
Minutes of the LTER Executive Board Meeting  
July 16, 2009; 12pm-2 pm EDT; Videoconference 

 
 

1. Meeting called to order at 12:10pm by Chair Phil Robertson; Members attending: Nick Brokaw, 
Hugh Ducklow (arr. 1:30),  Ted Gragson, Corinna Gries, Sarah Hobbie, Sally Holbrook, Steve 
Pennings, Bob Waide, Mark Williams; Unavailable: David Foster, Dave McGuire. 

 
2. Minutes for 22 June 2009 approved by consent. 

 
3. Updates 

a. ASM 2009. Bob Waide reported that we currently have 550 registrants, on track for the 800 or 
so expected. All else on track. 

b. AAAS Symposium 2009. Phil Robertson reported that the LTER ISSE symposium proposed 
for the February 2010 AAAS meeting has been approved; Robertson and Scott Collins are 
co-organizers. 

c. Communication plan. Waide reported on progress for scheduling the LNO/Network 
communication plan work for this fall and on populating the committee. 
 

4. 30-y review 
Robertson reported that NSF has requested a half-page expectations statement from the Network as 
well as nominations for an LTER representative on the review committee.  Co-chairs of the 
committee will be Allison Power (Cornell, Ecology & Evolutionary Biology) and Anthony Michaels 
(USC, Wrigley Institute). The review will be primarily big-picture, forward-looking, and is expected 
to be completed within 7 months. Robertson asked that nominations for names to forward to Bob 
Sterner be sent by email within the next day, and requested in advance quick feedback on the half-
pager to be distributed to the EB by the weekend. 

 
5. Subcommittee Reports 

All 3 subcommittees formed since the 22 June meeting have now met. The group reviewing the 
LNO Renewal Synthesis Budget (David Foster, Dave McGuire, Mark Williams, Waide, & 
Robertson) will report back at our next meeting when chair David Foster will be available. The LNO 
Annual Review Metrics subcommittee (Steve Pennings, Nick Brokaw, Sarah Hobbie, Waide, & 
Robertson), met yesterday, and chair Steve Pennings reported excellent progress with a full report 
forthcoming. The group reviewing the EcoTrends Vision and Resource proposal (Hugh Ducklow, 
Ted Gragson, Corinna Gries, Sally Holbrook, Waide, & Robertson together with NISAC co-chair 
Will Pockman and LNO staff Mark Servilla to answer technical questions)  reports below. 

 
6. EcoTrends Vision and Resource Proposal Review 

Subcommittee member Ted Gragson provided a synopsis of the subcommittee report (appended 
below) and discussion ensued; subcommittee chair Hugh Ducklow joined the meeting during 
discussion. Discussion noted the importance, value, and visibility of EcoTrends as a major synthesis 
tool for the network, and in particular its having stimulated considerable efforts at sites to make data 
compatible for cross-site comparisons that are now bearing fruit. Noted too was that objectives of the 
original EcoTrends project are largely achieved – the production of a book and an accompanying 
web site to allow interactive comparisons of cross-site trends.  Also noted was the expectation that 



once the objectives were achieved the web site would be transitioned to the LNO, who would then 
be responsible for maintenance, including the addition of new data sets by sites; resources for this 
are identified in the LNO renewal proposal (a full time data manager, also responsible for 
maintaining climDB and hydroDB and facilitating the development of new synthetic datasets from 
decadal plan activities).  The subcommittee noted that the proposal before the group represents a 
major expansion of EcoTrends in that additional analytical capabilities would be added to the web 
site, that a new data model would be developed and implemented, and that data harvesting would 
become automated. 
 
Discussion noted that given sufficient resources, it would make sense to develop EcoTrends in 
parallel with the Network Information System (NIS). The NIS is designed to provide a foundation 
for derived databases and products such as EcoTrends. In its absence each derived product would 
otherwise need to recreate its own means for automated harvesting and storage. Development of NIS 
is a major part of the Decadal Plan, with funding available for its development in the LNO renewal 
proposal, peer-reviewed last year. The expectation is that a fully functional prototype will be 
available in 2 years. NSF is expecting a detailed operational plan for NIS within 6 months of renewal 
funding, which is expected to begin on September 1, and the EB’s LNO Review subcommittee is 
building milestones for NIS development into the annual review instrument. 
 
As presented, the addition of an automated harvesting feature to EcoTrends would not be compatible 
with NIS, insofar as the harvesting capability in NIS is still under development; the subcommittee 
suggests that it rather would be a more efficient use of resources to allow NIS to provide harvested 
data to EcoTrends in the same manner that it will provide data to other programs or products.  Thus, 
consensus emerged that the original plan remains sound: to maintain EcoTrends as a static web-
based database of derived data products, to develop NIS as a foundation to provide EcoTrends and 
future projects with harvested data, and to then transition EcoTrends, climDB, and hydroDB to 
become NIS-enabled. 
 
Notwithstanding these points, there was also recognition that additional resources will be needed to 
achieve EcoTrends’ original objectives. In particular, it remains necessary to address the numerous 
web operation issues noted in the May 2009 NISAC report and to add a cross-variate graphing 
capability. There was less agreement that additional analytical capabilities are necessary, noting that 
most researchers will continue to download data for use with their own analytical platforms and that 
the existing and planned (cross-variate) graphing capabilities are sufficient for student and initial 
research use. It was suggested that the Network provide some level of support to enable completion 
of these original objectives, e.g. to provide salary support for up to one additional year as well as 
web development support. Robertson will contact Deb Peters for a potential budget on the order of 
$100k in direct costs. 
 
