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Abstract

Community-based Monitoring is a process where concerned citizens, govern-
ment agencies, industry, academia, community groups and local institutions
collaborate to monitor, track, and respond to issues of common community
concern. This paper describes the results of a pilot project to determine the best
approaches for engaging communities in monitoring activities that contribute
to local sustainability. Twelve coordinators acting in 31 widely differing com-
munities across Canada tested various ways to achieve this goal through com-
munity based monitoring. The key messages resulting from the project include:
1) Progress toward a common vision of sustainability can be measured by envi-
ronmental monitoring when it is driven by local information needs and com-
munity values. Local monitoring information can be integrated into adaptive
decision-making structures where verification, investigation of cause, research
into mechanisms or development of options can be initiated in response to
early indications of environmental change; and, 2) Effective information deliv-
ery involves a two-way dialogue on the characterization of information that
will actually create improved knowledge for the decision-maker. Simply finding
improved ways to provide scientific information does not result in better deci-
sions. For effective community-based decision-making, environmental infor-
mation should be: timely, relevant to problems and players, useable in form
and for a specific context; targeted, accessible and understandable to its audi-
ence, and integrated and suggest a course of action. In order to achieve these
characteristics, local capacity must be developed to generate, deliver, and use
ecological monitoring information.

Linking Community-based Ecosystem Monitoring to Local Decision-
making and Policy Development on Sustainability

The diversity and number of community-based monitoring (CBM) activities across
Canada are rapidly expanding. Parks across Ontario have the opportunity to capitalize on
the popularity of CBM to enhance programming and management decisions by using
community-based monitoring to complement regular park functions. By integrating CBM
into planning, monitoring and outreach services, park staff can more effectively engage
the public in park activities, build collaborative relationships with the community, and
enhance park monitoring and management.

There are several types of community-based monitoring. Whitelaw er al. (2003) have
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identified four approaches:

1. Government lead CBM — where citizens collect data that is fed into national
databases designed and managed by government in order to detect long
term changes;

2. Interpretive CBM — where emphasis is placed on the educational aspects of
community-based monitoring;

3. Advocacy CBM — where citizens concerned about a local issue use locally gen-
erated monitoring data to push for change; and,

4. Multiparty CBM — where diverse stakeholders collaborate to identify, track and
respond to local environmental concerns.

Of the four approaches, multiparty CBM appears the most effective in influencing deci-
sion-making and advancing communities toward sustainability. The emphasis of this
approach is as much on the collaborative process as it is on the generation and delivery of
ecological information. For the purposes of this paper, we define multiparty community-
based monitoring as a process where concerned citizens, government agencies, industry,
academia, community groups and local institutions collaborate to monitor, track, and
respond to issues of common community concern (EMAN CO and CNF, 2003).

The Canadian Comnunity Monitoring Network (CCMN) pilot project used the multipar-
ty CBM approach to test the best means of engaging citizens and local decision structures
in generating and using environmental information. The pilot was initiated by
Environment Canada’s Ecological Monitoring and Assessment Network Coordinating
Office (EMAN CO) and the Canadian Nature Federation (CNF) with funding from the
Federal Voluntary Sector Initiative. The objectives of the initiative were to:

« define the best approaches and practices for engaging communities in monitor-
ing;

« develop, test, and refine a model for nationally coordinated CBM initiatives;

« build local capacity to collect, deliver, and use ecological information; and,

« use CBM information to better inform policy and decision-making.

To meet the goals of the initiative, EMAN CO and CNF commissioned an intensive
review of community-based monitoring literature and case studies in Canada and else-
where of various CBM approaches and other collaborative multiparty initiatives. Through
this review, a model for the engagement of communities in CBM and using CBM to influ-
ence local decision structures was created.

Subsequently, 12 regional coordinators were hired to test the model in 31 diverse commu-
nities across Canada. The coordinators used the model as a guideline but modified it to
suit the needs and context of their communities. On the basis of the experiences of the
coordinators, the model was modified into a simple, iterative framework for community-
based monitoring comprised of four parts: community mapping, participation assessment;
capacity building; and information gathering and delivery. As well, the pilot developed
tools for community-based monitoring and critical factors for success for CBM programs
were identified. The pilot found that successful CBM programs:
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« use approaches to engaging the community that are context specific;
« establish information delivery mechanisms;

« provide a meaningful experience for participants;

» are well coordinated;

+ rely on partnerships in pursuit of sustainability;

« implement a collaborative approach; and,

» are appropriately supported.

The results of the CCMN pilot indicate that community-based monitoring can be broadly
applied with multiple benefits to the many stakeholders involved including government
and other decision-makers, volunteers, and the community at large. Community-based
monitoring benefits government agencies by increasing the geographical coverage of
observations and generating community support for ecosystem monitoring programs.
This is particularly relevant to Ontario Parks and protected area managers who must
understand ecological change in the surrounding landscape, as well as their protected area,
" in order to make informed decisions. By engaging in CBM activities, parks can augment
relationships with the surrounding communities to which parks are so closely related.
This can, in turn, create an improved environment for integrated management decisions
that reflect the needs of the entire community.

Other benefits include the potential of reduced monitoring costs by engaging citizens in
collecting complementary data and the potential to use citizens’ data to locate suspected
problem sites and assess the success of habitat restoration. Once ecological change or an
environmental issue of concern has been identified, park staff can initiate a more rigorous
scientific investigation of the issue. The early identification of change allowed through
CBM enables proactive and adaptive management responses and a greater potential to
influence positive outcomes. As a result, CBM can complement regular park monitoring
efforts and enhance management decisions.

Benefits are also accrued by the community participants in CBM, such as: improving their
environmental awareness and stewardship ethic; the opportunity to interact with govern-
ment professionals; and the opportunity and increased capacity to play an active role in
safeguarding the environment. CBM is a very effective tool for engaging a diverse cross-
section of the community in environmental issues, then providing education about ecolo-
gy and the impacts of humans upon the environment. The learning process becomes
shared as the participants conduct monitoring and generate status and trend information
about the local environment that is then provided to decision-makers to influence choices
related to conservation. By building community-based monitoring into outreach activities
and extension services, park managers will foster a public that is more informed about
conservation issues, and science in general, and more capable of playing an active role in
decisions that relate to the park.

Perhaps most importantly, the CCMN pilot has demonstrated that multiparty CBM deliv-
ers information for better decision making by the local community and builds social cap-
ital. Social capital can be defined as the combination of skill sets, shared values, respect,
and trust within a community of people that allow for cooperation for mufual benefit. This
increased social capital can allow entire communities, including parks, to work together
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to address local environmental concerns and advance toward sustainable development.
Because the results of CBM initiatives are by design linked to decision-making structures,
CBM allows participants the tangible experience of making a difference in their commu-
nity. This experience, in turn, fosters a sense of place, a sense of belonging, and generates
further commitment to the initiative (EMAN CO and CNF, 2003).

The Canadian Community Monitoring Network is just one of many initiatives across
Canada using CBM to provide benefits for participants and communities. What makes the
network unique are the tools and knowledge generated through the dedicated collabora-
tion of interested participants to advance CBM in order to improve decision-making at
local and regional scales. As the CCMN evolves from a pilot to a program, the participa-
tion of park managers and staff, who recognize the many potential advantages of integrat-
ing CBM into their monitoring and outreach activities, in this emerging community of
practice, is welcomed. Parks are encouraged to embrace CBM as part of their regular pro-
gramming to complement their monitoring, enhance management decisions, and to
improve collaborative relationships with the communities in their surrounding landscapes.
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