
Incorporating Adaptive Management into the GLRI Program  1 

Recommendations of an Ad Hoc Subcommittee  - Draft 5/8/15   

 

GREAT LAKES ADVISORY BOARD 
INCORPORATING ADAPTIVE MANAGEMENT INTO THE GLRI PROGRAM 

RECOMMENDATIONS OF AN AD HOC SUBCOMMITTEE 
SUBCOMMITTEE DISCUSSION 

Draft, May 8, 2015 
 
 
On March 17, 2015, the Great Lakes Advisory Board (GLAB) received seven charge questions related to 
the Science-Based Adaptive Management Process for Great Lakes Restoration Initiative Action Plan II 
(draft, Nov 26, 2014) (AM Framework). Separately, GLAB leadership asked a subcommittee of the GLAB 
to propose a specific process for effectively implementing Adaptive Management (AM) into the Great 
Lakes Restoration Initiative (GLRI). This document provides an initial response to the charge questions 
and outlines a general process that could set the stage for effectively incorporating AM into the GLRI 
program.  
 
The process recommended for incorporating AM into the GLRI program includes the following general 
steps: 

1. Identify and evaluate AM procedures and processes already in use in environmental restoration 
programs; 

2. Develop consensus-based management objectives for the GLRI program that include 
appropriate metrics and indicators that can be used as targets or benchmarks in implementing 
and evaluating GLRI projects and initiatives; 

3. Compile a master list of agency-specific GLRI priorities and projects that collectively are 
designed to achieve the management objectives. 

4. Define a comprehensive monitoring program for the region that includes the minimum 
monitoring activities required to support the lake specific management objectives and to 
evaluate progress in achieving GLRI priorities; 

5. Create or adopt multi-agency regional information management system capable of collecting, 
managing, and making accessible to the agencies and the public the data and information 
necessary to evaluate the effectiveness of GLRI projects and initiatives and to periodically adapt 
the GLRI program to achieve program objectives.  

 
Initial responses to the charge questions are embedded below in the detailed explanation of each of 
these steps.  
 

Step 1:  Identify AM procedures and processes currently utilized by each of the federal  
 agencies that receive GLRI funding.  

 
Charge Question 7 asks whether it would be advisable for the agencies to develop 
terms of reference for the implementation of the AM program to minimize the 
potential for misunderstandings and inefficiency in the implementation of the AM 
Framework. We believe consensus-based terms of reference are essential for 
ensuring that AM is designed, executed, funded, and integrated consistently across 
the GLRI program. Evaluating existing procedures would enable the agencies to 
develop consensus-based, multi-agency terms of reference. 
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The purpose of this effort would be to use existing AM procedures as a basis of identifying AM program 
improvements, and to assure that limited funds are not used to duplicate existing AM processes. A 
necessary first step in incorporating AM into the GLRI program is for the agencies to evaluate and 
disclose the AM procedures and processes already in use in the GLRI and other environmental programs.  
 
When developing an AM process tailored to the Great Lakes region, we recommend that the agencies 
consider experiences and lessons learned by agencies operating in other large scale aquatic ecosystems 
(e.g., the Chesapeake Bay, the Everglades). In addition, we recommend the agencies review and 
evaluate AM processes already in use in their own GLRI-related projects and programs. This latter 
evaluation could be accomplished as follows: 

1. Identify each agency’s current top-most priority or priorities when implementing the GLRI. 
2. With respect to the identified priority or priorities, detail how the agency has used AM in the 

past, identifying lessons-learned, examples of successes, and examples of failures. 
3. Evaluate existing AM procedures and processes by considering the following: 

a. Has the agency adopted processes that encourage innovation? 
b. What kind of on-going monitoring does the agency require? 
c. What data/information currently are/is collected?  
d. Where are the collected data retained? 
e. What suggestions do agency representatives have for data retention/management and 

distribution? 
f. Does the agency use the data collected to refine GLRI priorities? If so, how? If not, are the 

data used in another way?  
 
Reviewing and evaluating each agency’s AM procedures would enable agency leadership to combine, 
streamline, expand, and enhance the procedures to establish a comprehensive definition of AM.  
 

Step 2:  Select management objectives for the GLRI program that include both measures of 
progress and a suite of ecosystem indicators against which overall progress can be 
evaluated.  

