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Nowadays, access to public environmental data is a right of French and Brazilian citizens. France 

ratified the Aarhus convention in 2002 and also transposed the INSPIRE European directive in its 

2003 environmental law. In Brazil, the law 10.650 on access to environmental information was 

created in 2003. However, sharing and distributing environmental data is often more complicated 

than it seems. Indeed, data are always embedded in a social system in which they often constitute 

a source of power for those who control their production or use (Crozier and Friedberg 1977). 

Therefore, mutualisation initiatives modify the distribution of power, which creates resistance, and 

emphasises the differences of vision carried by the different institutions. In the case of 

geographical information, Pornon (1997) shows that even in these contexts, the participants’ 

reactions are rational and guided by their own strategy. 

 

The results presented here come from a field study conducted mainly in 2010. The general study 

was about the added value of the production and management of environmental data in French 

Guiana (Nicolle 2010).  The study cases presented here are more specifically dedicated to the issue 

of the mutualisation and diffusion of these environmental data, which is often one of the aims of 

their management. We’ll present two cases: 

 

- the compilation project of the naturalist data existing in the Conservatoire des espaces 

naturels de Guyane (French Guiana Conservatory of Natural Areas – CENG) 

- the mutualisation of the environmental data produced on illegal gold mining through the 

Observatoire de l’activité minière (Mining Activity’s Observatory - OAM). This last case will 

be compared with the way data produced about deforestation is managed in Brazil. 

 

1. Materials and methods 

 

The data produced is mainly based on semi-structured interviews. It gives the possibility to let the 

interviewee develop his own analysis of the situation. The idea is to come as close as possible to 

the person’s habits and representations, in order to understand his own rationality and the reasons 

that make him do what he’s doing. It is particularly interesting to use this method in order to 

compare the visions of different people on the same issues. The interview questions were modified 

periodically to include new elements discovered throughout the interviews. The analysis was 

completed by analysing documents produced by the organisations studied and articles written 

about the topic. In the CENG case, some participant observation was also done, by being present 

at the general assembly and at some technical meetings. This helped to better understand the 

interactions between the different participants.  

 

In the CENG case study, fourteen persons were interviewed, at various levels of the organization, 



and some of them several times. This represents nearly all the people directly concerned by the 

issue addressed. Until now, no restitution of the work was done to them. In the OAM case study, 

seven people were interviewed, representing four of the participating organizations, and two local 

NGOs. They dealt mainly with the history of the observatory, the implication of the organisations in 

it, and the position towards the diffusion of the environmental data produced. The comparison of 

this last case with Brazil data management is based on bibliography and an interview with the 

manager of the Amazonian desk on the INPE (National institute of spatial studies – Belem, Brazil). 

 

2. First case study 

 

The CENG is the association of the managers of natural areas in French Guiana. The areas we talk 

about belong to different categories (national or regional natural reserves, national park, coastal 

protected areas) and the managers can also have various statuses (associations, municipalities, 

state organism). Created in 2008, the objective of the CENG was to allow more exchanges between 

the managers and the technicians of the various natural areas and to create a functional network 

(CENG 2008). One of the priorities initially defined by the technicians was to organize and pool the 

naturalist data existing in each of the areas. The financers supported this idea. There was a strong 

consensus on the interest of doing it for all of them: 

 

1) they need data stocked and well organised in order to: a) secure their data and archive it, b) 

keep it available for themselves or anyone else needing it, c) produce an initial state of the 

ecosystems and evaluate the actions, d) be clear and harmonize the way they produce the data. 

2) it would be good to mutualise the data because: a) they would talk “the same language”,   b) it 

would be faster to exchange data, c) they could do some common analysis. 

 

At this stage however, only a few organisations had a clear vision of the degree of their 

participation in this mutualisation, and the kind of exchanges they expected. To fulfil the 

mutualisation objective, it was decided to choose for all of them (the national park excepted) a 

similar existing database. As most of the areas represented are natural reserves, it was decided to 

adopt the SERENA database, already used by natural reserves in metropolitan France. A training 

course was organised to teach them how to use it. At least one person from each natural area 

assisted the course. And yet, more than a year later, still nothing is done… From their point of 

view, this failure is not really surprising and is mainly related to technical issues: the lack of time, 

of coordination, the complexity of the database chosen, the non-adaptation of the existing 

taxonomic lists to the Guyanese species. 

 

However, behind these technical problems the interviews reveal that some other reasons can 

contribute to the explanation of the non-action: 

 

- the lack of external encouragement to manage and organize data : it is not explicitly part of the 

protected areas’ missions and is considered as a surplus of work. Therefore, if it seems very 

important in the discourse, it is in reality less prioritized than the other missions. Producing data is 

an official mission but synthesising them is not.  

- differences in the expectations from this data management: those that already have much data 

need help to classify and digitalize it, those that have little data are expecting some help to define 

the protocol that would fit in a database. Some others just don’t really know how much data they 

have. As a consequence, they go on with the technical issues without clarifying what they really 

expect from it. 

- more generally, there is not a clear view on what this association is supposed to bring: the very 



different cultures of the managers implied (associative culture / hierarchy and management culture 

/ political culture) brings incomprehension that makes it difficult to cooperate.  

- at last, the creation of other mutualisation projects reported the interest and responsibility of 

gathering these data together in another space. 

� Even though they are public data, putting them together and making them available to the 

public will not be possible in the near future.  

� Sharing data is one of the objectives shared by everyone, and it appears to be the “good” thing 

to do at the moment. However, the technical, organisational and cultural constraints can make it 

hard to achieve. The initiatives taken can’t work if these constraints are not taken into account 

seriously while thinking of the project. 

