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January 20, 2014

NPS-NRCA Guidance Update


National Park Service (NPS) Natural Resource Condition Assessments (NRCAs) were designed to deliver science-based information into park resource condition reporting and strategic planning activities.  Consistent with this, NRCAs should prove useful for a recently launched NPS State of the Park (SotP) reporting initiative as well as an ongoing effort to develop park Resource Stewardship Strategies (RSSs).  Note that for many parks, SotP reporting and RSS development will occur as a coordinated, quick turn-around exercise that relies on credible resource condition data and evaluations culled from NRCAs and a variety of other sources.  Respective roles and linkages for these three program efforts are depicted in Appendix 1.  
Information on the SotP initiative, including examples of completed reports, can be found at: http://www.nps.gov/stateoftheparks/.  There is no comparable website for RSSs because they primarily exist in database form, not as stand-alone published reports.  New guidance, outlined below and applicable to all NRCAs initiated in 2014 and subsequent years, will help ensure usefulness of condition assessment reporting products for SotP reporting and RSS development.  Permission to deviate from this guidance requires approval from two NRCA program leads: 1) the national coordinator and 2) the regional lead for the project/park in question.  Contact information for these individuals can be found at: http://www.nature.nps.gov/water/nrca/contacts.cfm.
Ongoing NRCAs (i.e., those initiated before 2014) should incorporate the new guidance to the extent it is practical to do so.  The expectation is that most projects at early to middle phases of completion can adopt at least some of the guidance without a substantial workload burden.  In some cases, later-phase projects may also be able to incorporate aspects of the guidance.  Decisions on whether and how to address the new guidance in ongoing projects needs to be made on a case-by-case basis. 
====================================================================


The topics addressed in this guidance update:

1.  Standard symbol set for resource condition reporting (used in the entire report)

2.  Resource condition summary tables (used in chapter 5)

3.  Information to assist resource stewardship planning (used in chapter 5)



1.  Standard symbol set for resource condition reporting (used in the entire report)  

Purpose:	Introduce a basic level of consistency for the condition reporting symbols used in NRCAs, SotP reports, and RSSs.

Issue:	NRCAs have not required a specific type or format for condition reporting symbols in the past.  SotP reporting recently standardized on a symbol set that RSSs will also adopt.  NRCA compliance with this standard will facilitate use of project findings in subsequent SotP reports and RSSs.  Note: one difference is that NRCAs include a “Current condition is unknown or indeterminate” option, which at the present time is not found in SotP reports and RSSs. 

What it Looks Like:
	
	Condition Status
	Trend in Condition
	Confidence in Assessment

	[image: Condition of resource warrants significant concern
]
	Warrants 
Significant Concern
	[image: Condition is improving]
	Condition is Improving
	[image: High confidence in the assessment]
	High

	[image: Condition of resource warrants moderate concern]
	Warrants 
Moderate Concern
	[image: Condition is unchanging]
	Condition is Unchanging
	[image: Medium confidence in the assessment]
	Medium

	[image: Resource is in good condition]
	Resource is in Good Condition
	[image: Condition is deteriorating]
	Condition is Deteriorating
	[image: Low confidence in the assessment]
	Low

	[image: Low confidence in the assessment]
	
An open (uncolored) circle indicates that current condition is unknown or indeterminate; this condition status is typically associated with unknown trend and low confidence 

(explanation is required if a trend symbol or a medium/high confidence band is shown) 




Examples of how the symbols should be interpreted:
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_improving_high.png]
	Resource is in good condition, its condition is improving, high confidence in the assessment.

	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_unchanged_medium.png]
	Condition of resource warrants moderate concern; condition is unchanging; medium confidence in the assessment.

	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_low.png]
	Condition of resource warrants significant concern; trend in condition is unknown or not applicable; low confidence in the assessment.

	[image: Low confidence in the assessment]
	
Current condition is unknown or indeterminate due to inadequate data, lack of reference value(s) for comparative purposes, and/or insufficient expert knowledge to reach a more specific condition determination; trend in condition is unknown or not applicable; low confidence in the assessment. 


