Minutes of Support Clinic Call – February 1, 2005

Programs and staff participating in call:

AZ (Sue Schuetze, Alicia Sweezer, Ginger Ritter)

BC (Beth Rogers, Debbie Webb)

CT (Karen Zyko)

CO (Fagan Johnson, Amy Lavender, Melissa Landon)

FL (Glenn Woodsum)

ID (Shelley Cooke)

IL (Tara Kieninger, Jeannie Barnes)

KY (Sara Hines, Shauna Dunham)

LA (Jill Kelly, Josh Concienne)

MB (Nicole Firlotte)

MD (Holly Sepety)

ME (Toni Pied, Stefany Gregoire)

MI (Becca Boehm, Kristin Konath)

MN (Karen Cieminski)

MO (Dorothy Butler)

NH (Sara Cairns)

NJ (Elena Williams, Gretchen, Mike, Brian, Zack,)

NV (Jim Morefield, Eric Miskow, Ali Chaney, Jennifer Newmark)

NY (Charlene Houle, Nick Conrad)

OR (Sue Vrilakas)

PA-E (Susan Klugman, Mike Bialousz, Donna)

PC (Dave Clark)

SK (Jeff Keith)

TN (Kee Condict)

TVA (Kenny Gardner, Susan Jeffers)

TX-CDC (Debbie Benesh)

UT (Lenora Sullivan)

VA (Megan Rollins, Cathy Milholen, Megan Molique)

WA (Jack McMillan)

WI (Julie Bleser, Janeen Laatshe, Peggy Peters, Christine)

WY (Alan Redder)

VT (Jodi Shippee)

NatureServe (Debbie Albert, Steve Beiting, Tyler Christensen, Lynn Kutner, Steve Moslin, Jennifer Nichols, Donna Reynolds)

Agenda

1. Data Exchange questions and experiences (suggested by Karen Cieminski, MN)

2. Report by Charlene Houle, NYNHP: Preparing shapefiles of EO reps for external parties
3. Issues encountered when using Biotics on XP machines (Lenora, UT)

4. Improving instructions for upgrades and patches (Holly, MD)

5. Confusion over Oracle users and other db terms and users (Holly, MD)

6. Methods of remote data entry in use in Network (Shelley, ID)

7. How do methodology changes become "official", and how do I find out about them? (Karen Zyko, CT)

8. Where do I go for a refresher course on mapping animals? (Karen, CT)
9. SQL, Oracle, etc. -- useful links?
10.  What is disk swapping and how do we prevent it from happening?*
11. Temporary tablespace size -- how to set it, why it matters
12. Restoring database from nightly backups*
13. Exporting Tracker data to Access or other databases*
14. What is the future spatial platform for Biotics? (Karen, CT)
  * Not discussed at this clinic.
Discussion

Topic 1. Data Exchange: Several callers talked about problems experienced during data exchange, especially length of time to complete uploads or exports

Jeff (SK): Data exchange caused a big increase in db size. Can we delete anything? Also, in took 10 days of hand-holding the server to upload the data we got back.

Tyler (NS): You can delete the import project. Size increase may also be due to additions to audit log. I’ll write up an optional clean-up step. It’s recognized that the software needs improvement to speed up performance. The time it takes varies a lot from program to program and is affected by the speed of the local hardware.

Lenora (UT) Even though we had upgraded our application server, export was only 47% after 18 hours.

Debbie (BC): Loading data was taking an extreme amount of time. Running “analyze tables” made a big difference—for example, reducing the time for higher classification from 4 ½ days to 1 ½ hours.

Tyler: Analyze tables has helped some programs. Advice to use it will be added to the instructions.

Jill (LA): Also add a head-ups about how long it could take, just so programs are prepared.

Megan (VA): Some new views that Tyler gave us sped up the export.

Tyler: The new views improve performance in installations using Oracle 9i, because the original views were for 8i.  I will send UT the new views, but even with them export of EOs will still take 5-6 hours.

Fagan (CO): Records with lots of township-range values have caused an out-of-memory error when using Exchanger.  This will be a problem for western U.S. states.

Tyler: Yes, this is a bug.. We’ve only encountered this problem with CO data so far, where some large Site records have 1000s of TR rows. Since we don’t actually use the TR values in Sites and MAs, we may stop asking for them if this bug causes a problem.

Lynn (NS): We do use TR data in EO records for multijurisdictional data products, however, so we need to resolve the bug.

Shelley (ID): We’ve also seen the out-of-memory error in a different context.

Someone suggested a clinic conference call specifically for Exchanger issues.

Debbie (BC): Perhaps Exchanger training could be offered over Citrix.

Karen (CT): Are there new instructions for matching records?

Tyler and Jennifer (NS): We are working to beef up the documentation in the post-exchange memo and the help files.

Fagan (CO): Is any other program using a 2nd server, such as a test server, to do their exports?

Tyler: It’s a good idea. Sounds like you’re the pioneer.

Charlene (NY): We’re going to create a test server.

Topic 2. Report from NY Natural Heritage Program on preparing shapefiles of EO reps for external parties: Charlene gave information about views of EO data that have been created in the NYNHP database for preparing shapefiles for different audiences. One set of attributes (70 fields) is attached to the shapefiles used by staff, and a smaller set (33 fields) is included in the shapefile used by partners. A few of the commands and notes about what they do are shown in a message sent to the Biotics listserv: 

http://lists.natureserve.org/pipermail/biotics/2005-February/000376.html . The SQL for creating these views is available from by request. She reported that they had lots of problems trying to turn the complex view into a shapefile. ESRI told them that ArcView couldn’t handle the number of characters in some of the fields. Finally got it to work in ArcGIS.

