Contaminants Conference Call - November 30, 2007

Participants:


Adria Elskus (USGS and U Maine)

Diane Gould (EPA)


Gareth Harding (BIO)

Kats Haya (DFO)

David Page (Bowdoin College)


Charlie Strobel (EPA)


Christine Tilburg (GOMC)


Peter Wells (Dalhousie/Acadia University)

John Wise (USM)
Discussion of Summary, User Needs, and Suggested Indicators
Christine Tilburg asked whether there were any changes to the summary from the last call that went out. No one had changes. Christine then asked if anyone had comments from the user needs/stakeholder needs document that she put together. Adria Elskus stated that she felt the user needs focused on three items:

1. Tracking trends


2. Making predications


3. Linking contaminants to effects.

In the context of those user needs, she felt that the sediment triad and NSSP data still seemed appropriate. However, she wondered if nutrients and organic carbon should be included. Christine mentioned that there are actually six subcommittees, like this one, focused on different areas. There is a eutrophication subcommittee that should encompass nutrients and possibly carbon. 

Peter Wells agreed that the sediment triad data would be helpful. To his knowledge, Canadian data would be from ocean disposal sites and specific Bay of Fundy sites. Christine mentioned that she did send two e-mails to Dr. Tay regarding  Canadian sediment triad data and had no luck receiving responses. Peter said he'd try to follow up with Dr. Tay.

Action to be taken: Peter Wells will contact Dr. Tay to determine extent of sediment triad data from the Canadian side.

Sediment Triad Data

Gareth Harding mentioned that the triad is really more than 1 indicators. Peter Wells stated that his concern is the cost, especially as the benthic portion can be extremely time consuming. Gareth mentioned that all the legs of the triad are useful and that two legs or the triad are better than none. The chemistry and toxicology can be used as a screen. David Page felt that the key thing with synoptic sampling is dose responses. Normally that is done with toxicology and chemistry. The community structure is really a longer time-based indicator. He felt that spatial overlap is important. However, temporally, the benthic sampling doesn't have to be at the exact same time as the chemistry and toxicology samples. Adria Elskus brought up that this also makes the point that you might need fewer benthic samples. For example, the chemistry might be sampled twice per year and the benthic community might be sampled once per year. Charlie Strobel mentioned that the cost of benthic sampling might not be as high with the increased use of newer technologies like sediment profile imagery (SPI). The data don't necessarily have to be from picking through samples.

 Peter Wells brought up his concern that species diversity measures are really non-specific responses. David Page responded with the idea that the triad is really a system of checks. If you only collect chemistry, then you only know what you analyze for. However, toxicology and biological information can be used as a check. An environmental effect  might show up in one "leg" of the triad and the other two are unaffected. He also believes the critter counting is really on par with the cost of chemistry. Peter responded that it's still a non-specific, environmental response. Even with large amount of data it is hard to link cause and effect. Gareth Harding reminded the group that what we're discussing is for use as an indicator. Peter countered that we still want it to indicate something. Kats Haya mentioned that one of the fundamental problems for all indicators is trying to link cause and effect. Gareth agreed that you have to define what the change is a sign of. For example, if samples are collected near aquaculture, you might be seeing changes due to the build up of the footprint of the farm.
David Page mentioned that another reason to do the triad is that you can envision environmental change, for instance sediment grain size, that will not show up in the chemistry. Adria Elskus stated that if you're measuring chemistry and toxicology and see nothing but see changes in the community structure - that tells you that the issue is related to something else. What might be driving the trend doesn't have to be linked to toxics.  Charlie Strobel fully agreed and thought this can be a good indicator of ecosystem conditions. The integrative approach needs to be covered somewhere in the process of developing indicators for the Gulf of Maine. 

Christine Tilburg expressed concern if the sediment triad method relies on a "pristine" site. The group assured her that pristine sites can be used. However, in this context, we're really talking about a wide range of sites with variable sampling conditions. Specifically, this indicator would be used to look at trends.

