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It sounds like a wonderful idea. Britain wants to be the first to sum up the state of its society and environment in a few media-friendly figures. But does it make scientific sense?

Television news may never be the same again. It might be presenting not just the weather forecast, pollen counts warnings and reports on interest rates, but also updates on the state of the countryside, air pollution levels, water quality, the health of wildlife, climate change, the rate at which we are using natural resources and even income distribution and trends in death rates by social class.

The aim is to create a complete picture of the nation's wellbeing by presenting pointers to environmental and social performance alongside economic statistics. With this in mind, the government is developing a set of 8 to 10 "sustainability indicators" to entice the public with easily digestible bites of information condensed from the original detailed scientific data. The pointers are also intended as a guide for government and local authorities. They are the first of their kind in the world and will form a centerpiece on sustainable development to be published later. They will also let ministers consider the bigger picture before making policy decisions. 

Although environmental campaign groups, academics and statisticians are broadly supportive, some experts have reservations. Will such simplified indicators be scientifically credible or meaningful? There is a danger, they warn, that they might be so crude as to pervert the message of the original data and send public and policymakers careering off in the wrong direction. To take one example, environmental groups are lobbying for the extent of hedgerows across the country to be used as the key indicator for the health of Britain's wildlife. But experts point out that this might prompt farmers to favor hedgerows at the expense of other environmental priorities, such as cutting down the use of damaging chemicals.

"What we are doing now is only quasiscientific", says Hilary Hillier, head of environmental statistics at the Department of Environment, Transport and the Regions (DETR). "Of course, there is a danger that we may miss out major impacts on the environment. But we are aiming to convey a general message that gives a balanced overall picture, not trying to produce the full story".
