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The European Centre for Nature Conservation (ECNC) is a Network or-
ganization that aims at conserving nature and especially biodiversity in Eu-
rope. It is an organization that links both policy and science and that strives
to integrate nature conservation considerations into other sectors. In doing
so it provides various information services and uses Internet communica-
tion and information technology.

In recent years, ECNC has gained experiences with developing and man-
aging a Special Interest Network (SIN) on ecological networks (LYNX), a
topic that is being covered in one of the programmes of the organization.
This paper describes the lessons learned from this 2-year experiment and
highlights issues that a network organization is faced with while operating
as a network.

Based on the experiences gained, ECNC is developing, in co-operation
with the Council of Europe and UNEP, a communication and information
network for the Pan-European Biological and Landscape Diversity Strat-
egy. This Strategy provides the policy framework for the conservation of
nature and landscapes in Europe for the coming 20 years, and is concentrat-
ing on various priority Action Themes. The organizational structure of the
Strategy requires sound communication and information exchange between
the parties involved in implementing this Pan-European Strategy. It also
provides an ideal basis for a distributed approach using Internet communi-
cation and information facilities. This clearly reflects a structure that is com-
parable to a SIN. This networked information system will provide an an-
swer to the communication and information need of the stakeholders in the
Strategy process, taking into account the lessons learned from developing
LYNX. Also, the information system does not stand by itself. The Strategy
Guide will complement existing initiatives relevant to Europe, in particular
the Clearing-House Mechanism for the Convention on Biological Diversity
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and the Environment Information and Observation NETwork of the Euro-
pean Environment Agency.

Keywords: Special Interest Network, Pan-European Biological and Land-
scape Diversity Strategy, Clearing-House Mechanism

� �������	�
��

It is some three years ago, in Octo-
ber 1995, that the European environ-
ment ministers gathered in Sofia,
Bulgaria, to discuss their joint Euro-
pean environmental policy. At this
Pan-European conference, flagged
“Environment for Europe”, they en-
dorsed the Pan-European Biological
and Landscape Diversity Strategy, a
long title for a long-lasting policy
framework. This Strategy sets out an
innovative and proactive framework
towards the protection of Europe’s
biological and landscape diversity
(Council of Europe et al. 1996).
Drafted for the Council of Europe by
the European Centre for Nature Con-
servation (ECNC) together with vari-
ous other international organizations,
it forms a Pan-European response to
the Convention on Biological Diver-
sity (CBD), the global nature conser-
vation policy adopted in Rio by the
United Nations in 1992 (UNEP
1992).

The Pan-European Strategy cov-
ers a time-span of 20 years; it started
in 1995, and is structured into four
5-year Action Plans. The first Action
Plan (1996–2000) concentrates on 11
priority areas requiring immediate
action, the so-called Action Themes.
One of the Action Themes (number

3) specifically addresses raising
awareness with policy makers and
public involvement in the conserva-
tion of Europe’s nature and bio-
diversity. This includes the issues of
communication and information,
both relating to furthering nature
conservation or promoting the Strat-
egy itself. This is where the Strategy
Guide comes in, as will be demon-
strated further on.

As it is necessary for implement-
ing an international policy frame-
work such as the Pan-European Bio-
logical and Landscape Diversity
Strategy, an organizational structure
has been set up in an early phase.
Three organizational bodies were
created initially for the overall im-
plementation and follow-up of the
actions undertaken as part of the
Strategy: the Strategy Council (54
states), the Executive Bureau (13
geographical regions), and the Joint
Secretariat for the Strategy.

As the Strategy itself has a hier-
archical and sequential structure
(Strategy composed of four Action
Plans of which the first one is com-
posed of 11 Action Themes) also the
organizational structure is hierarchi-
cal in nature. In addition to the above-
mentioned bodies each Action
Theme is co-ordinated by one or a
few international organizations.
Within the Action Themes working
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groups might be created and numer-
ous projects are undertaken by a va-
riety of organizations and institutes.
The implementation of the Strategy
hence involves an international,
interdisciplinary network of people
and institutes, between whom vari-
ous types of information are or
should be communicated in multiple
ways. This also is where the Strat-
egy Guide comes in, since it serves
information dissemination and it pro-
vides communication tools.

