
Summary of consultation with the IFCS Forum Standing Committee on possible modifications to INFOCAP

On 26th February 2008, at 78th meeting of the Forum Standing Committee of the Intergovernmental Forum on Chemicals Safety (IFCS), the SAICM secretariat presented a discussion paper on the “Integration of INFOCAP in the SAICM information clearing-house: proposed modifications to INFOCAP”. This report summarises the delegates’ comments. 

Two contrasting approaches to the structure of INFOCAP were presented: one approach largely mirrored the design of the existing INFOCAP platform; the alternative approach emphasised a lower maintenance, more informal structure. By and large the delegates agreed that the original objectives of INFOCAP were still relevant, however, further clarification as to who are the beneficiaries and who bears the cost should be sought.

Whereas the majority of delegates were in favour of retaining the centralized approach to INFOCAP, there was general agreement that challenges still exist in ensuring an operational level of participation in INFOCAP (here, ‘operational’ means that INFOCAP is functioning at a level whereby it is considered the mechanism of choice, amongst relevant professionals, for information exchange). The delegates recognised that staff time for an ‘advocacy and compliance’ role would need to be factored into the budget

In addition, the centralized approach was seen as the best one to ensure a level of quality in the information available through INFOCAP. However the SAICM secretariat suggested that by scrutiny of the websites included in the distributed system it could maintain an acceptable level of quality at lower maintenance costs for INFOCAP. 

The delegate from Nigeria reinforced their recognition of the value of an information sharing platform. Ease of access and participation by developing countries to INFOCAP was stated as a mandatory requirement. Concern was expressed that the ‘distributed’ option would not address this requirement.  

In the original conception of INFOCAP, it was envisaged that the facility would deliver targeted queries such as “all relevant activities in Nigeria” or “all documents on PCB handling”. In other words support for both precise thematic and geographic queries is a desirable property of INFOCAP. One delegate expressed a concern that only a centralized system would deliver this.

Several delegates suggested that the SAICM secretariat consult existing and in-development projects on information exchange, in particular certain facilities run by the European Commission and the OECD. These could be useful both in terms of the lessons that could be learned from them for developing an information sharing platform as well as being useful information resources, in their own right, to refer to from INFOCAP. 

It was also suggested that SAICM look at common elements between INFOCAP and the SAICM information clearing-house. A suggestion was made for the SAICM secretariat to consider the possibility of combining the advantages of a hybrid (centralized and distributed) approach to INFOCAP implementation.

The SAICM secretariat recognised the value of all the comments made by the delegates particularly in light of the fact that many present at the meeting had had a long association with INFOCAP and were fully conversant in the issues. Subject to the availability of resources, the SAICM secretariat hopes to incorporate, as far as possible, all concerns and needs in producing a cost-effective solution. It will also attempt to ensure that INFOCAP benefits from technological developments that have occurred over the intervening years since the inception of the original INFOCAP.

The SAICM secretariat is acutely aware of the potential of burdening INFOCAP with high maintenance costs (in particular, staff resources) with potentially few, or at least poorly understood, benefits. With this in mind, the SAICM secretariat will include a number of ongoing monitoring tools in the updated version of INFOCAP. Based on the information from these tools, ongoing cost-benefit assessments can be made.

SAICM will solicit further comments by delegates by email up to the end of March at which point SAICM will commence with the design of the modernised INFOCAP platform incorporating as far as possible all relevant factors. A revised implementation schedule, to take into account this extended consultation period, will mean that a first draft of INFOCAP is currently foreseen for the end of the second quarter of 2008.

