Minutes of the NPS Park Vital Signs Monitoring Meeting

August 21-24, 2001, Phoenix, Arizona

Note: The people who made presentations at the meeting were asked to provide electronic copies of their powerpoint presentations and handouts prior to the meeting.  These have been posted on the phoenix meeting website at http://www.nature.nps.gov/im/monitor/phoenix.htm and the presentations are not summarized in these minutes.  We used a tape recorder and took notes during the opening remarks and various discussion sessions to capture the key aspects of the discussion, which are summarized below.  Related comments are grouped together, although comments may have been made on different days.  A special thanks to Stephanie Slough, one of our data assistants at the Fort Collins office, for doing this.

Welcome and Opening Remarks:

Steve Fancy, National Monitoring Coordinator

A simple definition of monitoring is ‘to keep track of’; we need to keep track of the condition of natural resources in our national parks.  If there is one place in the United States where we should have good information on the condition of our natural resources, it is in our national parks.  The National Park Service has all the building blocks needed to develop a world-class monitoring program.  We have the mission, laws and policy that guide us, and the public, political and scientific support needed to develop and sustain long-term monitoring of park resources.  Through the Natural Resource Challenge, we now have some funding and new people to build a core program nationwide that we can build upon.  As we will discuss during this meeting, monitoring is a cornerstone of the NPS stewardship mission and is central to the approach of setting goals and desired future conditions for our resources, and then determining whether we are attaining or making progress towards those goals.

Designing a monitoring program is not a trivial matter, and we have a lot of work to do.

Mike Soukup, Associate Director for Natural Resources Stewardship and Science: Vision for the future of the National Parks

The National Park Service must get away from the defensive position it has taken in the past and take a more active role in education.  Every National Park should be the “authority” on its environment.  Monitoring will allow us to understand not only why some things change, but also why some things do not change.

I have here a copy of the budget document.  On the page behind the cover are signatures of all the Regional Directors and all the members of the NLC.  The fact that all the senior leaders would look at this and say, “This is something that we need to invest in.  This is something that for five years we have to give top priority to”, I think is the reason why it will stick. 

I was at a talk at a Pacific West meeting, the Superintendents Conference, some of you were probably there.  A speaker from NPR, who said that he had been looking at the park service as an outsider, said, ”I never saw any contribution from anyone to a Federal agency disappear so quickly as the legacy of George Wright.”  As you know, those of you in the Park Service, George Wright used his own personal fortune to start a science program back in the 1930’s.  He was killed in an accident and the science program that he set up collapsed right after he left.  A very quick demise.  

I think that this will go on.  I think everyone has a sense that this is something we need to do.  The fact that we are able to hire so many permanent positions and get project money and get five years of top priority in the budget process, I think is a really good sign that the Park Service  understands that this is something that we need to do for everyone’s good.  It’s not just one division, it is for the National Park Service as a whole.

I am pretty excited about it.  We are not quite finished with the 2002 budget.  Funding requests for the NRC have passed both Houses at the level requested, which is fairly rare.  We had a very good hearing in front of the House Committee.  That was really more time spent discussing Natural Resources and National Parks than in the last thirty years total.  Congress was saying to us, “We want to see what you are doing.  We like what you are doing.  We think that this is very important.”  They told us in the hallway, “Why didn’t you do this sooner?”  This is something that really goes beyond backlog of maintenance and all the other things that they constantly hear about – visitor centers and things like that.  This makes sense to them although they want to see how well we pull it off.  

A lot of questions about accountability.  We are going to have to be very accountable.  Where money goes, the Inspector General will follow.  We will be visited by the Inspector General or the GAO at some point to see how we are dealing with using the money.  I think that we can make a pretty good argument.  We have locked in a lot of really important steps, accountability, competition, they really like that kind of stuff.  It shows that we are watching what we are doing and we’re careful with the money.  When folks go out to Parks they are hearing good things. 

How many of you were at the Discovery 2000 Conference?  A fair number.  I think that was a pretty good conference for Natural Resources.  I think the messages from Peter Raven and Ed Wilson were really strong.  Loran Fraser, Chief of Policy, and I went out to try to get E.O. Wilson to come to this conference, and we went up to his laboratory and he sort of knocked us over when he said, “You guys are so important.  You are more important than you know.”  That is the message he delivered at the conference.  “The Park Service is more important to the nation and the nation’s biodiversity than we understand.  The Park Service is a major player, whether it likes it or not, in the long-term preservation of biodiversity.”  He scratched that out, he is a really nice guy, and said “…whether you ’planned’ it or not, you are a major player,” and I believe that is true.

