Environmental Close-Up:  Computer Tools Aid Decision Making—Growing Smarter to Protect Habitats
Picture yourself at a town hall meeting somewhere in America, sitting with dozens of residents debating the local land-use plan.  Presentations are given, elected representatives argue, and public comment is heard—a classic exercise in American self-government.  What concerns might you bring to this discussion? The need for new jobs? New roads? Protecting forests or farmlands?

Public concern about the loss of our natural heritage is spurring planners and others working at local, regional, and state levels to focus more and more on identifying lands that should be conserved.  There are several key sources of environmental information for this effort, including federal agencies, nonprofit groups, and state natural heritage programs, which track the location and status of threatened plants, animals, and ecosystems.


To aid the local land-use planning process, an array of software products—collectively known as decision-support tools—are being developed.  These tools use sophisticated mapping technology, three-dimensional visualization, modeling, and the capacity to easily incorporate individual and community concerns.  Decision-support tools can integrate complex information about biological issues (e.g., where the sensitive habitats are), physical issues (e.g., where the transportation networks are), and socioeconomic issues (e.g., which parcels have the most economic value).  This integration provides a comprehensive view of the forces shaping land use.  At once powerful and easy to use, these tools will empower citizens to participate more in the development of public policy by giving them access to scientific and technical information about land use previously available only to experts.  With this information, perhaps those with different views can work together better to find solutions.
