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The value of  
long-term data 

“[Using the] wealth of 
long-term data is the most 
reliable way to document 
historical patterns and to 
disentangle future 
directional trends from 
short-term variability and 
cyclic behavior.” 

- Peters, DPC. 2008. Ecology in 
a connected world: a vision 
for a “network of networks”. 
Frontiers in Ecology 6(5): 227 

 

Long-term data expose 
variability, trends, and 
cycles over time and 
space. 

 

Trends across the US.  
Peters, DPC et al. 2008 

Trends in ice duration over 
time at Lake Mendota (NTL 
LTER, Wisconson). 
Magnuson et al., 2000, 
2006 



YES… for many purposes, but not all. 

• Many datasets on drivers; few on biotic responses. 
• Many datasets online are real-time or short-term  



Barriers to using online datasets in the classroom 
 

In general, different networks have 
 Varying web portal designs 
 A mixture of short and long-term data 
 Different data and metadata formats 
 Different data use policies 
This makes finding, obtaining, and comparing data difficult and time-consuming. 
 
LTER sites (like other networked sites) share 
 Common metadata access portal (Metacat) and metadata format (Ecological Metadata 

Language – EML) 
 Common data sharing policies 
 Common vision: “The Decade of Synthesis” 

 

HOWEVER… they do not always share 
 Common metadata presentation styles 
 Common data access portal 
 Common data collection methods 
 Common data formats 
 

Next… examples of two randomly-chosen, thoughtfully designed LTER data access websites. 



LTER data website 1 



LTER data website 2 



EcoTrends Project Overview 

Goal 
 

Promote and enable long-term (>10yr) ecological time-
series data, across research networks, for use in synthesis 
projects by simplifying discovery, access and exploration 
of standardized data products 

Data 
Partners  

• US. LTER (all 26 sites) 
• USDA Agricultural Research Service &Forest Service 
(21+ LTER) 
• USGS, DOE, Univ. Arizona (3)    = 50 total 

Other 
Data 
Providers 

• NOAA/National Climate Data Center (NCDC) 
• National Atmospheric Deposition Program (NADP) 
 

Timeline • Web portal release late 2009 
• Book published by USDA ARS publications 2010 



EcoTrends Sites by Agency 



EcoTrends Sites by Ecosystem Type 



http://www.ecotrends.info/ 

Learning 
about 
ecosystems is 
a long-term 
process that 
requires data 
to be collected 
across space 
and over time 
and carefully 
analyzed. 

http://www.ecotrends.info/


Searching 

http://www.ecotrends.info/


Browsing 

http://www.ecotrends.info/


Palmer Station (Antarctica) – Ice 
duration vs. Adelie penguin 
population 

Percent urban population in 3 
southwestern counties 

Aggregated data allow for quick comparison 



Opportunities for educators 
 Find datasets for classroom quickly 

 Provide a quick survey of the US across latitude, 
longitude, and temperature gradients. 

 Students have the opportunity to quickly 

 develop hypotheses 

 find and explore data (online and via download) 

 discuss implications of comparing data within and 
between sites (methodologies, contextual information) 

 Discuss the importance of metadata creation and 
comparison – which datasets should be compared? 
What are the rights of the data providers? 



Next steps 
 Finish data-checking with sites, launch website, 

publish book 

 Improve search and view interfaces 

 Improve underlying architecture to better represent 
the original datasets 

 Add new sites and data 

 Partner with educators to design new curriculum? 
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