One of the things that happened after that was the change of administration.  I was putting that all in Congressional testimony and I was getting it tossed back to me saying, “Mission Creep.”  Whenever I would use the word “biodiversity” I got back in red ink the words “Mission Creep.”  I don’t believe that is true, and here is how we can document it.  Robin Wink gave a talk to the National Leadership Council on a number of things.  Robin Wink is a very very prestigious historian with Yale University.  He has visited every national park.  He has read every national park enabling legislation.  He has read every diary that stands of those people who voted for the 1916 Organic Act.  He knows what is going on.  I asked him the question, “Is biodiversity a part of our mandate?  Is it linked?  What is wildlife referring to in ‘the preservation of wild life’?”  He said, “Keep in mind that ‘wild life’ had a different meaning.  It doesn’t mean the things that you shoot, stuff and put on your wall.  It means a whole range of life in a park.  The people in 1916 that engineered the 1916 Organic Act were in some cases naturalists, a lot of them pressed flowers and plants.  They meant to conserve the scenery and wildlife in the broadest sense, which is a fair approximation in 1916 of ‘biodiversity’.”  We are going to try to get him to publish just that little excerpt in something that I can send up to them. 

One of the things that we have done since Discovery 2000 Conference, and a lot of it has to do with Loran Fraser and Denny Galvin, is the National Park Advisory Board.  For you “old-timers” I know that the National Park Advisory Board used to go to a lot of nice places, have a lot of nice meals and then the next day they would go and decide on an historic registry house.  Well, that has been totally renovated.  It has now got people like Gary Nabham and Shirley Malcom, who is the AAA columnist for Environmental Education.  It also has Sylvia Earle on it who is an eloquent spokesperson for our point of view, but especially for the marine systems.  If you haven’t seen their report yet, spend some time and read the full thing.  How many people haven’t seen it?  We have to get it out to everybody.  I didn’t bring all the copies I have, I only brought one, but the information is up on the web and available.  

What happened was, after the conference, we asked the National Park Advisory Board to look at the National Park System of the 21st century 25 to 50 years down the road, and they did.  They did it with a vengeance.  They did it with a lot of effort.  We convened a panel of Peter Raven and others, to sit down and talk about natural resources.  That’s entitled “Protecting Nature, Protecting Ourselves.”  That chapter I think is especially strong and it gives a lot of direction to the Park Service in the future about what it should be.

One of the interesting parts is, “What should the National Park system look like if it is ever finished”?  I don’t think that it will ever be finished, but is there some kind of vision about what it should be?  The vision in here is that is ought to be representative of the broad spectrum of biodiversity and natural systems of the country.  Does anyone think that we are that yet?  I don’t think so, we have a lot of stuff, but there is no systematic approach to it.  We don’t have control over the new units, but we are trying to have something to say about it.  One of the things that I think this allows us to do is to go and develop an appropriate vision of what the system ought to be approaching in the future.  I think that this is pretty important.  

It is not a time of great expansion, but it could be a time of great planning for the future.  This ran into some flack because the new administration didn’t know quite what to make of it.  I wan to talk about some of their ruling climes, just for a minute.  I want to talk about what I see happening in terms of support.  We are really getting good support from the President, from the Secretary, and from the new Director, Fran Mainella.  The President has now visited seven National Parks.  He is the first President to do that in this period of time.  Over the whole administration I think that Bill Clinton visited three, maybe four, but over eight years.  President Bush goes to the places and he has a great time.  He is developing, I think, maybe something that he didn’t have, which is an awareness of the National Park Service and what is really is.  I don’t know if you saw the television program the other day where he talked about National Park Service people being heroes.  He is developing a $4.9 billion plan to take care of the backlog of maintenance.  That is fine, I don’t have any problem with that, but there is an intellectual backlog. 

He has been talking about the Natural Resource Challenge.  I have a friend that just finished the SES training school, and that person came back to me and reported that the Office of Domestic Policy had come and given a talk to the trainees of the SES training school and the Office of Domestic Policy talked about the Natural Resource Challenge.  That’s pretty good.  I think that this administration has the potential to be our best supporter.  I have stories to tell you about how we didn’t get along with the last administration in some areas, there was some rough going there in some ways.  We didn’t get a lot of support for the budget.  I think that we are going to do better with these folks.  There is one thing that seems to be a bug-a-boo for them.  There is a slight concern in the back of there mind that more information and better science will mean less visitor access and people being thrown out of Parks.  To the extent that we can we need to assure them that that is not true.  I think good information will allow us to manage more people better, in better ways that are better for the environment than ever before.  I don’t see Parks being loved to death; I don’t see Parks being overcrowded.  I think that there are cases where we can manage the visitors better.  All of us have gone to places that are overcrowded and stepped off of the beaten path 50 or 100 yards to be by ourselves.  I think that we can manage parks better, we can plan parks better with better information.  We can give visitors better experiences if we have better information that goes into our planning efforts.  So we have a chance, and if you catch yourself being anti-people, this is not the time to be anti-people.  I think that we will be able to hold the line on those kinds of things that really spoil the visit for other people, and the noise, and all that.  I think that we will be OK.  I get asked just about every week, “Will this really lead to fewer people in the Parks?  Are we really trying to keep people out of Parks in a way that is not necessary?”  Keep that in the back of your mind when you speak to people, the press and such.  The intent of the Natural Resource Challenge is not to get those last people out of “our Parks”, but to manage visitation in a way that everybody can come and everybody can visit without doing serious damage to the Park so that we can preserve it for future generations.  I think that is really important.  