 

3. Second case study 

 

The mining activity’s observatory (OAM) is a platform that brings together the state departments 

concerned by illegal gold mining (seven of them) in French Guiana. Indeed this activity, mainly 

practiced by people coming from neighbouring countries, is a threat on the ecological (destruction 

of rivers and humid ecosystems, water pollution, hunting and fishing), economical (loss of the 

gold), social (violence, drugs, robberies), sanitary (malaria, water contamination with mercury), 

and political (national sovereignty) levels (Catzeflis and al. 2002, WWF 2008). 

 

In 2006, the National Forest Office (ONF) published maps showing the evolution of gold mining 

activity in French Guiana (ONF 2006). These maps were one of the elements that built a political 

consciousness of the problem (Gond et al. 2009). Until then, data was produced separately by 

various institutions and without coordination. The mutualisation was then perceived as a necessity 

in order to achieve some efficiency in the fight. In 2007, a platform allowing exchanges was built. 

In this context, the objective of the OAM today is on one hand to coordinate the fight action, 

helping it by combining satellite imagery analysis, flights over the territory and field observations; 

and on the other hand, it allows the annual production of a report showing the evolution of the 

environmental impacts of the mining activity. 

 

If the mutualisation works here, it is thanks to a meeting between the technical, organisational and 

political aspects. Technical because the satellite analysis was made possible with the involvement 

of a research organism (Cirad) and the building of local competences; political because it came at a 

moment when a solution to the problem was needed and enough financial resources were made 

available; organisational because it fitted the interests of the various participating organisations 

and that a qualified and motivated coordinator stayed present from the beginning and until now. 

 

However, since 2007 and the creation of the observatory, the annual environmental reports have 

never been published. Even though they are public environmental data, the civil society was never 

allowed to get them. The only data communicated are information about the police force operations 

and their material results (motors destroyed, litres of oil collected, etc.) (Etat-Major 2010). The 

reasons given are mainly the fact that the environmental report and map contain sensible data and 

that diffusing them would help the gold miners to know where to go. Other explanations given in 

the interviews are that it would lower the moral of the police force on the ground, but also that the 

continuation of the situation despite all the actions taken would destabilize the government 

representants in french Guiana, particularly if the reports are misinterpretated by the medias. 

However, most of the representatives of the OAM-involved organisations are not averse to 

publishing the treated data, in a controlled way. 

 



In reaction, the WWF Guianas published in 2011 some maps of the gold mining impacts (2007-

2008), with an analysis extended to the whole Guiana shield. Since 2011, the national park (PAG), 

even though participating in the OAM, took the decision to make public the environmental data of 

illegal gold mining impacts on its own territory. It is necessary for them in order to justify their 

protective action and have a lobby action towards the government. It was made possible because 

the PAG highly participates in the monitoring action in its area. However, limiting the analysis to 

this territory prevents one from seeing possible phenomenon of leakages.  

 

� The OAM case study puts in evidence that some conditions facilitate the mutualisation of data 

like get them already organised and that the participants have strong interests (often different) in 

using the data produced by the others. However, sharing them more largely with the public raises 

other questions in relation with the interpretations and uses that can be made of them. The French 

national culture of strong state control might play an important role in the choices made in French 

Guiana. 

 

4. A comparison with the data produced on deforestation in Brazil. 

 

It is interesting to compare the OAM French policy with the way Brazil deals with the highly 

strategic environmental information that is the annual monitoring of deforestation in Amazonia 

(TerraAmazon database) as both are quite strategic environmental data for the government at the 

national and international level, and present an operational objective as well. A map of the 

deforested areas is produced each year by the government (PRODES), and a monthly monitoring is 

realised for operational aspects (DETER). These data are available on line for the public. Even more 

interesting, the satellite images used are free (in contrast to the Spot images in France) for 

everyone, which allows ONGs to produce a second opinion annually. It gives a strong incentive 

towards producing high quality data and also allows more people to think on the problem, propose 

different analysis and work towards a better control of the land use. 

� This small parenthesis, even though developed on a different thematic, shows that in spite of the 

international announcements, the national culture in relation with the information management can 

bring important differences in the politics really applied to the territory. 

 

5. Discussion 

 

The case studies presented help us to confirm some general ideas in relation with management, 

mutualisation and diffusion of public environmental data.  

 

1) The idea of the unique database with all the environmental data produced on a territory 

available to everyone represent in the mind of many people an objective to reach, without 

predefining precisely what are the uses expected from it. It can sometimes become more present 

in the discourse than the questions of what data are really available, why are they produced, how 

are they organised, and what is the interest of putting them in common.  

 

2) Therefore, the technical aspect of “how are we going to put them together?” is often much more 

emphasised than the aspects of the signification of these data and the social interactions in which 

they are embedded. Data are not neutral: on one hand they represent a parcel of power for some 

actors (often overestimated) that are disturbed in the mutualisation process; on the other hand, 

they carry the representation of the institutions and people that produced and organized them. 

These aspects create a strong resistance to move the habits by refusing to lose power, and 

resisting to learn other visions of the world. Therefore, as mutualising data represent quite a big 



effort, it will not be furnished unless it is imposed from outside or represents a strong interest for 

all the parties. 

 

3) Finally, diffusing environmental data freely to the civil society raises again different issues. If the 

ethical importance of it is easily recognised, even by the law, the uses and interpretation that will 

be made of them are not controlled anymore by the government (or institution), which somehow 

looses a parcel of power. In our case, in spite of international announcements, the access of 

citizens to public environmental data is still largely subject to the different governmental strategies 

on their own territories. 
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