
2 BASI C PRINCIPLES 

Information networks , which ar e simply assemblage s o f individuals , groups an d 
organisations with common information goals , overcome barriers to data access by 
focusing o n the need for cooperation. They range in size from loos e associations of 
individuals base d upo n persona l contact s an d histori c ties , t o activel y manage d 
consortia o f governmen t agencies , NGOs, scientist s an d privat e organisations , al l 
with shared information goals . The aim is to build trust and confidence between the 
network's partners , wh o ma y includ e scientists , policy-maker s an d resourc e 
managers, leadin g t o improve d uptak e o f scientifi c informatio n i n polic y an d 
planning (see Volume 1) . 

The rewards of information networkin g can be great. For example, more reliable 
access t o dat a ca n enabl e organisation s t o fulfi l thei r cor e responsibilitie s mor e 
effectively an d conside r ne w opportunitie s an d roles . Participatio n i n network s 
enables information product s to be developed with wider suppor t and with greate r 
efficiency. I t is a classic 'win-win ' situatio n in which organisations — whether they 
are providing or receiving data — become empowered through cooperation. 

However, i t would be naive to assume tha t active and positive cooperation wil l 
happen as a matter of course. Each partner (or stakeholder) must be able to see some 
concrete benefits in joining the network, whether this is the ability to improve the 
quality of a dataset, acquire access to other datasets, or enter a long-term relationship 
with anothe r organisation . A s th e networ k become s establishe d an d recognised , 
further potential benefits are economies of scale, minimised duplication of effort, and 
external investment on a scale which could not be attracted by individual partners. 

Information network s requir e substantia l effor t t o establish and furthe r effor t t o 
maintain. Benefit s mus t b e perceive d a s exceedin g th e cost s o f participation , fo r 
example i n term s o f th e tim e an d resource s spen t liaisin g wit h othe r partner s 
(networks are unlikely to succeed unless this fundamental principl e is understood). 
When balancin g th e cost s an d benefit s o f enterin g a n informatio n networ k a  key 
question i s 'wha t wil l i t cos t m e to contribute?' , a s well a s 'wha t ca n I  expect t o 
gain?'. 

Information networks tend to establish themselves in similar ways. The initial push 
is from non-governmental organisations, professional associations and scientists who 
are often amon g the first to become aware of impending environmental issues , and 
wish to share information and experiences in order to support each other's activities. 
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As awarenes s o f th e issue s rises , an d th e activitie s o f th e individual s concerne d 
become see n b y outsider s a s a  credibl e sourc e o f information , cooperatio n i s 
consolidated b y harmonisin g approache s t o dat a managemen t an d b y developin g 
information a s a group rather than separately. 

Informal networks of this kind can be operated on very low budgets, since they are 
driven primarily by the personal commitment o f individuals. Eventually,  however , 
increased size , prominence and acceptance by greater numbers of users can enabl e 
information network s t o gro w int o self-supportin g bodies , fo r instanc e wit h 
secretariats, whic h ar e recognise d o r eve n adopte d b y governments . No t al l 
networks develo p i n thi s way: som e ma y be initiate d directl y b y government s o r 
industry, or indirectly via externally sponsored projects . 
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