Assessment of Sediment Triad Data

Peter Wells stated that it seems the group is leaning heavily toward sediment triad data being one of the priority indicators. The next question is: Are these data being collected? Charlie Strobel mentioned that data from the National Coastal Assessment are available. In just Maine alone, he believes there are probably 300 sites. New Hampshire probably has a similar amount and the portion of Massachusetts that is part of the Gulf of Maine might have around 150 sites. Peter asked if they were sampled by boat. Charles stated that they are sampled by boat and are mainly estuarine or embayments. Most are taken below low-tide. Peter mentioned that from the Canadian side the sediment triad sampling is largely done at ocean disposal sites. He doesn't believe they are collected in the same way. Christine asked if this would be a problem. Peter responded that it certainly helps the assessment of the data if the methods are similar. 
David Page thought that there are a number of recent studies using the sediment triad method. Adria Elskus thought it would be helpful for the group to look at these. David mentioned that he believes there was a project from the Delaware Bay. He'll forward information he has to Christine. (David forward an article that Christine will post to www.gulfofmaine.org/esipplanning once she has permission).

National Shellfish Sanitation Data and Harmful Algal Data

Christine asked the group if they are still comfortable using the NSSP data as an indicator. Diane Gould mentioned that as far as she knows, the NSSP program is very heavy on bacteria. It might be useful to combine this data with the Gulfwatch data. The NSSP is largely done in coastal waters.

Someone mentioned that there is also extensive algal toxin data available. Diane asked the group if they want to look at harmful algal data. Is there a link there with contaminants? Kats Haya mentioned that climate change will potentially affect algal blooms and he thought part of the purpose of this subcommittee is to address climate change. Christine mentioned that there might be some confusion due to the meeting held in New Brunswick last June (2007). The purpose of that meeting was to foster intercommunication between the various subcommittees and to think about the effect climate change might have on all of the other five subcommittees (climate change is actually one of the six subcommittees). Adria stated that she would shy away from harmful algal data as an indicator of contaminants. Diane agreed but thought it should be tracked. Christine mentioned that like this subcommittee's long list of indicators that were initially included, harmful algal blooms are listed as a possible indicator for at least one other group (eutrophication). 

Possible Three Priority Indicators 

The group felt comfortable with the going forward at this stage with the following possible indicators:


1. Sediment Triad data


2. NSSP data

3. Gulfwatch data

There was a general consensus that there are extensive data available for Gulfwatch and NSSP. There is some concern about sediment triad data on the Canadian side.

Christine stated that she would try to search and find out how much data are available for these three indicators. David Page felt it was important in searching for information to not overlook overlapping studies, especially with respect to benthic community structure.

Action to be taken: Christine will try to put together a table showing what data and metadata are available for each of the three indicators listed above. She cautioned that due to her schedule, this might come out in the second half of December.
Longevity of Indicators

Adria wondered if the group should be concerned about continuing sampling for the indicators. Diane mentioned that to her knowledge the National Coastal Assessment is not funded in the future. Peter mentioned that there should be a high degree of confidence in the NSSP data as that program is federal and the result of bi-lateral legislation. With respect to Gulfwatch, Peter has to fight each year for continuation of sampling. Christine mentioned that it would be very good for different groups in the Council to be using and or interacting with each other in this fashion. It would enable Gulfwatch to list another reason why it's important to continue the program. 

Peter felt that there is most likely no long-term funding of sediment triad data in Canada. Adria mentioned that it is just something to think about. The strongest means of propelling data collection in the future is through legislation.

Christine asked the group if they are comfortable waiting for her to try to make a table focused on the extent of data. This would include the known sources (NCA, Dr. Tay) and other possible sources (NERR, academic). Once the group has the information, a determination can be made as to whether it's enough to proceed. The group agreed that this is the appropriate next step.
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