Support Clinic Call – October 26, 2004

1. Program Report:  Shelley Cooke, Idaho : Extensible Tabs for EOs (see handout from Shelley for detailed information and illustration, or email Shelley if you have questions):

a. Coordinates – for GPS coordinates; grid format.  Associated with domain tables

Q:  why put this on EO Rather than source features?

A:  Reporting SF can get messy, and many SFs don’t have any EOs, and often SFs don’t get exported.  

Q:  Are you confident that you have your EOs up to the current methodology and that when you combine EOs based on the EO Specifications, you won’t have to re-input all these data?

A:  No.  Like everyone else, we are working on that gradually, so some of these EOs may end up being combined in the future.

Q:  Do you enter the data twice – once at source feature level using the observation grid, and again with the EO?

A:  No, not necessarily – most of these coordinates do not have their own source feature, but we still want to retain the GPS coordinates as part of the EO.

b. Monitoring tab – for elements with special monitoring regimes.  Not used to take place of EO DATA – more of a summary for easy printing and extracting.  

Q:  Source Features have an observation tab.  Is there a concern about keeping these data in two different places?  Also, aren’t you concerned about losing these data, because if you accidentally delete an EO and try to recover it, you’ll lose all these extensible data because extensible data are not archived?

A:  For Idaho, this is for capturing information for a few specific species that have additional information.   Most of this is a holdover from BCD when we didn’t have a place to put observation data and didn’t have spatial representations for EOs or for observations.  This is where it migrated when we converted to Biotics 4, and it works for now.  Really, the monitoring tab is just for a few species that we kept data on prior to Biotics 4.

Q:  An EO may have 15-20 observation points with good GPS locations.  We are then faced with decision of entering and maintaining 15 source points.  Alternative would be to create a tab such as the coordinates tab created by Idaho – this would maintain those data without requiring all the overhead.  Is this a good application of ID’s coordinates tab? 

A:  Yes.  That is one of the reasons we developed it.

Q:  As an alternative, has anyone used the bulk loading of source features (Load EOs from table/theme) to load all these source features?

A:  There would still be overhead associated with maintaining a separate source feature for each of these GPS points – you may still prefer to have a single polygon source feature for a particular EO and simply want to maintain information about the original GPS locations.

c. Office Comments with Do Not Export checkbox included.

Office Comments field is another holdover from BCD optional field. There may be a better place to put some of these comments in Biotics.


Do Not Export checkbox serves a different purpose than the Data Sensitive EO checkbox.

Observation View to use in ArcGIS:

ArcGIS Relate works better because it allows you to do a one:many relate rather than the limitations of a join in ArcView 3.x

Comment - Utah:  We reduce all source features into centroid points to get it into one feature to avoid the one:many problem.  We do this quarterly.  Ultimately we want to create a geodatabase that includes all the lines and polygons as well.

Comment: Using Views in Mapper – you can link to any view through the Add/remove oracle attributes data.  Just be cautioned about linking to too many views/fields, because it will affect your performance when you are doing data entry and editing.  However, for exporting data, this can be a good way to get data out of the system associated with your EO shapefile.

2. Data Exchange Experiences:

Virginia:  installation of Exchanger software was the easiest part so far.  It took almost a month to load my data (when it was returned from NatureServe).  This was due to some problems, but it took a while to determine what those problems were.  Main problem seemed to be that the holding area tables weren’t large enough, but it took too long to determine that that was the problem.  Ultimately, we had to load the data in five different chunks.  It renders the whole thing almost impractical to do.  We started our exchange in July and now in October we are still working on it.  Not to be negative – but from the user end, the process used to take a few days, and now it takes about a month spread over time.

NY and Florida also reported problems with the loading area tablespaces filling up.  

Q: Is there something on the KB about this issue?

A:  Tyler is incorporating some of this information into the documentation that she sends out with the data exchange.

Idaho:  Took 1-2 months to get the data loaded in.  Took forever during the matching process – we don’t know why it took us so long.   If something goes wrong, you practically have to start over.

Washington:  Our exchange only took about a week or so.  Better documentation would have been helpful, but it wasn’t as bad as everyone else’s experiences.  I accepted a lot of the defaults and that seems to have worked so far.