 
The second step in incorporating AM into the GLRI program is to select specific, realistic, and concrete 
management objectives for the GLRI program. Management objectives can be used as targets or 
benchmarks in evaluating GLRI projects and initiatives. Clear, realistic, and consensus-based 
management objectives can reduce monitoring costs while assuring that progress is being achieved and 
maintained. They are a core element in any AM program.  
 
The absence of clear and realistic management objectives is one of our concerns about the definition of 
AM in the AM Framework. Charge Question 1 asks whether the GLAB has any questions about the 
agencies’ definition of AM in the Framework. The Framework defines AM as “a structured management 
approach for addressing environmental uncertainties by testing hypotheses, linking science to decision 
making, and adjusting project implementation, as necessary, to improve the probability of success.” 
 
Our concern about this definition is that it does not define “success” in the context of the GLRI program. 
What is meant by use of the phrase “the probability of success”? As described in the AM Framework, 
Step 1 of the process requires planning (the development of the Action Plan and annual project 
planning), but it does not describe how the agencies identify the “priority ecosystem problems” that the 
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Plan and projects are designed to address. Without a reference to specific management objectives that 
define program success, the AM definition is incomplete. 
 
Management objectives for the GLRI program should include measures of progress (e.g., area of wetland 
restored), but also desired ecological outcomes (e.g., sustainable wetland ecosystems with high 
biological integrity).The objectives must be sufficiently inclusive to effectively account for progress at 
the project level, to incorporate progress attained by individual projects into an annual planning cycle 
and periodic Action Plans, and to define overall program success on an lake wide and ecosystem scale. 
Measures of progress are defined in the Action Plan, but measuring overall program success by 
reference to desired ecological outcomes will be complicated. It is important to recognize two points:  

1. First, until now, the GLRI has used only measures of progress; it is necessary to develop or adopt 
appropriate indicators that can assess ecological state.  

2. Second, AM typically is implemented at the project level, whereas referencing the GLRI Action 
Plan II in Figure 1 of the AM Framework suggests that AM is primarily used to track the 
effectiveness of the totality of GLRI activities.   

 
The process of identifying a suite of regional ecosystem indicators already is underway and involves 
workgroups under the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement, Great Lakes Executive Committee, the 
International Joint Commission, the State of the Lakes Ecosystem Conference, and others. Ecosystem 
indicators developed through one or more of these efforts may be sufficient to define desired 
ecosystem outcomes under the GLRI program. If the regional indicator system is determined to be 
insufficient to determine GLRI program effectiveness, additional indicators should be added.  
 

Step 3:  Compile a master list of GLRI projects to be implemented by each agency to 
achieve the management objectives.  

 
The overarching goal of the GLRI program is clear (“to protect and restore the Great Lakes”) and Action 
Plan II establishes the agencies’ collective priorities for implementing the GLRI program. However, 
additional planning may be required to identify each individual agency’s GLRI priorities and specific 
implementation strategy. Agency priorities and strategies should be consistent with Action Plan II and 
should be coordinated across agencies to achieve overall GLRI management objectives. Collectively, 
agency priorities and strategies can be combined into a consensus-based master list of GLRI priorities 
and projects, and can be used for purposes of allocating limited GLRI funding to future project 
investments. However, transparency with Great Lakes stakeholders during this priority setting process 
will be integral to achieve the buy in needed from the Great Lakes community for continued support and 
success of the GLRI program. 
 

Step 4:  Determine appropriate monitoring requirements and implement a coordinated 
Great Lakes monitoring program.  

 
Charge Question 2 asks whether all projects require pre- and post-project 
monitoring. In our view, not all projects require pre- and post-project monitoring; in 
fact, some projects may not require any monitoring at all. We recognize that 
monitoring may compete for dollars that could otherwise be allocated to new 
projects or increased scale of existing projects. On the other hand, AM by definition 
requires some mechanism to assess project effectiveness and incorporate learnings 
from practical experience into planning and decision making. Thus, some monitoring 
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is essential if the GLRI wishes to make AM its guiding framework.  Deciding how 
much to monitor, and where, are challenging issues, particularly for an undertaking 
as broad and multi-faceted as the GLRI. 

 
Monitoring on the Great Lakes has been underfunded, episodic, and poorly coordinated. But evaluating 
long term success in achieving GLRI management objectives requires monitoring at appropriate 
locations, time intervals, and scales. It is perhaps for this reason that the agencies are “exploring ‘how 
much is enough’ monitoring so that it advances, and does not detract from, the core purpose of the 
GLRI.” (Charge Questions, March 17, 2015).  
 
