Modelling and Social Learning in Rural Landscape Analysis and Management

Case for Support for RELU Networking Award

Summary

Mainstream approaches to rural landscape management have traditionally sought to compartmentalise issues in an effort to minimise uncertainty.  Disciplinary simplifications of cause-effect relationships and institutional structures which fail to adequately recognise legitimately different interests have immense influence on agri-environmental and rural development policies.  At the same time there is a growing awareness amongst policy-makers and managers that integrative perspectives are required to respond to the challenges of sustainably managing the complex social, economic and ecological interactions found within rural landscapes.

This proposal is based on the concept that modelling provides a site of integration for different disciplinary perspectives to apply their expertise to practical issues.  The members of the consortium behind the proposal have significant individual strengths across both the natural and social sciences, and have used a range of soft and hard modelling traditions on issues related to the analysis and management of rural landscapes.  Support of £4,705 is sought for a networking process that will bring together researchers and non-academic stakeholders to explore the opportunities for synergy in applications relevant to the RELU remit.  The process will focus on creating strong working relationships as the basis for joint research on rural economy and land use issues.

Key Objectives

· To explore the potential of modelling praxis as a site of integration between different academic disciplines concerned with rural economics and land use.  

· To establish and enhance a set of working relationships among consortium members.  

· To establish the depth of current expertise and opportunities for progress within a range of relevant fields.  In particular: systemic inquiry comprising computer and non-computer-based modelling of social and environmental interactions within landscapes, model interface design, decision support tools, social learning and soft systems methodology.

· To develop research proposals for RELU and other research funding programmes for action research into the integration of different modelling approaches in support of decision-making and social learning at the landscape level. 

· To support two workshops and provide resources for a facilitator to develop the concept with potential research partners.

· To produce a review paper detailing the different traditions of modelling practice relevant to sustainable landscape management issues, making the findings of the workshop available to a wider audience.

Rationale

The purpose of the networking initiative will be to explore the opportunities offered by RELU for developing integrated methodologies for addressing the analysis and management of rural landscapes. The starting point for this proposal is that effective integration between different disciplinary perspectives on social and environmental interactions within rural landscapes is limited because key contributors in the research community employ different epistemological assumptions.  However, we argue that the praxis of developing and using qualitative and quantitative models provides a site of integration and compatibility between different epistemological positions.  

Within modelling praxiology, two important orientations can be identified, both of which are represented within the consortium.  In epistemological terms, the traditions can be characterised as follows: 

· Functionalist – where the aim is to represent and reproduce the important structures and dynamics of a situation, for analysis and prediction.  Iterative approximations are fitted against data and subsequently refined. Examples of models in this mode include cellular models, plant and soil process models, and general climate models. The integration of natural science and social science at the landscape level is often conceptualised in terms of bringing social variables and dynamics into natural science models.

· Interpretivist – where the aim is to make explicit different understandings of a context in order to achieve new accommodations between stakeholders as the basis of satisfactory progress on issues that are causing difficulty. Models are used as epistemic objects, tools for exploring a situation which do not represent it, or at least only from one of many possible points of view.  Examples include conceptual modelling of human activity systems, inquiry based on metaphor and rich pictures in soft systems methodology. 

These traditions reproduce to some degree more traditional divisions between the natural and social sciences in terms of application (natural science/social science), content (quantitative/qualitative) and methodological assumptions (hard systems/soft systems).   But we argue that when one looks at what modelling practitioners actually do, and when one has a sufficiently broad understanding of what a model is, then these other distinctions break down.  The purpose of the networking initiative proposed here will be to explore pluralist modelling applications to the analysis and management of rural landscapes that draw on the strengths of both functionalist and interpretivist modelling praxis.

Therefore an important focus of the workshops proposed below will be describing and analysing different modelling approaches for analysing land-use and land-cover that integrate social and biophysical processes, and the use of soft systems modelling approaches to facilitate a platform for constructive negotiation on substantive management issues. The focus will be on applications at the landscape level, where diffusion of management responsibility is greatest, but this will necessarily draw on a solid understanding of other relevant scales, from individual fields and holdings, to the national and international policy context. The idea is not to develop an understanding of the modelling of rural systems per se, but instead to develop a systemic approach to modelling, applied to rural systems, and to explore how such an approach can be used as a heuristic tool for social learning amongst stakeholders, in order to support rural decision-making.  Discussions will be framed around the development and use of decision support tools for social (as opposed to individual) learning. That is research on how to produce good 'hard' models which support good 'soft' applications.

In terms of functionalist modelling, the challenge is to integrate social and physical processes within a coherent model, at a sufficient level of detail to reveal significant dynamics. This will require the extension of existing modelling techniques, and creating the opportunity to compare between different modelling approaches in practice. In terms of interpretivist modelling, the challenge is to bring multiple stakeholders into the process and open up the modelling technique to a multidisciplinary/multisector group rather than a core of modelling “experts” (ie expertise moves to facilitation of modelling). We will build on techniques that have fused hard and soft systems approaches, such as the Soft System Dynamics group modelling technique, which combines the benefits of System Dynamics Modelling with developments in soft systems approaches.

