic plan of the clearing-house mechanism to 2009, in collaboration with the informal advisory committee, for consideration by the eighth meeting of the Conference of the Parties;

(b)
Convene, subject to the availability of financial resources, regional workshops as a catalysing mechanism to allow for the interaction of the international thematic focal points with the national focal points to further enhance the scientific and technical cooperation goal of the clearing-house mechanism;

(c)
Update the clearing-house mechanism toolkit to be used as a meta-toolkit, linking the different existing toolkits with a view to optimise their resources and assist users to choose the most appropriate technology;

(d)
Examine ways to develop a regional portal to visualize and exchange national and regional cartographic information (geographic information systems and remote sensing) from all thematic areas (including maps, satellite images and datasets);

(e)
Develop tools through the clearing-house mechanism to assist Parties in their initiatives to more effectively transfer technologies;

(e)
Advise on ways the clearing-house mechanism can assist to make relevant information interoperable among the three Rio conventions.

Annex

SPECIFIC CONTRIBUTIONS OF THE CLEARING-HOUSE MECHANISM IN SUPPORT OF THE CONVENTION’S thematic AREAS AND CROSS-CUTTING ISSUES

	Programmes of work
	Specific contributions of the clearing-house mechanism in support of the Convention’s thematic areas and cross‑cutting issues

	T h e m a t i c  a r e a s
	Agriculture biodiversity
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Proactive notification system

	
	Dry and sub-humid lands biodiversity
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Creation of electronic communication mechanisms for working groups

· Proactive notification system

· Linkages with BirdLife International to assist in its programme of work

	
	Forest biodiversity
	· Establishment of a restricted website and virtual collaborative environment

· Creation of electronic communication mechanisms for working groups

· Proactive notification system

· Development of a forest web-based portal pursuant to paragraph 19 (g) of decision VI/22

	
	Inland waters biodiversity
	· Establishment of a restricted website and virtual collaborative environment

· Creation of electronic communication mechanisms for working groups

· Proactive notification system

	
	Marine and coastal biodiversity
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Proactive notification system

· Creation of electronic communication mechanisms for working groups


	C r o s s c u t t i n g issues
	Access to genetic resources and benefit sharing
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Development of a new roster of experts on access and benefit‑sharing containing an online search mechanism;

· Development of a database on capacity-building projects for access and benefit sharing with an online search mechanism;

· Development of a database on policy measures for access and benefit‑sharing with an online search mechanism;

· Proactive notification system

	
	Invasive alien species
	· Establishment of a restricted website and virtual collaborative environment for GISP and for work in support of inland waters/invasive alien species

· Participation in the Global Invasive Species Programme (GISP)

· Creation of electronic communication mechanisms for working groups

· Collaboration with GISP to develop a global invasive alien species information network

· Establishment of GISP as an international thematic focal point

· Participation of GISP in clearing‑house mechanism regional workshops

· Proactive notification system

	
	Article 8(j): traditional knowledge, innovations and practices
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Proactive notification system

· Establishment of an indigenous focal point within the clearing‑house mechanism;

· Co-organization of the meeting of the Ad Hoc Technical Expert Group on Traditional Knowledge and Clearing-House Mechanism, Santa Cruz, Bolivia, February 2003

· Collaboration in the development of an indigenous and local communities information network

	
	Programmes of work
	Specific contributions of the clearing-house mechanism in support of the Convention’s programme areas and cross‑cutting issues

	
	Ecosystem approach
	· Proactive notification system

	
	Global Strategy for Plant Conservation
	· Proactive notification system

	
	Global Taxonomy Initiative
	· Joint work with GTI and GBIF to develop the electronic catalogue of life;

· Joint work with GTI to establish formats, protocols and standards to assist in the interoperability of taxonomic information systems

· Proactive notification system

	
	Impact assessment, liability and redress
	· Proactive notification system

	
	Indicators
	· Proactive notification system

	
	Protected areas
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Establishment of NatureServe and BirdLife International as international thematic focal points

· Programmes to make available BirdLife International and NatureServe data through the clearing‑house mechanisms

· Participation by BirdLife International and NatureServe in regional meetings of the clearing‑house mechanism 

· Proactive notification system

	
	Public education and awareness
	· Establishment of a restricted website

· Development of communication mechanisms

· Proactive notification system

· Papers on communication strategy, education

· Roster of experts

· Enhancement of the webpage

· Education portal

· Development of a global network on education

· Press room

	
	Sustainable use of biodiversity
	· Establishment of a restricted website and virtual collaborative space

· Proactive notification system


-----

* 	UNEP/CBD/COP/7/1 and Corr.1.


�/	 See: paragraph 1, decision I/3, paragraph 4 (b), decision II/3, preamble, (a), decision III/4, paragraph 5, decision III/4, paragraph 10 (e), decision IV/2, paragraph 7, annex II (g)(ii), decision V/14, annex II (j), decision V/14, paragraph 2, decision VI/18. 


�/	Strategic plan of the clearing-house mechanism (UNEP/CBD/SBSTTA/5/INF/2), p. 7.


�/	Ibid, p. 10.


�/	Pilot phase of the clearing-house mechanism (UNEP/CBD/SBSTTA/5/3).


�/	The human component of network architecture includes the users of network services.  It is important to define the user base before designing the architecture of the network, as it can vary widely and serve different purposes.  Creating a human network, acculturated to expected network behaviour and use of network protocols, is often the most difficult component in the development and establishment of a communications network. 


�/	 The six thematic discussion areas are: Announcements offering funding opportunities, Project proposals seeking financial support, Institutions/projects/individuals seeking/offering technical collaboration and/or expertise, funded biodiversity projects and related information, Business, banking and biodiversity and Debt and biological diversity.


�/	 Information technology in the Secretariat: a plan of action (A/55/780), p. 10.


�/	 According to decision V/14, annex II, item (c), international thematic focal points should also fulfil the following criteria:  (i) ability to leverage infrastructure; (ii) provision of relevant content; (iii) experience with specific issues; (iv) ability to advance the objectives of the clearing-house mechanism; (v) Ability to advance the objectives of other partners; (vi) provision of open access to information; (vii) allowance for the custodianship to remain with the provider of information, as well as the provision of metadata in the public domain.
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