At a minimum, monitoring for purposes of GLRI implementation should be performed at two scales: the 
project scale and the regional (i.e. ecosystem) scale. For some focus areas, it may be appropriate to 
monitor at an intermediate scale. Overall, the scope of monitoring should be sufficient to evaluate 
whether GLRI project-level and ecosystem-scale management objectives are being achieved.  
It could be useful for the GLRI to develop a framework that divides projects into three categories.  

1. One category would include projects that rarely or never require monitoring. This category 
would include projects where the effectiveness of a restoration practice is well-established and 
little risk of failure is anticipated. Following the language of the AM Framework, these projects 
would use proven restoration methods that are established and tested, and have relatively high 
certainty of success in localized areas.  

2. A second category could include projects where the probability of success is less certain than 
proven methods, and knowledge of restoration practice is still developing. This may be because 
practitioner experience remains modest, projects use methods that have been employed in 
other situations but application to the Great Lakes is novel, or simply projects considered to be 
of moderate risk and uncertainty. Here, monitoring could focus on a sub-sample of projects, 
perhaps aiming for a modest sample that is stratified to encompass a range of restoration 
methods, habitat settings, or by some other variable of interest. 

3. A third category would include restoration projects considered to be highly innovative, requiring 
new and emerging restoration methods. These projects would require a greater investment in 
monitoring and provide greater return in learning and improved future practice.  

 
Designing a comprehensive monitoring plan presents challenges and applying such a triage system to 
restoration monitoring will be difficult. Many ecologists would argue that the ‘gold standard’ employs 
pre- and post-project monitoring of the restored site and a similar control or reference site that is 
monitored but does not receive restoration action. In environmental impact analysis, this is known as 
the “before-after-control-impact,” or BACI, design. It provides the most robust learning and strongest 
statistical inference.  

 
Charge Question 4 questions whether monitoring and assessment efforts should be 
organized project-by-project, by GLRI focus area, or across focus areas. Monitoring 
efforts should be organized at different scales depending on the assessment effort 
being undertaken. In order to adequately assess how proven, developing, and 
emerging restoration methods are working, a project by project scale assessment 
will be needed. However, in order to adequately assess how the program is 
improving the ecosystem as a whole, monitoring and assessment at a regional scale 
will be needed. In order to understand how the program is improving the health of 
the ecosystem, it may be necessary to monitor and assess across focus areas as 
appropriate. Monitoring and assessing on these different scales should be driven by 
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what scale (project specific, ecosystem, etc.) of results are being evaluated, not in 
order to project arbitrary parameters around these efforts.    

 
We suggest that for practical reasons of cost and effort, many and even most monitoring likely will 
require a lesser degree of effort. A minimal level of monitoring would provide information on a project 
at its inception, and after some reasonable time has elapsed for system equilibration following 
restoration.  

 
Charge Question 5 asks whether self-validation of project monitoring results is 
acceptable, or whether an independent third party should validate data and results. 
Self-validation of monitoring results should be acceptable so long as a protocol for 
collecting and reporting monitoring results is prepared and shared with all agencies, 
contractors, and grantees. 

 
Monitoring can be accomplished by a variety of methods, ranging from site inspection to frequent field 
sampling. The level of monitoring rigor, as with all aspects of this process, should be governed by the 
information needed to complete the adaptive management cycle. It may be possible to develop 
guidance for the use of a triage system by retrospectively inspecting a number of GLRI projects to begin 
to develop a framework for assigning projects to each of the three suggested categories. 

 
Charge Question 3 asks how project-scale monitoring results could be aggregated to 
reveal ecosystem-scale results. We suggest that the information management and 
delivery system proposed below would tremendously advance the agencies’ ability 
to aggregate project-scale monitoring results, and would enable such aggregation 
across a variety of monitoring parameters. Such a system could be used to integrate 
data collected not only by agencies, but also by contractors and grantees.  

 
A critical first step in implementing and using an information management system would be to ensure 
that data collected by agencies and others, whether GLRI funded or not, is collected in a consistent 
manner that supports GLRI priorities and broader Great Lakes restoration goals. Whatever monitoring 
program is developed, monitoring should be relatively consistent across the basin to assure that lessons 
learned are transferable. The effective use of an information management system for AM will also hinge 
on the agency’s ability to develop consensus based terms of reference for the GLRI as elaborated on in 
the answer to Charge Question 7 above. In addition, to maximize the impact of a coordinated 
monitoring program capable of revealing ecosystem-scale results, long term funding is necessary so that 
the system includes ecosystem condition data needed to effectively incorporate AM into GLRI 
implementation. 

