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Technical Steering Committee Meeting, July 15-17 2003, Savannah, GA
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Background
Purpose of Meeting:  The purpose is to develop a rough work plan for FY04 (and FY05, in part) following the “sideboards” set by the Board of Directors and Superintendents at the SECN Meeting in May.  

Context:  See meeting minutes from last May’s network meeting for more details.  In a nutshell:

1. Our budget will be jumping to $1.4 million next FY ($1.05 million of which is base funding).  This is a year earlier than anticipated.

2. The money comes with strings:  required products and hard deadlines.  Failure to accomplish those milestones will be bad.

3. We are just about done with the inventories in our current study plan.  What this effectively means is that we don’t have any “easy” projects to spend excess money on and have to be creative in developing new ones that meet both Park and Network needs.
Desired Outcomes:  To accomplish what the Board has charged us with, we will be developing the following, which will be presented to the Board with our FY04 work plan:

1. A list of biological inventories that we wish to fund after completion of those in the existing five-year study plan, and agreement on which projects will be funded with FY04 funds.

2. Agreement on a scope of work, estimated budget, and timeline for completing vegetation maps at all SECN parks except COSW (which just completed theirs).

3. Common understanding of some of the options and uses for conceptual modeling so that we can develop a statement of work and estimated budget for necessary contracts and upcoming work plans.

4. Outline for statement of work and estimated budget for carrying out SECN conceptual modeling

5. Agreement on desired end products of data mining so that we can develop a statement of work and estimated budget for necessary contracts and upcoming work plans.

6. Agreement on desired end products of “landscape / GIS characterization” so that we can develop a statement of work and estimated budget for necessary contracts and upcoming work plans.

7. Staffing plan based on upcoming work load to include consideration of placing Network employees in one or more of the smaller parks.

Meeting Notes

Minutes, presentations, and transcripts from the flip charts can be downloaded from:

http://www.nature.nps.gov/im/units/nw14/TSCmeeting2003.htm 
The following is a summary of what was discussed, and the key decisions made.
Biological Inventories

After brainstorming an exhaustive list of potential inventories, the committee recommended focusing our first wave of “extra” inventory money on freshwater and marine invertebrates.  These taxonomic groups were selected because:
1. Marine inverts have economic and management importance

2. FW inverts will likely be directly relevant to monitoring water quality in the future

3. Neither inventory is likely to be funded through other channels

Other potential inventories are still being explored for inclusion in the FY04 work plan.  Specific ones, with follow-up leads are as follows:

1. Salt Marsh health (based on vegetation surveys) – Shauna & Joe
2. Combined Sewer Overflows – Michelle
Vegetation Mapping

The following recommendations were made:

1. Everyone was in agreement that we need veg. maps as soon as possible.  

2. There was general concern that the minimum specs from the national program will not in all cases meet park management needs.

3. The committee recommended following the example set by the Cumberland Piedmont and Appalachian Highlands Networks.  They partnered with the Fire program to cost-share the veg mapping projects in their networks.

4. When the fire program is involved, certain “strings” are attached to the funds.  In our case, they’ll work to our benefit:
a. We have to work outside the boundaries of the parks to generate fuels maps.

b. The scale of mapping must meet minimum requirements, but may be of “finer” resolution than is minimally required.

5. Both of the “strings” above are decided through a scoping process on a park-by-park basis.

6. Christina and Joe will work with the regional Fire Management GIS coordinator to develop a Statement of Work for the vegetation mapping projects that incorporates lessons learned by the other networks.

7. The TSC will review the SOW and modify as needed.
Conceptual Modeling

Background Presentations to provide basic information on who, what, and why…

Joe, Larry, and Christina each gave presentations on conceptual modeling and how it fits into the Vital Signs planning process.  The topics were as follows and can be downloaded from the SECN web site by following the links as indicated.
1. General background on the utility of conceptual modeling in the planning process (Joe).  The talk was based on a chapter included in Busch, D.E., and J. C. Trexler (2003)  Monitoring Ecosystems: Interdisciplinary Approaches for Evaluating Ecoregional Initiatives.

