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In Opportunities for Improving Avian Monitoring (2007), the fourth goal states the need to maintain bird population monitoring data in modern management systems and provide greater access to avian monitoring information.  Data collected on bird numbers, reproduction, and survival are only useful if effectively applied to answer bird conservation and management questions.  However, development of robust data management systems is often the most frequently overlooked component of many public and private enterprises that use information in their decision-making.  Ineffective data management can be costly to an organization in terms of: 1) inefficiency and redundancy of systems and staff, 2) inability to alter ineffective practices, 3) unavailability of information to make good decisions, 3) failure to capture information from funded projects, and 4) loss of institutional knowledge about previous information-based decisions.  The costs are greatly augmented when information is gathered by several organizations and used to make shared conservation and management decisions.  Improvements to bird conservation data management should focus on developing and supporting efficient data architectures and minimizing long-term information loss.  Effective data management is integral to the successful management and conservation of bird populations in North America.

To make progress on the fourth recommendation in Opportunities for Improving Avian Monitoring (2007), “Develop a comprehensive plan for integrating and managing bird population monitoring data”, the US-North American Bird Conservation Initiative (NABCI) Committee makes the following recommendations.  These recommendations pertain to data management systems that provide critical information for making bird conservation and management decisions at the regional, national, or continental scales.  We fully recognize the important role of state, federal, and non-governmental organizations and offices that provide front-end contributions to the management of large-scale datasets; some of these recommendations would aptly apply to local data management support.  We also recognize that several important data management systems exist to synthesize primary population monitoring information, and other factors, to assess conservation status.  However, we restrict the following recommendations to information systems that manage primary bird monitoring data.

Recommendations

1. Organizations should commit to long-term, base support for existing data management systems that provide critical information for bird conservation and management decisions and currently have support (i.e. data are maintained in modern management systems and have good accessibility).  Support will need to keep pace with increasing operating costs and should include costs for periodic improvements.  We recommend that organizations responsible for large-scale data management systems assess current funding effectiveness and outline funding strategies to ensure long-term support.  Communication between data managers and administrators who formulate budgets is essential to develop realistic expectations for data management capability.  (U.S. Geological Survey, Avian Knowledge Alliance, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service, other data management partners; December 2008).

2. Equally important as maintaining existing data management capability is the need to enhance data management systems that are currently under-funded or those that need to be created.  Bird monitoring information continues to accumulate at a rapid rate, yet development of effective data management systems that are widely accessible remains rudimentary.  With each passing year, the risk of data loss increases.  The initiatives have developed a preliminary list of data management systems that need to be enhanced or developed.  After further review, the bird conservation initiatives should work with those organizations that would likely be responsible for data management system development to establish realistic enhancement costs and implementation priorities.  Priority costs should be transmitted to those administrators responsible for developing organizations’ budgets.  The strategy produced below should guide development of and improvements to data management systems (Bird Conservation Initiatives, US-NABCI Monitoring Subcommittee, Avian Knowledge Alliance, U.S. Geological Survey, U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service; December 2008).

3. Develop, through the US-NABCI Monitoring Subcommittee, a comprehensive data management strategy to guide the bird conservation initiatives and achieve economies of scale.  The comprehensive data management strategy should define the roles, relationships and responsibilities of individuals/organizations involved in data management; suggest standards for data management processes to improve coordination across programs; and recommend standards for metadata development, database documentation, and archiving of data sets. This strategy should also recognize the need to develop a range of tools for data analyses, data visualization, and decision support for diverse user communities.  We recommend that a small group associated with the US-NABCI Monitoring Subcommittee draft an initial outline that can be reviewed by the larger data management community.  Communication to the larger group of data managers could be accomplished though a two- or three-day workshop.  The workshop results would serve as “best data management practices” and would be linked to broader efforts to evaluate avian monitoring effectiveness.  The strategy would be distributed to all US-NABCI Committee organizations and could be applied to development of all data management systems ($25,000 needed for travel and logistics; Avian Knowledge Alliance, U.S. Geological Survey, US-NABCI Monitoring Subcommittee; January 2009).

These recommendations, and their results, should be considered by organizations responsible for data management, who, we hope, will develop a set of specific actions to address these needs.  Once developed, data management needs should be communicated to US-NABCI organizations, the Bird Funding Coalition, and other partners who use bird monitoring information.
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