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WELCOME
This is the second newsletter of the Nature-GIS project,

having as object to keep you informed about the
progress made

in the last four months by Nature-GIS network.

This number is dedicated to a detailed description of the
aims of the Nature-GIS project and a large space is

reserved for the description of the Questionnaire
implemented for the assessment of the user needs. This

document, important for the next phases of the project,
has been carried out after a long concertation between

all the partners, and, after a preliminary check with a
limited but representative sample audience, is now ready
to be submitted to the identified stakeholders in order to

understand their needs in Geographic Information for
protected area.

Suggestions and comments are warmly accepted at
nature-gis@gisig.it

The Nature-GIS partnership
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II.. NNaattuurree--GGIISS  oouuttlliinneess

I.1 Introduction

The Nature-GIS (IST project no. 2000-34641, start date
April 1st, 2002) is a European thematic network
developing within the framework of the IST (Information
Society Technologies) programme of the European
Commission. It aims to bring together the many different
stakeholders in protected areas, both users and experts
in IT and nature conservation, to address the
requirements for geographic information (GI) in protected
areas, with special reference to European policies in this
field.
The objectives of the project are to offer a contribution to:
� support the provision of harmonised geo-information

about Protected Areas
� raise awareness about the use of GI-GIS in this field.

The project can be viewed in the context of a larger
framework to contribute to European documents and
conventions requiring research, identification and
exchange of information to ease and promote the
conservation of biodiversity

� develop and broaden the dialogue amongst all levels
of responsibility, from the EU to the local level; in
other words the project is intended to support public
access to data and information in the EU and in the
new Accession countries.

The network is run through activities comprising three
following steps in the development of the workpackages.
The first project phase is currently in progress and
involves assessment of the:
� user needs to characterise the stakeholders in the

field, with a survey of the scenarios for the use of GI
in this domain

� data requirements to individuate and specify the
common kernel of GI content to describe protected
areas

� functional requirements for the management of GI
and definition of the framework for spatial databases
in protected areas

The results of the assessment will allow to get the main
project outputs that are:

� production of Technical Guidelines for geo-data
infrastructures in protected areas, as a mean of
integrating the workpackages and to contribute to
geo-data access and exchange through a proposal
for standardisation of data infrastructures for
protected areas

� definition and prototyping of a web portal to
information on European protected areas

Finally, the project, that is a EU Thematic Network, will
place major emphasis on the dissemination of the results
to the GIS and Nature Preservation communities at a
European-wide level. To achieve the best possible results
the networking and dissemination will be carried out at
different levels, national and European level, to ensure
involvement of all the stakeholders in a pan-European
network for protected areas and to develop a permanent
“NATURE-GIS Group”.

The expected outcome of the network is:

� the use of the Guidelines to implement GIS in
protected areas

� a demonstration of how web access to information is
applicable to the field of nature conservation

� a raise of European awareness for a supra-national
approach in GI management in the field together
with a call for more concerted and integrated actions

� as the final follow-up stage of the project, the
establishment of a pan-European “Nature-GIS
Group” designed to ensure long-term continuity and
evolution of the network

I.2 Project context and objectives

Nature conservation and protected habitats present
complex problems ranging from environmental
management and planning to social and economic
issues. They are addressed by numerous different
organisations, interest groups and individuals from
diverse cultural or technical backgrounds. Many of these
problems have a strong geographical element. However,
the widespread use of Geographic Information Systems
(GIS) is often restricted because of a lack of knowledge
and understanding about the technology, and a lack of
communication between the GIS experts and the end
user community.

The way chosen by the Nature-GIS project to address
this problem is to create a pan-European network, the
Nature-GIS Network, able to link all the different
organisations and stakeholders1 who have an interest in
the application of Geographic Information and
Geographic Information Systems (GI-GIS) to protected
areas. A key goal for the Nature-GIS project is to bridge
this gap by bringing specialists from different disciplines
together, thus enabling the potential of GIS to be applied
in this crucial field.

