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I work for Bob Groman in the US GLOBEC and Northeast Consortium Data Management offices.  Our office manages data, writes metadata and does rudimentary quality control on data from US GLOBEC projects on Georges Bank and the Gulf of Maine, the Southern Ocean (Antarctic Peninsula), and the Northeast Pacific, including the Coastal Gulf of Alaska and the California Current System.  We also manage the Fisheries and Oceans Data Management System of the Northeast Consortium.  The Northeast Consortium (NEC) was created in 1999 to develop partnerships between commercial fishermen and commercial fishing vessels to participate in cooperative research and development of selective gear technologies and helps bring fishermen’s information, experience and expertise into the scientific framework needed for fisheries management.  We provide two public portals to these data systems: http://globec.whoi.edu and http://www.northeastconsortium.org/data.shtml.  

My research tasks fall into several categories:

Making Data Available on the Web:

I take data submitted by scientists and make them available via the web.  The data comes in many formats.  In the beginning these submitted data were ASCII flat files or Excel spreadsheets that were then converted to ASCII flat files.  Over the years, this has changed somewhat and now data often are submitted in more complex formats like Matlab and netCDF.  These kinds of submissions require different skills, including software solutions to reformatting.  I have pursued educational opportunities to improve my skills in Matlab and Perl and plan to become more proficient in the future.  One of my most pressing plans is to reformat data that is unservable in its present form using one or both of those two software tools.

Data Visualization User Interface Development:

I have also become involved in recent years in the development of data visualization tools --- not software development per se but user-interface development.  I am far more interested in making the tools (when they are developed) easy to use than in making the tools.

I currently work closely with Charlton Purvis, WHOI subcontractor, in making data available to, and compatible with, the mapserver interface to USGLOBEC and NEC data that he is developing.  The USGLOBEC and NEC Data Management systems present very different challenges to mapserving.  USGLOBEC data provide detailed location information regularly as part of the collected data stream.  For these data, the challenge comes in suggesting data relationships to make available and being vigilant about consistency in format and fieldnames across datasets.  The NEC projects do not regularly provide location information in their data.  In fact, there is nothing regular about those data at all.  I implemented a data inventory structure for the NEC that mirrored the JGOFS/GLOBEC inventory structure but put emphasis on the existence of the projects themselves if their data had not yet been submitted or had no position information included in it.  I had to be creative about data object names and data “place holders” when the data had not yet been submitted.  I would not have dreamed of these kinds of data mining tasks three years ago.

I have worked a little, and plan to work more extensively, with Skip Little, WHOI consultant and subcontractor, in testing the EZGZ interface to his GeoZui3D visualization software.

Metadata writing:

From the beginning, it was the policy of the US GLOBEC Data Management Office that no data go on-line without accompanying metadata.  For me this beginning was in the year 2000 as the GLOBEC/Georges Bank data collection phase was winding down and the data submission phase was in high gear.  Each GLOBEC/Georges Bank dataset was fully documented with fieldname descriptors, methodology and contact information years before such metadata inclusion was nationally mandated.  Since that time, there have been workshops all over the country under the auspices of the Marine Metadata Interoperability Initiative where scientists, data managers and engineers are taught the importance of writing metadata and try to decide on minimum standards for quality assurance and quality control.  I have attended several of these meetings/workshops, representing WHOI and the US GLOBEC Data Management office, both with Bob Groman and alone1.

Interoperability enhancements:

Besides focusing on visualization and metadata standards, my job in recent years has expanded to include working toward making our metadata interoperable with other data systems and thereby readable by those computers. This machine-to-machine interoperability is another major focus of national data management efforts and a major focus of my work as well.  Our plan is to convert all our metadata in text or HTML to XML and then, using Style Sheets, convert back to the appearance of HTML.  This will be transparent to the human user of the data but opaque to the machines.  I plan to take the lead in this effort.

Scientific support via data management:

Another large part of my job continues to be supporting US GLOBEC scientists in their use of the data management system, either list- or map-based, for analysis and synthesis of the data they find interesting.  In this role, I attend meetings and workshops, edit reports and publish them on the web2.  I am currently redesigning the US GLOBEC Data Management Office home page on the web.  Very occasionally I get to go to sea to help collect, process and manage data there.  

Other:

I “supervise” one colleague in the sense of ‘training and mentoring’ and not in the sense of ‘evaluating’.

It is hard to choose which part of my job I like the best, but getting inside the data to make sure the metadata is accurate and up-to-date is probably the most exciting and fulfilling part of the job, although nothing beats the adrenaline rush of seeing the data visualized in ways one never dreamed possible.  I would love to make sure the educated public catches some of that excitement via our data serving efforts.

Finally, one of the greatest things about working in this office and with these people is that no one has ever tried to limit me in any way.  I was, and continue to be, taught many things and then let loose to fly.  It is almost as if Bob Groman and Peter Wiebe invented this saying and not Goethe: “Whatever you can do, or dream you can, begin it.  Boldness has genius, power and magic in it.”  It is a great place to work.

