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The Greater Yellowstone Network (GRYE) consists of three National Park units, Bighorn Canyon National Recreation Area, Grand Teton and Yellowstone National Parks. All are located within close proximity of one another in NW Wyoming but the park units extend into Montana and Idaho.  Headquarters for the network is located at the USGS Northern Rocky Mountain Science Center at Montana State University in Bozeman, Montana. 

The Greater Yellowstone Network began its Vital Signs Monitoring Program in 2001.    Since then, we have made progress on four major fronts; organizational and administrative structure (including staffing), building a strong science foundation (Delphi scoping process, conceptual models, literature review, and monitoring dataset), integration of water quality monitoring into the overall monitoring program, and describing current monitoring efforts and populating standard databases to store data from these projects.  
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The GRYE Vital Signs Monitoring Program consists of network staff, Board of Directors (BOD), Technical Planning Committee, and a Scientific Advisory Committee.  The BOD for the GRYE includes the three superintendents' designees, the Rocky Mountains CESU Research Coordinator and the regional I&M coordinator (ex officio).  There are currently no superintendents serving on the BOD, but they have been invited to comment on major network decisions, such as staff hiring.  This network management structure results in the I & M program being several levels removed from park management. This distance from managers demands that the network staff establish effective communication tools.    

A Charter was drafted to describe the basic practices used by the GRYE network to organize and manage the program as well as provide guidance on procedures such as planning and funding.  Modifications to the GRYE Charter to reflect recent planning guidance are already under consideration.

The I&M Program Manager was hired in 2002, before this, the program moved forward with the help of the Biological Inventory Coordinator, with assistance from the BOD, and the Technical Committee. When fully staffed, the GRYE Vital Signs Monitoring Program will include a an Inventory and Monitoring Program Manager, Data Manager, Network Ecologist and two Cartographic/Database Technicians. 

While the Vital Signs Monitoring program is still in the planning stages, the process of building a solid science foundation has a great deal of internal momentum and is moving ahead at a rapid pace.  Much of the work has been accomplished by park and network employees’ duty stationed at the park units. The GRYE has hired I&M staff in parks to serve as liaison and to perform planning tasks.  This staffs include .5 FTE in GRTE, 1 FTE in BICA, and funding for biotech support in YELL.  There has been significant contributed staff support by all the parks involved.  Each park assembled and provided lists of current or legacy monitoring efforts and monitoring datasets to add to dataset catalog. 
The GRYE network started early to build a strong science foundation.  In 2001 the network cooperated with University of Idaho, College of Natural Resources to conduct an internet based “Delphi” decision support process to help identify and rank the most important ecosystem components, conditions and processes and to help determine specific stressors to vital resources (http://www.its.uidaho.edu/wilderness/vsm.).  

The Delphi process consists of three rounds of questioning of invited experts from both inside the Park Service and out.  Each round of questioning proceeds from general resource issues to specific monitoring needs.  Over 400 individuals from neighboring agencies, university faculty, environmental groups, industry, and NPS staff were invited to participate. Over 100 individuals responded to our invitation.  Round one and two are complete and round three is scheduled to start this fall.  

This Delphi process was chosen for many reasons.  First, the Internet based approach was expected to broaden the number of subject matter experts from which we can learn about important resources within the network. We also hoped that the privacy of this approach would allow experts to respond conveniently. The unexpected shutdown of Internet based activities required that we change our schedule over a longer period than originally planned.   

In retrospect, we would have done a few things differently with the Delphi process.  We now recognize that our original questions were too general in round I and II.  We know this because we didn’t get specific guidance from the experts on vital signs indicators. For example, we now know that we should have developed the conceptual models first and then queried the experts on which monitoring indicators we should choose to get information about the critical ecosystem parameters.  A better approach would be to ask very specific direct question such as “ What is a stressor of aquatic resources and what are the indicators of this stress? “ We will attempt to correct these problems in the final round of the Delphi questionnaire.  

Coincidental to the Delphi process, the GRYE network began developing Conceptual Ecosystems Models.  Fortunately we did not have to start from scratch.  Conceptual models have been worked out for Yellowstone Lake Aquatic and Terrestrial Tropic Relations, Yellowstone Pronghorn Ecology and others.  The network is working with Dr. Duncan Patten, who is also on our Scientific Advisory Committee and Dr. Glen Plumb, Yellowstone NP supervisory biologist, to develop conceptual models that include Bighorn Canyon NRA.  Specific ecosystem component sub-models will also be developed for resources deemed to be vital to ecosystem health. 

Integration of the water quality program into the Vital Signs Monitoring program began with the combined annual administrative report (2001) and work plan for 2002.  The integration appears seamless but was certainly facilitated by having an employee (50% network and 50% GRTE) dedicated to the water quality portion of the program. In 2002, 50% of this individual’s total salary was paid for from the Water quality program budget.  A more realistic budget scenario, especially if this position continues to work more broadly than water quality issues would fund this individual from both the water quality and vital signs monitoring accounts. 

Describing current monitoring effort also began with the combined annual administrative report (2001) and work plan for 2002.  Staff from each park developed tables that describe current monitoring and a point of contact for each project.  These tables are being summarized, including citing references that describe methodology, for the Phase I report.  Concurrently, network staff began developing and populating databases with data from current monitoring efforts with a goal to utilize the databases for all monitoring projects.

