
Considerations in the site selection of paired plots:
1.  Vegetation: The site vegetation is typical for the region and similar in both the research and the

community plots.

2.  Accessibility: The community plot is located very near to the field centre for ease of use in the
curriculum.

3.  Trails: There is a trail through the community plot to reduce the human impact of students, volunteers
and visitors.

4. Staff: Experienced outdoor educators are available to work with students and the general public. The
pioneer sites were managed by founding members of the Council of Outdoor Educators of Ontario
(COEO).

5.  Community: Individual landowners and volunteers can participate in long-term data collection and
have access to training and scientific expertise.

6.  Size: The plots are contiguous blocks of forested land, large enough to support resident bird
populations.

7.  Ownership: The land is protected for long-term monitoring by ownership (e.g., school boards,
conservation authorities, government agencies and ministries).

Benefits of Involving the Local Community
That the community is, in many cases, proactive and ready to participate in important environmental
work was shown in both local telephone surveys and community workshops carried out by the Niagara
Escarpment Biosphere Reserve System (NEBRS). Because local citizens know the history of the area, they
often notice small changes in the landscape more readily than visiting researchers. By their very
participation, local volunteers encourage the involvement of other community members to support plot
monitoring. The greater the number of enthusiastic local volunteers, the greater the chance that the plots
will be maintained and monitored over the long term to provide timely and useful information on
changing local biodiversity.

Benefits of Scientists and the Community Working Together
Our experience has demonstrated that when scientists use and publish the data collected by local
volunteers and students, citizens are motivated to do even more. Meeting the scientists at the site gives the
volunteers the opportunity to ask technical questions regarding biodiversity, climate change and other
ecological issues in a friendly environment. Moreover, in the paired plot design, scientists can compare the
effects of human impact on the community plots to that in the research or control plots. 

How Scientists/Researchers Use the Paired Plots
Caroline Mach, Dufferin County Forest Manager, used ACER’s technical knowledge to survey and
establish two biodiversity research plots. One is the research plot paired with the Mono Cliffs Outdoor
Education Centre community plot, while the other is a research plot to study maple-beech forest natural
regeneration. John Middleton of Brock University also used ACER’s survey team to establish two plots,
one on Brock University campus for student coursework, the other in Short Hills Provincial Park. Other

potential research plots have been staked and surveyed in and around the Niagara Escarpment
area (in association with community-based plots at education centres) in the hope that
independent researchers will choose to use these surveyed sites. 
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SUMMARY
The community-based monitoring program was built on the premise that
laypersons could become accurate data gatherers of forest biodiversity
information. In the Niagara Escarpment of Ontario, pairs of plots have been
established, one for demonstration and training, the other for use by
researchers.

▲ Scientists and volunteers at work
▲ Mapping along the Niagara Escarpment

INTRODUCTION

The community-based monitoring program was built on the premise that laypersons could become accurate data gatherers of forest
biodiversity information, provided they were given the right tools and training. It emphasizes that scientists, teachers, students,

landowners and the public at large can work together for a common cause: understanding the biodiversity of forest ecosystems through long-
term monitoring. Guided by this model, the grassroots Association for Canadian Educational Resources (ACER) developed the capacity to
provide complete support for the establishment of new sites along the Niagara Escarpment. 

Each site includes a pair of surveyed plots. One serves both for demonstration and training; the other is surveyed, staked and set aside for
future research. Established in the northern, central and southern areas of the escarpment, these pairings provide a natural gradient of
biodiversity and climatic conditions for studies of comparative monitoring on a regional scale. In theory, the research sites provide the model
and support for the community-based plot. 