The full symbol set
The following symbol set should be copied and pasted into MS Word versions of NRCA reports.  Each of the 48 symbols is a (.png) picture file that is properly attributed in terms of color, line weights, and 508(c) compliant “alt text” tags that are activated when the report is converted to final (.pdf) format.  Alt text tags assist communication of condition findings to visually impaired readers.     

	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_improving_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_unchanged_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_declining_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_improving_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_unchanged_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_declining_unknown.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_improving_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_unchanged_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_declining_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\concern_low.png]

	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_improving_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_unchanged_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_declining_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_improving_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_unchanged_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_declining_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_improving_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_unchanged_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_declining_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\caution_low.png]

	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_improving_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_unchanged_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_declining_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_high.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_improving_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_unchanged_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_declining_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_medium.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_improving_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_unchanged_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_declining_low.png]
	[image: D:\state_of_the_parks\2_symbol_key\icons_4_2013\600dpi\good_low.png]
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General Comment:  If current condition is reported as unknown or indeterminate (bottom row in the symbol set), the symbol at the far right is typically used.  It conveys associated attributes of unknown trend and low confidence.  The operative logic is that if we don’t know enough to arrive at a red, yellow, or green condition determination, how do we know enough to identify a trend trajectory or to assign anything other than low confidence to public messaging about condition for that resource, indicator, or measure?  Use of the other symbols in the bottom row can be warranted in special cases but authors need to explain the compelling circumstances or logic each time they are used.
            
Rules for combining multiple status and trend symbols:
NRCAs report on condition status and trend for a subset of important natural resources.  Each resource is represented by one or more indicators/measures.  The study process entails: 1) evaluation of current conditions for individual indicators and measures based on presently available data and information, plus best professional judgment; 2) informal synthesis or structured aggregation of those findings to summarize condition status for each focal study resource.  While optional, some NRCAs take the additional step of aggregating resource-level findings to summarize condition status by park areas (e.g., by habitats, watersheds, front country vs. backcountry, or other areas of interest to park managers).  

A degree of flexibility is allowed for indicator terminology and aggregation schemes used.  Each NRCA needs to introduce (typically, in chapter 3) the terminology and synthesis/aggregation scheme used in the project effort.  Parks and NRCA investigators should consider adopting the aggregation rule set used in SotP reporting, which the national SotP guidance describes as follows: 
The overall assessment of the condition for a Priority Resource or Value may be based on a combination of the status and trend of multiple indicators and specific measures of condition. A set of rules are proposed for summarizing the overall Status of a particular Priority Resource based on assessments of Status for two or more specific measures of condition, and for summarizing the overall Trend for the resource based on multiple Trend arrows. The proposed set of rules is as follows:
Condition:  
To determine the combined condition, each red symbol is assigned zero points, each yellow symbol is assigned 50 points, and each green symbol 100 points.  Open (uncolored) circles are omitted from the calculation.  Once the average is calculated, apply the scale below to determine the resulting color.
	Score 0 to 33
	Score 34 to 66
	Score 67 to 100

	Red 
	Yellow 
	Green


Trend:
To determine the overall trend, subtract the total number of down arrows from the total number of up arrows. If the result is 3 or greater, the overall trend is up. If the result is -3 or lower, the overall trend is down. If the result is between 2 and -2, the overall trend is unchanged.  Sideways trend arrows and cases where trend is unknown are omitted from this calculation.

General Comment:  While equal weighting is presumed in the above discussion, NRCA investigators can emphasize (or de-emphasize) specific indicators as they synthesize/aggregate findings to summarize condition status at the resource level.  The operative logic is that things that are deemed relatively more important can be treated as such in the process of “rolling up” findings to summarize condition status for focal study resources.  Authors need to provide good documentation for what was done and why it was done; readers should not be left in the dark, wondering why a particular condition score was assigned.  This guidance also applies to other levels of roll up:  e.g., where multiple measures are rolled up to report on condition for a multi-metric indicator; where multiple resources are rolled up to summarize condition status by park areas.
      
2.  Resource condition summary tables (used in chapter 5)

Purpose:	Includes one or more types of resource condition summary tables to enhance usefulness for SotP reporting.  

