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The Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (MA) was carried out between 2001

and 2005 to assess the consequences of ecosystem change for human well-being

and to establish the basis for actions needed to enhance the conservation and

sustainable use of ecosystems and their contributions to human well-being.

The MA was originally conceived as a global scientific assessment that would

be modeled on two intergovernmental processes that have contributed signif-

icantly to policy development in relation to the problems of climate change and

stratospheric ozone depletion: the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change

and the Ozone Assessment.

The very first meeting of the group tasked with exploring whether the MA

should be launched, however, set the design of the assessment on a very differ-

ent course. While many aspects of the MA process did still draw heavily on the

experience of other international assessments, that first meeting and subsequent

design team meetings introduced three novel dimensions. First, the group con-

cluded that the assessment could not be done at a single global scale and would

need to examine processes of ecosystem change and human impacts at other

scales, including in particular the scale of individual communities. Second, it

was evident that the audience for the findings of an assessment of these issues

was much broader than the traditional audience of global assessments (national

governments) and must include other stakeholders from business, nongovern-

mental organizations, indigenous people, and other civil society groups. Finally,
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it was clear that the knowledge base for an assessment of this nature could not

be limited to the scientific literature but must draw on other “informal” sources

of knowledge, including local, traditional, and practitioner’s knowledge.

The MA was the largest assessment effort ever to attempt to incorporate all

of these dimensions in its design, and in that regard it can be seen as an exper-

iment or pilot in applying multiple scales and knowledge systems in an assess-

ment. But, in fact, a tremendous depth of research and experience exists in

relation to each of these dimensions of scale, stakeholders, and knowledge sys-

tems. Recognizing that this existing experience could significantly aid the MA

process, and also recognizing that the MA itself provided an experiment that

could further advance understanding of issues of scale and epistemology, the

MA Sub-Global Working Group organized an international conference on these

issues called Bridging Scales and Epistemologies: Linking Local Knowledge and

Global Science in Multi-scale Assessments. More than two hundred people from

fifty countries participated in that conference, which was held in March 2004

and hosted by the Bibliotheca Alexandrina in Alexandria, Egypt.

This book—Bridging Scales and Knowledge Systems: Concepts and Applications in

Ecosystem Assessment—is one product of that conference. While the MA provides

the motivation for this book, and while several chapters present experiences

from the MA, this book, like the conference, reaches far beyond the MA process

to explore the challenges, costs, and benefits of bridging scales and knowledge

systems in assessment processes and in resource management. The issues

explored in this book push the limits of science, politics, and social processes.

Although a number of general lessons emerge, many questions remain unan-

swered about how to make such processes work, how to address issues of

power and empowerment, and how to address technical issues of information

scaling and knowledge validation. In this respect, the volume does not attempt

to provide a blueprint, but it does illustrate the multiple dimensions of the chal-

lenges inherent in bridging scales and knowledge systems.
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