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Executive Summary  
 
The central mission of the NPS Inventory and Monitoring Program is to provide timely 
and usable scientific information about the status and trends of park resources to park 
managers.  Fundamental to this mission is a level of confidence in the information that 
supports management decisions.  Data management is the combination of attitudes, 
habits, procedures, standards, and infrastructure related to the creation, maintenance and 
disposition of data and its supporting information.  Seen in this way, it becomes obvious 
that data management is the key to success of any long-term monitoring initiative.  
Proper data management is the means by which a thorough understanding of the scope, 
origin, and value of scientific information about our natural resources can become a part 
of the Park Service heritage. 
 
The goal of our data management program is to ensure the quality, interpretability, 
security, longevity and availability of ecological data and related information resulting 
from resource inventory and monitoring efforts: 
 

• Quality – Awareness of the value of information and its underlying data is 
fundamental to its proper use.  Our objective is to ensure that appropriate quality 
assurance measures are taken during all phases of project development, data 
acquisition, data handling, summary and analysis, reporting, and archival.  These 
should reflect current best practices and meet rigorous scientific standards.  
Standards and procedures can only accomplish so much, therefore an important 
part of quality assurance is to continually encourage careful attitudes and good 
habits among all staff involved in creating, collecting, handling, and interpreting 
data. 

 
• Interpretability – A data set is only useful if it can be readily understood and 

appropriately interpreted in the context of its original scope and intent.  Data 
taken out of context can lead to misinterpretation, misunderstanding, and bad 
management decisions.  Similarly, data sets that are obscure, complex or poorly 
documented can be easily misused.  Sufficient documentation should accompany 
each data set and any reports and summaries derived from it, so as to ensure that 
users will have an informed appreciation of its applicability and limitations. 

 
• Security – Our objective is to make certain that both digital and analog forms of 

source data are maintained and archived in an environment that provides 
appropriate levels of access to project managers, technicians, decision makers, 
and others.  Our data management program will take advantage of existing 
systems for network security and systems backup, and augment these with 
specific measures aimed at ensuring the long-term security and integrity of our 
data. 

 
• Longevity – Countless data sets have been lost over time simply because they 

were not sufficiently documented and organized when they were created.  Too 
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often data are left in a condition that renders them effectively irretrievable – either 
because the format is outdated (e.g., punch cards that can no longer be read), or 
more often because there is not enough documentation to inform subsequent users 
of the data collection methods, the scope and intent of the data set, the quality 
assurance procedures, the data format, or the intended use.  Without sufficient 
information about a data set we lose confidence in its quality and applicability, 
which leaves it useless and unused.  The longevity of a data set can be enhanced 
by thorough documentation, by maintaining the data in a widely interpretable 
format, and by appropriate archival measures.  Although this requires an initial 
investment of time and effort upon creation of the data set, this investment almost 
certainly pays off over time because the dataset is much more likely to be used if 
it is properly documented and formatted.  Furthermore, simply using a dataset 
enhances its longevity because its value is being realized and enhanced through 
use. 

 
• Availability – Natural resource information can only be useful for informing 

decisions if it is available to managers at the right time and in a usable form.  Our 
objective is to expand the availability of natural resource information by ensuring 
that the products of inventory and monitoring efforts are created, documented and 
maintained in a manner that is transparent to the potential users of these products. 

 
Although our primary responsibility is for ecological data and related information derived 
from Inventory and Monitoring Program activities, it is anticipated that the scope of our 
data management efforts will expand to include all significant natural resource data 
specific to the Appalachian Highlands Network and the parks of which it is composed. 
 
Things to strive for in data management: 

… confidence among users in the stability and security of all forms of information  
… easy access to general information, and appropriate safeguards for sensitive 

information 
… continual awareness of the scope, usability, and limitations of each data set  
… infrastructure and documentation that encourages data exploration by a wide array 

of users 
… compatibility of data sets for interdisciplinary data integration and analysis 
… implementation and acceptance of standards and procedures that direct the flow of 

information – from project inception to its conclusion, from data collection 
through reporting and archival – and that ensure appropriate documentation and 
data quality  

… a proper balance between the structure needed to ensure quality and usability, and 
the flexibility needed to meet specific needs and allow for new designs 
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