The creation of the Nature-GIS network also introduces
a far broader perspective, enabling key players and
policy makers at all levels to have access to high-quality
GI-GIS content. The effective sharing of information at
local, national and international level allows far more
efficient and co-ordinated conservation initiatives and
problem solving. In this way, Nature-GIS makes a
contribution to the EU’s Policies related to the field of
Protected Areas and Nature preservation, and forms a
focal point for the exchange of information and the
identification of specific GI-GIS requirements for
promoting nature conservation and biodiversity across a
whole range of EU policies and initiatives.

The establishment of the Nature-GIS network also
anticipates an enlarged European Union, and places
considerable emphasis on the participation of Adhesion
Countries. In particular, nature conservation issues are
of key importance in Central and Eastern Europe, where
a vast part of the countryside remains unspoilt, retaining
natural habitats and landscapes of high ecological value
and with extensive agriculture systems still in operation.
Notwithstanding this high potentiality, there are cases of

                                                          
1 Nature-GIS Stakeholders: they are intended as actual
or potential users and producers of GI technology in
protected areas.
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decay of nature quality (spoilt and polluted zones and
destruction of extensive agriculture areas), caused by
events of the last decades history, in a first time by the
low priority of nature conservation and currently by the
problems of economic development. For these Countries
then the Nature-GIS approach (to link different
organisations and stakeholders, to support balance
between spatial planning, rural development and nature
conservation) can be fruitful and efficacious, particularly
considering the recent registered better awareness of
nature and of bio-diversity.

Within this reference framework the objectives can be
summarised as in Figure 1, where the “Technical
Guidelines for Geo-data Infrastructures in Protected
Areas” and the related prototype web portal to
information are the tools chosen to actually demonstrate
the project:

I.3 The Nature-GIS vision

"The European Sustainable Development Strategy
advocates a new approach to policy-making through
more coherence in Community policies. An information
base that provides detailed relevant harmonised spatial
information for different policy areas and that is
commonly accessible could significantly contribute to this
objective.
Currently, exploitation of the potential of geographical
information is hampered by lack of standards, of data and
of a coherent data policy. A Community initiative to
address these difficulties could unlock a vast potential of
information and information services, e.g. related to
identification, access to and visualisation of information.
These would stimulate increased coherence and
integration of Community policies. Standardisation of
geographical information services would open up new
ways of communication, narrowing the gap between
Europe and its citizens"2.

Recent advances in moving from paper to digital data
have created considerable opportunities to revolutionise
access to data and the communication of information,
and for informed decision-making at all levels of society.
This transition from 'back room' to 'open door access to
information' presents new challenges for those acquiring,
                                                          
2 Memorandum of understanding between
Commissioners Wallstróm, Solbes, Busquin.
“Infrastructure for Spatial Information in Europe
(INSPIRE)”, 11 April 2002 D(02)330523

handling, curating, and providing access to electronic
data and information. Unfortunately the data are often of
poor quality, of inconsistent standards, reside on
specialist geographic information systems and are not
accessible to the public at local, regional, national and
international levels. This means that presenting collations
of data as information is time consuming and costly.
This scenario is also true for the current framework of GI
management in protected areas and nature preservation.

Nature-GIS is therefore committed to comply with a
vision that is designed to:
� serve the community of people dealing with

environmental protection programmes and
management of protected areas

� at local, regional, national and EU administrative
levels, with applications and information services

� that streamline the flow of geographic information;
� in their daily tasks.

