Protocol Development Meeting of NCBN & CACO Prototype Park
SESSION 1 – PROTOCOL DEVELOPMENT and DATA MANAGEMENT STANDARDS
1/12/04
Present: Bryan Milstead, Carrie Phillips, Sara Stevens, Sue Huse, Velma Potash, Beth Johnson, Dennis Skidds, Linda Fabre, Blaine Kopp, Charlie Roman, Hilary Neckles, Luke Cole, Mark Duffy, Mark Adams, MJ James-Pirri, Greg Shriver, John Portnoy, Julia Brownlee, Stephen Smith, Evan Gwilliam, Arty Rodriguez, Mark Duffy. Notes: Marc Albert. “XX” = no notes to identify speaker

All presentations and handouts should be available on the network website.

NCBN Phase 3 Report - Sara Stevens (2 handouts: NCBN Protocol Development Guidelines, NCBN Phase 3 Plan)
Timing: Phase 3 Report Draft is due December 2004; Oct 2005 is Final deadline
Protocol Content

Protocols for each major project, as fully developed as possible, will be submitted with Phase 3 Report.  Each protocol includes a Narrative and a set of Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs).  The SOP numbering system in the example from the Prairie Cluster Network is not set in stone – this can be altered for each project, or we could develop our own standard.
There was a suggestion to include in the Report a description of the generalized probabilistic sampling design approach (a standard for all I&M projects) in order to complement and provide context for the protocols. 
Sara - The park specifics should be addressed in the narrative, as well as the SOPs, for each 
protocol.
Carrie - The history of the protocol development process should be included (equivalent to Part 1 
of the 
CACO protocol).  This builds the detailed case for the design and sampling, and is critical for 
reviewers to assess the validity of the protocol.  
Charlie – We should not create another document for the Network if this has been done for CACO.

Beth – We can reference the existing documentation (the CACO examples).
Hilary – The type of synthesis and narrative content may be different for projects at different stages of 
development.  Where there’s a long term process with documentation it makes sense to cite 
references as part of the background.  On the other hand, the estuarine protocols are being tested 
right now and thus the background scientific basis is being developed at the same time as the 
protocols are being written.

Sara – for Estuarine, we may not be quite ready to write the ‘cookbook’ SOPs 

Hilary – ideally this would be two year, two step process, not being done concurrently, because there will 
inevitably be changes.

Sara – we may need to put in some place holders for certain components.
Protocol Review Process

Carrie – Would the protocols adapted from CACO go through scientific peer review if they have already 
been through this process? 

Beth – we are the judges of whether the review has been good enough or not.  

Bryan – we should be pushing USGS to help with review of protocols.
Carrie – It is much easier to write the park-specific SOPs after doing some field work. Ideally this could 
be a companion document, not for scientific review, but for operational review.
Protocol Writing Process
Who should do the SOP writing?

Carrie –The prairie cluster VCP Protocol example was written in house; it may be difficult to get 
cooperators to provide the same level of detail needed for this ‘cookbook’ level. For CACO, it 
seems like SOPs need to be written at the staff level. 

Bryan – we are in a different position than other Networks because we’ve had cooperators out in the field 
testing these protocols.

Charlie – the challenge is that you ‘lose’ the cooperators over time, you can’t go back to talking about 
details later.  

Beth – We’re being asked to produce on a short time frame.  It has to be done by the people going out in 
the field, otherwise we have to hire additional people.  Maybe existing staff partnerships (like 
Arty working with Mark Duffy) could be utilized.  Networks have a higher responsibility of 
integration and dispersion than the Prototype Parks.

Bryan - Julia Brownlee from the Network will be able to provide help in some way.  Possibly with the 
narratives.  

MJ – There is an inherent conflict between writing an SOP to be adaptable to other parks, and writing it 
so that it will provide the detailed specifics for one park.  This came up in writing the CACO 
amphibian protocol.  

Bryan – we need the cookbook approach that will serve as a boilerplate for the network.  Greater 
specificity will come through time and repetition, and changes will be made.  If cooperators don’t 
feel they can write the SOPs we will figure out how to help them. 

Susan – It is a challenge to expect field researchers to write all the details.  But the person writing it has to 
be in the field regularly.  Is it possible to have someone go out with researchers with the specific 
task of developing SOPs?  Maybe have a draft SOP before the field work, then go out and edit it 
according to the circumstances.

Hilary – great idea but has to be tailored to each protocol.  For the estuarine protocol, it is probably not 
realistic to mount a field effort to do that.  We would be willing to do the SOP.
Bryan – I think the Network would need an editor more than a writer.

Charlie – Yes, cooperators could make the first cut, with step by step guidance.
Sara – we need to make sure that down the road whoever is doing the implementation can follow the 
SOPs without guidance from the current cooperators.

