
PACN Focal Terrestrial Plant Communities Monitoring Protocol SOP 2.1 

 

Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) #2:  

Training Observers 

Version 1.02 (May 3, 2021) 

Change History 

New 
Version # 

Revision 
Date 

Author Changes Made Reason for Change Previous 
Version # 

1.01 1/12/2017 Ali Ainsworth, 
Kathryn 
Akamine 

Added reference to 
previous species lists 

Improve training 
recommendation 

1.0 

1.02 5/3/2021 Kathryn 
Akamine 

Added new procedures 
and training SOP. 
Updated SOP references 
and external links. 

The addition of new 
methods and new 
technology. SOP 
references and external 

links were outdated. 

1.01 

      

      

      

 
Only changes in this specific SOP will be logged here.  Version numbers increase incrementally by 

hundredths (e.g., version 1.01, version 1.02) for minor changes.  Major revisions should be 

designated with the next whole number (e.g., version 2.0, 3.0, 4.0).  Record the previous version 

number, date of revision, author of the revision, changes made, and reason for the change along with 

the new version number. 

 

Purpose 

This SOP outlines the steps to train field crew members to identify native and non-native plant 

species within the Pacific Island Network (PACN) parks and to become familiar with methods used 

to collect field data on focal plant communities.  Skill in plant identification is particularly important 

as misidentification of a species is one of the most serious errors crew members can make during 

vegetation monitoring.  

 

Procedures 

Prior to initiating monitoring all field crew members should review the monitoring protocol SOPs.  

Time should be spent learning or reviewing field identification characteristics for plant species that 

may be observed during the field season as well as practicing field collection methods.  

Species Identification 

The ability to identify both native and non-native plant species is essential to the collection of 

credible, high-quality plant community data.  Recognizing that a species is unknown and collecting a 

voucher specimen is equally as crucial.  Field crew may be composed of seasoned crew members, 

interns, and/or volunteers.  Be aware of the current training level of each crew member and work 
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with them to establish a basic understanding of field botany as well as plant anatomy.  Field leaders 

will have a more advanced understanding of field botany and ability to identify plant species; 

however, there will be times when an unknown plant is encountered and cannot be identified to the 

desired taxonomic level.  In these cases, detailed photos must be taken and, if possible, a voucher 

specimen must be collected and assigned a temporary name to be recorded in the field records until a 

proper determination can be made for that specimen (see SOP #12 Collecting and Vouchering and 

SOP #10 Conduction Community Vegetation Monitoring). 

Reference materials provided to the crew include species lists for each sampling area.  In order to 

become familiar with the flora of an intended sampling frame, field crew members may examine lists 

of species encountered during previous sampling events, books, reports, journal publications, web 

sites, photographs, and herbarium collections that contain examples of all of the plant species that are 

expected to be encountered during the monitoring effort that coming year.  A list of references is 

provided in the suggested reading section of this SOP.  Copies of most of these resources should be 

available at each park so they can be used to assist with field identifications as needed. 

At least one day should be dedicated to species identification training (or refresher training).  It is 

recommended to go into the sampling frame to identify common species that will be seen throughout 

the season.  On this day a variety of species can be discussed, and ample time is given for the crew to 

take notes and photos for their own reference.  

When sampling a plot, prior to the initiation of data collection, the crew should record what species is 

seen within the plot’s boundaries (Form 3 Species Presence).  It is at this time that each species 

recorded can be further discussed, described, and pointed out to ensure each crew member can 

identify species correctly.  This should be done at every plot to increase confidence and proficiency 

of species identification.  

Field Sampling Methodology 

A detailed description of the methods used to monitor focal plant communities is provided in SOP 

#10 Conducting Community Vegetation Surveys.  Additional procedures used during monitoring are 

described in SOP #6 Using Garmin® GPS Units, SOP #8 Using ArcGIS® Field Maps App, SOP #9 

Establishing and Marking Vegetation Monitoring Plots, and SOP #11 Using a Clinometer to Measure 

Height.  These techniques are based on standard vegetation sampling procedures that are described in 

several of the references listed in the bibliography.  
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