While a multidisciplinary approach has recently become part of the discourse of rural landscape management, it has been difficult to support the discourse with practical methodologies which brings it to the centre of mainstream practice. For example, the key output of the NERC/ESRC Land Use Programme (NELUP) was a decision support system for predicting the impacts of agricultural land use change and analysing their implications at the river-basin scale. Although principally based on quantitative socio-economic and biophysical modelling, there is significant scope for the NELUP decision-support system to incorporate participative decision-making and thus enable widespread adoption of the tool by practitioners.

What distinguishes our approach is the recognition that decision-making within the rural setting is frequently characterised by diffuse and fragmented management responsibility and organisational complexity. This setting is generally not appropriate for decision support tools that are based on single-agency, single-issue management. The majority of decisions that affect the rural landscape arise out of interactions with a range of stakeholders and thus require a modelling process that sparks imagination, focuses discussion, clarifies communication, and contributes to collective understanding of problems and potential solutions. This can be characterised in terms of social learning.

The development of a pluralist modelling methodology would therefore represent a significant step forward in integrating different disciplinary perspectives within the RELU remit.  The networking initiative will support this process by forging working relationships between representatives of different disciplines, thus increasing the capacity of the UK research community to tackle interdisciplinary projects within the RELU sphere of interest, over and above developing a specific research proposal. A key strength of our consortium is that each organisation represented already seeks to integrate social and natural science within rural research, with leading projects on social learning in catchment management (OSRG), simulation of landscapes (Cranfield, Edinburgh, Liverpool), social and ecological trajectories in European mountain regions (Imperial College) and institutional and environmental interactions under rapid climate change (Kings College London).

Budget

Support is sought for a sum of £4,705.  This is required to meet the following budget: 


Travel
Staff costs
Room hire & catering
Accom-modation
Total

Direct costs
£2,000.00
£700.00
£560.00
£1,150
£4,410.00

Indirect costs (@42%)
£0.00
£295.00
£0.00
£0.00
£295.00

Total
£2,000
£995.00
£560.00
£1,150
£4,705.00


The workshop costs are based on catering and room hire costs, with support for travel for consortium members and invited workshop participants from their place of work to Milton Keynes.  Provision has been made for overnight accommodation for those travelling from further than London.  This will enable a full day’s programme to be planned.

Staff costs will support the activities of a networking facilitator, with an express brief to draw non-academic stakeholders into the research process.  The facilitator will be employed by the Open University on a temporary contract.  A small travel budget has been included to enable face to face meetings with potential stakeholders.

Activities

Two workshops are planned. The first, to be held in May 2004, will explore our main hypothesis that modelling practice is a bridge between the social and natural sciences, and provides an appropriate platform for social learning. We will establish common terminology and language between socio-economic and biophysical modellers by working through issues relevant to catchment management that can be addressed using pluralist modelling approaches. The concept of “pluralist modelling” will be further developed by comparing and contrasting various approaches (e.g. functionalist/interpretivist; static/dynamic, spatially explicit or not). This will be followed by the identification of research questions from each represented perspective, and an exploration of compatibility between them through a set of research activities. 

Invitees will consist of potential project members, researchers interested in the topic, supportive non-researcher stakeholders, and representative of RELU to act as resource persons. The workshops will be held at Milton Keynes, given its relatively central location, and resources will be spent on accommodation and travel.

Outputs of the first workshop will be the establishment of collaborative relationships between workshop members and the formation of a team for a RELU research project. Funding opportunities will be discussed, including forthcoming RELU calls. Outlines of a review paper of modelling practice and a research proposal for RELU will be drawn up for further development by consortium members. A database of potential stakeholder contacts will be also be developed.

The interim period between the first and second workshop (to be held in June 2004), will be the development of a draft proposal supported by an on-line discussion forum. A networking exercise will identify appropriate action research contexts and establish strong relationships with appropriate non-academic stakeholders.  This will inform a process of development of specific research questions from each represented perspective within a combined RELU project, as well as research questions around the overall purpose of integrating different perspectives in response to practical problems. The outputs of this phase will be a draft project proposal and a finalised research consortium. These activities will involve the employment of a research assistant/facilitator for a one week period and will also involve travel and accommodation for one-to-one meetings. 

The final workshop will bring together the research consortium and other research stakeholders to finalise and agree a RELU research proposal under themes A, B or D. Key objectives are to clarify and agree what the proposal means in terms of the activities of each group involved and how they will support one another, and to establish a management structure for successfully delivering a project. The session will also discuss other sources of funding to complement the RELU bid.
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�Just a comment – are we limiting the scale to that of catchment?





