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Preface

In 1992 the Rio Conference focused the world's attention on the environmental risks for the Planet,

in order lo provide a better perspective for future generations. This human concern was synthesised

in two words: "Sustainable Development". These words provide a unique aim to researchers, deci

sion-makers, professionals and the public. Regretfully only in the event of huge natural catastro

phes does public opinion become more aware of the importance of ecological research. Floods (last

year in Algarve, Oder, China, ...), fires (South East Asia), hurricanes and typhoon storms (Central

America) have aroused the attention of the public more than the resolutions of international sym

posia. Words such as El Nino, ozone layer, greenhouse effect, acid rain, reduction of CO, in the

atmosphere, etc. have become household names. Very few people appreciate that these words are

the results of the impressive endeavours of researchers through their unsung activities.

The European Union after Rio acted to integrate the concept of "Sustainability" in its policies. Also

the EU "Environment and Climate" research programme incorporated this principle in its activities

and consequently joined the international effort aimed at solving the environmental problems

linked to Global Change. European researchers were thus encouraged to focus their activities on

research into technologies and social issues relating to the environment. The impressive European

research effort produced significant results and raised Europe's international profile, allowing it in

some cases to assume world scientific leadership. Moreover the European Commission attempted

to facilitate dialogue with a view to establishing bridges within disciplines and between the players

concerned. EU researchers dealing with biophysical elements of the ecosystem stated the impor

tance of reporting their data and analysis to identify users. This same recommendation was made by

the socio-economic researchers. The main issue is that the environment, ecosystems, natural

resources and biological diversity are the basis and also the limits of economic and social develop

ment. They need to be managed in a sustainable way, and the conceptual scientific framework has

to link human, natural and management sciences.

Capitalising on the scientific results and on this embryonic dialogue, new research dimensions have

to be identified and a new scientific challenge emerges: how to solve the gaps existing between dis

ciplines and sectors to create a common "platform" for understanding environmental issues. Further

research activities are also needed to transform public awareness into actions able to promote sus

tainability and sustainable development.

The time has come to make a further effort to create a common context in which research activities

may find their place and constructive role. The Fifth Framework Programme of the European Com

mission constitutes the basis for this effort. It can be affirmed that the attempt to link research and

policy has found an opportunity for success in this new Framework Programme. The EU specific

research programme "Energy, Environment and Sustainable Development" will facilitate the cre

ation of an integrated holistic paradigm. It will permit a convergence and an evolution of the

ecosystem research approach towards its incorporation in the international effort for sustainable

development.

The task of building a new opportunity for ecosystem research to implement pragmatically the con

cept and principles of sustainable development is not an easy one. The present book is one way of

widening the existing debate. I start from the assumption that the authors wish their articles to be

openly discussed and criticised and not merely read. These articles should facilitate the understand

ing of emerging ideas and concepts and at the same time focus attention on doubts, questions and

possible paths of convergence.

Bruxelles, February 1999 Christian Patermann

Director

European Commission - DG/XII/D

Environment and Sustainable Development

Brussels - Belgium
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