So that $4.9 billion is one part of a package.  We would like to sell this administration on a proto-package of positioning the Parks for the future that is not only its facilities, but also in what it knows about what it is doing. 

I think what we should try to do is to get the President to develop that idea that there is a whole thing that you can do.  It may not be an entire environmental program he can embrace, but it would be the start of an environmental program that would be good for the nation and good for the National Park Service.

I think that is all I will say.  I will be here only one day and I hope to reserve some time for you to ask questions.  Thank you.

Recognition Awards:

Dr. Kathy Tonnessen; Rocky Mountain CESU Coordinator

“For Her Contribution and Leadership in Developing Inventory and Monitoring Programs for the Greater Yellowstone and Rocky Mountain Networks.”

Dr. Angela Evenden; Network Coordinator, Northern Colorado Plateau

“For Her Exceptional Performance as the Inventory and Monitoring Manager for the Northern Colorado Plateau Network and Her Contributions of Leadership to the Inventory and Monitoring in the Intermountain Region and Throughout the National Park Service”

Tuesday

The Image of the National Parks 

The National Parks need to change its self-image to one of a laboratory and education center.  The development of Learning Centers within Networks will allow public use of knowledge generated through the I&M program, as well as generate support for the program through public awareness.

 Integration and Leveraging

Integration within the Park Service:

The Network is an adjunct to the Park staff, not an individual entity, a stand-alone department.  There must be interaction between the Park staff and the Network staff, they need to think of themselves as one department with sometimes overlapping duties.  At this point in time, the I&M is having to build a relationship based on trust with the existing Park staff.  That has proven difficult in some areas, but in those instances where a positive relationship has been built, it has proven a benefit not only to the I&M program, but also to the Park itself.  Some suggestions follow in the Superintendents’ discussion on way to improve relationships within the Park Service.

The Prototype Parks can be integrated within the Network without overshadowing the other Network members.  It would be possible to report Prototype budgets separately to make a clear distinction, but that should be decided individually be each network.  At this time there is some integration of the Prototype Parks within the Networks, but only Shenandoah reports full integration with the Natural and Cultural Resources division.  Many Prototype parks report partial integration, but this causes some problems when determining who to report to and what work is your to do.  It was suggested that when a position is shared between departments, within the performance evaluation it should be stated how much of a person’s time belongs to which department.

Networks should try to integrate ongoing Park monitoring.  This should be done during the development of the park Vital Signs Monitoring plan.  A good monitoring plan is essential for all aspects of the I&M program.

Integration with other government agencies:

The NSF and NASA have expressed interest in joining CESU.  The USGS is an excellent agency to draw from when building your Science Advisory Board for protocol review.  FirePro, ARMI and PrimeNet are programs that are involved in monitoring and could be a great benefit to a Park.

At this time integration at the national level in not underway, but steps are being taken to make any future transitions easier.  Most of the web-based programs used by agencies are fairly compatible with that used by the National Park Service.  A business requirements assessment process is underway in which we are determining not only how to link within our own agency, but across other agencies as well.  The foundation has been laid in the use of such databases as ITIS and the GIS standards used today.

Integration with local, national and international agencies

As with the existing Park Service personnel, it is important that the I&M program form positive relationships with university personnel and other environmental research agencies, such as the USGS and EPA.  These agencies are trying to accomplish goals that support and in many cases mirror the goals of the I&M Program.  One example of international agencies that would benefit integration is Diversitas, a European monitoring program that focuses on mountainous regions biodiversity.

One of the goals of the I&M program is not only to protect the National Park lands, but to be able to use the data gathered to impact the management of lands outside the parks.  By integrating with other monitoring agencies, the data gathered can extend beyond the park boundaries and allow us to extrapolate effects onto lands under various management regimes.

Discussion:

Before integration can successfully occur, there must be cooperation between the Networks and the parks within a network, as well as the National Park Service and other organizations such as the Forest Service and Water Quality.

At this point in time, most prototype parks are still in the process of integrating within the Park Service, and have not yet made conscious effort to integrate with agencies outside the National Park Service.  Most of the Prototype parks did state that as they developed their Vital Signs Monitoring plan, they researched other monitoring programs.  Some ideas were utilized, but one important fact became clear, successful integration between agencies (and even within a network) is dependent on the similarities in the specific goals of each agency.

