Steve Acker – Handout on Effectiveness Monitoring Program for the Northwest Forest Plan


Effectiveness Monitoring Program for the Northwest Forest Plan

Vital Signs Monitoring Meeting, Aug. 22, 2001

S. Acker

One outcome of the controversy in the early 1990s concerning timber harvest on federal lands in the Pacific Northwest was the “Record of Decision for Amendments to Forest Service and Bureau of Land Management Planning Documents Within the Range of the Northern Spotted Owl,” commonly known as the Northwest Forest Plan.  In addition to BLM and Forest Service, participating agencies include U.S. Geological Survey, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, and National Park Service.  Monitoring has been acknowledged as a key component of the Northwest Forest Plan from the beginning.

In the context of adaptive management, three types of monitoring have been identified:  implementation monitoring (did planned management actions occur?); effectiveness monitoring (are desired results being achieved?); and validation monitoring (are underlying assumptions sound?).  Effectiveness monitoring seems most pertinent to the vital signs program of NPS.  Considerable effort has been devoted to development of effectiveness monitoring under the Northwest Forest Plan.

Effectiveness monitoring under the Northwest Forest Plan and other regional-scale efforts may be relevant to vital signs monitoring for a number of reasons.  The spatial extent of the Northwest Forest Plan area is roughly commensurate with NPS networks (the entire Forest Plan area includes parts of three networks; “provinces” for analysis within the Forest Plan area are smaller than NPS networks).  The indicators that have been developed for the Forest Plan may be useful for networks in the Northwest or elsewhere.  Spatially-comprehensive data collection is planned, so that NPS units will be included at little or no cost.  Other tools developed for effectiveness monitoring may be of use, for example the decision support framework that offers a transparent and adaptable method to go from masses of quantitative field data to a single, qualitative statement concerning watershed condition.

Some similarities and differences between Forest Plan effectiveness monitoring and vital signs monitoring are worth noting.  Both programs focus on ecosystem properties, rather than individual species.  The proposed steps in designing a monitoring program are similar.  Unlike vital signs monitoring, Forest Plan effectiveness monitoring has explicitly mandated goals (provided by Pres. Clinton at the 1993 Forest Conference in Portland, Oregon).  Development and implementation of the effectiveness monitoring for the Forest Plan has been from the top down, unlike the bottom-up approach to vital signs monitoring.

To date the Northwest Forest Plan Effectiveness Monitoring Program has developed an overall strategy and design.  Designs for several modules have also been published (late-successional and old-growth forest, marbled murrelet, northern spotted owl), and the aquatic and riparian module is in final review.  Other planned modules include socio-economic, tribal, and biodiversity.  Pilot studies of the first four modules have been completed or are underway.  The first major report is planned for 2003.

Regional-level monitoring efforts such as the Northwest Forest Plan Effectiveness Monitoring Program may provide context, data, and tools for vital signs monitoring by NPS.  Other similar programs in development include the Sierra Nevada Framework and the Interior Columbia Basin Ecosystem Management Project.  More information on effectiveness monitoring under the Northwest Forest Plan (including the published strategy and module designs) is available on the worldwide web at http://www.reo.gov/reo/.

