Rappahannock River Basin Commission

NON POINT WORKGROUP
Meeting held at RADCO
Fredericksburg, VA
Minutes
July 5, 2006


Next Meeting: Aug. 9 at 10 a.m.

1. Welcome & Introductions
Attending: 
Andy Beahm, VCE Intern
Moira Croghan, DCR
Eldon James, RRBC
Sam Johnson, VCE Westmorland County
Stuart McKenzie, NNPDC
Mac Saphir, VCE Caroline County
Joe Thompson, NCRS
Greg Wichelns, Culpepper SWCD
Bob Wilson, Executive Director, RADCO

Also on the conference call:
Jack Frye, DCR
Joan Salvati, DCR
Gary Darling, (former CERES)
Sheila Hurst, (former CERES)

• Approval of Minutes from June 7
Mrs. Croghan commented that there is a typo in the middle of page 3, the line containing E&R should be E&S.

•Background comments on the recommendation that a website be developed to support land-use change applications.

Mr. James encouraged conversation on the LUPIN website developed in California by Gary Darling Director of the California Environmental Resource Evaluation System (CERES) and Sheila Hurst, developer of the website. He said the group will have a conversation with them on the “lessons learned”. He also said we hope to learn other things about the project, such as what they did and did not accomplish and what they would do differently if they did it again.

Ms. Hurst joined the conversation from California giving the attendees background information on the LUPIN system. She said the LUPIN system was designed with the intent to have on-line, free, public access to make better informed decisions about the environment. She added the system was designed to be integrated data collected from statewide agencies to facilitate the access to information, and not a clearing house to censor or regulate information. 

Ms. Hurst worked with the government office of planning and research, to make info available and handled all the webwork for the agency itself. She traveled around the state telling people about the program to help them find info.  The first task was to gather the general plan of each locality. At that time no county had a general plan on line. They had a partnership with UC Berkeley to create an environmental library. They took all the information provided to UC Berkeley, where they digitized it and put it on line.

The site was developed 12 years ago. (Lupin is a wildflower that grows next to the poppy, the state flower, hence how they got the name for the system.) During the beginning stages of development, many environmental and local agencies were guarding their data, some even selling data, so the first dilemma of gathering information from the 58 counties in CA was an issue. The next problem was getting the counties to provide information that was clean and accessible because many of the the rural counties were on dial up at the time. 

The meeting opened up for attendees to ask Ms. Hurst questions. 

Ms. Croghan asked what plan were you gathering.  Ms. Hurst said 58 counties required to have a 7 element general plan. These counties would prepare general plans that were several hundred pages long. Working with Berkeley there was the opportunity to search across plans with digitizing.

Ms. Salvati asked how they extracted information from the local plans.  Indexing is one of the major questions that we looked at. So we wanted to make info available in a number of different ways for people to search. Sorting by topic was one way. We would not extrapolate info because data had to be updated regularly and our agency could not do that. The county would take care of updating the info.

Mr. Saphir asked how long it took to gather all the localities on board and get this up and running. CERES was started in 1993, we had partnership with UC Berkley, so with people from academia, federal and state organizations, we did an outline and it took us less than a year for the debut. They had the debut at a public library in northern CA with a 100 people attending.

Mr. McKenzie asked if all the localities were on board from the beginning? Ms. Hurst replied that some of the counties were still suspicious and reluctant to put data out. Out of the 58 counties, 2 counties did not submit the plan, including one who would not give up that source of revenue. Always the goal for the individual counties was to provide and update the info because we served as a broker for the system.

Mr. James asked when the administration changed, regarding the resources put into LUPIN, did the priorities change?  Ms. Hurst replied we need to be working with a broader array of interested parties to keep this going? 
The new administration will modify things, but if you put in the time to develop something you need to educate people on how to use it and make sure it is sustainable.

Mr. Saphir asked where the money came from for the project? Ms. Hurst answered that they were a program of the CA Resources Agency of the Department of Conservation. so funding came directly from the agency. There were instances where other departments were asked to work on the project and we had an ongoing advisory group who would come in regularly and discuss some of the technical issues and data required. My job was to travel around the state and let people know what was available and they would give us data and we would integrate it into the system. We did not do a pilot with LUPIN. We did go around the state to meet with local chapter members of the American Planning Association (APA) to ask them what they wanted. 

