The Sonoran Desert Network I&M Program – A Summary of our First Year

Andy Hubbard, Network Coordinator

Introduction:

The Sonoran Desert Network (SDN) is comprised of 11 NPS units in southern Arizona and New Mexico.  SDN parks range in size from ca. 45 ac. (Tumacacori National Historic Park) to ca. 300,000 ac. (Organ Pipe Cactus National Monument).  The inventory phase began in 2000, with the first full field season in 2001, whereas development of the monitoring plan began in late 2001 with the hiring of the Network Coordinator and Data Manager.  This document is intended to provide a summary of SDN accomplishments, approach, and lessons learned thus far.  For more detailed information, please contact the SDN Coordinator directly.

Network Organization:


BoD/Technical Committee: SDN oversight is the responsibility of a Board of Directors (BoD) comprised of the three superintendents and three resource managers, chaired by the Southern Arizona Office (SOAR) Chief of Resource Management (RM).  The BoD decides hiring and “big-picture” budgetary decisions for the network by a majority vote.  Votes can be cast if a quorum (=4 members) is present, and most communication occurs via email as the entire BoD membership is rarely available at the same time.  BoD members are nominated and elected to a two year term by their respective park RM staff; in practice, this has amounted to representation by parks with significant RM staff or particular interest in the I&M program.    


The BoD system seems to work fairly well, as RM professionals provide ecological expertise, and the superintendents provide the perspectives of park management.  The election system (rather than rotating positions) ensures that BoD has members with an active interest in the SDN.  However, we are considering some modifications: 1) to prevent domination by the larger parks, nomination and election of BoD members would be by the Southern Arizona Park Resources Group (SAPs), with each park limited to 1-2 nominations; 2) the Chair be an elected rather than permanent position.  These changes will be considered during our October 2002 meeting.  The SDN Technical Committee is simply the pre-existing SAPS group described above.  Considerable outside technical consultation occurs as well, on an as-needed basis.  

Projected network staff:  We are currently planning a total of 6 permanent SDN positions:

-Network Coordinator (GS-11/12) -  Andy Hubbard 

-Data Manager (GS –9/11) – Debbie Angell

-2 “Ologists” (GS-9/11) – These will be ecologists in the broad sense of the word; each position may be filled by an ecosystem ecologist, biogeographer, community ecologist, wildlife biologist, plant ecologist, etc.  We are looking for people with multi-taxa, ecosystem-level expertise, and strong quantitative skills are crucial.  One ecologist will be hired in FY03, one on FY04 to complement the skills of the initial hire.

-Technical Writer (GS-9/11) – This position will take the lead in preparing reports and research findings to be disseminated to a variety of audiences (RM staff, Park Management, general public, interpreters, etc.), and will design and maintain the network website.  The technical writer will be hired in FY03 or FY04.

-Biotechnician (GS-7): This position will be responsible for coordinating all field projects and assist in supervising and training all seasonals.  This position will be hired in FY04 or FY05.

Park Involvement, Input, and Communication:


Park staff and management have had varying levels of involvement and input into the development of the SDN.  Generally speaking, most park RM staff are enthusiastic about the network and attend the meetings, but, with a few important exceptions, are minimally involved with the direct planning of the monitoring effort.  In many cases this is due to their own workloads, in a few cases it seems to be apathy.  A major factor seems to be the lack of scientific/quantitative background in many resource management staff, such that they do not feel comfortable weighing in on many I&M issues.  Therefore, the burden falls on the I&M staff and those RM folks who are very active in designing the monitoring effort.   This isn’t necessarily a problem; it merely defines a difference in the job duties and training of RM staff vs. network staff.  As a result, I’ve been writing the Phase I monitoring plan based in part on our scoping meetings, the scientific literature, and a little consultation with outside experts.  I email my drafts for review by the network, and the more active folks respond.  


Communication with park staff has been approached several different ways, with a detailed survey for identifying stressors, one multi-day scoping meeting and several smaller scoping sessions held during SAPS meetings, numerous phone calls, etc.  Email is the most effective communication method, though it can be difficult to get more than a handful of responses. 

Additional Goals and Objectives:


In addition to the 5 servicewide I&M goals, we have identified two additional goals of our network: 1) wherever possible, to monitor and manage beyond our boundaries by engaging parks partners and other interested entities in the region (e.g., other federal, state, tribal, and local land management agencies, non-profit NGO’s, private landowners, as well as international partners south of the border); 2) to broaden the application of I&M data to educational and interpretive uses, from elementary to post-graduate education.   
Phase I Monitoring Plan:  We’ve made quite a bit of progress on the Phase I plan (it is the next phase that scares me).  Through surveys and consultation, we’ve identified and our primary anthropogenic stressors: altered fire regimes (fire suppression at upper elevations, increased fire frequency via exotic grasses at lower elevations), invasive exotic plants, urban/park interface, recreation impacts, and impacts of undocumented immigrants (UDIs)/narcotics smugglers.  While we won’t focus solely on monitoring these stressors, they should help us design an effective sampling scheme.  In addition, I’ve drafted a broad scale conceptual model I’m calling a “process model” (see powerpoint), and am developing some finer scale models to address specific components (e.g., agents of change – stressors – indicators, water and nutrient cycling, etc.).  There is an extensive body of scientific literature to build on, though the landscape diversity of the Sonoran Desert makes it hard to design a simple model.