Parks should not forget to integrate all components of the ecosystem, including both the physical and biological.  PrimeNet is an excellent source for UV and water quality data.  Geological and hydrological data is essential when understanding the full interaction of the ecosystem.  Climate data, like that gathered in Denali for the past 75 years, will prove invaluable in detecting minor environmental changes in fragile environments.

Abby Miller; Deputy AD Natural Resource Stewardship and Science


Accountability Issues – Funding for the I&M Challenge is guaranteed through 2003.  The plan is to have 17 of the 32 networks funded by 2003.  At this time, there may be some constraints on new funding due to effects of tax cuts, but no reductions in existing funding are expected.  

As far as future funding goes, accountability will be very important.  As long as the National Park Service can show through data collected and analyzed, as well as an official paper trail of studies planned as well as begun, then the funding should remain a high priority for the rest of the Parks.  If the Oversight Committee believes that the Park Service is not utilizing the funding to its fullest potential, the funding for future programs may be in jeopardy, as well as those programs already underway.  

The Oversight Committee met in March and the meeting was said to have been a very good one.  There were some questions that committee members had regarding the I&M Program, such as worries that the I&M program would restrict visitor use of National Parks.  They again stressed accountability by the program to assure that funds for the Challenge were used only for Challenge related activities.  One-quarter of the funding is for monitoring, therefore, how the Park Service accounts for and reports on the funding is important.  Active and public use of the data gathered (i.e., the Committee’s interest in red-legged frogs) will increase attention and support the funding increases.

NR-PRO: Positions hired with NRPro funding are not park positions, the funding is dedicated to the monitoring program through the Network and not associated with a single park.  The positions are permanent positions, although they may be moved to another location if the priorities change or the park they are stationed at does not use them to their full capability.  

To avoid losing an NRPro position, the Park needs to show detailed accountability, this will encourage support and continued funding.  The I&M program does not yet have the accounting staff equal to FirePro, but they will be looking at results obtained and the continued development of the program at the Park.  When working with the Budget Division, the Exhibit B of the annual report is a good place to include information regarding the NR-PRO funding and positions.

The last questions still to be worked out is the per-FTE salary increases and how they will stay attached to the positions.

Discussion:  How do you make sure that I&M people and equipment and funding don’t get diverted to other Park programs?

It was suggested that 32 new ORD codes be established to allow the Networks to control personnel, purchases and other expenditures for the I&M program only.  Many times the supervision of Network staff is by the Park personnel at the Park where stationed.

The Park superintendents are very worried about the permanence of available resources.  This goes back to the need for good integration with existing programs.  The funding will go farther if it is shared between departments.  There has been some tension between the parks and I&M personnel stationed at parks over ownership and accountability.  This can be made to work, but is very influenced by the personalities involved.  There needs to be a balance found between the needs of the National Park Service, the Networks and the needs of the individual parks.  

WASO Reporting

The FY2000 Report to Congress, still under consideration, contained reports on only 4 WASO-controlled increases, as well as information on I&M progress.  The FY2001 Report to Congress will report on 11 increases, including monitoring, so it will be much more difficult to do.  WASO will need information from the Parks as to completed activities, as well as ongoing activities.  One of the problems with the FY2000 report was the language used describing the relationship between base dollars and Challenge dollars.  In FY2001, the Challenge related activities and pre-Challenge activities will not be separated. 

Proposed changes to the report include the addition of Inventory Status tables showing resources monitored as well as status of protocol development.  The OMB also wished to see more information about the relationship to GPRA.  The park’s use of leveraging and pre-existing contributions should be shown in the budget portion of the report.

The presentation of information in the annual Administration Report is very important.  The information should be in a concise format, utilizing charts and tables, but should also keep the audience interested.  A “hook” section would be a very useful addition, an area that would capitalize on the interest of the audience, in this case, the non-scientific audience in the department, OMB, and the Hill.  Some topics that should be included are any trend information or information that demonstrates the value and use of data gathered.  For example, a description of the Learning centers, explanations of how data is gathered, or how monitoring is being coordinated with other agencies would not only be of interest, but support funding decisions as well.  Another useful inclusion might be an explanation of how the information gathered will directly impact the management of wildlife.  Inventories of species present, and especially any new species discovered are invaluable in driving the importance of monitoring home to an audience far removed from the Challenge itself.  The level of detail is not too important, at the park level, this is a format for tracking accomplishments, planned activities and budgets, but remember that detail could be important in keeping the interest of audiences farther up the food chain.

The Parks need to submit their annual Administration Report by October 30th so the I&M Office will have time to consolidate and prepare the final report.

