
6 SUPPORTIN G GOOD DECISIONS 

The fact that information i s available does not guarantee that it will be used. In fact , 
no benefi t ma y b e obtaine d unles s ther e i s a n effectiv e dialogu e betwee n thos e 
involved in the process of generating the information (e.g . scientists, researchers and 
other informatio n professionals ) an d thos e wh o ar e expecte d t o us e i t (e.g . 
policy-makers and planners). For a variety of reasons this dialogue is often absent or 
under-developed. Th e existenc e o f long-standin g barrier s betwee n scientist s an d 
policy-makers, reinforced by arcane scientific literatur e and ill-informed policies , is 
one of the contributing factors . 

Clearly, information ma y fail to achieve a significant impac t on decision-making 
when it is developed outside of mainstream decision-making processes, rather than 
emerging from within. For example, a local wildlife society may record the decline 
in breeding turtle s on an increasingly polluted stretc h o f beach yea r afte r year . T o 
raise awarenes s o f th e crisi s the y ma y hol d meetings , writ e storie s i n th e press , 
publish newsletters and alert other societies, scientists and concerned groups to the 
issue. However, until the government commissions its own enquiry into the problem, 
appropriate and decisive action may not be taken. 

Disclosing information to the general public can succeed in provoking government 
(or other elements of society) into action,1 but the way in which the government reacts 
depends o n the interna l informatio n i t has a t it s disposal . An understanding o f the 
political climate and cultural values of the country is necessary before deciding which 
is the mos t effectiv e mean s o f conveyin g informatio n t o decision-makers . I n th e 
above example, a better strategy fo r the wildlife societ y may be to seek a working 
partnership wit h th e government , rathe r tha n embarrassin g it , wit h th e ai m o f 
adjusting policy well ahead of impending crises (this assumes that the government in 
question is willing to listen and seek advice from wider elements of society). 

Organisations o f al l kinds , whethe r governmental , commercia l o r community -
based, are driven by their own priorities and needs. Thus, in the midst of a complex 
privatisation process, under external pressure to fulfil ke y targets within a structural 
adjustment programme , i t ma y b e difficult , eve n impossible , t o interes t senio r 

1 Thi s i s know n a s 'decision-makin g b y disclosure ' —  influencin g policy-maker s vi a th e publi c 
domain, rather than by more bureaucratic channels. 
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governmental decision-makers in important environmental information. At best they 
may see such information as a distraction and, more probably, as a waste of precious 
time. This helps to explain why informatio n generate d outsid e o f decision-makin g 
circles is often ignored , misunderstood or viewed as a threat, and this does not only 
apply to governments! 

For information on environmental issues to be appreciated, those who are expected 
to use it need to be aware of how and why it has been produced and, preferably, have 
been involved in some way in its production. Thus, it is important to emphasise the 
role o f environmenta l informatio n withi n th e day-to-da y managemen t context s o f 
those organisations which have the most impact on living resources. These include 
stakeholders in government, the private sector and civic society, which have a direct 
role in managing or using living resources. They also include financial institutions , 
the media and other sectors which, due to their power, are capable of great influenc e 
over attitudes and policy in other areas. 

An importan t justification fo r increase d attention to information managemen t i s 
that th e context s i n which policie s o n livin g resource s ar e formulate d ar e usuall y 
complex, and do not respond well to simple solutions. Many viewpoints may have 
to be reconciled to find the most appropriate way forward, a  process which depends 
on buildin g consensu s betwee n stakeholder s o n th e basi s o f mutua l respec t an d 
objectively produce d information . Informatio n managemen t i s als o centra l t o 
performance monitoring , whereby the success (o r otherwise) o f policy solution s i s 
fed bac k t o enabl e mor e effectiv e policie s t o b e designe d i n future . Revie w 
mechanisms of this kind are a standard feature of many economic policies but, in the 
case o f conservation , th e expertis e an d resource s neede d t o collect , analys e an d 
review environmental data are often underestimated . 

Properly organise d informatio n bring s transparenc y an d objectivit y int o th e 
process of decision-making, throwing light on complex issues and providing a means 
of comparin g potentia l solutions . Specifically , goo d informatio n empower s it s 
audience by: 

• providin g a range of options on which to base a decision; 

• discouragin g options with predictably adverse consequences; and 

• addin g to a common set of agreed facts on which to base discussion. 
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Information rarel y achieve s thes e goal s unles s i t i s relevan t t o th e need s o f it s 
users, i s timel y (i.e . availabl e whe n an d wher e i t i s needed) , an d ca n b e easil y 
absorbed withou t th e nee d fo r specia l trainin g o r technology . Fo r example , 
information published in a scientific journal serves academics and researchers well, 
but its presentation and timing may be unsuitable for policy-makers who are focused 
on operational goals. Similarly, raw data on the status of endangered species may not 
be usable b y bus y manager s withou t significan t interpretatio n o r integratio n wit h 
other data. 

In short, decision-making is most effective when it is based on insight, not simply 
additional sources of information o r data. The distinction between information an d 
insight i s difficul t t o dra w but , i n general , th e latte r i s characterise d b y a  mor e 
rounded product, tailored to the needs of the decisions being taken, and very concise 
(see Volumes 2  and 3) . In the case o f decisions o n livin g resources , a  package o f 
information describin g the state of a particular resource, the pressures it faces fro m 
human activities , an d th e effectivenes s o f curren t polic y an d regulator y measure s 
designed to conserve it, could claim to offer a degree of insight beyond what would be 
provided by information o n any of these topics individually. 
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