2. Conceptual Modeling in the NPS program, with examples from other regional networks (Larry West).  Basic overview on the models developed by the Appalachian Highlands and Cumberland-Piedmont Networks.  General lessons learned included:

a. Start with a big-picture view and worry about becoming more specific later (avoid the urge to be a “splitter”).
b. What we do the first time around is a draft.  It will change.

c. Contracting the process out was relatively cheap, and relatively painless for the networks.  

3. Conceptual Modeling and Data Mining in the National Capital Network (Christina).  Key lessons learned included:

a. The first time was definitely a draft.  They’ve since done a lot of “lumping”.  

b. They did it in house.  Would have been difficult with a smaller staff, though.  Would have been impossible without the high level of data mining that had already been done.

Framework for Conceptual Modeling in the Southeast Coast

Four models in two categories will be explored (aquatic and terrestrial versions of coastal and inland ecosystems).  Consensus among the group was that we should follow the example of the other networks in the region and contract this work out through the CESU systems as it will (a) bring in external expertise, (b) allow for a third party to organize and coordinate the scoping meetings, and (c) reduce the workload of both network and park staff for minimal cost.  The models to be explored and preliminary issues that came up are as follows:
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Data Mining

Lots of time was spent on this.  To address one of the major concerns of the Board, the committee started by identifying specific end products that were desired through this process.  The idea was to not have an open-ended non-goal-directed strategy for accomplishing data mining.  In general, data mining projects fell into four categories:
1. Summarize and synthesize existing data (GIS, bibliographic, datasets).  A statement of work for contracting this out has been developed and an RFP is currently being reviewed by the TSC.

2. Acquire and incorporate priority data sets  into NPS / network formats so that they are useable by all.

3. Clean up, organize, and catalog what we have, what we receive, and what we generate.

4. Plan for long-term storage and retrieval of network NR data by getting a jump-start on data management planning.

The first three items were recognized as being three phases of an overall strategy.  The fourth, based on Christina’s and Larry’s insights were recommended to be tackled earlier rather than later.  
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GIS Projects (outside-park-boundary investigations)

After brainstorming a list of landscape-scale GIS layers to focus on, John Fry noted that almost all were publicly available, and could be pulled together rather easily (and cheaply).   The committee recommended moving forward with the list as developed, but to either do it in-house with one of the upcoming FTEs, or through a small contract through the CESUs.
Staffing

Based on the work discussed above, the following staffing recommendations were made (in order of priority):
1. Biological Technician / Data Technician: to focus on data acquisition, clean-up, and organization of raw data files, bibliographic data, and GIS data

2. Museum Technician / Specialist: to focus on acquisition, clean-up, and organization of NPS and partner “holdings” data.  Person would also work with parks to plan for voucher specimens generated through the I&M program (updating scopes of collections as necessary). 

3. Another Biotech (if needed).
4. An “-ologist”: to help with scientific needs, with an emphasis on finding a person with technical writing skills.  Alternatively, another BioTech, depending on needs.

5. Contracting Officer:  Ray Albright brought this up as a long-term position to consider, possibly to share with the other networks.

The committee discussed placement of the new hires, and developed a list of potential remote locations (i.e., non-Atlanta).  This list was given to the Superintendents for further discussion.
Other Issues
NPSpecies POC.  Christina clarified the “editing rights” issue left over from the network meeting in may.  Anyone who wants editing rights can have them.  Christina, as data manager would be responsible for tracking who has what rights, what passwords, etc.  The only changes to the existing system would happen when we’re actually doing the NPSpecies certification, at which point all people would be temporarily restricted from editing what’s in NPSpecies until certification is complete.  Certification will be done on a by taxa and park basis, and the parks will be completely involved so it should neither affect work flow, or “normal” NPSpecies operations.  The committee recommended moving forward with designating Christina as the POC.
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