The year of endorsement of the
Pan-European Biological and Land-
scape Diversity Strategy is also the
year the exponential growth of the
Internet and more specifically the
World Wide Web started (see for ex-
ample Zakon 1998). With the advent
of the World Wide Web an enormous
amount of information could be
made available to an audience big-
ger then ever before in a way that
was increasingly becoming accessi-
ble to the entire world. Exponentially
the Internet conquered the world in
all levels of society, and can be ex-
pected to also be used increasingly
by policy makers. Hence gradually
the idea ripened to use this tool to its
full potential in the implementation
process of the Pan-European Strat-
egy concerned. The Strategy Guide
turns this idea into (virtual) reality.
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After three years, progress has been
made in the implementation of the
Strategy, although to a lesser extent
then was hoped for. The organiza-

tional structure has been in place
since 1996, each Action Theme has
at least one lead organization co-
ordinating its activities, the Strategy
bodies meet regularly, and informa-
tion is exchanged. However, as it
became clear during a workshop in
October 1997 (Expert meeting to
structure information & communica-
tion for the Pan-European Biologi-
cal and Landscape Diversity Strat-
egy, Scheveningen, the Netherlands)
an important condition for success
when working in a decentralized
framework is proper information
flow to keep the process alive, effi-
cient and co-ordinated (IUCN/CEC
1997). Several of the recommenda-
tions resulting from this workshop,
that was organized by IUCN – the
World Conservation Union together
with ECNC on behalf of the Dutch
Ministry for Agriculture, Nature
Management and Fisheries, con-
cerned the use of the Internet, nota-
bly E-mail (including distribution
lists and discussion groups) and a
dedicated Web site for the Strategy.
Although it was recognized that not
all parties involved in the implemen-
tation of the Strategy have access to
the Internet or use it regularly, it was
agreed that a Web site on the Strat-
egy would support the promotion of
it as well as the implementation of
it.

As is mentioned above, numerous
parties are involved in implementing
the Strategy and its components. The
further down in the hierarchical
structure of the Strategy, the more
concrete this implementation gets by
way of the actual carrying out of
projects that form part of Action
Themes. In the process of implemen-
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tation the results of the projects (on-
going, completed or planned) are re-
ported to the co-ordinator of the re-
spective Action Theme. This co-
ordinator in turn assembles the re-
sults and reports to the Executive
Bureau and the Strategy Council
through progress reports that also
cover general Action Theme
progress. The information gathered
through these progress reports and
through other media, such as confer-
ences or President overviews, is
compiled by the Strategy Council
and is forwarded to the triennial Pan-
European ministerial conferences
“Environment for Europe”, as fore-
seen by the Strategy itself (Action
Theme 0: setting up the Strategy
process). This all illustrates the need
for good communication tools and
information dissemination services
for good co-ordination and co-opera-
tion.

At the meeting of the Executive
Bureau of the Strategy in November
1997, ECNC proposed to start the
development of an information and
communication system that would
support the implementation of the
Strategy. The proposal was wel-
comed informally by both the Coun-
cil of Europe and UNEP and the pro-
posal was successively elaborated to
become the development of the Strat-
egy Guide.
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The subtitle to the Strategy Guide
summarizes its objectives: an infor-
mation, communication and monitor-

ing tool in support of the implemen-
tation of the Pan-European Biologi-
cal and Landscape Diversity Strat-
egy. Of this description, the major
objective is to support the implemen-
tation of the Strategy. This implies
that the primary target group is those
involved in the implementation proc-
ess, notably the Strategy Council, the
Executive Bureau, the Joint Secre-
tariat, the Action Theme co-ordi-
nators, and the institutes or people
carrying out actual projects.