I.4 Project activities

The network is being developed in nine work-packages:
� four technical workpackages for assessing user

needs, data requirements functional requirements
and for addressing access to information and GI
technology

� three workpackages devoted to produce technical
guidelines to disseminate the results and to develop
a pan European network for protected areas

� two workpackages related to project management
and the assessment and evaluation of the project
results

These work-packages are:

� WP1: Network management
� WP2: User needs assessment
� WP3: Data requirements and policy
� WP4: Functional requirements
� WP5: Access to information and GI technology
� WP6: Technical guidelines for data infrastructures

for protected areas
� WP7: Assessment and evaluation
� WP8: Dissemination
� WP9: Nature-GIS towards a pan-European network

for protected areas

The functional project structure is shown in Figure 2:

Fig. 1. The Nature-GIS objectives
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I.5 The Role of Nature-GIS and the Network

perspective

Nature-GIS seeks to exploit the operational potential of a
thematic network and several different initiatives across
the project are planned at different levels, with the
creation of a stable ª Nature-GIS Groupº.

Previous experience of the Members of the network
reveals difficulty in establishing a link between protected
areas management at the local level and the European
context. It is therefore necessary to raise awareness
within the European stakeholder community of the
importance of exchanging experiences and the
importance of developing a European-wide approach to
dealing with these problems. There is also often a gap
between the scope of the European problems and the
policies and ways in which they are dealt with. To fill this
gap requires the exchange of data and information and
the wider use of Geographical Information; in other words
the provision of GI support to the European Information
Society.

To this end, a strategy for the network development plan
and the establishment of the ªNature-GIS Groupº are
planned which define the network follow-up and the
exploitation activities. Exploitation is pursued through:

� establishing mutual technical co-operation amongst
the members for the realisation of Nature-GIS
initiatives at a local /regional level with particular
emphasis on addressing the activities at the level of
single group, or linked groups, of Protected Areas

� enlarging the country scope of Nature-GIS, to ensure
a full regional coverage

� creating linkages with other sectoral groups or
initiatives that are complementary to Nature-GIS, in
such a way as to exploit the Nature-GIS results
within these initiatives and to transfer the experience
of these initiatives towards the Nature-GIS network.
The value of the Nature-GIS approach within other
complementary initiatives is clearly evident,
especially if it is considered that there are already
many sites on the Internet about protected areas and
nature conservation but without reference to spatial
data and GI;

� creation of a permanent ª Nature-GIS Groupº after
the project ends to further develop the role of a
European network of Protected Areas and
Geographical Information that will continue to

support the operators in this field and to further raise
and encourage European awareness and
collaboration

� ensuring better targeting of the different stakeholders
and new user groups through the development of an
open network and the concept of national networks

I.6  Partnership

Nature-GIS aims to create an operative framework at a
European level amongst partners with different expertise
in the field of protected areas and Geographical
Information (in the 1st issue of this newsletter a detailed
description of partners is provided, with all the reference
information to contact them).

The partnership reflects on the one hand the need to
bring together experts and users in the thematic domain
of protected areas with organisation leaders in
Geographical Information and in the technology for
accessing information; this partnership is able to assess
and address methods and tools for managing GI in the
complex scenarios of ªProtected Areasº with their various
characterisations and enables the project to be structured
as a thematic interdisciplinary sectoral network.

On the other hand, whilst European in coverage, the
network intends to ensure a local impact for a wider
benefit of the operators and stakeholders of protected
areas operating at this level. From this perspective, and
with an approach that is both ªlocal to globalº and ªglobal
to localº and characterises a network built at different
levels, the Nature-GIS partnership has been defined in
order to have the presence of national actors, as well as
to involve key local operators and stakeholders. The
presence of national and of local actors allows a
European analysis of needs and functional requirements,
and provides a basis for the wider diffusion of the project
results at a National level.

In a wider European context, particular attention has
been devoted to the participation of organisations coming
from the Adhesion Countries, to create a real pan-
European common interest and to support the
enlargement process and the adaptation of the
European policies for protected areas to these
countries.