Connecticut:  our data exchange went very well, and I had just been to Advanced Biotics Training which covered Exchanger, which was helpful with the exchange as well.  The matching stuff was confusing and more documentation on that would have been helpful, but most everything with our exchange went smoothly.

Q:  Does anyone have information on database versions that are supported by exchanger?

A:  Exchanger (and Biotics) are support for the following Oracle versions:  

8.1.7.4.1

9.2.0.1.0

9.4.0.1.0

Q:  For those programs that had tremendous problems with their data exchange – can you offer any advice about what would have helped?

a. Have patience.

b. Let Exchanger run in the background (uploading will slow down the system and probably should be done while there are no other users in the system, but matching can run in the background without affecting other users).

General Comments: 

a. Documentation needs a lot of work

b. Jennifer Nichols is working on adding Exchanger documentation into the system Help.

c. We noticed when matching our references that the modified date got changed to NatureServe’s update date with Tyler’s name on all the updates, so we are working with Tyler to restore our own dates back – and to not receive our own data back in the future.  Idaho’s solution to this:  we rejected all of our own references from the data exchange as well as keywords, since we had done a lot of reconciling of these data that we did not want to lose.

Note from Tyler:

A couple of things that might ease your mind for the next round of data exchanges….

a. We are already thinking about how to reduce the number of records we send back at the end of the exchange.  When we were designing the new data exchange procedures, it was easiest to send everything back in the beginning.  However, we're now going to start paring down the post-exchange records to a more manageable level.

b. I am definitely aware that some programs have had some performance problems with Exchanger.  We do have some ideas up on the Knowledge Base about how to improve Exchanger performance—so if you're still having trouble, check out the information there.

c. Also new to the Knowledge Base is a brief Exchanger tutorial.  It's nowhere near comprehensive yet, but it does take you through some of the basic steps that we cover during the Advanced Biotics Training.  I definitely encourage new users to give it a try.

d. Based on feedback from New York, we just changed the import rules for References—now, no changes will be made to references that the receiving heritage program owns (based on the reference code).  I mention this because I would also encourage any of you to send in your suggestions for how to improve the post-exchange upload process.  You can give me a call or send an e-mail any time—I'm always glad to hear feedback, positive or negative, and it will help us improve the data exchange process for everyone.

3. Extensible tables and auditing.  

Q:  Has anyone thought that they would like to have extensible data audited?  

A:  Yes.

Q:  Has anyone ever attempted to create triggers for extensible data?  

A:  Nobody on this call, or at NatureServe has attempted to do this yet.

Essentially, extensible data can be audited if you are willing to create the triggers.   Recommendation is to go into Tora, DB Visualizer, DBA Studio or Oracle Enterprise Manager and look at existing Triggers in the database (such as for the EO table).  Each table has 4 triggers:

a. before update

b. after update

c. insert

d. delete

Look at these triggers and mimic them for your extensible table.  It will probably take a lot of TESTING to make sure you don’t miss anything.  This is not something that is practical for installation and unfortunately, we do not have the resources to support creation or maintenance of triggers at NatureServe

Once you create the triggers, auditing requires that there be a corresponding table for the deleted schema, which requires a standard naming and schema format (tablename_del) which mirrors that in the source schema.  These tables also require some standard date fields.

Biotics_user owns all of these objects (triggers), so you should be able to look at the triggers when you are logged in as biotics_user.

To select objects in the deleted schema, you need to be logged in as the deleted_schema owner (biotics_del), or specify the table name.

4. Audit logs vs. deleted schema and Restoring data from deleted schema

Deleted Schema:  this is an entire schema and available for backup purposes.  This is used when deleting an entire record.  You should also remember that when you talk about a “record”, you are actually referring to rows in multiple tables – for example, deleting an EO actually populates multiple tables in the deleted schema (eo and all child tables, such as eo_county, eo_site, eo_specimen, etc.).  So, when you restore from the deleted schema, you need to make sure that you restore from child tables as well as parent tables.  Restoring from the deleted schema would involve inserting records from the deleted schema back into the source (biotics_user) schema.

Audit logs:  track specific information about specific fields and maintain old values for data that have changed.