Breaking down the major objec-
tive results in the following objec-
tives:
• to provide information – opera-

tional, strategic and referral –
about the Strategy and its imple-
mentation;

• to provide communication tools
for those involved in the Strategy
process;

• to monitor progress in implement-
ing the Strategy and its compo-
nents.

�	�����������

The method used for developing the
Strategy Guide is based on a number
of factors:

• the experience of ECNC with set-
ting up and managing a Web site
(Delbaere et al. 1996) and other
Internet services, and the devel-
opment and maintenance of a
Special Interest Network.

• the natural networked structure of
the Pan-European Strategy re-
quiring a distributed approach

• the relationship with similar clear-
ing-house approaches such as the



�

�������� ���	
������	������	�	���	���	���
������	�������
���

one for the Convention on Bio-
logical Diversity and EIONET.

As the Pan-European Strategy itself
is a policy framework, the Strategy
Guide provides a framework for ex-
changing information and providing
communication tools. It is con-
structed in such a way that a central
node forms the gateway to informa-
tion that is residing on remote sites.
Most information that concerns the
overall Strategy and its implementa-
tion is stored centrally, whereas the
information on individual Action
Themes is provided and maintained
by remote information holders, the
Action Theme leaders or persons
designated by them. This distributed
approach (combination of retrieval
and referral function) is one of the
main characteristics of a Special In-
terest Network (SIN), of which the
original definition by Green (1994)
has been fine-tuned by Langaas
(1998) to be formulated as follows:

A Special Interest Network
(SIN) is a group of people and/
or institutions who collabo-
rate to provide comprehensive
information about a particu-
lar subject by means of vari-
ous information activities on
the Internet.

Also other aspects of a SIN are
reflected in the Strategy Guide, no-
tably the four functions that are be-
ing served by the system: publica-
tion, library, on-line services and
communication. These functions are
also provided by a clearing-house, in
which they are more loosely applied.
As this is also the case for the Strat-
egy Guide it might as well be referred

to as a clearing-house. In this respect
its organizational structure is com-
parable and compatible with systems
such as the Clearing-House Mecha-
nism for the Convention on Biologi-
cal Diversity and EIONET for the
European Environment Agency. It
differs from these systems in its con-
tent (the Pan-European Biological
and Landscape Diversity Strategy)
and its primary target group (those
implementing the Strategy).

The central Web site for the Strat-
egy Guide aims to have the informa-
tion on the Action Themes provided
by the respective Action Theme co-
ordinators (cf. co-ordinating centres
in a SIN; national focal points in
EIONET; national clearing houses
for CBD-CHM). In order to do so
and to have the information provided
in a transparent way, standardization,
training and capacity building is be-
ing proposed and agreed to present
to the Action Theme co-ordinators.
Standardization of the Web docu-
ment layout and structure as well as
on the content can be achieved
through proper agreements in the
form of memorandi of co-operation
or terms of reference. Also quality
control should be guaranteed through
these types of agreements.

Not only will a distributed ap-
proach be adopted through a thematic
division (the Action Theme co-
ordinators) but also by way of geo-
graphical co-operators being national
government and organizations. The
Strategy Guide will cover Pan-Eu-
ropean including the individual
countries who will play a major role
in information provision and in the
entire implementation process. Also
this type of co-operation involves
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matters such as quality control,
standardization and potentials for
uploading or posting documents.

