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EDITORIAL

Environmental threats we can act upon
How to use the science-policy dialogue
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rom local to global scales, ecosystems are under enormous anthropogenic pressures, and the crossing of planetary boundaries1 threatens biodiversity, ecosystem
functioning and ultimately human well-being. The need for societal, economic and
political action is therefore undisputed.
But how can scientific knowledge be used to inform decision-making? And how and
where to start addressing and reversing these threats? The sheer magnitude, interdependency and number of threats seems overwhelming, and may be paralyzing when
it comes to taking action. In such situations a twofold strategy is needed both focusing
on the major drivers while also being pragmatic on where to start. Ideally, both aspects
go hand in hand, which is especially fruitful when underlying incentives are addressed.
The Swiss Biodiversity Forum, part of the Swiss Academy of Sciences (SCNAT),
shares a core goal of GAIA, namely providing ecological perspectives and scientific insights to society, with a focus on biodiversity and ecosystem-relevant topics. Doing so,
it needs to decide how and when to invest the resources available, and what tools to use.
One outlet are factsheets on environmental threats with a high relevancy, such as on
negative effects of excessive nitrogen2, phosphorus and pesticide3 inputs into ecosystems, or on subsidies that directly or indirectly harm biodiversity4. To understand how
to effectively communicate in a science-policy dialogue with respect to environmental
topics, three key aspects have emerged that we deem important for a successful outcome: 1. accuracy and delimitation, 2. timeliness, and 3. extending beyond the traditional “environmental science” perspective.
A scientifically accurate coverage and delimitation of a topic seems obvious, but has
proven to be quintessential to withstand possible critique. Timeliness is often underestimated but is also critical to achieve effective arguments: an activity can set an agenda, contribute to opinion making in an ongoing agenda, or take place after a decision
is made. With “agenda setting” being the ideal stage, it is often the identification of an
ongoing debate or an opportunity that arises and the realization that a contribution to
it can make a difference that is most effective, but swift action is always required. Finally, opening new perspectives creates novel leverage. For example, when screening
all subsidies in Switzerland on their direct and indirect effects on biodiversity4, subsi
dies harmful to biodiversity were found to be an order of magnitude higher than those
designed to benefit biodiversity. Consequently, the key finding was not necessarily to
ask for more incentives benefiting biodiversity, but to ask to cut or redirect the harmful ones, the latter simply being the bigger pot to work with.
Eventually, this knowledge needs to be conveyed to key people in governance, economy and politics. Using this approach may make actions to reverse environmental
threats more effective. The messages from the above examples were taken up in politi
cal and public discussions and contributed to decision-making. A clear score for science and for the scientists involved.
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