Accounting for Nature: linking knowledge to action

…a proposal for using a common currency to measure environmental health, build capacity and maybe develop competence.

What we measure

Our Regional Catchment Strategy is shaped by an asset-based approach where environmental, social and economic assets overlap to form a graphic representation of sustainability. However, this regional level assessment is mostly informed by State-level1 datasets that measure discrete categories within compartmental views of complex interrelated systems e.g. river health. Typically, the indices assume linear variations without thresholds or tipping points and are of a scale, temporal sensitivity, or reliability that they don’t accurately reflect what is happening in, and on, the ground. Much of this data is inaccessible or difficult to configure into meaningful patterns. Key categories are missing. None of the existing datasets provide metrics that constitute a decision-making framework, reflect capacity for action, or map the use or currency of knowledge. 

Intelligence

It is not an exaggeration to say that real and perceived pressures on the natural environment are both a consequence of our activities and a threat to our prosperity – possibly our survival. 

Increasing human population and Climate Change have global as well as local dimensions. In every location, the common agency for both negative and positive change, is human activity. Every location (whatever the scale) has one or more responsible custodians or stewards. These include landholders, community groups, Government Agencies and Authorities. Individuals as well as communities of interest tend to respond to local priorities. When it comes to making informed decisions and taking action, their competence is increased if they can draw on local knowledge a well as access external knowledge.

“The central challenge in making a transition to sustainability is to link knowledge to action.”

Professor Pamela Matson 2 

An ecological approach

If measures associated with Accounting for Nature are to be useful, then they should not only be mapped to the complexity of the relationship between environmental health and human activity but also provide a decision-making framework. This is how we develop capacity and then turn this capacity into competence.

If we embed an ecological approach to the notion of agency and ask what key indicators reflect the capacity of custodians to repair, protect and restore biodiversity while achieving sustainable social and economic health, we are, at the same time, describing the dimensions3 of a healthy environment. The following can be tested at national, regional, local or landholder levels: 

1. Holistic approach to complex interrelationships between systems 

2. Strong, flexible, integrated partnerships and symbiotic relationships

3. Multiple channels of communication with wide networks of connectedness 

4. Readiness for change and for testing innovative responses as opportunities

5. Socially cohesive with an acceptance of diversity

6. Access to resources (knowledge, funds, skills, equipment, technology etc)
7. Economic activities aligned with natural processes
8. Communities embedded within naturally regulated ecosystems
9. Strong Governance empowered by clear goals, strong participation and devolved leadership that is regularly refreshed from a diverse community of interest
10. Continuity through time with strong awareness of indigenous, historical, local and scientific knowledge
Developing metrics

If we can collaboratively develop a set of measures that assess each of these dimensions, as they contribute to the whole, we would have an accounting system aligned to how nature works. A gateway approach could be practical. Measures could be either binary (present or not) or rated by degrees (weak to strong). 

Apart from simplicity and scalability, one of the advantages of using binary metrics (yes/no, on/off) is that there are now some useful and easily accessible technologies that can provide diagnostic, real time assessment, and mapping tools that serve to encourage action and promote knowledge transfer. 

For example, U.S.A. educator Salman Khan4 and founder of the free online education platform and not-for-profit, Khan Academy, has developed knowledge mapping tools that allow scaleable views of how individuals within nested organisations are acquiring knowledge.

These are the kinds of tools that draw on freely available technologies and can be tested in the field. 
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Screen shots of knowledge mapping and assessment tools developed by the Khan Academy.
Next steps

The next step is to discuss the practicality of measuring the proposed 10 dimensions and assessing the availability (or not) of data. This may be challenging for our group because the historically use of the reductionist approach has tended to assess components rather than the strength of relationships or linkages. It may turn out that these dimensions collapse into a list smaller list or possibly one measurable dimension associated with connectedness?

My own attempts to provide scenarios or examples of what could be measured for each dimension have a tendency to go round in a full circle and measure then presence of a discrete component rather than its linkages or, to become highly qualitative and almost ‘case study’ in character.  

What appears to be needed is a clear set of parameters and definitions around each dimension. The failed example of measurement (note 5) would define a ‘communication channel’ as a space for knowledge sharing i.e. two-way communication. It fails because it does not measure the extent of the knowledge flows through these channels.

Is there a useful way to map the strength of linkages that does not lose sight of the whole?

This initiative now needs the benefit of other (better) minds.

Notes

1. Hood, Sposito, Cook, Skelton. Framework of Knowledge and Catchment Management data for the Corangamite Catchment Authority Region 2002.  Content of this paper is summarised in the following table: 

	Name
	Coverage
	Currency
	Limits 
	Access

	Index of Stream condition
	Victoria
	1999
	Long-term
	DNRE

	Water availability
	Australia
	1997
	1:5,000,000
	NlWRA

	Wetlands
	Victoria
	1970-1980s
	Not-current
	DNRE

	Sites of botanical significance
	Victoria
	?
	?
	DNRE

	Threatened plant species
	Victoria
	1996
	Not-current
	DNRE

	Pest infestation sites
	Victoria
	current
	Unreliable
	DNRE

	Climate
	Victoria
	1961-1990
	Long-term
	BOM $250

	Land systems
	Victoria
	1995
	Unreliable
	DNRE

	Salinity
	Victoria
	1995-current
	Inaccurate
	DNRE

	Primary Production
	Australia
	1982-2001
	Difficult to collate
	ABS

licence

	Planning Schemes
	Victoria
	current
	-
	DoI

fees

	Public land -  legal status
	Victoria
	current
	incomplete
	DNRE

	Land Use
	Victoria
	current
	irregular
	DNRE


2. Professor Pamela Matson is the Dean of the School of Earth Sciences at Stanford. Founding co-chair of the National Academies Roundtable on Science and Technology for Sustainability, past president of the Ecological Society of America and serves on the Board of the World Wildlife Fund. She recently spoke about Transitions to Sustainability in Agriculture at Melbourne University 24th May 2011.
3. This is a draft list of my own making but fairly well aligned with the ‘Principles’ proposed in Susan Ryan’s NRM Governance paper, Foundations and principles for meeting future challenges (July 2010) as well as the more detailed paper by Goodman et al Identifying and Defining the dimensions of Community Capacity to Provide a Basis for Measurement Health Education & Behaviour Vol 25 (3): 258-278 (June 1998).

4. The Khan Academy has (to date) delivered 56 million lessons to a global audience via an online channel employing video and a series of progress assessment tools: http://www.khanacademy.org/
5. By way of example, If the question ‘What channels of communication are available?’ was asked on behalf of landholders in the Otway Ranges where there are poor telecommunications, scores could be generated that reflect the number of available channels. Of course, it would be more useful to know what was actually used and by whom.

	Channel
	Yes
	No

	Mail box (letters)
	1
	

	Email
	
	1

	Broadband -Facebook etc
	
	1

	Mobile coverage
	
	1

	Radio (talk back)
	
	1

	Local Paper
	1
	

	Subscriptions to magazines, newsletters
	1
	

	Regularly scheduled meetings
	1
	

	Open forums/lectures/workshops
	1
	

	Social events
	
	1
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