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What is the INSPIRE initiative and why is it needed? 

Good policy starts with quality information. This is increasingly recognised by policy-makers and it influences the way new policies are being prepared today. The Sixth Environmental Action Programme
 for instance emphasises the need to base environmental policy-making on sound knowledge and participation, principles that will influence the Union environmental policy-making for the next ten years to come. 

INSPIRE is an initiative currently being prepared by the Commission to support the availability of spatial information for the formulation, implementation and evaluation of Union policies. It intends to set the framework for the gradual creation of a harmonised spatial information infrastructure. INSPIRE will initially focus on environmental policy needs but, being a cross-sectoral initiative, will gradually be extended to other sectors (e.g. agriculture, transport, …) as other interested Commission services participate. 

	What is a spatial information infrastructure?
The INSPIRE initiative intends to trigger the creation of a European spatial information infrastructure that delivers to the users integrated spatial information services. These services should allow the users to identify and access spatial or geographical information from a wide range of sources, from the local level to the global level, in an inter-operable way for a variety of uses. The target users of INSPIRE include policy-makers at European, national and local level and the citizens and their organisations. Possible services are the visualisation of information layers, overlay of information from different sources, spatial and temporal analysis, etc. 

The spatial information infrastructure addresses both technical and non-technical issues, ranging from technical standards and protocols, organisational issues, data policy issues including data access policy and the creation and maintenance of geographical information layers for a wide range of themes, starting with the environmental sector. 


The INSPIRE initiative recognises the fact that most of the quality spatial information is available at local and regional level, but that this information is difficult to exploit in a broader context for a variety of reasons. Contrary to what happens in the US, the situation on spatial information in Europe is one of fragmentation, gaps in availability of geographical information
, duplication of information collection and problems of identifying, accessing or using data that is available. As a result of these problems, effective Union policy actions suffer because of lack of monitoring and assessment capabilities that take into account the spatial dimension
. 
Fortunately, awareness is growing at national and at EU level about the need of quality geo-referenced information for understanding the complexity and consequently for containing the negative impacts of the ever-increasing human activity on the EU territory. Many regional and national initiatives are being taken
 and numerous stakeholders both in the Member States and candidate countries collaborate with the Commission services for the preparation of the INSPIRE initiative. 

Successful implementation of the INSPIRE initiative would contribute to reach the objectives set out in the Commission’s White Paper on European Governance
. It would help the Commission to establish more coherence in its policies by better integrating the common territorial dimension. This will also help to improve policy co-ordination, an issue that is identified by the Community Sustainable Development Strategy
 as part of a new approach to policy-making. It will allow better participation by presenting information in a clear, understandable way at national and local level. Finally, it will help to make European governance more effective by supporting the evaluation of future impact and past experience for EU policies. 
INSPIRE context and vision
Recent global advances in moving from white paper to digital data and information has created hitherto undreamed of opportunities to revolutionise access to data, communication of information and for informed decision-making at all levels of society.  This move from back room to open door access to information presents new challenges for those acquiring, handling, curating, and providing access to electronic data and information.  
The data are often of poor quality, of inconsistent standards, on specialist geographic information systems and not accessible to the public at local, regional, national and international level.  This means that presenting collations of data as information is time consuming and costly.

Policies and tailored statutes need to be put in place to resolve these problems and to facilitate and control electronic communications. Open communication requires new regulations to provide for freedom of access, while protecting privacy.  At the same time, increasing the availability of public sector information will stimulate innovation among data and information providers in the commercial community.

The INSPIRE initiative intends to improve the current situation by triggering the creation of a European Spatial Data Infrastructure for the access and use of spatial information built on the bais of the following principles:

· Data should be collected once and maintained at the level where this can be done most effectively
· It must be possible to combine seamlessly spatial information from different sources across Europe and share it between many users and applications
· It must be possible for information collected at one level to be shared between all the different levels, e.g. detailed for detailed investigations, general for strategic purposes
· Geographic information needed for good governance at all levels should be abundant and widely available under conditions that do not inhibit its extensive use
· It must be easy to discover which geographic information is available, fits the needs for a particular use and under what conditions it can be acquired and used
· Geographic data must become easy to understand and interpret because it can be visualised within the appropriate context and selected in a user-friendly way.

The INSPIRE policy vision is to make harmonised and high quality geographic information readily available for formulating, implementing, monitoring and evaluating Community policy and for the citizen to access spatial information, whether local, regional, national or international.  This vision is illustrated in the diagram at Figure 1.

The INSPIRE initiative is cross-sectoral but will target initially to support environmental policy. Indeed the 6th Environmental Action Programme highlights the need for better knowledge and sound science in environmental policy-making and geographical information will therefore be increasingly required in support of environmental policy. Therefore, horizontal framework is needed in order to ensure a coherent approach to geographical information collection and distribution for environmental policy-making purposes. Moreover, the requirement by the Treaty for all policy sectors to integrate environment concerns will provide a first link from environmental policy to other policy sectors that can be further extended at later stages.
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Figure 1:  Diagrammatic View of the INSPIRE Vision
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� http://europa.eu.int/comm/environment/newprg/index.htm


� For example, only a few pan-European geographical information layers exist, often designed for specific purposes that limit the possibilities of their wider use e.g. CORINE Land Cover and the SABE dataset (Seamless Administrative Boundaries of Europe) from EuroGeographics


� For example: insufficient monitoring capabilities are key obstacles to the further development of a range of priority themes of the 6th Environmental action programme, such as soil, bio-diversity, health and environment and marine policy


� See Examples of regional and national initiatives to create a spatial information infrastructure in GE, UK, PT on the Internet http://www.ec-gis.org/inspire/


� COM(2001)428 – European Governance - a White Paper . The White Paper refers to five principles of good governance: openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness and coherence 


� Presidency Conclusions – Göteborg European Council, 15 and 16 June 2001


� COM(2001)428 – European Governance - a White Paper . The White Paper refers to five principles of good governance: openness, participation, accountability, effectiveness and coherence 


� Presidency Conclusions – Göteborg European Council, 15 and 16 June 2001


� John Rawls, A theory of Justice (Revised Edition), Oxford University Press, 1990, p. 208.


� Frank Vibert, Europe simple, Europe Strong – The future of European Governance, Polity Press: Cambridge, UK. 





