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Abstract

The Aarhus Convention of June 25, 1998, of the United Nations Economic Commission
for Europe on access to information, public participation in decision-making
and access to justice in environmental matters, introduced the commitment of
each signing State to ensure, within the framework of its national regulation,
that citizens could suit and appeal any decision, or any action or omission that
falls within the scope of public participation regarding issues on environmental
matters. Hence, citizens are entitled to appeal administratively and judicially
against public environmental decisions if they invoke a legal infringement in
relation to this issue. Access to justice for violation of the rights of public participation are set out in the same terms on Regulation (EU) number 1367/2006,
of September 6, relating to the application, to the institutions and community
bodies, of the provisions of the Aarhus Convention on access to information,
public participation in decision-making and access to justice on environmental
matters. Although the right of access is quite broad, it is not exempt from exceptions, such as those indicated on the Directive 2003/4/EC of the European
Parliament and of the Council, of January 28, on public access to environmental
information, which has recently been interpreted by the Court of Justice of the
European Union on the Judgement (First Chamber) of January 20, 2021 in the
Land Baden-Württemberg case (Communications internes). However, all this
is not useful if citizens are not granted with the possibility of accessing to control judicially administrative decisions that do not comply with environmental
policies with the same extension, because the opportunity for any citizen to be
entitled to effectively control these actions is being excluded. This paper aims
to analyze the extent of the right of citizens to participate digitally in public
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decision-making of an environmental nature, and determine if such right is
consistent with the possibilities of access to justice in this matter, since only
through judicially control of the administrative decisions it is possible to make
the participation right effective.
Keywords: Environment, citizens’ participation, digitization, judicial control.

The importance of environmental
protection
The protection of the environment has many dimensions, as has been
reflected in the Sustainable Development Goals (hereinafter, SDG) that refer
to environmental sustainability, which are, the SDG-13 (Climate action),
SDG-14 (Underwater life), and SDG-15 (Life of terrestrial ecosystems), fundamentally. It is clear that these goals interact and are related to each other, so
that progress on any one of them benefits the other two. Objectives regarding
these three dimensions are included in the 2015 Paris Agreement1. Although
the relevance of the three dimensions is identical, in this moment, there is
great concern about reversing the effects of climate change, identified with
objective number 13 (Climate action), since its achievement will have a high
impact on the other SDGs that aim to protect the environment.
Although, since the end of the 1980s, the interest of the international community on sustainability has been increasing progressively, one of the biggest
problems to achieve effective results has been focused on the difficulties for
implementation of legal measures with enforcement. So that, mechanisms
to combat climate change have been only recommendations for years, due
to conflicts of interest of economic nature that we can consider soft law2 in
a high percentage of the whole legal regulatory framework on this matter.
Thus, the main drawbacks for the effectiveness of the regulatory measures
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have been the difficulties in making any initiative enforceable3. For years, they
have remained in the realm of the merely programmatic initiatives. Given
the States sovereignty, the will of each State to ensure hard law initiatives on
a national scope, following international guidelines, is a key. Although the
trend is changing, and in recent years hard law regulations have been approved
on this matter there are a lot of to do because soft law is still predominant4.
Similarly, concern about climate change began decades ago, but it was only
very recently that a more widespread and consistent awareness of the dimensions of the danger it poses to the planet has been achieved. Initially, the trend
towards global warming due to carbon dioxide emissions was pointed out in
the middle of the 19th century by Eunice Newton Foote and John Tyndall,
a phenomenon confirmed by the Nobel Prize winner Svante Arrhenius in
1896, and although at that time it was a problem for which there was scientific interest, the World Wars of the 20th century diverted attention to armed
conflicts. Subsequently, it was in the 70s when the rise in temperatures began
to be detected throughout the world, and it was appreciated that an increase
in the concentration of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere would generate an
anomalous warming that would reverse the historical cooling corresponding
to the stage interglacial5. The Paris Agreement contains the commitment for
balancing emissions to zero by the end of the XXI century, so that cannot be
emitted more carbon dioxide emissions than the ones that can be absorbed
by the nature, and fixing the limit of 2 Celsius degrees of annual warming6.
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There is a general consensus that the Paris Agreement will be much more
effective in achieving its objective.
This is relevant, since currently, there is an international consensus that the
problems generated by climate change have reached a stage from which, if they
continue to worsen, the situation will be irreversible, so that our planet will
suffer an increase of extreme meteorological phenomena that involve serious
economic and social risk, and that will accelerate the loss of the environmental conditions that are necessary for the continuity of life in it. Some of these
phenomena are already beginning to occur, having been identified as such
the extreme snowfalls that occurred in January 2021 in Spain7, and the floods
that occurred in July 2021 in Germany, Belgium and Austria8, moreover the
appearance of new viruses capable of putting in hazard health security9 and
global economic stability10.
In addition to the commitments assumed in the international framework, the
concern for environmental protection is reflected in the regulatory initiatives
of recent years of the European Union (hereinafter, EU), where the European
Green Deal stands out11, as part of a Sustainable Development Strategy of the EU
between now and 2050, which aims to be truly unrelated to the overexploitation
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of natural resources, and whose main objective is to increase the well-being
of citizens12. Also domestically, the EU Member States are adopting measures
consistent with international initiatives and those of the European Union. At the
national internal level, it is irrelevant whether the administrative powers in environmental protection are of the State or of other regional or local territorial public
administrations. Since it is considered that the fight against climate change affects
the competences on environmental protection, in general, which is incumbent on
all Public Administrations, and also, other competences in matters that contact
them, due to the transversal nature of the issue13, may also be affected and confer
powers to all Public Administrations that are responsible for them.