Issue:	Many measures, indicators, and resources included in a park’s NRCA will likely end up in that park’s SotP report, which provides a streamlined version of condition reporting targeted to the general public.  With this guidance update, NRCA investigators are expected to distill and summarize their chapter 4 findings using the table format shown below.  The new tables are placed in chapter 5 of the NRCA report for ready export and use in SotP reporting. The short narrative statements highlight the rationale behind the condition findings and/or summarize key take-home messages regarding current conditions for individual indicators and resources.   

What it Looks Like:	

Indicator-level summary table (required) – Examples from the published NRCA for Sand Creek National Historic Site  


For Resource/Value = Viewshed
[image: ]


For Resource/Value = Soundscape 
[image: ]

Note:  Slight variations on the table format shown in the above two examples may be acceptable, per approval from the NRCA national coordinator and regional NRCA lead for the project/park in question.  Study investigators and report authors are advised to contact these two individuals, in advance, if they wish to use a slightly different Indicator-level summary table in chapter 5.


Resource-level summary table (optional, but strongly encouraged) – Excerpt of the Resource Summary Table in the published NRCA for Sand Creek National Historic Site  

 [image: ]

Note:  Slight variations on the table format shown above may be acceptable.  Study investigators and report authors are instructed to contact, in advance, the NRCA national coordinator and the regional NRCA lead to obtain permission to use a slightly different reporting format.  


3.  Information to assist resource stewardship planning (used in chapter 5)

Purpose:	Deliver science-based information products that assist resource stewardship planning which includes, but is not limited to, development of park RSSs.      

Issue:	NRCAs already provide useful data and information for resource stewardship planning.  However, certain types of tables, maps and narratives are especially helpful for this purpose.  This guidance is meant to encourage continued discussion and new ideas for what is helpful, and to provide a link to good examples from completed NRCAs.  

General Comment:  Ideally, the final discussion piece (chapter 5) should not be drafted—or at least, not finalized—prior to review of draft findings for chapter 4.  One option for developing chapter 5 is to convene a larger group discussion of draft chapter 4 results, in person or as a videoconferencing session, so that the investigator team and NPS staff can collectively discuss implications and potential next steps as they relate to those findings.  Meeting outcomes can be included as conclusions or recommendations in chapter 5 as long as they are adequately documented:  e.g., include attendee list and agenda, describe meeting process and key outcomes.
      
What it Looks Like:

General types of syntheses and value-added information products that are often useful for park resource stewardship planning:   

a)  tabulation of important data gaps and research needs

b)  outline of logical next-step activities or projects for park managers to consider

c)  condition summaries by park areas or topics of interest to managers

d)  resource briefs

e) status of knowledge summaries based on whatever lit reviews and analyses were done in that NRCA 

Examples of the above can be found in completed NRCA reports, which are posted at: http://www.nature.nps.gov/water/nrca/reports.cfm.  A library of good examples may be developed and posted to the NRCA website at a future date.  The national NRCA coordinator and the regional NRCA coordinator for the project/park in question can be contacted to obtain their feedback on potentially useful syntheses and value-added information products.  


Appendix 1: Roles, Linkages and Logical Sequencing for NRCAs, SotP Reports, and RSSs

Within the NPS there is broad consensus on the value of coordinated approaches or processes to transform available scientific data and expertise into useful, actionable information for park management purposes.   Natural Resource Condition Assessments (NRCAs), State of the Park (SotP) reports, and Resource Stewardship Strategies (RSSs) are intended as one such coordinated approach: 
[image: ]
1)	An ever-increasing science base (data, information, and expertise) from many sources is available for use in assessing conditions, risk and vulnerability for important park resources.                       
2)	NRCAs and other structured assessments draw upon the existing science base to provide a snapshot-in-time evaluation and condition status/trend report for a subset of important park resources.  Diverse types of data are incorporated into the project work and a range of qualitative to quantitative study methods can be used, as appropriate to the existing data/knowledge base for each resource.  Level of confidence must be addressed; findings must be credible, relevant and useful to managers.  Vulnerability Assessments (VAs) also serve a useful purpose here.      
3)	Key findings are distilled and summarized for non-technical reporting to general audiences.  SotP reporting communicates highlights and take-home messages regarding park conditions, pressing management issues or challenges, and recent park activities and accomplishments. 
4)	Resource stewardship planning is assisted by all of the above.  Expert judgments and interpretive information products developed by the above are especially helpful for this purpose.
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