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Being smart about SMART environmental
targets

March 10 2015
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Successful environmental conservation needs to focus on the negotiation
process, not just the end target, according to new research from the
University of Exeter, the University of Queensland, Imperial College
London, Bangor University, the University of Stirling, and the Wildlife
Conservation Society.
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The study, which is published in the journal Science, provides strategies
for scientists to facilitate more effective international negotiations to
influence long-term government and business development priorities.

Dr Ana Nuno from Biosciences at the University of Exeter's Penryn
Campus in Cornwall said: "There are a number of tools from the social
sciences that can be used to improve negotiations, requiring greater
interdisciplinarity for effective international agreements for conservation
and sustainability."

Lead author and PhD student in UQ's Australian Research Council
Centre of Excellence for Environmental Decisions, Sean Maxwell said
clever decision making requires more than setting SMART targets.

"SMART targets are specific, measurable, ambitious, realistic, and time-
bound, and have the advantage of holding signatories to account by
determining whether targets have been met," he said.

"They have proven effective, for example, in guiding the successful
phase-out of ozone layer- depleting chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) under
the Montreal Protocol.

"However, it is difficult to set and meet SMART targets when
signatories dispute the social and environmental benefits of reaching a
target.

"To develop achievable and environmentally relevant targets on
contentious issues, scientists need to adopt tools such as game theory,
management strategy evaluation and collaborative learning techniques,
which can help to overcome negotiation roadblocks."

Co-author Professor E.J. Millner-Gulland from Imperial College London
said promoting collaboration, trust, and innovation between stakeholders
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should be a primary focus of international environmental accords.

"Scientists can do so much more than just provide information to policy-
makers" she said.

"Agreeing on science-based targets also requires scientists to take
responsibility for ensuring that information is understood and
constructively used.

"Greater scientific engagement in improving the process of target-setting

could help to achieve better global environmental outcomes."
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