Citizens’ participation on environmental
matters
The implementation of formulas for public participation is one of the parameters of good administration, and it is considered Fundamental Citizen
Right pursuant article 41 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU,
but although the dissemination of information on environmental issues is
necessary for citizens to exercise control over public action, it is also necessary
that those who have the right to participate and know, can access justice to
challenge irregular administrative acts.
The Aarhus Convention of June 25, 1998, of the United Nations Economic
Commission for Europe on access to information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice in environmental matters14 15 16, introduced
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the commitment of each signing State to ensure, within the framework of its
national legislation, that citizens could participate in the decisions regarding
environmental issues and suit and appeal any decision, or any action or omission that falls within the scope of public participation on environmental matters, pursuant article 9.2 in relation with article 4.1 of the Aarhus Convention.
Hence, citizens are entitled to appeal administratively and judicially against
public environmental decisions if they invoke a legal infringement in relation
to the participation right on environmental issue when they have a sufficient
interest to act or, otherwise, when they invoke an attack against a right. In
these cases, they could appeal before a judicial body or other independent
and impartial body established by law in relation to the merits or the procedure, of any decision, or any action or omission that falls within the scope of
public participation17.
In the European Union scope this Convention has its reflection on
Regulation (EU) number 1367/2006, of September 6, about the application
of the provisions of the Aarhus Convention in the EU territory on access to
information, public participation in decision-making and access to justice in
environmental matters. Although the right of access is quite broad, it is not
free from exceptions, such as those referred on article 4 of Directive 2003/4/
EC of the European Parliament and of the Council, of January 28, on public
access to environmental information This exceptions have recently been
interpreted by the Court of Justice of the European Union in the Judgement
(First Chamber) of January 20, 2021 in the Land Baden-Württemberg case
(Communications internes)18. This judgment refers to the interpretation of
this limits regarding public access to documents of the European Parliament,
of the Council and of the Commission, because it is allowed denying access
to a document prepared by an institution for its internal use or received by
it, related to a matter on which the institution has not yet made a decision,
if its disclosure would seriously impact the decision-making process of the
institution, unless such disclosure is of higher public interest.
17
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This limitation must be interpreted in the sense that the concept of “internal
communications” includes all the information that circulates within a public
authority and that has not left the internal sphere of this authority on the date
of the request for access. The limit could be applied if the information has
not been or should not have been made available to the public before this
reception and it can only be applied during the period in which the protection of the required information is justified, because these limits cannot be
extended along all the time.
The same limitations are applied in the Member States of the European
Union. Thus, for example, in Spain, 27/2006 Act includes the idea that citizens
need to be able to enjoy the right to a healthy environment and fulfill the
duty to respect and protect it, and for that they must have access to relevant
environmental information, being entitled to participate in environmental
decision-making processes and having access to justice when such rights are
denied. The possibility of taking actions against administrative acts that limit
the right to citizen participation in this area is recognized for all citizens, on
articles 3.3.a), 20 and 21 of 27/2006 Spanish Act. It is remarkable that access
to justice is being recognized for all citizens in the event that they are denied
to participate on environmental decision-making processes, not to challenge
acts in which they are not interested, when they have not been denied the
right to participate on public processes on environmental matters.

