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ENVIRONMENTALISM

NLINE

J. SCOTT CHRISTIANSON & DAN WENDLING

: : hile in Malaysia,

organizing international train-
ing courses in wildlife conser-
vation, Raleigh Blouch uses a
laptop computer and a
modem to communicate with
his home office in the United
States. From his office at Mid-
dlebury College, Steve Trom-
bulak uses electronic commu-
nications to. coordinate cours-
es on sustainable develop-
ment in Costa Rica. Sue Glen,
at the University of Okla-
homa, uses electronic mail—
popularly known as e-mail—
to cooperate with Hungarian
ecologists on a grasslands
restoration project. These are
just some of the many ways
that conservationists use com-
puter communications, other-
wise known as online com-
munications, as an important

tool in their work.
Although often drenched

in technical jargon, computer
networking is actually very
simple. Information is typed
into one computer, then
rapidly transmitted over
phone lines to computers in
other parts of the world. E-
mail duplicates many of the
traditional modes of commu-
nication—Iletter writing, chat-
ting, conferences,' etc., how-
ever, online communication is
usually faster and more cost
effective than traditional
means of communication. It
also eliminates problems such
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as slow or lost mail, and
excessive paper usage.

“Electronic mail is more
convenient than the tele-
phone because of the time
difference,” explains Raleigh
Blouch. Raleigh uses e-mail
on a daily basis from his
office  in Malaysia to
exchange memos, schedules,
and requests for literature
with the Conservation and
Research Center of the Smith-
sonian Institution. “We also
use faxes,” he says, “but I like
e-mail better for an informal
exchange of ideas because it’s
not necessary to make a hard
copy and I've never had a
problem with lost messages.”

Besides exchanging elec-
tronic letters and memos,
online environmentalists
transmit much larger docu-
ments, such as press releases,
newsletters and grant propos-
als. Sue Glen developed a
grasslands restoration propos-
al with her colleagues in
Hungary by using e-mail to
transfer the manuscript back
and forth as it evolved. Elec-
tronic communication is
much more efficient than the
post,” she says, “and more
reliable than the Hungarian
phone system.”

Because some varieties of
online communication can be
very inexpensive, many
groups use electronic
newsletters to communicate.
They are a good way of
requesting help with projects,
advertising courses, and

announcing job openings and
new publications. The Biolog-
ical Conservation Newsletter
is distributed online to 850
subscribers in over 25 coun-
tries. Other online newsletters
include the Indonesia/
Malaysia Fauna Interest
Group News Communiqué,
the Energy and Climate Infor-
mation Exchange (ECIX) pro-
ject newsletter, and the Tropi-
cal Timber Newspaper.

Many environmental orga-
nizations are taking advan-
tage of the speed of comput-
er networks to distribute
press releases and legislative
alerts. Releases from such
strong lobbying forces as The
Sierra Club and Green Peace
are easily found on most
environmentally-oriented
computer networks. For
newspaper or newsletter edi-
tors, online press releases are
great “canned” articles, com-
plete with contact persons
and references. One press
release from the Friends of
the Earth contained a one
page article and two pages of
notes and references for edi-
tors!

Virtual Communities

One of the most exciting
features of online communi-
cations is electronic confer-
ences—virtual communities—
which are open forums in
which anyone in the comput-
er network can participate.
Online conferences are usual-
ly made up of people who




are geographically separated
but share the same interests,
and who communicate with
each other through a comput-
er network devoted to those
interests. Online conferences
are becoming important chan-
nels for distributing environ-
mental information. One con-
ference user noted, “When I
first heard about the Earth
conference, I figured it was
nothing but a bunch of half-
crazed, deranged hippies. It’s
turned out to be one of my
most valuable sources of infor-
mation.”

Since these conferences
reach large numbers of peo-
ple, one of their most impor-
tant functions is to spread the
development of environmental
awareness. By using comput-
ers at Lewis J. Hobbs Junior
High School in Medford, Mass-
achusetts, students are able to
communicate with the online
conservation community. “A
bunch of us are planning to
teach recycling to the elemen-
tary students as a school pro-
ject. We've planned out a
series of five lessons using
information we'’ve gotten from
environmental groups on the
computer. Another project
we're doing is gathering
responses from around the
country, and making a report
out of them, kind of like a
country-wide update on recy-
cling.”

Although providing an effi-
cient means of sending and
receiving information is the
main function of online com-
munications, computer net-
working directly benefits the
environment in two ways. First
of all, e-mail saves a lot of
paper compared to ordinary
mail. Both The Sierra Club and
National Wildlife Federation
recommend using e-mail to
save paper, and currently the
National Science Foundation
uses a program called PC-

Express to accept lengthy
grant proposals electronically.
Second, by using online
communications more people
can work and shop at home,
which in turn reduces depen-
dency on cars and fossil fuels.
Currently an estimated 5 mil-
lion people use their comput-
ers and modems to work at
home. There is even a maga-
zine, Home Office Computing,
devoted entirely to using com-
puters for home businesses.

EcoNet

Started in 1984 by the Insti-
tute for Global Communica-
tions, EcoNet is now the pre-
mier computer service for
environmentalists. Unlike most
large computer services,
EcoNet is not operated for
profit, but is part of the non-
profit Tides Foundation. Mark
Mobley, an EcoNet coordina-
tor, calls EcoNet: “an organiz-
ing tool which eliminates
dependency on travel; it may
prove to be a major cohesive
force for years to come.”

EcoNet now has over 2,500
subscribers and is growing at a
rate of 150 new users per
month. A recent article in
World Watch commented,
“Given the size of the United
States, this may appear to be a
fairly small group, but it is one
with considerable leverage.
More than 60 percent of
EcoNet’s online phone directo-
ry, which gives the names and
addresses of all of its users,
reads like a bibliography of
the American environmental
movement.” EcoNet is also
internationally accessible;
users can correspond with col-
leagues in Canada, England,
Germany, Brazil and many
other countries. In addition,
EcoNet is connected to 30 oth-
er computer networks, allow-
ing users to communicate with
a huge online community. Its
power lies in its 200 confer-

ences with top-
ics ranging
from rural soci-
ology, alterna-
tive agriculture
and agro-eco-
nomics to haz-
ardous waste
disposal, incin-
erators and
underground
storage regula-
tions. Addition-
ally, EcoNet
provides access
to over 500
related confer-
ences from oth-
er networks.
EcoNet’s
newest feature
allows users to
send faxes,
which makes it
easier for users
to take quick
action on an
issue. For ex-
ample, when an
EcoNet user
sees a bulletin
about the new-
est clean water

“When I

first heard
about the

Earth Confer-
ence, | figured
it was nothing
but a bunch of
half-crazed,
deranged hip-

pies. It’s

turned out to
be one of my
most valuable

sources of

information.”

legislation in the clean air con-
ference, he can type a letter to
his representative while online
and then fax it directly to
Congress. A printed letter is in
the legislator’s office fifteen
minutes after the constituent

reads the bulletin!

For more information on
EcoNet, contact: Institute for
Global Communications, 3228
Sacramento Street, San Francis-
co, CA 94115, or call 415-923-
0900. You can reach the Prout
Journal on EcoNet at: RLogan.

J. Scott Christianson is an environ-
mental columnist for the local news-
paper in Columbia, Missouri. Dan
Wendling is the operator of the Coin
of the Realm computerized bulletin
board system (data: 301-585-6697)
in Silver Spring, Maryland.
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