Discussion:  What should be contained is the Annual I&M Administration Report

The only information that should be included in the annual I&M Administration Report is that information directly pertaining to the Vital Signs of the Network.  Parks should not include information that is not a part of their Vital Signs program.  To make this distinction easier, the park must begin with a good Vital Signs Monitoring plan.  When a Park has a good VSM plan, the outlines are clear as to what should be included in the annual report, and what should be left to include into other reports.  Prototype parks should be included in a network’s report, and the budget tables should show the amount from park base from the prototype park budget that is being spent on activities that benefit that prototype park and other parks in the network.

Another point of discussion was how to include ongoing studies, especially if the agencies conducting the studies do not yet trust the I&M program.  The Reports do not require much detailed information regarding ongoing studies, but a relationship should be built with those researchers already involved in monitoring activities and their data utilized whenever possible.  It is important to provide in your reports not only your achievements, but also the base from which you are starting from – ongoing park studies and previous work done.  This does not need to be in great detail, but supporting information is always desirable.

One way for the Network to include additional information for those that may want to know more would be to utilize hyperlinks within the Word documents, directing those who wish to more detailed data and analysis.

The Parks need to remember which reports are required, and the specific audience of those reports, as well as which reports are suggested as “good for business.”  The audience for the annual I&M Administration Report is the park superintendent, Network staff, regional coordinators, and servicewide managers.  If Parks concentrate first on those that are required, writing each of them for their specific audience, then submit those that may not be required but will certainly help the park, they can maintain a focus on each task and limit the information contained in each report to only that which is necessary for that specific report.

How do you get the Park Superintendents and other Park staff involved in I&M?

Park Superintendents discussion

Jim Bellamy, Superintendent Saguaro National Park

It is very important that we integrate the I&M Program with the existing park staff.  The park Superintendent makes decisions affecting the park, but relies heavily on input from his staff.  The park staff must have access to all available information to be able to advise the Superintendent to the best direction the park should move.  

It is important that the Park staff buys into the I&M program.  If they understand and support the program, they will be valuable assets.  They need to know the program’s uses and relevance, not only on a national level, but on a local level ­ how can they use all this information that will be generated there at the park for the benefit of the park and its visitors.  To make facilitate the use of the information gathered, it should be available in a simple and useable format.

If the I&M will let the Park Rangers know what their role is in the success of the program, they may be able to be of greater help, but right now there is some confusion as to what is expected from whom.

David Morris, Superintendent Olympic National Park

The I&M Program has multiple audiences, not only the Park Superintendent, but also the people that he reports to ­ such as the OMB, Congress and service clubs like the Rotary Club.  Many organizations must understand the consequences of monitoring, not to keep people out of the Park, but to allow the greatest number of people to experience the National Parks with the least impact on its ecosystem.

The Superintendents must convince the “powers that be” of the results obtained from the I&M program.  The funding for the Park is dependent upon their knowledge of the needs of the Park.

The public must know what is going on as well.  They elect the politicians that control the funding of the Park Service, therefore, the public controls the future of the Parks.

The Parks need to know the I&M long-term and short-term goals for their Park.  They can help the short-term goals support the long-term goals.

Discussion:

Most Superintendents are more than willing to help with the I&M program.  They understand its importance to their park.  The main problem is that they do not know how to help or what is expected from them and their staff.  The I&M Program should increase communication with the superintendents.

There have been some problems with getting superintendents involved.  The following are some suggestions to increase the involvement and support from those superintendents that are not as willing at this time to get involved with the I&M program:

1.  Meet with the superintendents, individually and as a group, to explain the program’s needs and how they can help.  Let the superintendents know the agenda for the meeting ahead of time so they can prepare questions.  Remember that the Network is the driving force behind the monitoring program, not the park.

2.  If you can’t get them to come together as a group specifically for an I&M meeting, try to get some time to speak at a meeting that they have already arranged for another reason.  Be focused.  Let the superintendents know that you are not just looking toward short-term goals, but that the I&M program is here to stay and has long-term goals as well.

3.  If there are several superintendents in your Network and you are trying to decide at what level to invite them to become involved, you may want to set up a council and let the council help involve the superintendents.  Remember that this is a group of diverse personalities, and how well people get along within the group will affect its effectiveness.

4.  Let the superintendent and park staff know that you understand that they already have full plates, but invite them to become involved as much as their schedule will allow, don’t demand.

5.  Let the existing Park staff know why you are there.  Share your program with people as often as possible so that they understand how you can support each other.  Do not make it a one way street where you expect their support but you give them nothing.

Wednesday

The Prototype Parks: What they are, what they are not, and what they have to offer.

The Prototype Parks are a “Center of Excellence” for the National Park Service.  They were developed based upon “biomes” or distinctive environments, not Networks.  The level and intensity of monitoring achieved by the Prototype Park is not one that all the parks in the Network can attain due to personnel or budget restrictions.  It is a showcase of what could be attained by the Parks, given the chance.  