The digitization impact on citizens’ rights
catalogue
when there are no limitations to the participation right, the possibilities
of access to the due information have been increased as a consequence
of the fact that the use of new technologies eases the access to public
information’s enhancing transparency and accountability. But there are
much more to do in this scope, and we are in the way because on March
9, 2021, the Commission presented the document Vision and pathways for
Europe’s digital transformation by 2030, establishing a catalogue of digital
rights, as freedom of expression, and the right to access to diverse, reliable
and transparent information. All of them are built on digital principles,
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among which we can highlight the following ones, due to their connection with the subject we are dealing with: the use of a safe and reliable
online environment, the access to environmentally friendly digital systems
and devices, the existence of an accessible and human-centered digital
Administration and public services, and ethical principles applicable to
human-centered algorithms.
This project is built over the former European strategy so-called Shaping
Europe’s Digital Future that includes some actions to consolidate a real digital
access rights for citizens, and some of them are currently yet implemented
and other are in the way. This strategy includes the approval of a White Paper
on Artificial Intelligence, and also building and deploying cutting-edge joint
digital capacities in the areas of Artificial Intelligence related with the European
Strategies on Quantum and blockchain (implemented on 2020), and accelerating
investments in Europe’s connectivity. The strategy includes the approval of
an European cybersecurity strategy, and the application of a Digital Education
Action Plan too, to boost digital literacy and competences at all levels of education (implemented on 2020). Furthermore, it supposes to reinforce Skills
Agenda to strengthen digital skills on European citizens and to reinforce EU
governments’ interoperability strategy to ensure coordination and common
standards for secure and borderless public sector data flows and services
(implemented on 2021).
All the former actions will be essential to set a digital right to access information on different public scopes, and of course, regarding environmental
issues being it the main tool for citizens to control de public activity on this
matter. The European digital strategy involves actions that imply a real improvement for the right to access, enhancing the digital participation right
with benefit for democracy.
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Citizens’ participation effectiveness in the
scope of environment protection
Despite the former actions that suppose a real effort to make more accessible the participation right using digital technologies, its effectiveness
is still the weakest point. In this sense, it is needed some legal improvement
to access to judicial control of the public decisions once the citizens would
have got to know them. But regarding this question there is a lot to do for
the moment, because all this digital infrastructure is not useful if citizens
are not granted with the possibility of accessing to judicial control regarding
administrative acts that do not comply with environmental policies with
the same extension of the right to access, thus the opportunity for any
citizen to be entitled to effectively control these actions is being excluded.
For that, it is a must to relax the requirements provided on Regulation
(EC) number 1367/2006, of September 6, for accessing to justice in environmental matters, and to initiate a judicial procedure, because this
requirements are: to be an association that have included in its statutes the
protection of the environment, having been legally constituted at least two
years before the exercise of the judicial action, and having been actively
exercising their activities in this
period developing their activity
in a territorial area that is affected by the public action, or administrative
omission.
As a consequence of the fact of demanding the aforementioned requirements, it is considered that we are facing a legal authorization to litigate but
not a citizen action19. In any case, entitlement is not granted individually,
beyond being able to sue in defense of the right of participation or access,
since individual action is limited to cases in which the appellant is interested
in a specific procedure. Perhaps, the explanation for the existence of this
19
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difference in the entitlement of both types of actions lies on the fact that,
for a part of scientific literature, the right to enjoy an adequate environment is a collective or trans-individual right20, and not strictly individual,
which is the character that can be attributed to the action granted to all
people in cases of violation of the right to citizen participation, that is also
based on democratic reasons21 and good administration22.
These limitations that are foreseen in the scope of the European Union,
and in the national laws of the majority of Member States in their internal
regulations, differ from the possibilities to exercise the action in defense of
the environment that any citizen has through the citizen suits, in the North
American legal system, which allows “any person to sue other people, whether
public or private, for certain breaches of environmental laws”23, although it
is necessary to allege individual harm derived from the action against which
the litigation is addressed24.
In this regard, it should be highlighted that, very recently, the revision of the
Aarhus Convention agreements has been proposed by European authorities,
through a Communication from the Commission so-called Improving access
to justice in environmental matters in the EU and its Member States, of October
14, 2020. The Commission proposes to encourage improvements in access to
administrative justice, especially improving the active entitlement of non-profit
entities and individuals directly affected by an infringement of environmental
legislation. The Commission pointed out that one of the greatest obstacles
20
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2019, p. 112.
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no. 3, 2019, p. 186.
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that should be removed is the possibility of bearing costs that are described
as “prohibitive”25. But it does not introduce am enhancement in the scope of
the possibilities of access to justice to individuals who consider themselves
injured if they are not interested parties on administrative procedures.
The European Commission has recently stressed that it is necessary to harmonize internal rights to eliminate undue restrictions on procedural capacity26,
in favor of effective protection of environmental rights such as water, nature
and air quality, which affect the fight against climate change, as deduced from
the case law of the Court of Justice of the European Union (Case C-240/09, on
the Lesoochranárske zoskupenie case, ECLI: EU: C: 2011: 125, paragraphs 4748)27. For this reason, such unification should contemplate the aforementioned
extension in relation to entitlement and judicial standing, since environmental
actions serve to defend the environment in all cases, and in particular, they can
be a useful tool in the fight against climate change, to adapt its now projected
regulation to the criteria that prevail from supranational instances, and that
agree with the idea of expanding