We are selecting potential ecological parameters to monitor based on these models and internal and external consultation, but the utility of a particular parameter is purely speculative.  Therefore, we have initiated a joint project with the University of Arizona, the U.S. Army, and the Pima County (Arizona) Sonoran Desert Conservation Plan to quantify how well candidate parameters reflect ecosystem response to anthropogenic stressors.  The project will compare a variety of biotic and abiotic parameters and several of their leading field methodologies both on SDN parks and nearby lands.  The first phase of the project will involve meta-analysis of existing databases (including past park projects), followed by field experiments and comparative studies focused on our five identified anthropogenic stressors.  We are currently seeking additional collaborators, including the Bureau of Land Management, U.S. Forest Service, National Audubon Society, and the Mexican land management agency IMADES.  Results of this study will be used to refine the SDN monitoring plan.   

Program Integration:

We have completely integrated our water quality approach and funding into our overall vital signs monitoring planning.  We have added vital signs money to our water quality funds to adequately address our water-related monitoring projects: development of a water quality monitoring plan (starting in FY02), a water quantity plan (also FY02), and aquatic macroinvertebrate surveys (planned for FY03).  We have working on proposals with fire management to jointly fund vegetation and fuels maps for Saguaro National Park and Chiricahua National Monument, projects that will likely begin in FY03.  There is great potential for collaboration with other agencies (NASA, U.S. Department of Agriculture – Agricultural Research Service, U.S. Geological Survey) for future remote sensing projects such as vegetation, soils, land use, and geology maps.  

Lessons Learned and Advice to Other Networks: 

The past year has been quite an enjoyable challenge (if it wasn’t a challenge, it wouldn’t be fun), in which many lessons were learned, sometimes the hard way.  The primary one is that developing an I&M network requires much more “multi-tasking” than the job description led me to believe.  Although network personnel are hired primarily for their scientific/ecological skills, there are a couple of other hats we need to wear to develop a network (stuff they don’t teach you in graduate school):

Politician:  there are rivalries between some parks in any network, and divisions within those parks.  These groups aren’t necessarily used to working together, so egos must be soothed and slightest appearance of bias must be avoided.  If you have a particularly difficult park or person in your network, I recommend a “charm offensive”.  If that doesn’t work, bluff ‘em (Steve Fancy can help you with that one).

Salesman/woman:  to get the network off the ground, you’ve got to sell it to both park staff and outside cooperators – researchers, other agencies, NGOs, pretty much everybody.  I’ve averaged nearly 2 substantial (15 minutes +) presentations/month since last summer, to the point that I’m sick of hearing it.  But with other forms of networking (participation in meetings, conferences, and working groups), this is the way to get vital collaboration that any network will need to succeed.  Just as critical is the need to establish I&M credibility in the scientific community, so I recommend presenting at one or more professional meetings per year (I just finished a 30 minute talk and panel discussion at the Ecological Society of America Annual Meeting last week – they’d never heard of the I&M program).  

Potential Perils:
1. Everyone will think the network has 10X the budget it actually has – everyone, from parks to potential cooperators will think you have $7 million rather than $700,000, and they want it.  Faculty, graduate students and those seeking future I&M jobs will want to be your best friend.  It was recently determined that Network Coordinators are ultimately responsible for their respective budgets – gulp!

2. Egomaniac faculty with a long history of working on parks in your network – I’ve run into a couple of researchers with cult-like followings who have been collecting data on network parks and feel they are entitled to major I&M funding and total control of the data.  Often, they have a narrow natural history focus that isn’t particularly relevant to monitoring, though they don’t want to hear that.

3. Bureaucratic Malaise: Many of the pressing tasks the first year are administrative in nature.  It can be hard to get any momentum and get to where you can focus on the core I&M mission rather than building network infrastructure.  For example, I’ve struggled with locating office space (GSA = pure evil) for our network for nearly a year  - something I knew little about when I started.  Exactly how the I&M program fits within the NPS bureaucracy is still evolving, so it can be hard to get simple answers.

Recommendations:
1. Team with an NPS veteran:  Locate someone on your network that has considerable bureaucratic experience and influence to steer you through the administrivia (locating office space, preparing contracts & cooperative agreements, hiring, purchasing, etc.).  Most network folks are relatively new to NPS, so having a guide and advocate is important.  I’ve been lucky to have Kathy Davis and Larry Norris to show me the ropes.

2. Use your CESU:  The Cooperative Ecosystem Study Units (CESU’s) are a great complement to the I&M program; they foster collaboration and provide a relatively inexpensive, flexible, and simple method of locating top-notch researchers to address I&M problems.  For FY2002, nearly 75% of the SDN budget was allocated to 15 CESU projects with three Universities and two NGOs (all CESU partners) that span 1-3 years and address many of our monitoring needs and questions.

3. Identify key gaps in your baseline knowledge of your systems and fill them:  Some SDN parks had comprehensive basic data (vegetation/soils/geology maps, meteorological and hydrology data, existing biological monitoring projects, etc.) – the rest we are going after with cooperative projects.  This data is critical for designing your monitoring plan, and some projects may form the template for your future monitoring efforts.
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