Peer Review Comments and Evaluation Form for

Research Proposals in Yellowstone National Park

	Project Title:
	Spatiotemporal Correlations between Forest fires and insect outbreaks


	
	


	Principal Investigator:
	Heather Lynch;   Paul Moorcroft


	Evaluator:
	David R. Foster,  Director,  Harvard Forest, Harvard University


For each category, please indicate a numerical rating of 1 to 5, with 1 being “unacceptable”, and 5 being “fully acceptable”.  Because the principal investigator deserves to know the weaknesses and strengths of his/her proposal, we ask that reviewers make specific, constructive comments in each major category.  Please continue comments on additional pages if necessary.

A. Statement of Objectives and Hypotheses
Clear, well-defined and developed objectives and hypotheses are critical.  Please evaluate the proposal on the clarity of the objectives and hypotheses.  How might this section be improved?  What factor(s) detracted from this proposal?  If a low score is assigned, please provide an explanation.

This is an exceedingly well-written and articulate proposal.  The major questions, objective and hypotheses are clearly framed and stated.  The problems are straightforward as well as intriguing and are readily appreciated by a reader as being important and in need of research.  In addition, the investigators have made a clear and compelling case for the relevance of this research to ecological theory and major policy decisions at park, regional and national levels.

	Rating (1-5):
	5


B. Study Design
Please evaluate the study design with regard to its ability to address the objectives and hypotheses.  Include appropriateness of the sampling or survey methods and techniques, data analysis techniques, logistics, and innovation in addressing the stated problem.  How might the study design be improved?  What factor(s) detracted from this proposal?  If a low score is assigned, please provide an explanation.


Clearly, there are two limiting factors in this study:  the availability of adequate data on the spatial and temporal distribution of insect outbreaks and fire with respect to major biological, edaphic, and environmental factors. The investigators appear to have made the necessary contacts and undertaken the background research necessary to identify all of the relevant data layers.  Their connections with YNP and other regional scientists suggest that they will continue to be comprehensive in this regard.  With regards to the analytical studies the investigators have superlative credentials and leave no doubt in my mind that they will undertake robust and comprehensive alayses with the available data.

	Rating (1-5):
	5


C. Management Potential
Evaluate the ability of this project proposal to contribute to park management and resource conservation.  Will the proposal complement other recently completed or on going studies?   If a low score is assigned, please provide an explanation.


Development of a comprehensive understanding of the disturbance regimes that have and continue to drive landscape and ecosystem dynamics lies at the heart of park policy and management.  While this is especially true in YNP it is also equally important in forested parks across the nation.  Much of our understanding of disturbance regimes and their application to conservation and management has been related to interpretation of single processes, e.g. fire, wind, or pest/pathogens.  While these studies have yielded key insights they fall short of examining the real complexity of natural landscape dynamics.  In fact, one of the remaining challenges to scientists and managers alike is to understand the interactions among disturbances and stresses that control many of the important dynamics in forest ecosystems and their assemblages of plant and animal species.  Unfortunately relatively little progress has been made in this area despite the fact that many decisions are made based on inference, speculations and anecdotal evidence.  The research proposed here plans to address an extremely important example of such interactions in a rigorous and highly quantitative fashion.  The resulting information should be of great interest and it should have immediate application to long-term planning, specific management decisions, and interpretations of landscape dynamics across the western U.S.

	Rating (1-5):
	5


D. Publication Potential
Projects should contribute to scientific knowledge.  Will this project result in publishable conclusions? If a low score is assigned, please provide an explanation.


Based on the topic and the investigators I expect this project to yield a major series of publications in prominent scientific and conservation outlets.

	Rating (1-5):
	5


E. Personnel

Evaluate the project personnel, the applicability of their professional training, and the potential productivity of the project investigators.


The assembled group of investigators bring great and complementary strengths to the project that should ensure its productivity and success.   Lynch is an exceedingly bright and energetic graduate student with great quantitative strengths who has developed a strong familiarity with forest ecology and the specifics of her proposed study.  Moorcroft is a leading ecological modeler with unparalleled background in the study of forest and wildlife dynamics.  This academic group is linking with key personnel at Yellowstone who will provide essential background and experience on the landscape, ecosystems, and management issues involved in the study.  The balance in this group is striking.

	Rating (1-5):
	5


Overall Evaluation and Additional Comments

Please discuss the proposal’s other strengths and weaknesses.  Please make specific, constructive suggestions as to how weaknesses may be strengthened.  Give this proposal an overall rating.


I am extremely impressed by this proposal and the nature and scope of the proposed research.  The research plan is extremely well conceived and presented, the importance of the study is articulated in terms that can be well appreciated by scientists and managers alike, and the application of the expected results to real world problems appears quite strong.  The research group is excellent and balances strong academic and management capabilities.  Withlittle doubt this is a project that will yield major ecological insights as well as applied results that will be of great value to YNP, the western U.S. and national and international discussions of natural disturbance regimes.

	Summary Rating (1-5):
	5
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