Mr. Thompson asked why they worked with UC Berkley. Ms. Hurst replied, the partnership was in the initial stages for the creation of LUPIN. UC Berkely had a grant from the National Science Foundation to create an online library of documents, so they worked together on the project. They did all the work paid for by the NSF. 

Mr. McKenzie questioned why the one-stop portal is more plugged into the internet less useful than when you first created it. It is not less useful maybe just less unique. At the time we started this, there was very little out there. People were just starting to learn the benefits of having digital data. 

Ms. Salvati commented that many people in VA would be interested in the one-stop shop and all the info they can learn about other counties.

Ms. Croghan asked whether certain localities provided greater details of services. Ms. Hurst responded that there were more enthusiastic participants than others and the paradigm changed and the reverse happened with the more data put out the greater your prestige became. Some of the really astute people realized it became a way to document that people really relied on the system and also showed people that they really needed to update info.

Mr. Frye stated that the web portal would provide info on all permits state or county. Do you think the system would be smart enough to have intelligence to handle this info? Ms. Hurst emphatically replied, yes, you can get to an answer by more than one route. You might have something that integrates by different topics. She also suggested a CERES catalog with the goal to have every data provider enter data. The challenges are keeping it updated. The benefit is that the catalog is helpful. This would mean a lot of training, updating and trust and participation of all the localities.

Ms. Salvati asked: Often developers are looking for mapping information, could this be in the catalog? If you are a locality are you able to access information on LUPIN. If so how difficult of a process is that? Mr. Darling answered, we have put together a catalog and once you have the catalog reference you have a repository of info. A deeper step to be successful or more integrated is to come up with a way to share integrated data, simply share data and exchange it between entities of government. First step is to view the government as one entity so the long term goal is to just deal with the government. 

Mr. Darling explained in more detail.  The first question is: does the data exist? If the answer is yes, than no problem, but if it does not then you have a much deeper problem to be solved. Mr. Darling stated that in CA the local government could put the information online voluntarily but in CA it became very complicated because the state is so large. We broke the state into different regions to have a regional cooperative structure to exchange info in a collaborative way.

Mr. McKenzie stated the simplest way to exchange data is static maps. There are potentially three different ways to get the GIS data out.

Mr. Darling countered Mr. McKenzie’s comment with: Most of the time it is really not good enough for real life applications and you can’t do PDF for buffers. The first level is a simple file transfer from the repository to local government. The next level is a little more advanced where one local government can update and save and that gets reflected in a central server where the change can be seen by all. It is very expensive. There is a continuum there and you have to see how much time and money you have to do it.

Ms. Croghan asked if there is any aspect of what you have done that may be electronically transferable or do you think the state will have to start from scratch.”  Mr. Darling replied that we  could take what we have which is public domain. He asked if there is a catalog for GIS data in the state. Ms. Hurst added writing to the planning director of each county and asking if there general plan was online and begin there. Mr. Darling suggested buying commercial software such as Adobe for the project or if you have the political will, like Sheila did to get the info, and then have the methodology to scan the info. 

Ms. Hurst had to exit the conference call and Mr. James thanked her for helping with the information session for the group. 

Mr. James asked Mr. Darling what his role was in getting LUPIN started. Mr. Darling said that they came on the internet in the late 80s with the CA resources agency. He was  the chief info officer overseeing communications where he put resource info out on the web. From that basis different phases began GIS, emergency services, telecommunications, to get rural CA access to the internet. LUPIN began as a planning library concept.

Ms. Croghan asked Mr. Darling if he was aware of other states doing  similar projects in recent years and now that the internet has become so commonplace could he comment on the benefit in localities because we are struggling with selling this to local government. 

Mr. Darling said that we were a little late doing statewide portals. That also makes it harder to sell to local government because there are standards that the state has identified. He asked the group how you show benefits to the local government. It is a notion of do you want to get in a position of the citizen looking at one view of government? Look for a unifying theme that gives them some reason to cooperate. First, do invoke some statewide standard to look at a common document format. Come up with a suggested VA format and offer local governments the opportunity to provide input into it by using a template.  