The members of Nature-GIS can be categorised into key
membership categories and have been selected to
ensure comprehensive coverage of the problems and

Fig. 2. The Functional Structure of the Nature-GIS Project
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issues arising in relation to protected areas and GI.
These partners bring with them a wide spectrum of skills
and expertise. The categories are:
� Protected areas expert groups – These offer specific

experience in the analysis of problems and the
implementation of GIS applications in the field of
nature protection

� Users – Representatives from regional authorities and
protected areas management authorities ensure a
comprehensive  view of the  issues  involved  and that

different sectoral requirements are taken into account.
� GIS/IT expert groups and Companies – These

manage the different technological aspects. Their
expertise is used to ensure a user-friendly, state-of-
the-art approach to the design of the tools that the
network will use to access to information

� JRC of the European Commission – Its presence
ensures the project coherence with the strategic
European vision of nature management

IIII.. TThhee  WWPP22  ooff  tthhee  pprroojjeecctt  aanndd  tthhee  qquueessttiioonnnnaaiirree  ffoorr  tthhee
aasssseessssmmeenntt  ooff  tthhee  uusseerrss  nneeeeddss

The second WP of the project is called ªUser needs
assessmentº and it foresees a collection of data through
a questionnaire submitted to a number of stakeholders
that are found out by the partners according to a scheme
able to consider all the kinds of operators dealing with
geo-information in the application field of protected areas.
The questionnaire is the central element of the user
needs assessment. On the other hand user needs
assessment is the key-point to ground the analysis of
data and of functional requirements on a verified context
and to ensure the efficacy of the various project outputs,
in primis the portal facility for web access to geo-
information and the guidelines for implementation of geo-
databases in protected areas. For this reason the
questionnaire is a very important step in the project
development.
It is possible to identify three steps for the second
workpackage. They are:
1. Identification of possible stakeholders, in order to:

� assess the typology of stakeholders in the field
of protected areas

� identify a meaningful sample of different
stakeholders within EU

2. Preparation and distribution of a questionnaire, in
order to identify the needs of these stakeholders
regarding GI  and GI technology

3. Analysis of the questionnaire results.
For the first phase all the partners have been involved
producing a database of possible contacts.
The questionnaire structure have been established by a
restricted number of partners (the leaders of the WP2,
WP3, WP4 and WP5) and successively integrated on the
base of all partners suggestions and comments. The
structure of the final version, that will be translated in the
different partners languages before its distribution, is
described below.
� Questionnaire Part 1 – About You and Your

Organisation
Section A – You
To collect general information about the person filling
in the questionnaire and about his/her organisation.
Section B – Your organisation
To describe the organisation of the person compiling
the questionnaire (domain, main activities, mission
etc.).
Section C – Information management
To   characterise   the    information   treated  by  the

organisation (land use, ecosystems, physical
features, etc.).
Section D – Your organisation’s expertise
To characterise the organisation’s expertise in
different domains (planning, GIS, data analysis,
database, etc).
Section E ± Logistic facilities ± computer related and
other
To describe the organisation’s technologies facilities
with particular attention for GIS facilities (GIS
software utilised and scope of GIS utilisation, DBMS
utilised, digital Image processing utilised, Image
Web Server software utilised, etc).
Section F – Nature-GIS and other Networks
To know the organisation involvement in other
networks and to test the interest to be kept informed
about Nature-GIS and European technical
workshops.

� Questionnaire Part 2 – Data Requirements
Section A – Data holdings
To collect information on the type of data that the
organisation owns and manages; in particulars:
� Analogue data,
� Digital Data,
� Geographic coverage of Data
� Thematic coverage of Data
� Provenience of the data.
Section B – Data collection and management
To describe methodologies for data collection (use of
protocols, sampling methodologies, etc.) and data
updating.
Section C – Access procedures
To describe the data access procedure and
metadata utilised.
Section D – Your data in detail
For this section a detailed scheme is annexed to
describe in detail the data utilised (topic, format,
updating modality, scale of representation, metadata
presence, etc.)

� Questionnaire Part 3 – Functional Requirements
Section A – Basic functional requirements
To understand the functional requirements needs as
regards the Geo- Information web access in the
European Protected Area Network portal
Section B – Core functional requirements
To understand other useful functions to be adopted
in the European Protected Area Network portal.
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