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OBSERVATORIES TO STUDY HUMAN-ENVIRONMENT 
INTERACTIONS
The human-environment observatories (OHM) are a research 
infrastructure of the Institute for Ecology and Environment of the 
CNRS. The first one was created in 2007. Today there are thirteen 
OHM, spread across metropolitan France (6), overseas (2) and abroad 
(5). They study anthropized systems affected by socio-ecosystemic 
crises resulting from Global Change and Globalization.  
All OHMs are built upon: 
• a founding event triggering of human origin that disrupts the entire 
functioning of an ecosystem;
• the convergence of Earth, Life, Human and Social Sciences in an 
interdisciplinary approach called "Global Ecology" to address the 
complexity of the socio-ecosystems under study;
• the development of scientific research to understand the 
mechanisms at play and to better inform political and economic 
decision-makers and citizens in their choices for the resolution of 
ongoing environmental crises.

A CO-CONSTRUCTION OF THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS
The creation of an OHM is based on a co-construction of the socio-
ecological problematic by all the environmental sciences. This 
approach promotes and builds the interdisciplinarity required for the 
implementation of a Global Ecology approach. Thus, the key topics 
of an OHM are elaborated collegially during its construction, whilst 
taking into account the demands of the society.

OBSERVATORIES DEDICATED TO GLOBAL ECOLOGY

The complexity of the socio eco-systems studied within an OHM 
places the scientists who study them in the role of observers of 
their functioning. All the questions are developed by embedding all 
the disciplines of environmental sciences. Data stemming from such 
research are therefore more robust than the data obtained from the 
classical observation of the systems. 

OHM ARE CONSTRUCTED BASED ON STRICT CRITERIA

Any OHM is constructed on three criteria all of anthropic origin: 

• A social-ecological framework, also known as a structuring fact, 
resulting from the characteristics of the ecosystem, 

• A founding event, corresponding to a past, present or future event, 
which disrupts the essential functioning of the ecosystem, 

• A focal object on which are focused all the reaserches undertaken 
in the OHM by all the environmental sciences.

A NEW INTERDISCIPLINARITY

The OHM/DRIIHM system and its engineering enable the disciplines 
to be opened and attentive to other disciplines and research. It is 
a heuristic posture of openness, designed to facilitate relations 
between disciplines. The convergence of all towards the same 
object allows each to be enriched by the contributions of others. This 
"spirit of openness»"(indisciplinarity) and the possible integration of 
results from other disciplines leads to an "enlightened disciplinarity" 
that is much easier to achieve and implement than a possible 
interdisciplinarity.

LOCALLY FOCUSED RESEARCH
OHM develop their activity at the local level, which is the level of the 
observed object and the level where societal actions take place. 

Although all scales of time and space are taken into account in the 
development of research, it is on this local level that the design and 
implementation of research projects carried out in an OHM are based. It 
is also where most of the research-society interactions take place, from 
the construction of the research to the reporting of the results.
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