The aspects mentioned above are
not applied from scratch, they result
from experiences gained by ECNC
with developing and maintaining a
SIN on ecological networks, called
LYNX (Delbaere 1996). The devel-
opment of this SIN has been inspired
by a talk by David Green during a
workshop at the European Forest
Institute in 1995 (Saarenmaa &
Kempf 1996) and on the expertise
that was available within ECNC on
the topic of ecological networks in
general and the development of the
Pan-European Ecological Network
in particular. The SIN was initiated
in spring 1996 and followed the SIN
rationale very tightly; it provides the
four SIN functions in a recognizable
way and it is structured of co-ordi-
nating centres and a co-ordinating
node. The lessons learned from this
experience will be discussed in para-
graph 4.
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The Strategy Guide provides three
types of information:

• Operational information: this is
mainly supporting the implemen-
tation of the Strategy (primary
target group, see 3.1) and com-
prises information such as meet-
ing documents, calendar of
events, a progress monitor and a
contacts database;

• Standard retrieval information:
although also useful for the pri-
mary target group this type of in-
formation is mainly interesting

for secondary target groups, i.e.
those that do not know the Pan-
European Strategy (well enough)
and that want to learn more about
it. It contains information such as
a general description of the policy
framework, the full text of the
Strategy and related initiatives;

• Referral information: being a dis-
tributed information network it is
inherent that much of the infor-
mation will consist of mere
hyperlinks to other Internet infor-
mation sources. These will in the
first place contain the separate
Action Themes (semi-internal in-
formation) and in the second
place hyperlinks to Web sites of
organizations involved in the
Strategy or to related initiatives
on the Web.

The content of the Strategy Guide
can also be classified according to
the SIN functions mentioned before:

1. Publication: many formal docu-
ments that form part of the Strat-
egy process (e.g. meeting agen-
das and minutes) will become
readily accessible through the
Internet;

2. On-line library: this Virtual Li-
brary will in a first phase be the
least developed component of the
Strategy Guide. It will basically
consist of a document containing
links to related initiatives;

3. On-line services: in a first in-
stance these services will com-
prise an on-line contacts database,
a progress monitor and a ‘help
desk’ (which overlaps with the
communication function);

4. Communication: in addition to
the one-way communication pro-
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vided by the Web site some inter-
active communication tools have
been built in:
• comment form: a standard

Web form through which us-
ers can send additional infor-
mation or ask specific ques-
tions;

• E-mail distribution lists: cen-
trally maintained lists used for
broadcasting information on
the Strategy to a wide audi-
ence;

• E-mail discussion group: a fo-
rum for discussion provided
by a list server;

• On-line contacts database (see
also on-line services);

• Traditional tools: the Strategy
Guide is not restricted to the
Internet, it also uses traditional
tools such as a newsletter
(Strategy Bulletin, published
by the Council of Europe) and
standard mailing.

The progress monitor requires some
extra attention since it relies on one
of the most important characteristics
of the Internet: the easy updating of
information. The Strategy Guide will
be used as a monitoring tool to indi-
cate in how far the Strategy is im-
plemented, what the differences in
progress of implementation are be-
tween the various Action Themes,
and how this progress is being quali-
fied by various bodies. Criteria for
monitoring this progress might in-
clude deadlines that have been met
for projects, resources allocated by
governments and other financiers,
meetings that have been held and a
validation of their outcome, a qual-
ity stamp for work plans that have

been developed or concrete nature
conservation successes through the
Strategy. The monitor will be a visual
representation of the score given to
the various criteria to be developed
and can be updated daily if required.

The content of the Strategy Guide
makes that it will serve the imple-
mentation of the Pan-European Strat-
egy but also, because of the objec-
tives of this Strategy, nature conser-
vation in Europe in general. In do-
ing so the Strategy Guide will act as
a true clearing-house on nature con-
servation in Europe, covering activi-
ties to conserve ecosystems, species,
landscapes, etc.
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As the primary target group for
whom the Strategy Guide is devel-
oped still can be expected to be
largely non-Internet literate and as
decision-makers need information
that can be absorbed quickly with-
out the need for special tools or ex-
pertise (WCMC 1998) the Internet
will not be the sole information car-
rier. Although intentionally focussing
on using the Internet facilities in ad-
dition to existing traditional informa-
tion sources such as the Strategy
Bulletin two approaches are devel-
oped to also target at those that are
not familiar with using computers or
the Internet in their daily work.