The Prototype Parks are fully funded at this time and they have begun development of protocols that, it is hoped, can be utilized in some form by other parks in the National Park Service.  It is acknowledged that the protocols developed by the Prototype Parks will utilize their greater level of funding and support personnel, so some adaptation will be necessary for their use by other Parks.   

Any Parks wishing to find out more about protocols that are under development or have been completed can find information on the I&M website at http://www1.nature.nps.gov/im/monitor/.  There, under Development of Monitoring Programs you will find the heading Protocol Database.  This shows a summary of the status of the protocols, plus in some cases allows you to download a copy of either the finished protocol or the protocol that is under development.  Any Parks that are developing protocols are reminded that it helps all the Parks if they can submit a copy of the protocol to Steve Fancy for posting, no matter if it has been finalized or is still under development.  Parks utilizing protocols posted need to be aware that they will be continually updated as they are reviewed and refined.  This re-evaluation and redesign of the protocols will continue periodically for the life of the I&M program.

“Core Variables” vs. local decisions on what to monitor: Should I&M be top-down or bottom-up 

It seemed that the majority of the Parks liked having standardized protocols for some of the more widespread projects, such as Water Quality, as well as guidance in other areas.  The current guidance allows local decisions to be made on what to monitor and the most appropriate protocols to use, but with an emphasis on quality assurance and accountability and developing scientifically-credible programs.  Many of the Parks expressed a desire for monitoring guidelines, addressing what is expected and when it will be expected from them.  A combination of the following elements seemed to have the majority of support from those present:

i. Suggestions from the Servicewide I&M Program as to desirable classes or species for individual Parks to monitor

ii. The availability of suggested protocols that can be adapted by the different parks

iii. Some required protocols for those elements, such as Air and Water Quality, that can benefit from standardized procedures 

No matter what format the park preferred, it was agreed that even though the measures may differ, the standards of the quality of the measures should be high.

Discussion:

It was suggested that a flexible program that utilizes the spin-off programs resulting from high profile research could be a very good way to stretch the dollars spent on research.  One point brought out against this suggestion is that it may limit integration at the Network level, as well as give more attention to lower priority items simply because they are more glamorous.  The “heartbeat” items in the monitoring program are continually under threat of overshadowing by those programs having the more glamorous results.

Conceptual Models

A model is simply a picture of how something works.  There are some misconceptions about models.  One is that a model must be detailed, another is that a model cannot be built without complete information.  Neither of these is true.  There are examples of models in handouts and posted on the website.  Two types of models should be recognized – Tactical models (comprehensive) and Strategic models (general, hypothesis driven).  The conceptual ecosystem model is a strategic model, and as the name implies, can be used during the planning phases and does not have wait to be developed after all information has been gathered.  A good conceptual model, built at the inception of the planning stage, can help you throughout the monitoring process.  Clear models facilitate communication.

Conceptual ecosystem models will simplify the view of the system while broadening the area of monitoring.  They are capable of tying together key characteristics with implications for monitoring.  For example foliar vegetation data can be tied to climate data to give valid results.  Scale of resolution is very important and temporal and spatial dynamics must be considered, but benefits from increased utilization of the data gathered will make any extra time and effort worthwhile.

Desired Future Conditions

The Parks need to determine the “Desired Future Conditions” for their highest priority natural resources.  If these conditions already exist, as may in some of the remote areas, then there needs to be a plan established for the maintenance of these conditions.  If the conditions are a goal for the Park to shoot for, indicators of success should be determined.  

Some considerations that need to go into refining Desired Future Conditions for a Park are the scope of the conditions and how should they be measured.  For example, should eradication of exotic weed species be measured by plants per acre of all invasives, or should it be measured by the eradication of just one of the species throughout the Park?  Also, are the Desired Future Conditions a management priority or an I&M priority?  This should be determined be each Park on an individual basis.  The I&M needs to remember that the goals presented and goals attained will only support funding, so this is not something that should just be handed off to another department and forgotten.  There will be an accounting and there will have to be supporting documentation.

Thursday

Data Management

Information management is critical to the National Park Service mission.  Recent legislation and NPS management policies re-emphasize the importance and role of technical and scientific information.  The NRC demonstrates a renewed NPS commitment to preserving natural resources and funds a program to obtain scientific information.  Good data is essential for well-researched and legally defensible decisions affecting Parks.  Information is necessary to share with the public and build constituencies.

Once the data is collected, how do you store and use it?  Without good data management practices, information is lost.  Data is the bridge between science and management.  It must be handled in the right format and in a timely manner to be shared, integrated and utilized.  The I&M is a unifying program within the NPS that is bringing parks and programs together to work on common problems.  We need to recognize the decentralized organization of the National Park Service and allow for local flexibility to make our efforts relevant, but at the same time to promote information sharing and comparisons and less reinventing of the wheel, we need to have some consistency by developing guidelines.  

