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reserving the national parks unimpaired for the enjoyment of future genP
erations is the fundamental purpose of the National Park Service. Park man-

agers across the country are confronted with increasingly complex and challenging issues that require a broad-based understanding of park resources as
a basis for making decisions, working with other agencies, and communicating with the public to protect park natural systems and native species.
To provide park managers with the information they need, the National Park
Service has embarked on a new era of science-based management. An essential component of this strategy is park vital signs monitoring, a national
effort to characterize and determine trends in the condition of park natural
resources. When combined with an effective education program, monitoring
results can contribute not only to park issues, but also to larger quality-oflife issues that affect surrounding communities and can contribute significantly to the environmental health of the nation.

A diver with the South Florida/
Caribbean I&M Network monitors
the condition of a coral reef at
Biscayne National Park using an
underwater video camera along a
fixed transect. Photo by Tim Taylor,
www.rvtiburon.com.

“The network is the best
source of information
and assistance that
parks receive when
developing natural
resource management
plans and identifying
management goals.”
Park Resource Manager
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Park Vital Signs

Program Details

Park vital signs are selected physical, chemical,
and biological elements and processes of park
ecosystems that represent the overall health or
condition of park resources, known or hypothesized effects of stressors, or elements that have
important human values.

Under the I&M Program, more than 300 park
units with significant natural resources have been
organized into 32 I&M networks. Each network
links parks that share similar geographic and
natural resource characteristics to improve efficiency and reduce costs. Networks facilitate
basic inventories, conduct long-term resource
monitoring for priority resources, and to and effectively deliver scientific data and information to
key audiences.

The vital signs monitoring component of the
National Park Service Inventory and Monitoring
Program (I&M) provides park managers, planners, and other key audiences with scientificallycredible data and information on the status and
trends of selected park resources. This information is used as a basis for making decisions and
working with other agencies and the public for
the long-term protection of park ecosystems.
The monitoring program is designed to provide
site-specific information needed to understand
and identify change in park ecosystems that are
characterized by complexity, variability, and surprises, and to help determine whether observed
changes are within natural levels of variability,
or if they may be the result of unwanted human
influences. The broad-based, scientifically sound
results obtained through this systems-based,
long-term ecological monitoring program has
multiple applications for management decisionmaking, research, education, and promoting
public understanding of park resources.

Parks within a network share funding and professional staff to avoid duplication of efforts.
Because of funding and travel restrictions, only
the highest priority vital signs, or those that are
already funded by some other source, can be
monitored initially. Three key aspects of the
I&M strategy are the leveraging of resources and
expertise through integration and collaboration
with other NPS programs and agencies; an interdisciplinary approach to compiling, analyzing,
and reporting natural resource information; and
an explicit link to park management and planning.
The 32 I&M networks have become a significant
component of the overall scientific and information management infrastructure and expertise of
the NPS. Network personnel are involved in numerous activities and functions such as organizing and cataloging data; performing data analysis,

Scientists with the Heartland
Monitoring Network conduct
vegetation monitoring at Scotts
Bluff National Monument,
Nebraska.

The broad-based, scientifically sound results
obtained through this
systems-based, long-term
ecological monitoring
program has multiple
applications for management decision-making,
research, education, and
promoting public understanding of park resources.

Scientists from the USGS and Fire
Island National Seashore collect
Sediment Elevation Table (SET)
data as part of the Northeast
Coastal and Barrier I&M Network’s
salt marsh monitoring program.

“The network has taken
on our most important
monitoring goals and
provided a sustainable,
quality controlled approach to ensuring that
we will have consistent,
reliable information.”
Park Staff Member

Scientific data for monitoring the condition of park natural resources are obtained from a number of sources,
and are managed, analyzed, and distributed to key targeted audiences in various formats to maximize utility and
availability of results. The I&M Program has made a large investment in information management to ensure that
relevant monitoring data are managed, analyzed, and reported to key audiences.

synthesis, and modeling; and providing data and
expertise to park planners. Network personnel
also provide data and expertise for Natural Resource Condition Assessments, Resource Stewardship Strategies, and State of the Park reports.
The I&M networks have become known as a key
source and provider of reliable, organized, and
retrievable information about parks that otherwise might be unavailable, misplaced, or lost to
managers and others who needed it for sound
decisions and sound science.

More Information
•

I&M Program Website:
http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/

•

I&M Program Monitoring Pages:
http://science.nature.nps.gov/im/monitor/

•

Natural resource managers and
staff with the Mid-Atlantic I&M
Network conduct forest vegetation
monitoring at Fredericksburg &
Spotsylvania National Military
Park.

Natural Resource Report Series (view and/
or download monitoring reports):
http://www.nature.nps.gov/publications/nrpm/

Three key aspects
of the I&M strategy
are the leveraging of
resources and expertise
through integration
and collaboration with
other NPS programs
and agencies; an
interdisciplinary
approach to compiling,
analyzing, and reporting
natural resource
information; and an
explicit link to park
management and
planning.

Above are some examples of I&M reports that were written to help NPS land managers make informed decisions
concerning the resources in their parks. To help assure scientific integrity and overall relevance, all I&M projects
and reports are peer reviewed by subject and NPS management policy experts.
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