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In 16 parks across four western states, the Northern Colorado Plateau Network (NCPN) is dedicated 
to providing National Park Service (NPS) managers with the information they need to make sound, sci-
ence-based decisions. By conducting long-term monitoring of key indicators of ecological integrity, or 
“vital signs,” we help inform managers about the health of park resources and provide early detection 
of potential problems. In this way, we support the NPS mission of preserving the resources of America’s 
most special and treasured places for future generations. This brief describes recent NCPN activities at 
Cedar Breaks National Monument.

Climate

NCPN weather stations.

The NCPN recently moved its climate monitoring 
toward interactive, user-defined data presenta-
tion. Network staff are working with developers 
of The Climate Analyzer, an interactive website 
that allows users to create custom graphs and ta-
bles from historical and current weather-station 
data that update every 24 hours. Parameters in-
clude temperature and precipitation, snowfall and 
snowpack, and stream flow and water tempera-
ture. In July 2014, an NCPN version of The Cli-
mate Analyzer was launched, with data now avail-
able for each network park. In addition, “Climate 

dashboards” for Dinosaur NM and the Southeast 
Utah Group parks (Arches NP, Canyonlands NP, 
Hovenweep NM, and Natural Bridges NM) pres-
ent current conditions, forecasts, and recent data 
for numerous weather stations in one easy-to-ac-
cess location. The dashboards also present the 
current condition of drought severity in the region 
through a link to the U.S. Drought Monitor. Addi-
tional NCPN dashboards are in development, and 
the page will continue to be refined as we receive 
feedback from users. More information can be 
found in our 2015 climate monitoring brief.
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Archiving Project

The Western Archeological and  
Conservation Center.

In fiscal year 2014, the NCPN obtained funding 
for professional archiving services through an ex-
isting agreement between the NPS Intermountain 
Region Museum Services Program and the Uni-
versity of Arizona School of Information Resourc-
es and Library Science. The archiving services 
include preparation of records for archiving, cata-
loging of all materials, the creation of finding aids, 
and physical storage of all records at the Western 
Archeological and Conservation Center (WACC) 

in Tucson, Arizona. The WACC facility provides 
temperature- and humidity-controlled storage 
conditions and a professional archives staff. As a 
result of this effort, all final products for the Ce-
dar Breaks NM vegetation mapping project have 
been archived. This will help ensure the long-term 
preservation of these important records, as well as 
compliance with NPS rules, regulations, and poli-
cies related to archiving and records management.
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New Species

Beautiful sedge.
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NCPN staff continues to update the park species 
list as new species are discovered. Our uplands 
monitoring crew recently documented a new vas-
cular plant, beautiful sedge (Carex bella), in Cedar 
Breaks NM. This native, perennial graminoid is 

typically found in the southwestern U.S., and is 
known to occur in forested areas and meadows at 
higher elevations. Users can generate customized 
species lists for any network park at http://go.nps.
gov/NCPNspecies.

Uplands

Subalpine meadow.

At Cedar Breaks NM, the NCPN has monitored 
the dominant vegetation types that occur above 
the rim (subalpine meadows, spruce-fir forests, 
and aspen forests) since 2009. This protocol mea-
sures plant community characteristics, including 
vegetation and surface cover, density of woody 
species, canopy closure, and fuels. Its goal is to in-
crease understanding of upland systems and pro-

vide park managers with early warning of unde-
sirable change. In 2015, network staff completed a 
seventh season of monitoring at the park. Network 
staff are currently working on long-term trend 
reports for uplands at Canyonlands and Capitol 
Reef national parks. After those documents are 
complete, we will begin reporting for additional 
parks.

Land Surface Phenology

MODIS image of Earth, with an opening 
in cloud cover over the Colorado Plateau.
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SA The NCPN is working with cooperators at Penn-
sylvania State University and Northern Arizona 
University to develop software that automates pro-
cessing of MODIS (moderate resolution imaging 
spectrometer) satellite imagery. The greenness of 
Earth’s surface, as measured by the MODIS sat-
ellite, provides a way to track soil moisture and 

vegetation condition across large spatial scales in 
remote areas at 16-day intervals. These satellite 
data are being used to interpret climate effects 
on vegetation in NCPN parks. The data are being 
analyzed in conjunction with data from NCPN 
uplands monitoring to determine if observations 
from space match what we see on the ground.

Pika and Climate

Pika.
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NCPN and park staff recently contributed to a 
U.S. Geological Survey study describing trends 
in pika occurrence across the western U.S. Using 
data generated from NCPN’s phenology monitor-
ing (see above), this research examined relation-

ships between pika occupancy, climate, and water 
balance. The results of the study, which include 
significant findings for Zion NP and Cedar Breaks 
NM, have been accepted for publication in an up-
coming issue of the Journal of Mammalogy.

Additional Efforts In addition to the projects described in this brief, 
the NCPN also monitors air quality and landscape 

dynamics at Cedar Breaks National Monument.
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