October 2nd Summit Focus:

Improving the Sharing of information to Support Management Decisions – Regional Ecosystem Information Framework
Preface

In October 2007 regional executive are coming together to discuss executive actions and needed next steps to improve regional information resources. This document is a discussion paper intended to initiate and promote early discussion towards the Summit goal and to identify broad summit outcomes.
1.0 Background
At a regional level
 there is an important need to improve our understanding of ecosystem level information in order to make critical management decisions. 

Add references HERE
Currently there are many different agency, organization and program efforts that collect, organize, manage use and distribute information.  Information management activities are completed using many different methods, systems and organizational arrangements. 
It is important to understand that an information framework does not presume any particular technical outcome such as “a single database for all data”.  Instead, it is an operational prescription for an information management environment that provides for efficient collection of more high quality information, open-sharing and access, sound analysis and use across multiple providers and users.
Lessons Learned and responses.  

Information practitioners, scientists and others who have been working with these challenges for many years have documented a set of lessons leaned and developed responses to each lesson
. 
 

	Lesson Learned
	Response

	Data quality is compromised and the cost of management rises if it is created before a plan exists for how it will be maintained and shared
	Require a data management plan before undertaking new data-creating projects – or projects that manage existing data

	 
	 

	Data have value beyond their immediate use when they are integrated with other data sets
	Each data-creating activity should follow a core set of standards to facilitate regional sharing and integration 

	 
	 

	Effective information management requires an ongoing effort and is not an episodic task
	Provide services to maintain regional information management and sharing and assist local stakeholders

	 
	 

	Consistent data management practices require policy-level support
	Develop a basic MOA on information management practices essential for regional management and sharing

	 
	 

	Data management practices have a direct effect on the usefulness of data collected and how it is shared
	Adopt data standards and protocols for data collection and sharing of information

	 
	 

	 Scientists and resource managers will generate data in formats that meet their needs
	Data systems need to be flexible and accommodating; scientists and resource managers need to adopt minimum data standards

	 
	 

	Data needs to be shared and to do so is time consuming; data are often not compatible
	Data exchange formats need to be designed and standards employed when possible

	 
	 

	Difficulty in understanding spatial and tabular data when transferred to others 
	Require mandatory metadata for spatial and tabular data

	 
	 

	 
Technology will continue to evolve
	Data systems should be reliable, well-maintained, dynamic and modular to permit future modifications

	 
	 

	Data management schema may need both distributed and warehouse approaches
	Identify a strategy to use multiple technologies based on common standards 

	 
	 

	Scientists that want to publish data can prevent its immediate use
	Develop and adopt a Data Policy

	 
	 

	Quality and reliability of the data are often unknown
	Establish and deploy Quality Assurance/Quality Control protocols


1.1 Why is an Information Framework needed?
Before we can manage, protect and restore natural resources, decision makers and the community have said that they need to know: what recovery and restoration actions are under way, what recovery actions are the most effective, and what are the impacts of our ongoing activities.  
Before we can make critical public health decisions we need to know what the health risks of our activities are, how the risks can be lessened and the scientific, economic and policy impacts of those activities. 

Scientific and other disciplines such as information management can contribute much to this understanding but we also need a framework to help “connect the dots” between the many efforts – to permit contributions to a coordinated “whole” that is bigger than each individual program, agency or groups own interest.
These are major institutional, scientific and public policy challenges.  To make the most of available resources our managers must be informed about the choices they need to make, the risks involved and probable outcomes of decisions.

To improve the level of information available for those decisions we have limited choices. We can collect more information, we can improve the quality of the information we already collect, we can make more use of the information that others already collect or we can take all of these actions.  Each choice is significant, but the third choice: making more use of the information that others collect mandates that we work to develop a common information framework and a willingness to share our information with others who might need it.
Currently ecosystem information is collected across multiple programs and efforts, using many different methods and is maintained in many different technical systems.  The result is that it is difficult, and in some cases practically impossible to assemble the data into ecosystem level views that crossing geographic and administrative boundaries.

To be well informed and to make many difficult regional level decisions, for species recovery, for human health and many other reasons our managers will most probably need:

· access to significantly more high quality information than they have now, including cross boundary and organizational information;

· readily available information about the projects they manage and the projects managed by others;
· technical information

· foundation regional spatial information 

· flexibility to adapt as needs change and more is known and understood.  