Susan – maybe for the first few years while they are being developed and improved, there will be 
network oversight that can provide continuity for implementation and SOP revision.
Mark – It is important to be clear on who the audience is for the documents.  Some documents flow up for 
oversight (like the Phase 3 Report) and some flow down to field crews (the SOPs). 

Unanswered Questions / Follow-up Items
· The role of Julia and/or other Network staff in assisting with the writing and/or editing of SOPs for each of the Protocols.

· The numbering format for SOPs that make up the protocol (a Network standard, or each project adapts to own dictates)

· Specific responsibilities for SOP writing for each project were discussed in the project-specific sessions of the meeting, though some follow-up will likely be needed to confirm.
Data Management and Database Development – Susan Huse (PowerPoint presentation included examples from an example database of CACO salt marsh monitoring)

Goals: Making database as automated as possible for users unfamiliar with MS Access.

Developing a standard look and feel of the databases for all projects – each would be set up for data entry and reporting following a standard model.
Specific features: Drop-down menus, use of TSN (links to NPSpecies with updates and standard taxonomics) etc… will ensure there are not multiple entries for same intended species, park, etc.    

Logical parameter limits will be set (e.g. ensure no negative values for length) 

Required fields will ensure no critical information is left out (e.g. data collector, the date)
Standard reports will be designed, e.g. table of the raw data for QA/QC, simple statistical summaries for use in annual reports, etc…

Comments and discussion 
XX - needs to be some QA/QC built in to the process  

Mark – Is it possible to have a tag that will verify data has been reviewed?  
Stephen – Can this incorporate the storage of digital images? At CACO, we have individual images of 
plots that would be great to be linked.  Susan – yes, we could do this   

MJ – is there automatic time stamping of when the data is entered?
Velma – there can be a field with a system date keyed in, in the ‘check by’ field.  But, you would have to 
remember to do it. 

Susan – there will be a process for backing up and sending regular backups of the database.

Mark – how do you ensure there’s a secure copy of the data before you change the database by entering 
new data?
Susan – These issues will have to be covered by data mgt. SOP
Sara - The Data Management SOP will be developed along with the database and written by me, Sue and 
Velma
Hilary – can we (project managers) just provide the data sheets?
Velma – I would like to formalize that process of what the project managers will provide and what they 
want back. A formula document like a questionnaire to explicitly state what fields you want to 
maintain, what you want the database to do, what queries you would want.  We need a way to 
share data management with the researchers rather than just getting a ‘dump’ of data to the data 
managers. For example to specify limits for parameters and a protocol for changing these limits.  
These would be archived as part of project specification documents.

Susan – in the end this hopefully won’t create more work, as it will cut down on the data managers having 
to hound the researchers.
Metadata

Mark – The GIS metadata model is so bizarre and complex – it doesn’t flow down in terms of usability.  Hard to find what you want.  One question: When GIS data changes, how does that link to Access 
database?
Velma – In the Prairie Cluster VCP Protocol example – they had a conventional data dictionary approach 
in a very readable format (for the database, not to be confused with a GPS ‘data dictionary’), 
which is good, but the very last step involved creating a GIS-looking cryptic code.   

Sara – unfortunately that last step will be standard – that is the FDGC standard.  Currently only 
mandatory for spatial data, it will become standard for biological data as well. 

Bryan – there are programs (ArcCatalog) that will translate these codes.

Mark – 2 things are needed:  1. Front end for metadata.  Search metadata in all formats and do search and 
reports from that.  2. Core metadata.  Choose fields that are core and set up so they can be 
produced in a report.

Sara - NCBN is working with Univ. North Carolina (NC St.?) to develop an Access database-based core 
metadata standard.  We are developing the scope of work and need feedback.

Reporting Process
Sara – are we going to standardize the specifications for the annual reports?  We (Network) probably 
should develop an SOP to hand to the cooperators that identifies the format and content of the 
annual reports.

Susan – we want cooperators to tell us how the data should be organized as output from Access.
Bryan – we’re going to ask the cooperators to imagine what they would want from a report, and then Sue 
will make this easy to operate via the Access database.  But this is not the be all and end all of 
analyses. There are the annual reports for the Network, and separately there will be project 
reports produced less frequently that provide more analyses.

Carrie – at CACO, we’re trying to do something for each iteration of a protocol (annually or otherwise), 
doing a report, with minimum standards that don’t require external scientific peer review.  Trying 
that out as a baseline, and leaving it up to each project to determine when more analyses are 
needed.  We are going through the process of reviewing these for a couple protocols – ponds, 
amphibians, and salt marsh veg.  

 Unanswered Questions / Follow-up Items
· Is it possible to build into the database an automatic time stamping of when the data entry occurs?

· Request to have a tag built into the database that would indicate that the data has been reviewed for QA/QC
· Development of a documented process by which project managers / researchers will identify what they will be providing to the data managers and what they would like back from the database.

· Feedback on the scope of work for the UNC / NC St. work on developing standard metadata compatible with MS Access for the NCBN projects