There is a script on the knowledge base for restoring EOs and this takes care of the source features and all the child tables as well (it is designed to work on ONLY one EO at a time).  We have not yet created scripts for restoring data from other tables (i.e. EST), but we have helped numerous users with this and are able to provide support if you need to restore other data.

5. Editing Element Occurrences vs. Source Features:

Q:  When should you edit an Element Occurrence rather than editing the source feature?

A:  When the source feature is Areal – Estimated and you have nothing by which to delimit a boundary or are unable to delimit the entire boundary, however, the buffer overlaps a feature or area where you KNOW the element could not exist (i.e. the buffer for an Areal – Estimated source feature overlaps a lake for a terrestrial species).  In this case, you may want to edit the EO Rep by cutting off the area of the buffer that overlaps the lake.  

Q:  When should you edit the source feature rather than editing the EO Rep? 

A:  If you are updating an occurrence based on new observation data, and you now have something by which to delimit the entire boundary, or even have enough information to use negligible uncertainty, then you want to make a source feature that reflects the new information that you have rather than editing the existing EO Representation which is based on old observation information.  By editing the source feature (or creating a new one) in this case, you maintain compatibility between the conceptual feature type-locational uncertainty type combination and the type of source feature drawn.

Some technical limitations of the Biotics software and methodological information of which you should be aware before making extensive edits to EO Representation features:

a. EOs are regenerated based on source features every time an edit is made.  This includes edits to existing source features and additions of new source features.  If you have made edits to an EO Rep feature and that EO is then regenerated because of an edit to ANY of its source features, your edits and your EO Rep edited comments will be lost.

b. If you have a new observation in the same locality as an historical occurrence and you are not comfortable updating the historical occurrence with the new observation data (even though they are geographically coincident), it is legitimate to make the new observation data into a new EO as long as you make a note in the separation comments describing your reasoning for creating a new EO within the proximity of the separation distance of an existing EO.  

c. Note from Debbie Albert:  based on the discussion during the call, what I heard is frustration with Biotics’ functionality more than with the methodology itself.  My sense is that if the software did not automatically re-generate the EO Representation when the EO Rep Edited box is checked, then you would be able to make some of these simple edits to Areal - Estimated EO Reps where a boundary cannot be delimited, without being tempted to circumvent the methdology by creating a different type of source feature.  I am entering this into our Test Track system.  I have no idea if it can be fixed in the current system or not, but it will be recorded so that future versions of the software can take this issue into account.

Some comments from programs in dealing with this situation in the current software:

a. The only situation where you would edit your EO Rep is where you absolutely cannot provide an areal – delimited boundary based on your observation data.

b. We only edit EO Rep features where they extend outside of our state boundary.

c. We allow buffers to exist as is.  Since they are areal – estimated anyway, we don’t see a reason to put effort into making extensive edits where you don’t have a lot of observation information.

d. Observations that were formerly made into U-precision EOs under the old data model are recorded as independent source features.  When we export data, we export source features as well, so they are still counted.

e. What are the conservation implications of trying to map something that is “unmappable”.  Is it really worth putting them into your database (responses include for environmental review, county surveys and recording of historical data).

f. We find it impractical to have EOs in our EO Rep layer that are represented by very large Areal – Delimited polygons or Areal – Estimated buffers.  It causes a problem with draw speed as well as general editing, and requires liberal use of filters.

6. Dealing with formerly unmappable EOs:

Q:  Is there a procedure for creating features for existing EOs that currently have tabular records but no shapes in the database?

A:  Yes.  This is achieved through two administrative functions called Link Source Features and Generate EOs.  This is the functionality we use to bring your EOs into your database at installation.  To do this for specific EOs, you would need to prepare shapefiles of these features’ source features (unioned) in the same way that you were asked to prepare your shapefiles at installation.  Detailed instructions for preparing the shapefiles and using these functions are in the Admin/Config Guide Chapters 19.3-19.4 (these sections also provide the exact strings you need to describe conceptual feature type and locational uncertainty type when preparing your shapefiles).  This functionality, while very efficient and fairly simple once you get it going,  is somewhat finicky regarding syntax, and may give you cryptic error messages that you do not find helpful.  Don’t hesitate to submit support requests when working with this functionality.  Since this is part of installation, we do this a lot, and should be able to quickly help you troubleshoot some of these issues. 