Mr. James commented about local government. The General Assembly has not given state agencies much authority over localities. The General Assembly delegates very little authority. When it comes to land use issues localities guard their authority fervently because it is one of the authorities that they do have. We have a difficult situation in VA that makes it challenging to deal with nonpoint source so we have to convince people on what the right thing to do is.

Ms. Salvati stated that the web portal would be useful to check the adjacent localities on various subjects. It can be used as a very simple basic resource for localities.

Mr. Darling said working with a standardized template it will be perceived as something that helps them and not something they have to do. You are saving them time. 

Ms. Croghan asked if Mr. Darling was aware of other states doing this so that we could check into this.  Mr. Darling said the states are organized so differently. I am seeing your first need is to put together the GIS in a reasonable way. I can recommend a few states, such as North Carolina and Utah. 

Your second need is environmental documentation. My advice is to come up with a standard format, and look at library formats nationally, and try to get a digital library grant from NSF. Call around to different universities. VA has the best online historical documentation from the Dept. of Historic Resources.  The third need is implied, looking to non point source pollution. You need to have some sort of monitoring in the system. Have to have monitoring standards and it is hard to put up data sets without monitoring. He also suggested forming a relationship with the EPA for funding. 

Mr. James thanked Mr. Darling for his time in helping the group to move forward on this. 

Mr. James asked the group what should be done next. He said he has clearly identified the need to talk to other agencies, such as the VA Association of Counties (VACO). He said he will also have a conversation with Denise Thompson of the Virginia Municipal League (VML), and Denise Harris with the Virginia Chapter of the American Planning Association (VAPA). Mr. James will give her a call to find out the best way to start a dialogue with the VAPA membership. He asked what are other tasks that come to mind before the next meeting.

Ms. Croghan stated we need to define the scope of this project, since it is slowly morphing into a statewide thing.

Mr. Saphir thought this was a statewide thing with a local initiative that should become a statewide thing.

Mr. James said the RRBC envisions this to be a statewide project.

Ms. Salvati suggested talking to other agencies

Mr. McKenzie added that the coastal problem comes to mind. work is being done on a geographic educational mapping system called GEMS. This system links the ground to the resources because most of the mapping is done on land. He said the coastal program is focused to the east of I-95, linking land use with what happens in the water.

Ms. Salvati thought coastal GEMs would fit in well to the project

Mr. James suggested the need to develop a consistent message of what this is . He said he would rather see the group developing some sort of power point handout to become an easy handout. He asked if anyone would want to work on this project as a subcommittee to make a power point presentation handout. Mr. McKenzie and Ms. Croghan volunteered to help.

Mr. James asked Ms. Salvati and Mr. Frye for the next steps. Mr. Frye suggested a written one-page document would be more effective. He said if you move into the power point state people want to see an example of what we are doing.

Mr. James said we could turn them into talking points not  pretty picture power point, just a handout with bullet points.

Mr. McKenzie suggested we should re-access where we are going. He said this process started with permit by permit and that it is definitely in local government’s backyard. What we talked about today, he said, was a state website. He said this is very ambitious and could see putting the project together as  a learning process. But we need to modify these regulations and work with our federal partners. 

Mr. Saphir suggested that most of the info is available and that he is saying that we don’t need to reinvent the wheel. We need to provide the info and make it available. 

Mr. McKenzie permitting is not the way to go. We need to start with education. 

Mr. James said that the RRBC hopes this will be a strategic effort that can hit multiple goals with one project.

Mr. Mackenzie suggested the project is basically indexing and linking, not creating anything new. It is just pointing people in the right direction. 

Mr. James asked Ms. Croghan what she thought about the project. She replied that is it a big project that needs to be done. She said she was confused about the scope and staging because it grew out of working on permit issues versus doing this statewide thing. She said she is not sure the three needs Mr. Darling noted were any of our original concepts. She said we need to offer up some stages and priorities for whom they will benefit and what subsequent efforts they would entail. Her impression is that it is no mistake there is not a library of ordinance and comp plans in the state of VA. It is by design.

Mr. James concluded that if the VACO, VML and VAPA are not willing to buy into this than we need to rethink this. 

Next meeting is scheduled or Aug. 9 at 10 a.m. and the September meeting is Sept. 18 at 10 a.m.
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