At this time, the “State of the Data Report” is sad.  A large portion of existing data is in a now unusable format or it is unknown by the Park what they really have or where it is.  There is a valid fear of data loss through entropy, or the loss of personnel through time.  This supports the rigid use of the dataset catalog.  There have been losses of data due to staff turn-over, and those data are irreplaceable.  The need for data mining is important, but the usefulness of data found should be determined.  It is of no use to the Park to hang on to poorly collected data.  It should be cataloged that it exists, then archive and don’t use.  Although the focus of the I&M may change over time, as long as the data is stored in a useable format it will be available for use as the need arises.  A hard copy of all data should be stored onsite in the Park to protect against loss due to personnel changes or software changes.

The use of GIS data and T&E data can help the park make better management decisions.  In Yellowstone, the federal highway was put in using amphibian and reptile data as well as habitat information and corresponding GIS locations.  T&E data with corresponding GIS locations has been used to successfully re-route flight paths so as not to disturb listed species.

Discussion:

How can the PrimeNet data be made more available?  How do other databases interface?

The Parks are responsible for downloading PrimeNet into Access for their own use.  The Synthesis platform will open the program, but the data still needs to be consolidated and stored.  At this point in time there is no direct integration but work in ongoing to develop options.

What training is available in database management?

There is a weeklong course put on by the I&M program that was held last week and will meet next in Denver, Colorado.  The meeting dates are September 17-21 at the USGS National Training Center in Lakewood, Colorado.  There are also annual data managers meetings and a Data Management Handbook is under development for not only the I&M Program, but all of Natural Resources.

The Data Management team can also provide training for the GIS Theme manager.  There have been few support calls to this date.

It was suggested that a SWAT team be put together to help the Parks begin the task of entering data, as new data management duties can’t be assigned to people that are already overwhelmed.  The smaller Networks and Parks may need more help than the larger ones.  

How is the integrity of the online database maintained?

Small additions, and any deletions or edits can be made online.  Any large additions of data should be sent through the I&M Office in Fort Collins, CO and they will upload.  The Park can add utilities to the Access version to support their local needs, but the integrity of the original version must be maintained to allow for easy data manipulation in the future.

The archive and documentation of specimens

The Smithsonian Institution is involved in discussion with the National Park Service that will update data management procedures.  The present ANCS property management database was developed as more of a cultural database, and is not user-friendly.  The NPSpecies database was developed to be shared and integrated easily.  It does not track the location of property loaned.  The Smithsonian is supporting a transfer of data that will be entered into NPSpecies first, then downloaded into ANCS.  There will need to be some changes made before this can happen, but integration is underway.

The questions raised about ownership of vouchers has led to some difficulties in tracking vouchers that were sent to museums.  The National Park Service can’t hand over ownership of a voucher, but the museums will not store a voucher unless they own it.  At this time, some museums are refusing to admit that they hold vouchers because of the questions involved.  It may be possible to work through CESU to determine what repositories hold which vouchers.  One of the options that has emerged is the provision of financial support to the museum for the caretaking of the vouchers present.  Another is to create one museum that serves multiple parks, and in that way, consolidate resources.

How can Parks utilize non-traditional data such as observation cards, photos and cultural histories?

In the NPBib there is the option of “Other” as a reference format.  Under this format, at least until a better way is presented, things such as photos, tape recorded histories, videos, etc. can be entered as supporting data linked to species.  Memos can be entered under “Letters and Correspondence,” and there is always the option of “Informal Report.”

Quality Assurance

One suggestion for Quality Assurance is to have a set of National Standards and Guidelines.  It was thought that if there was an explicit responsibility hierarchy developed for guidelines it would be a great help.  The quality assurance must be on a different level than the data management and reporting, therefore it falls under Regional and National responsibility.  

A guideline for what is required in reports, or what the various offices will be looking for would be of great help.  A draft document for reports from the Northeast region is available.  There are also Water Resource Management and Data Management Handbook examples available at the present time.

Importance of official paper trails

NEPA compliance is required, but it is decided on a Park-by-Park basis.  Some Parks are trying multiple Parks/permit.  This requires that the Network be set up to sign permits, and only projects approved in the annual plan can be approved under this scenario.

Documentation and creating an administrative history is very important.  This is demonstrated in the suit filed against Cumberland Island.  The Park won the lawsuit because they were able to prove the history and processes followed in the decisions made.

The pro’s and con’s of centralized personnel

How do the Charter’s determine where to place people?  It was varied across all the Prototype parks.  Some Networks and Parks may wish to have all their people consolidated in one area.  This does bring up the problem of housing and office space available in some of the smaller or more remote Parks.  It may be necessary to closely evaluate at all the pros and cons of consolidated personnel before permanent decisions are made.  When hiring new personnel, if the decision of where they are stationed is made before they move to the new area, it would keep them from having to move a second time due to constraints place on the office from available area.