The first approach is rather
straightforward and classical and is
in place since the endorsement of the
Strategy in 1995. It consists basically
of all the printed material that has
been produced in the process, such
as a version of the Strategy with col-
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our illustrations (Council of Europe
et al. 1996), an explanatory brochure
about the Strategy (McCloskey
1997), the Strategy Bulletin (Coun-
cil of Europe 1997), numerous meet-
ing documents and project reports.

The second approach is more
proactive in that it stimulates the use
of the Internet, preferably also by
policy makers. It is an approach
which would consist of training ses-
sions, demonstrations on how to use
the Strategy Guide, capacity build-
ing in those countries that have less
developed Internet infrastructures,
promotion of the system at confer-
ences and other events, etc.

� ���������������
From the ECNC experiences in de-
veloping and maintaining a Web site
and a Special Interest Network some
lessons are applied while setting up
the Strategy Guide. All of these are
related to the networked approach
that is naturally adopted when devel-
oping an Internet information and
communication system.

Admittedly, the Special Interest
Network on ecological networks is
currently not used to its full extent.
The first year after its establishment
showed a lively evolution: informa-
tion was regularly updated and added
to the Web site, people got subscribed
to the E-mail distribution list, through
which questions were answered oc-
casionally and events were an-
nounced, the on-line expertise data-
base grew steadily. However, co-op-
eration with the co-ordinating cen-
tres in the network was not practised.

There were basically three reasons
for this:

• the co-ordinating centres are all
institutes with their own projects,
with much educational work in
the universities, and very little
time to voluntarily be spent on
initiatives like this, disregarding
the enthusiasm with which it was
welcomed;

• the co-ordinating node had a simi-
lar problem. Funding did not al-
low to put a full time staff mem-
ber on the project and the activi-
ties as part of the SIN got snowed
under with other work.

• the topic of the SIN was not
linked to any formal process or
initiative whatsoever. Although
informally supporting the Action
Theme 1 of the Pan-European
Strategy there was no formal
backing or linkage for the project.
This made the input and updat-
ing of information a more or less
ad hoc activity without a real driv-
ing force.

The lessons learned from the above
mentioned problems are applied in
the Strategy Guide as follows:

• the information and communica-
tion system is directly linked to a
formal policy framework, the
Pan-European Biological and
Landscape Diversity Strategy, of
which the implementation pro-
vides the driving force for keep-
ing information updated;

• as has been discussed before, the
Strategy has a hierarchical struc-
ture including Action Theme
leaders who are invited to report
to the Joint Secretariat of the
Strategy, which provides a good
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basis for a continuous informa-
tion flow towards the Strategy
Guide and back to the Action
Theme leaders;

• the Joint Secretariat for the Strat-
egy forms the support role as an
official co-ordinating node,
whose task it is to disseminate
information about the Strategy
and its implementation to those
involved in the Strategy process
and to the wider public. With the
Strategy Guide being developed
they have a strong additional tool
to support this task.
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The discussion presented in this pa-
per introduces an Internet application
in support of a European policy
framework for 54 countries. The ap-
plication concerned, called the Strat-
egy Guide, builds on Internet expe-
riences gained at the European Cen-
tre for Nature Conservation and on
the hierarchical structure of the
policy framework concerned, the
Pan-European Biological and Land-
scape Diversity Strategy. As the sys-
tem is yet to be presented at the min-
isterial conference “Environment for
Europe” in Aarhus, Denmark, on 23
June 1998 it is too early to report here
on the usefulness or usage so far. It
is expected however that the Strat-
egy Guide will form a useful addi-
tion to the traditional communication
media that have been used so far.
With the continuous increasing use
and access to the Internet, also by
policy makers, the Strategy Guide
might become a very efficient tool

in making the Pan-European Strat-
egy successful.
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