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PEOPLE AND DECISIONS: MEETING THE INFORMATION NEEDS
OF MANAGERS
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Abstract. The process of identifying management information needs, providing credible results, and
incorporating those results into land management decisions has been essential for the effective con-
servation of avian communities. The Savannah River Institute funded 18 avian studies as part of a
Biodiversity Program started in 1989. The factors that influenced the success of the management-
research collaboration include an effort to understand the land manager’s decision making environment,
land use alternatives, and a close working relationship among scientists and managers that built trust
and ownership in the projects. Broad research needs identified include ecological restoration, key
species and resources, landscape patterns and processes, and monitoring. Individual research studies
evaluated avian community responses to silvicultural manipulations, landscape vegetation patterns,
and potential influence of key resources such as soft mast and coarse woody debris. Geographic
Information Systems technology provided a means to develop two important decision support tools.
The first was a quantitative assessment of community habitat models, and the second was the appli-
cation of spatially explicit modeling of sensitive or endangered species.
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In an early assessment of management infor-
mation needs, Ackoff (1967) found that “most
managers suffer from an over-abundance of ir-
relevant information.” Yet, we find ourselves
asking for more information to make decisions
about the conservation and management of avi-
au communities on public and private lands.
Why does this apparent contradiction exist? A
significant part of the problem results from the
type of information that is being provided. Peo-
ple and organizations also have their own per-
sonalities and cultures that affect the utility of
information. Given the concern for sustainable
management of native communities and viable
populations, it is important to refocus scientific
efforts to generate information of greater utility.
Management organizations also must provide a
process for evaluating scientific information, and
incorporating reliable results into laud mauage-
ment decisions.

In 1989, the Manager of the Savannah River
Institute (SRI) proposed a biodiversity research
program at the Savannah  River Site (SRS). The
Institute management staff decided on a mission
oriented, problem solving approach. It was evi-
dent to us that: (1) many  laud management par-
adigms in conservation are influenced directly or
indirectly by the behavior of avian groups; (2)
there had been few systematic observations of
avian communities in forested areas at SRS
since the 1950s; and (3) genuine concerns ex-
isted as to the impact of harvesting and silvi-
cultural activities, land management policies,
and facilities construction. Over the succeeding
years, the Institute funded a total of 18 avian-
related studies. This paper addresses general fac-
tors that influence the success of the manage-

ment-research collaboration at SRI, how re-
search needs at SRI were developed, and how
the resulting information might affect changes in
land management at SRS.

MANAGEMENT-RESEARCH
COLLABORATION
THE D ECISION M AKING E NVIRONMENT

The primary responsibility of the Institute’s
staff is to make land management decisions con-
sistent with the objectives of the Department of
Energy, and then to implement those decisions
given the resources and technology available. A
key to identifying useful information is under-
standing the decision making environment. Fail-
ure to appreciate this simple fact often results in
scientific studies with little relevance to mau-
agement issues, and in results that are ignored
by practitioners.

Managers contribute to the problem by having
objectives that are ill-defined, e.g., “enhance
naturalness.” We sometimes develop goals to
manage and monitor species with little consid-
eration of the metrics and costs involved. Our
plans must be dynamic, but often are not, re-
sulting in conflicts over time. Frequently, spatial
scale is not appreciated. We have a difficult time
articulating science questions beyond the classic
“we need more information on . . . ,”  but offer
no specifics. Rarely do we take a complex issue
and break it into tractable questions that can be
addressed through systematic studies. The im-
portant questions may include the need to test
assumptions in existing relationships, or to es-
tablish the mechanistic bases for empirical ob-
servations. The need for the latter can be diffi-
cult for managers to appreciate. Scientists can
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