Quality Assurance on Ground Vegetation Assessments

Draft document to be further developed by the Expert Panel on Ground Vegetation
- based on discussions at its sixth meeting, Lüneburg 12th May 2004 
by R. Canullo, J-F. Dobremez and W. Seidling. 
The need of comparable data in ground vegetation assessments (GVA) at Level II plots was stated, but a standardized method was not adopted for several reasons (among which the different patterns of species in different ecosystems, which could bias the results achieved by a given method). After the first experiences in collecting, managing and elaborating data, the Expert Panel on Ground Vegetation (EPGV) advised the need for a process involving the countries in quality assurance (QA) of vegetation data, as foreseen by an internal review of ICP-Forests (Haussman, 2000) and stated in the GV Manual. Some recommendations and principles can be suggested to guide QC activities in order to define a QA process and maintain data comparability:
1 - As initial item EP realized that a trans-national training – inter-calibration courses can achieve a level of harmonization as the first important target. A comparison of the main methods performed by the participating countries can also become a relevant feature.

2 - At national level, EPGV recommends assuring that the GV activities will correspond to the GV manual statements and suggestions, as they were shared; in such a way, at least some of the national procedures would be commonly standardized. To that aim, EP suggests to refer the web-site http://www.skogforsk.no/ICP/Icp-for-veg/Default.html and to include further relevant questions in the FAQ section, in order to harmonize definitions and techniques.

In addition, national experts responsible for GVA should "formalize" a sort of "field manual" containing descriptions of design and methods, operative schemes and instructions, a detailed protocol of field assessments as well as the rules for data treatments and transmission. It's assumed that the "field manual" could be officially adopted by the NFC in each country as a standard reference. A detailed documentation of the GVA plot design and national GVA principles (e.g. presence of plant stem within the (sub-) plot is necessary or only cover) is highly recommended and should be made available by adequate means.

3 - When performing GV assessments, we are faced with non-statistical errors, mainly due to the observer(s) in recording species, cover, layers, etc. EP recommends harmonizing the teams with the method (formation, explanations, field training, etc.). An inter-calibration by common field exercises (repeated according to the time-schedule of national surveys) would be also profitable to achieve a reduction of inner "variability".

4 - EP underlines that QA should be a process leading to express in some way the uncertainty  of national data, estimating at some extent the sources of error. To this respect, a field control by an independent team (trained and involved as the usual teams) could provide some bases.

Moreover, as we cannot compare the observed values with "true" or "blank" data, the use of data dispersion, average values, relative distances can give relevant information on that item.

5 - EP recommends as well a special care to the process of data management, incl. transcription, validation, acquisition, submission, storage and documentation of changes, etc. This information should be made available by its inclusion into the official data bank.

