
1 INTRODUCTIO N 

Many organisations are beginning to realise that knowledge i s one of their greates t 
assets. The y ar e als o discoverin g tha t th e cost s o f maintainin g thi s asset , an d 
exploiting the opportunities it creates, are significant. Give n these costs, which may 
be significant , organisation s ar e lookin g t o gai n maximu m valu e fro m thei r dat a 
holdings. Increasingly, they are using data for multiple purposes and are recognising 
the nee d t o develo p documentatio n an d ensur e complianc e wit h establishe d 
standards. The y ar e also beginning t o understand th e benefit s o f sharin g dat a an d 
collaborating with others within information networks (see Volume 4). 

The development of policy-relevant information on environmental concerns often 
requires access to a wide variety of data sources , from numerou s organisations and 
disciplines (see Volume 3). If the process of information production is to be efficien t 
and cost-effective, suc h sources need to be readily accessible, as should the people 
and tools necessary to convert them into information fo r decision-making . 

Preferred source s of data are those organisations (occasionally individuals) which 
are in the best position to ensure the quality and accessibility o f their datasets, 
and t o advis e o n appropriat e uses . Thes e ar e referre d t o a s custodians. 1 I f 
custodianship i s no t assigne d an d manage d carefully , the n user s ma y fac e a 
bewildering se t o f incomplet e an d incompatibl e datasets , wit h inadequat e 
documentation an d poorly define d an d inconsistent acces s procedures. As a  result , 
they may find i t virtually impossible , within the limited time available, to integrate 
data into information tha t will usefully suppor t decision-making . 

Custodianship i s th e mean s b y whic h responsibilit y fo r th e managemen t o f a 
dataset (o r par t thereof ) i s assigne d t o an d accepte d b y th e mos t appropriat e 
organisation. Its principal aims are as follows: 

• T o minimise duplication of effort . 

• T o ensure that data are available for use (i.e. they exist and are accessible). 

1 Althoug h most references in this handbook concern the custodianship of data, the term applies also 
to tools, applications and other technologies which transform data into information, or communicate 
that information to users (see Janzen, 1993). 
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• T o ensur e tha t dat a ar e quality-assure d (i.e . the y ar e valid , maintained , 
documented and secure). 

Custodianship provides a  mechanism to ensure that importan t datase ts exist , are 
maintained and are accessible to legitimate users. It ensures accountability for and 
reliability o f dataset s withi n a  specifi c jurisdictio n (e.g . a  sector , disciplin e o r 
theme), thu s ensurin g tha t informatio n product s use d b y government s an d othe r 
decision-makers ar e accurate , complete , identifiabl e an d auditable . I n summary, 
custodianship i s th e cor e o f a n efficient , responsiv e informatio n infrastructure , 
capable of serving the interests of individual organisations or networks. 
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