access to justice on administrative matters
in defense of the environment.
As a result, while citizens are seeing improved currently their right of access
to environmental information by application of artificial intelligence, they
will not be able to litigate in defense of the environment individually, which
should be considered a key element for making effective the right of access
to information in defense of environment as a public control democratic tool.

25

26

27

336

European Commission (2020), Communication from the Commission, the European
Parliament, the Council, the European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee
of the Regions named Improving access to justice in environmental matters in the EU and its
Member States, Brussels, 14.10.2020 COM (2020) 643 final, numbers 5 and 30.
In this sense, see, the Judgement of the CJEU issued in the joined cases C-128/09 to C-131/09,
C-134/09 and C-135/09, Boxus and others, and case C-182/10, and others / Région wallonne
Case C-240/09, Lesoochranárske zoskupenie, ECLI: EU: C: 2011: 125, and Case C-197/18
Wasserleitungsverband Nördliches Burgenland. And too European Commission (2020),
Communication from the Commission, the European Parliament, the Council, the European
Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions entitled Improving access
to justice in environmental matters in the EU and its Member States, Brussels, 14.10.2020
COM (2020) 643 final, number 37.
European Commission, cit. Communication from the Commission, to… COM (2020) 643
final, number 23.

MARÍA LIDÓN LARA ORTIZ

Conclusions
The protection of the environment requires measures that entail enforcement, both for individuals and for public entities. Regarding the control of
activity in the public sphere, citizen control is a fundamental tool through
the right of access to public information, which is a right that is not exempt
of limitations, but is currently quite broad. The use of digital media favors the
exercise of this right, which is expanded in practice. However, its effectiveness
is limited if there is no possibility of litigating when the right of access to public information do not includes the possibility of challenging actions that are
deemed harmful in relation to the environment. The most recent proposals of
the European Union on this matter tend to propose improvements in relation
to the right of access, and also to facilitate access to justice in cases where
litigation can already be done today. However, the right of access to public
information lacks effectiveness if access to justice is banned for individual
citizens in the majority of cases.
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