Additional concern was expressed by EB members that this action not be seen as a move to distance 
the Network from EcoTrends. EcoTrends is also part of the Decadal Plan, and as envisioned and in 
practice it is emerging as a powerful tool for stimulating and pursuing cross-site synthesis. Rather 
the intent is to place EcoTrends in maintenance mode until the NIS is ready to accommodate it, and 
at the same time, to ensure that NIS makes this accommodation in as practical a manner as possible. 
 
 



7. Decadal Plan Research Prospecti 
Robertson noted that four 2-page research prospecti are now in hand, with a 5th still in development. 
Those received by the meeting include Understanding and Adapting to Climate Change in the 
Coastal Zone, Socio-ecological Consequences of Continental-Scale Climate Change, Vulnerability 
and Resilience of American Landscapes to Global Change, and Socioecological Consequences of 
Cryosphere Loss on Ecosystem Services. Brief discussion followed; Robertson will put these in a 
common format, requesting additional changes from coordinators as necessary, and discuss with 
NSF best strategies to move forward. 
 

8. NAB Chair 
It is the EB’s responsibility to invite a member of the National Advisory Board to serve as chair for a 
once-renewable 2-year term, in consultation with the outgoing NAB chair (in this case Peter 
Arzberger).  Following discussion, a motion to invite Carol Brewer to serve in this capacity was 
made by Steve Pennings, seconded, and unanimously adopted.  Robertson will extend the invitation 
prior to the next EB meeting.  
 

9. Upcoming Meetings 
a. Aug 31, Monday, 12-2pm EDT 
b. Sep 13, 1-5pm, Estes Park; pre-ASM 
c. Oct-Jan TBD 
d. Feb TBD (3d, Washington DC;  minisymposium) 

 
10. Meeting adjourned 2:00 p.m. 



Report of the EcoTrends Vision and Resource Proposal Review Subcommittee 
Present: Hugh Ducklow (Chair), Ted Gragson, Corinna Gries, Sally Holbrook, Will Pockman 
(NISAC co-chair), Phil Robertson, Bob Waide, Mark Servilla (for technical questions) 
 
The Subcommittee was convened to discuss in detail the EcoTrends Report and informal 
proposal for further development of the EcoTrends Project. We recognized that EcoTrends has 
been a notably successful, valuable and highly visible early product of the LTER Decadal Plan 
and associated Network-level synthesis effort. EcoTrends has met its original goals of making a 
subset of LTER Site and other non-LTER data available for plotting, comparative analyses and 
other synthesis projects. This goal has been further demonstrated by sponsoring and convening a 
series of synthesis workshops to exploit newly-accessible data made available on the EcoTrends 
website.  
 
The EcoTrends Report identified four limitations of the original effort and outlined an ambitious 
proposal to address them. The limitations are: (a) database structure, (b) web site functionality, 
(c) site participation, and (d) data entry and updates. These were described in detail and the 
resources needed to fix the problems were specified. Our Subcommittee recognized the 
limitations, and concluded that the proposal represents a considerable enhancement of the 
original EcoTrends vision.  
 
Initial discussion in the June 22 EB call focused on redundancy of effort and conflicts for 
resources between the EcoTrends and NIS-PASTA projects. So the Subcommittee spent most of 
its time clarifying this situation. EcoTrends and PASTA are both progressing toward the same 
goal of making properly documented datasets from LTER Sites available to a range of end-users 
for various applications. EcoTrends is directing its attention to one particular application, and is 
pursuing a labor-intensive approach to identifying, documenting, formatting and serving the data. 
NIS-PASTA is pursuing a somewhat longer-term goal of automating this process, and ultimately 
making the data available for a wide range of applications. The NIS Plan has been critically 
reviewed and discussed. The EcoTrends plan has not (until now). 
 
We also clarified that both efforts are competing for essentially the same resources in the LNO 
Decadal Plan allocation. The EB’s task is to judge the respective priorities in the context of the 
overall LTER Decadal Plan. The task is complicated by various political and image concerns: 
EcoTrends represents a project with tangible, highly-visible accomplishments and products, 
including an attractive and user-friendly website that can potentially be used by non-scientists. 
NSF is well aware of its success.  NIS-PASTA is a work in progress that is still a couple years 
away from fruition.  
 
We noted that the further work proposed by EcoTrends is significantly under-resourced. What 
they propose cannot be achieved with the resources they request ($1.8M over 4 years including 
about 3 full-time personnel). We did not have access to a similar budgeting for the PASTA plans.  
Our general consensus is that NIS-PASTA represents a better investment, if one were to choose 
one over the other. 
 
Several members expressed concern that coming down all in favor of PASTA might be seen as a 
repudiation of the successful EcoTrends effort.  Therefore, we spent some time exploring the 



possibility of finding a middle-ground solution, whereby some resources could be directed to 
EcoTrends, to keep them doing what they have been doing so well: methodically populating the 
EcoTrends website with site data; but without enlarging the scope of the present effort. It was 
also noted that EcoTrends even at this stage of its development is not a done deal: it also needs a 
couple years to solidly realize its original goals.  
 
The group suggested that EB should recommend providing sufficient resources to enable 
EcoTrends to address the most pressing issues of website development that have arisen from the 
initial use of EcoTrends data.  These issues include a revision of the original web site structure 
and the possible addition of additional functionality such as a basic graphing capability (time 
series and property-property plots, etc).  We estimated that this might take less than $200K. 
 Provision of these funds should not impact NIS planned activities. 
 
At this point, we ended our discussion, leaving open the possibility of a second call, and 
additional discussion by the EB.  
Hugh Ducklow, 8 July 2009 
 

 