Steve M (NS):  Have you tried exporting to Access, using ODBC?
Charlene: No, we haven’t, but that’s a good idea.

Lenora (UT): Have you thought about using a geodatabase?

Charlene: We’ve giving our partner shapefiles because they are still using ArcView 3.

Nick (NY):  We include an explanation that the 1st 254 characters of a text field are in, for example, Directions1, the 2nd 254 in Directions2.  We limit our parsing of the text to two fields and tell the partners to contact the office if the full text is longer than that.

Lenora: We have up to 19 fields for EO Data.

Charlene: Syntax for parsing a clob field is in my email message. We also pulled out some of the Spatial Attribute values and simplified the Name Category domain values.

Topic 14. Future spatial platform: Debbie Albert explained that although we know it won’t be ArcView 3.x, we don’t know what it will be. NS has received funding for a project that will help us develop a technology strategy by the end of 2005, but the technology will not be chosen until later. The former Technology Working Group will become a Technology Forum. It will hold conference calls about specific technology subjects that will be announced on the listservs, and anyone can join them. The first of these calls, on Biotics 4 and State Wildlife Grants, is scheduled for the end of February.

Topic 7. How are methodology changes codified?: Jennifer Nichols told participants about the Methods Working Group. The members are herself, Larry Master (NS), Don Faber-Langendoen (NS), Troy Weldy (NY), Sabra Schwartz (AZ), Mike Schafale (NC), and a botanist to be designated. She said that the procedure is that an issue is assigned to a member, who makes an initial recommendation which is discussed internally by the group. Then the recommendation is presented to the network via the listserves for feedback. Depending on the feedback received, the solution/change is either accepted or goes back to the group for more discussion.  She listed the issues currently under discussion, and said that some large topics, like review of how element ranking is done, will be tackled by a separate working group. It was suggested that the list of topics be included on the Biotics website.

Topic 8.  Guidance on Mapping Animals: Jennifer pointed out the EO methodology documents on the Biotics website.  Debbie Albert said that an email discussion between Geoff Hammerson and Larry Master on mapping bats would be added to the Knowledge Base, and other email exchanges with mapping guidance could also be added. She asked for suggestions of listserv discussions that should be included.

Topic 3.  Problems encountered when using Biotics on XP machines.

Lenora (UT): We’re curious to see if others are having the same sorts of problems we’re having. For example, screen saver makes Mapper crash.

Nicole (MB): We also had this problem, but it was resolved by using a black screen.

Glenn (FL): On our XP machines, several scenarios cause Mapper to disappear but PowerBuilder and ArcView stay alive.

Lenora: We implemented the instructions in the Knowledge Base (KB) – no screensaver.

Debbie (BC): We eliminated wallpaper as well.

Tara (IL): We haven’t had any problems even with a screen saver and wallpaper.

Someone suggested that problems might be due to memory management. There didn’t seem to be any pattern to problems based on whether a program had installed XP Service Pack 1 or SP2.

Nicole: There’s a difference between off-the-shelf XP and modified set-up. It took a while to get it right. 

Participant from VA: There needs to be a place in the Knowledge Base for recommended specs for clients and servers.

Steve M: If you’re upgrading, submit a Support issue and we’ll send you recommendations that take into account your program size and other factors. There is a Knowledge Base article called “Tips for improving performance” under “System Environment.”

Debbie A:  Also see the Installation Worksheet, which is on the Biotics website at:

http://whiteoak.abi.org/hdms/SupportDoc/QC_and_Export_Docs/Biotics4_info_wksheet.doc 
Topics 4/5. Instructions/documentation:  Some participants commented that it can be hard to know where to find documents, e.g., whether they are on the website or in the KB. Perhaps an outline of topics and where the documents are found could be developed. Expanded keywords to search by in the KB would also help.

Debbie A. reported that we plan to develop a glossary of help users understand the patch and upgrade instructions. It will be send to the Biotics distribution list. There is also a sheet that has been given out at recent installations where you can record user names and passwords for your installation. 

Topic 6. Experiences with Citrix / remote data entry:  Shelley (ID) asked if other programs are accessing Biotics remotely, and by what methods.

Nick (NY): We have remote access to Tracker through Citrix. The Biotics client is installed on the Citrix server, not on the users’ home computers.

Kierstin (PA): All our data entry is remote via Terminal Server, but users are logged into the state network, not working over the internet.

Fagan (CO): VPN Terminal Services

Shelley: Over VPN my access from home was ridiculously slow. We’ve decided to test Citrix for remote access to Tracker and Mapper.

Debbie A: See the KB for an item about Citrix, and also another one about managing user work spaces. If you’re going to be logging in from both work and home, the work space needs to be on the network.

Topic 11. Temporary tablespaces:  Jodi (VT) asked if temp tablespace can be expanded to prevent out-of-memory errors?  Steve M. said that it can be made bigger, but if it’s too big it’s a waste of space so it’s better to periodically clean it out by stopping and restarting the database. He said that creating views and reports with bad joins make it fill up.

Topic 9. SQL/Oracle Resources:   There is a document on the Biotics website with links to online SQL training and other resources (http://whiteoak.abi.org/hdms/SupportDoc/sql_resources.htm ).  If anyone finds other good sites about learning SQL or using Crystal Reports, please let us know and we will  add them.
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