 
In addition, for reasons of resource efficiency, the use of existing monitoring systems and equipment 
(where it exists) should be encouraged. For project-level monitoring, agencies, organizations, or 
institutions that currently operate monitoring programs could be offered an opportunity (a “first right of 
refusal”) to perform monitoring for project-level purposes, with the understanding that the standard 
monitoring protocol established for the GLRI would dictate this work. We suggest, however, that the 
consistency, reliability, and efficiency of regional monitoring programs would be enhanced if the 
agencies were to identify a lead agency to oversee, coordinate, and/or conduct monitoring activities 
across the entire GLRI program.   
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Step 5:  Identify and implement a system for collecting, managing, integrating, and making 
available the data and information that informs GLRI decision making. 

 
An information management system is necessary to ensure that all agencies and levels of government, 
as well as the public, has access to data about GLRI programs and projects and the outcomes achieved 
through GLRI investments. An information management system also is necessary to identify and fill 
critical data and information gaps, enable the agencies to strategically allocate resources and future 
GLRI investments, and otherwise inform decision-making to maximize the effectiveness of the GLRI 
program. 
 
Certain currently available platforms, such as the Information Management and Delivery System 
(www.greatlakesinform.org) and the Great Lakes Observing System (www.glos.us), have potential for 
collecting and managing GLRI data and information, but additional investigation and evaluation are 
necessary. We recommend that existing information management systems be evaluated to determine 
their potential value for collecting, managing, and making GLRI project- and region-level data and 
information accessible to users and the public.  

 
Charge Question 6 asks whether the implementation of the AM Framework could be 
sequenced, and if so, what parts could be funded and implemented before others. 
We suggest that it may be possible to sequence the incorporation of AM into the 
GLRI program if resources are insufficient for full program implementation. Initial 
targeting of AM implementation at a subset of the program would be preferable to 
overburdening the monitoring and AM implementation process. One purpose of the 
master list of consensus priorities recommended in Step 3 is to create a strategy for 
implementing projects that achieve the agencies’ highest GLRI priorities. Limited 
resources could be applied to incorporating AM into decision making that involves 
these highest priorities. 

 
The adoption and implementation of an information management system also could be sequenced. 
Once a system suitable for use in the GLRI context is selected, the agencies may be able to implement 
the system in stages. The earliest stage could include a pilot project using existing project-level data for 
projects in one focus area that demonstrates the usefulness of the system. Subsequent stages could 
include additional projects (whether existing or new) in one or more focus areas as budgets allow. Over 
time, the system would come to include data and information from many projects that users could 
aggregate across particular focus areas and “scale up” to inform priority-setting and future project 
investments. To this end, it will be important for ground-level data to be reported in terms of specific 
geographical references, so that data and information from individual projects is useful at various 
(nested) geographical scales.  
 
Ultimately, an appropriate budget and long-term funding for the information management system will 
be required, keeping in mind that there is little reason to select and support a “Cadillac” information 
management system if the agencies are constrained to a “Chevette” budget. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Progress in achieving Great Lakes protection and restoration can be accelerated if agencies adopt and 
share streamlined procedures. Cooperation is critical. By cooperating, agencies can implement 
restoration efforts through the GLRI program that achieve outcomes never realized on a scale as grand 
as the Great Lakes.  
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Adaptive management is a good way of ensuring that GLRI programs and initiatives are effective in 
achieving GLRI priorities over the long term. AM allows GLRI programs and initiatives to be refined to 
optimize the use of limited GLRI resources. However, inherent in AM is the ability to measure progress 
periodically, so that the path forward can be modified or refined (“adapted”) in response to data and 
information collected along the way.  
 
A structured process is necessary for using the data and information developed during GLRI 
implementation to revise GLRI priorities and identify and implement additional or alternative GLRI 
projects and initiatives. This structured process completes the AM cycle, ensuring that future project 
implementation reflects lessons learned, and that future GLRI implementation reflects an improved 
understanding of restoration priorities.  
 
Strategic, reliably-funded monitoring and information management are critical elements of the AM 
process. If consistent funding for monitoring and information management is not secured, GLRI 
investments are likely to be suboptimal over the long term. Likewise, developing AM processes and 
procedures that are realistically ‘fundable’ within the current context of GLRI funding is critical to the 
success of this effort.    
 
 