It may be possible to centralize some I&M positions, especially administrative positions such as someone to deal exclusively with contracts or hiring new personnel.

New Personnel

What specialties, if any would benefit the I&M?  Statistician?  Technical Writer?  

It seems that there was no agreement on any specific skill necessary throughout the Parks and Networks.  It was left for the Park or Network hiring to decide what they deemed “necessary skills.”

There is a hesitation in hiring new personnel until the money is actually in the account.  Parks still have the feeling that this is “soft money” and don’t want to hire full time permanent people if there is a chance that the money will disappear.  This is not “soft money.”  It is base money in the Servicewide programs and is transferred from to accounts in each region; the funds are as secure as any other base funds.

FTE’s don’t equal actual dollars, but they are allocated the same way.  Right now there are 42 FTE’s to allocate to various Parks, usually for permanent positions, and the FTE’s will be transferred this year.  There is a question as to how step increases in yearly salary will be handled.

If you need copies of PD’s and Crediting Plans, don’t start from scratch.  Contact Steve Fancy and he may be able to get you an example.

Development of the Vital Signs Monitoring plan:

Guidance for long-term planning with short-term goal recognition.

Have short-term goals that support your long-term goals.  The previous and ongoing information gathered can then be used to reach those short-term goals as they apply to the long-term goals.  Think of it as a step or plateau below the attainment of the long-term goal, a place to stop and look back at how much you have already accomplished as you regroup for the next step. 

Technical Committees:

The detail and number of people on a Technical Committee differs with every Network.  The Network and Board should decide what they feel is appropriate for their Network.  A Technical Committee is a chance to involve other agencies as well as university personnel.  It should be recognized that there is a danger of “tapping out” your best review resources if you ask them to be involved early in the project instead of saving their time for later review.  Some form of honoraria may be required by outside sources.  This should be planned for so that unexpected expenses do not throw off estimated budgets. 

Heartland Network Example

Technical Committee

usually Park personnel
Review
Scientific Advisory Board

“Big Thinkers”  good for review
Review
Focus Committee

usually Park personnel
Review
Final Vital Signs Monitoring Plan



A rigorous review is necessary between all steps in the development of a good Vital Signs Monitoring plan.  Review from personnel outside the Park Service as well as from those within the Park Service will help to insure a plan that will support and guide the program through the coming years.  It is necessary to determine, within the committees, who is the leader.  This structure allows for controlled discussion and task delegation throughout the team.

Greater Yellowstone and the Delphi Method

The Delphi Method is a method of group decision-making developed by the Rand Company in the 1970’s.  The Greater Yellowstone Network used an internet-based survey of experts to determine what they saw as the most important issues affecting the parks within their network.  This approach was used at Yellowstone because there are many hundreds of scientists and managers closely involved with the park and surrounding areas, and many of them are scattered all over the country, and it is simply not practical to get their input through a meeting or workshops. There are a series of surveys sent, with questions progressing from general to specific.  This format allows for in-depth processing of the responses and greater freedom for expansion in the responses themselves.  

The content of the responses is analyzed to determine what are seen as the most important factors effecting the national park, and these are the areas that can be focused on during monitoring.  This wide base of opinions allows the park to gain a perspective that they may not have without utilizing outside input.

The cost to the Greater Yellowstone Network is approximately $20,000.  This includes the workshop and all the analysis.  It is expected to take approximately 9 months from the time the first survey was sent to the final report.

Scoping Workshops:

No matter if you are able to get all the Parks in the Network involved in one scoping workshop, or if is necessary to hold several small scoping workshops, the main focus is to get feedback from the people involved.  They allow the network to find out who is doing what and to learn who your partners are, such as the USFWS, Natural Heritage and Universities in your area.  There is an advantage to a synergysm created when a group of people work together, but the group needs to be a size in which everyone can become involved.

A generic outline of the Vital Signs Monitoring planning stages is as follows:

Scoping Workshop  (  1st Peer Review  (  Indicator Selection (  Monitoring Plan  (  2nd Peer Review

There is an inherent variability even within a single park.  The question was raised, does the QA/QC set by the states inhibit the use of data already gathered?  The “weight of evidence” approach can be used to combine groups of data to provide a clearer picture when the power of a study is low. 

Administrative Duties and Costs:

If each Park does their own contracts, there is no cost.  If it is necessary for someone else to help with contracts, CESU is a useful cooperator.  The Intermountain Region has contracted with one person to handle all contracts and agreements.  The Northern Colorado Plateua supports having services contracted out.  At this time there are no Regional or National funds to support hiring out duties, but that may change as more money becomes available.  As mentioned before, it might be possible in the future to centralize such duties as contracts and agreements, as well as new personnel hiring.  As work increases administration costs increase, so why not use funds to support those areas.
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