The Missing Link: Scientific Communication
Presentation by Jacques de Selliers at Green Week 2006, European Commission DG Environment, 31 May 2006
This session is titled: Understanding for management: research, indicators and monitoring. And clearly, Research, Indicators & Monitoring are the essential groundwork for good management understanding. A lot is needed for gaining sufficient knowledge to enable informed decisions. But it is not sufficient, there is a missing link: scientific communication.
Indeed, Research, Indicators & Monitoring, no matter how extensive, are useless as management tools if they are not communicated in a way that decision makers can use them: decision makers are generally not specialists, they do not have the time to review all scientific findings, but also, they do not have the expertise to fully understand them and judge their relevance. 
Therefore, two steps are needed to communicate Research, Indicators & Monitoring to decision makers: synthesis, and popularization.
1. Synthesis: Scientific findings are numerous, but they often contradict each other. To be really usable for management purpose, results of Research, Indicators & Monitoring need to be reviewed by large panels of scientific experts and synthesized in a consensus report, or monograph, which takes into account contradicting findings and provides authoritatively the current state of scientific knowledge on the topic covered.

Concerning Biodiversity and Society, such an authoritative scientific consensus report has been produced last year by 1300 experts from 95 different countries: the Millennium Ecosystem Assessment, and more specifically its Biodiversity Synthesis Report, which unarguably provides the current scientific consensus on the issue.


2. Popularization: Most scientific synthesis reports are lengthy and written by experts in their own jargon. For instance, the Biodiversity Synthesis Reports is about 80 pages long, and even its summary for decision makers is 16 pages long and difficult to read for a non-specialist. Could President Barroso find the time to read it in his busy schedule? I guess not. As most decision makers, he would probably be happier with a summary no longer than a few pages, as long a he can be assured that this summary is faithful to the original report.

Scientific consensus reports therefore need to be faithfully summarized, in a language for non-specialists, to be usable for decision makers as a management tool. And this is not an easy task, requiring expertise both in science and communication. 
Such two-step communication is therefore a necessary link between Research, Indicators & Monitoring on the one hand, and management understanding on the other. Unfortunately, this link is very often missing, because: 
1. Scientific consensus synthesis reports are very expensive to produce and only exist on a limited number of topics. For instance, although a lot of research had been carried out on ecosystem degradation and biodiversity loss before 2005, there was no single report covering these issues really widely and authoritatively until the Millennium Assessment.
2. Moreover, scientific consensus reports are often hard to find and very rarely popularized in a way that is directly usable for decision makers. So far, GreenFacts is the only organization fully dedicated to the popularization of scientific consensus reports and its dissemination on the Internet.
Such two-step communication is also important for another reason: we live in democracies, where the motto is “Vox populi, vox Dei” (the voice of the citizens is the voice of God). Not only policy makers need access to scientific consensus reports, but also the general public, because policy makers are elected to be the voter’s voice. Therefore, it is essential that the public be well aware of the issues at stake to enable informed policy decisions.
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