
2 INFORMATIO N PRIORITIES 

Amongst all the potential uses of information in addressing environment concerns, it 
may be argued that policy-development i s the most important, since so many human 
activities ar e influence d b y th e policie s o f governments , corporation s and , 
increasingly, non-governmenta l organisations . Environmenta l information , 
therefore, needs to be relevant to policy-makers in these sectors who are charged with 
identifying environmenta l concern s an d findin g solution s i n comple x an d divers e 
situations, such as industries and communities. 

Not surprisingly, many environmental concerns which affect th e lives of ordinary 
people ar e no t officiall y acknowledge d i n governmen t policies , whic h ma y la g 
behind other sectors in society, such as lobbying groups, or be provided with too few 
resources to address the issues effectively . I n the present context , th e wider se t of 
environmental concerns (which may or may not be acknowledged by government s 
and othe r groups ) wil l b e referre d t o a s polic y issues . I n an y particula r location , 
factors suc h a s culture , history , trade , politics , climate , geographi c an d biologica l 
composition affec t whic h polic y issue s wil l b e mos t relevant . Bo x 1  lists a  fe w 
common issue s t o illustrat e somethin g o f thei r breadth . A  ke y ste p forwar d i s t o 
establish which issues are highest priority. 

Box 1 Commo n policy issues 

• Conversio n of natural landscapes (e.g. forest t o agriculture or housing). 

• Declin e in commercially valuable species (e.g. timber trees, wild foods and 
medicines). 

• Degradatio n o f ecosystem s (e.g . los s o f specie s diversit y o r ecosyste m 
services). 

• Los s of genetic variability (e.g . wild ancestors of crops). 

• Releas e of exotic or genetically modified organisms (e.g. weeds and pests). 

• Los s of indigenous knowledge (e.g . traditional forest-related knowledge) . 
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Stakeholders may attribute widely differing priorities to policy issues according to 
their own individual perspectives. For instance, global warming could be one of the 
major driving forces o f environmental change in the next century, but it is likely to 
receive scan t attentio n i n a  low-incom e communit y challenge d wit h day-to-da y 
survival. Priorities also change over time: they arise, come to the attention of specific 
groups, and disappear, often to resurface late r in a different guise . 

The key challenge fo r informatio n professional s i s to understand no t only what 
information is relevant at a specific time, but also when, how and to whom it should 
be delivered, in order to address important issues effectively . 

Recognising that financial resources for information management are limited, it is 
vital fo r informatio n professional s t o wor k alongsid e othe r stakeholders  i n 
identifying priority areas for information development. To ensure that the interests of 
an appropriat e rang e o f stakeholder s ar e represente d —  whethe r thes e ar e 
information specialists , policy-makers , resourc e user s o r othe r group s —  a  hig h 
degree o f consultatio n i s desirabl e durin g thi s process . Indeed , th e ver y ac t o f 
discussing prioritie s ca n buil d importan t tie s betwee n stakeholder s a s well  a s 
sensitising the m t o the rol e an d valu e o f environmental informatio n i n their dail y 
work. 

One challeng e i s th e scop e o f th e issue s unde r consideration . Fo r example , i t 
would be difficult t o prepare comprehensive information o n complex topics such as 
'poverty', 'populatio n growth' o r 'deforestation', sinc e the range of perspectives on 
these issue s (an d consequentl y solutions ) i s enormous . Faste r progres s ca n b e 
achieved by generating information on more focused issues such as 'loss of breeding 
habitat fo r specie s X due to drainage of wetland Y' o r 'effec t o f river pollution on 
species Z' . Th e challeng e i s t o b e realisti c abou t wha t ca n b e achieve d wit h th e 
resources available, and prioritise accordingly . 

Another factor is the lifetime of the issues under consideration. At one extreme, it 
is difficult to generate information on so-called 'burning issues', such as the effects of 
an imminent road-building project, since they remain topical only for unpredictable, 
and usually short , periods o f time. At the other extreme, research on 'fundamenta l 
issues', for example the effect o f climate change on wild bird populations, may arrive 
too late to save many of the species under study. 
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It is desirable to forecast issue s well  before the y develop int o problems, so that 
cost-effective remedia l action can be organised. The best way of achieving this is to 
manage (o r have acces s to ) dat a o n topics whic h yiel d informatio n o n immediat e 
priorities, but are also relevant to the study of longer-range phenomena. The capacity 
to 'scan the horizon' fo r future issues , using a combination of historical experienc e 
and up-to-date intelligence, is a hallmark of effective informatio n management . 
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