1.2 What is in an Information Framework?
At the most simple level an information framework is a description of the needed components of in information system – together with a description of how they would work together.   It describes the functions of a full information management cycle (from system design through collection to technical data management to analysis to decisions and feedback).  In a regional context, because there are many existing extensive information management efforts, it is also about how these efforts can make this “legacy” data more useful, consistent and accessible.

[image: image1]
Framework components to meet these needs are likely to include:
· details about the critical questions that must be answered;
· indicators and benchmarks; 
· a shared understanding of needed information collection, handling and sharing
· a common language and consistent tools for information exchange;
· some common analytical tools; and,  
· a framework to pull it all of this together to “connect the dots”.
A thoughtfully designed information framework would be able to serve multiple groups, goals and content areas.
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Across the region it is understood that there are many different solutions, technologies and levels of sophistication involved in information management.  An effective information framework would be technology neutral – creating a place – in the framework for all regional providers who are willing to participate and enabling access to the information for all users who want to use it.  It recognizes that the value of collected information cannot always be fully known in advance.  It treats information as a valuable regional and national asset alongside capital assets and monetary resources.  Finally it accepts that some change in agency and organizational business practices, most often at low cost, or real change in obligation is necessary to create a regional ecosystem information resource and the framework that it is built on.
1.2 Summit Sponsors.
While there are many groups participating in regional level Information Management Coordination there are only a few that have a coordination role crossing multiple programs and geographies.

 This discussion paper has an important focus on issues relating to the efforts of three coordination groups
  who are hosting the Summit.  The Northwest Environmental Data Network (NED), the Pacific Northwest Aquatic Monitoring Partnership (PNAMP) and the Pacific Northwest Regional Geographic Council.  These groups have separate and distinct roles in regional information management, crossing as they do topical areas and geographies. Their respective roles are graphically represented in the Regional Data Coordination Overview Diagram below.

[image: image3.emf]
1.3 What have these efforts already accomplished and what remains to be done?
Add summaries here. Focus on the big pieces
2.0 Building a Regional Ecosystem Information Framework – a Model Process.
People working on parts of an information framework, the information collectors, the data managers and analysts and decision makers are usually from different disciplines and backgrounds, so a multidisciplinary process is an essential.  
A successful outcome will depend on active participation from all these groups – and this involves executive level commitments to joint activity and products.
Because information Management involves multiple partners, entities, interests, needs and technologies a single model process can help to work through this complexity.  
The “Wedding Cake”model 
 (see diagram below) is a step-by-step way to systematically identify, design and deploy a framework.  The model provides for development of end-to-end understanding of the information management needs from monitoring and observations through data management to decision tools to decisions and a systematic way to address those needs.
The model has four levels (see Figure below). 
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At Level one “Getting Started”, there is a necessary commitment by project sponsors to systematically address the information, data management and decision making needs with a framework approach. 
Level two describes “Where we are today”.  What data is currently collected and what business rules apply to that collection?  What information system applications (software) and technologies (hardware) are currently used?
Level three describes “Where do we want to be”.  This includes future needed data content, business rules, applications and technology. It defines future needs in relation to future decisions that must be answered.  The difference between level two and level three is commonly called gaps.
Level four describes how to get from “where we are today” to “where we want to be”.  This task includes defining necessary content, business rule, application and technology needs. Level four is a plan that describes who will do what, when and where and with what resources, agreements and technology. 
3.0 Next Steps
The next steps are: use the summit to reach an executive level commitment that a framework is needed, identify what the broad components are, clarify the roles of the workshop sponsors and any other leadership roles, agree on resources for this task and set some overall timelines.  
All of this is unlikely to occur in a single meeting – however, the current efforts of the workshop sponsors are also unlikely to be sustained without such a high-level agreement and commitment towards these common goals. There is then, some urgency to this task – without improved information resources, ecosystem management options may be sub-optimal and investment opportunities in ecosystem management for resource management, resource recovery and human health may not be fully realized.
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� Pacific Northwest Geographic scope involving: Federal, State, Provincial, Tribal, Local and NGO interests associated with the Columbia Basin, Puget Sound and the Coastal Pacific North west.


� Northwest Environmental Data Network and Columbia Basin Fish and Wildlife Authority Data Framework Work Group draft -  “Strategy for Managing Fish, Wildlife and Habitat Data for  the Columbia river Fish and Wildlife Program”, July 2007.


� There are many other groups, programs and projects are involved in or contribute to regional data management – but only a few that have broad regional scale coordination or development roles.


� From Steven H. Spewark – Enterprise Architecture Planning.
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