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Project Title: Coastal and Marine Ecological Classification Standard (CMECS)
Date of Proposal: 30 January 2008

Type of Standard: This proposal is to develop a data classification and classification methodology standard.

Submitting Organization: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration  
Point of Contact: Rebecca J. Allee, Ph.D. 
Objectives: This proposal is seeking FGDC endorsement of an existing draft national standard, the Coastal and Marine Ecological Classification Standard (CMECS), developed by NOAA and NatureServe. The standard will be adapted as necessary to respond to comments and recommendations provided by the coastal resource management community and the FGDC Standards working group.  
Scope: The scope of this classification standard extends upstream and landward to where ocean derived salts measure less than 0.5%◦ during the period of average annual low flow to the deep ocean. This encompasses estuaries, wetlands, rivers, shorelines, islands, the intertidal zone, the entire benthic zone, and the entire water column from the coast to the deep ocean. The standard is hierarchical, extending spatially and conceptually from systems, which are units of large scale to specific biological assemblages of a very small scale. The standard will be used for classification of all intertidal and subtidal coastal and marine habitats, will interface with the current National wetland classification standard and will incorporate alliances and associations from the U.S. National Vegetation Classification Standard (an FGDC standard) as appropriate for vegetation-dominated habitats. The standard will not be used to classify terrestrial habitats, nor will it apply to freshwater habitats, with the exception of the Great Lakes. For marine applications of this standard, the domain is all benthic and water column habitat from the land margin to the deep ocean.  For coastal applications of this standard, the coastal zone is defined by NOAA’s Coastal Assessment Framework (CAF).  CAF is a digital spatial framework that provides a consistently derived, watershed-based framework to organize and present information on the nation's coastal, near-ocean, and Great Lakes resources.  Additional information on CAF can be accessed at http://www8.nos.noaa.gov/socioeconomics/download/dictionary/ArcView/caf_original.html#1
CMECS will be used for applications that include:

· Formation of a scientific basis for the development, implementation and monitoring of ecosystem-based management strategies for coastal systems;
· Development of regional digital libraries of existing habitat data;
· Delineation of Marine Protected Areas and development of guidelines for their management;
· Identification of conservation opportunities for unique biodiversity hotspots and other important habitats;
· Identification of Essential Fish Habitat and Critical Habitat; and
· Development of a coastal marine biodiversity inventory for North America.
Justification/Benefits: The emergence of numerous local, regional or habitat-specific classification systems developed to address specific local and regional applications has emphasized the need for a national coastal and marine classification standard.  The objective of this standard is to provide consistent terminology and a framework that is compatible with existing classification systems so that previous or ongoing work will not have to be repeated but rather will be easily integrated in and reported as part of the national standard. There is currently no FGDC standard which accomplishes this goal. CMECS will provide U.S. coastal resource managers nationwide a functioning coastal and marine classification that enables users to identify, assess, protect, manage, and prioritize restoration of unique coastal and marine habitats and their associated biota. CMECS will increase the utility of data sets that have not been able to be compared previously due in part to the lack of an FGDC compliant standard for coastal and marine systems.  From an application stand point, making use of information housed in a regional digital library is certainly important from the clearing house point of view but more so because the information contained there would be presented in a uniform and standardized classification making comparisons over time and space possible. This has been a significant issue with current data being classified in many different ways depending on the needs of specific projects. With CMECS, users will be able to more easily apply a common standard to these data sets going forward and can also retro-fit existing data for more robust time series analysis (both in research and management applications). Further, CMECS is compatible with, and supports an ecosystem-based approach to management that will help ensure and maintain critical ecosystem functions.  This standard is intended to be useful regardless of observation/mapping technology and can thus support the needs of both the resource management and ecological characterization communities.
Development Approach: The Coastal and Marine Ecological Classification Standard has been in development for several years. Throughout the development process, NOAA and NatureServe have held workshops and solicited advice from nationally and internationally recognized marine habitat classification experts. For endorsement by the FGDC, it is recommended that a working group be established within the organization of the FGDC Marine and Coastal Spatial Data Subcommittee to review CMECS, solicit additional expert advice, review and address comments, and revise CMECS as appropriate to meet the needs of a national user base.
Development and Completion Schedule: CMECS will be distributed to a network of mapping and classification experts for additional review in March 2008. CEMCS is currently scheduled to be finalized, based on this additional review, at a meeting in Washington, DC, currently planned for June 2008. NOAA anticipates that an FGDC working group charged with further review and refinement of CMECS would be established in August 2008. Review and solicitation of expert advice would continue until August 2009. The FGDC working group should meet quarterly during this period to review progress and address any outstanding issues. It is anticipated that the standard would be ready for public review at the end of this one year period.

Resources Required: NOAA currently has an internal team assigned to develop this standard. The team also includes staff from NatureServe. Representatives with expertise in mapping and classification from EPA, USGS, FWS, NRCS, State of Florida, State of Massachusetts, and academia have been involved in the process and have expressed an interest in continuing to provide review and recommendations. At a minimum, the FGDC working group formed to guide this standard through the FGDC process should have  similar membership, i.e., representatives from NOAA, NatureServe, EPA, USGS, FWS, NRCS, State agencies and academia.  Participation on the FGDC working group would be voluntary, thereby minimizing need for financial resources.  The extent of financial resources required would be limited to costs associated with anticipated quarterly meetings, costs for publishing in the Federal Register for public review, and printing of the final standard.

Potential Participants: Experts who have been involved throughout the development of CMECS, NOAA and NatureServe staff should be considered for membership for a working group to be formed under the FGDC Marine and Coastal Spatial Data Subcommittee. NOAA would chair the working group and the FGDC Marine and Coastal Data Subcommittee would serve as custodian for this project.  
Related Standards: The “Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of the United States” is an existing standard that is closely related to CMECS.  However, CMECS compliments and further develops this existing standard and does not cause conflict.  There are currently no existing standards as comprehensive as CMECS, which is national in scope, extends upstream and landward to where ocean derived salts measure less than 0.5%◦ during the period of average annual low flow to the deep ocean and includes not only bottom habitat, but also the overlying water column. Classification work by H. Gary Greene et al. on deep marine habitats on the west coast of the United States is closely related and has been considered and incorporated as appropriate. The National Estuarine Research Reserves have developed a modified version of the “Classification of Wetlands and Deepwater Habitats of the United States” for application in the Reserve systems; this work has been determined to be consistent with CMECS.  CMECS incorporates “US National Vegetation Classification Standard” (an FGDC standard) Alliances and Associations for all lower level coastal and marine units that are dominated by vegetation.
Other Targeted Authorization Bodies: There are no other targeted authorization bodies for this proposed standard.
