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Long-term ecological research sites within the U.S. 

date to 1902 when the Santa Rita Experimental Range 

and to 1911 when the Priest River Experimental 

Forest were set aside as research centers. By 1980 

when the Long Term Ecological Research program 

was established, 78 experimental forests and > 10 

rangeland research stations had been conducting 

research, in most cases for > 40 years. Currently this 

large suite of NSF and USDA supported sites, 

including 26 LTER sites, represents a wide range of 

ecosystem types, from forests to grasslands and 

shrublands, freshwater lakes and streams, near coastal 

marine and estuaries as well as urban areas and 

systems in the arctic and Antarctica. A variety of 

different kinds of data have been collected from these 

sites through time, ranging from primarily climatic 

and demographic data since the 1800s to more recent 

quantitative assessments of plant, animal, and 

microbial populations and communities, hydrological 

and biogeochemical cycles, biodiversity, and 

disturbance regimes.  

 

As the LTER enters its ñDecade of Synthesisò, the 

USFS enters its ñNew Century of Serviceò, the USDA 

ARS enters the time when ñThe Future Grows Hereò, 

and new initiatives, such as the National Ecological 

Observatory Network (NEON) become operative, 

there is a critical need for a collection of highly 

accessible, up-to-date, and easy to use data sets that 

span the ecosystems and history of the U.S.  

 
Goals:  to create a platform for synthesis by making 

long-term data accessible, and to illustrate the utility 

of this platform in addressing within-site and network-

level scientific questions. 

 

Products:  (1) a book to be published on trends in 

long-term data within and among sites, and examples 

that illustrate the value of long-term data in addressing 

important questions; (2) a web site containing derived 

data and metadata that can be easily explored, 

accessed, downloaded, and plotted for synthetic 

analyses. 

 

Types of data being collected by site: 

1.  Biotic structure, including biodiversity 

2.  Disturbances 

3.  Human population and economy 

4.  Biogeochemistry 

5. Climate and physical variability 

 

Examples of long-term data:  

 

Cover of a dominant grass through time on each of four 
types of quadrats showing different responses to drought 
in the Chihuahuan Desert (Jornada ARS- LTER).  

Urban population as a percent of total 
population at three southwestern sites. 
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