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“How do you like working at the Great Lakes Visitor
Center?” | am often asked this question by park employees who
know that | work for the National Park Service, that | don’t work
in any one park, and that my office is in Ashland. The NPS is a
cooperating agency and a visible presence in the Northern Great
Lakes Visitor Center, and the visitor center is in Ashland, but that
is not where my office is, and it is not who | work for. But what's
the difference? Aslong as the rangers know that | do indeed
work for the National Park Service and they don’t have to keep an
eye on me when I'm lingering around the boats and the gas
dock, who cares where my office is? | walk a fine line between
personal pride and the need to correctly identify who | am and
the program | work for. | attribute this to something | learned
from a college professor: “you should always know who your
peers are and where they work.” So, for those who may not be
familiar with the Inventory and Monitoring Program in general or
the Great Lakes Network in particular, here's a brief primer.

The Inventory and Monitoring (I& M) Program is a National Park
Service initiative to “improve park management through greater
reliance on scientific knowledge.” It is a national program, with
270 NPS units divided into 32 I&M networks based on geography
and similar management issues. The Great Lakes Network (GLKN)
was established in 2000 and is composed of nine parks in
Minnesota, Wisconsin, Michigan, and Indiana (map). These nine
parks represent the major landforms and freshwater systems of
the Upper Midwest — a unique and special assemblage of natural
resources!

The first four years of the GLKN's life was spent in the inventory
phase. Working with biologists from all nine parks, we put
together lists of the plants and animals known to be within park
boundaries. Then we set out to fill in the gaps on those lists, to
learn what we did not know about reptiles, plants, mammals;
different parks needed different things, but after four years, we

The nine parks of the Great Lakes Inventory and Monitoring
Network.

had developed complete lists of the major lifeforms
found in all nine GLKN parks.

Knowing what is in the parks helped us to determine
what we could and should be monitoring to “keep a
finger on the pulse” of environmental health in the
parks and across the region. A process of identifying
“vital signs” (indicators) culminated with a list of 21
plants, animals, or processes common to most or all
nine parks. We developed (or are developing)
monitoring protocols for these things: water quality in
lakes and rivers, bioaccumulative contaminants in
eagles and fish, land cover and land use, forest
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