8.3. Combining landscape features. Your co-worker, Karl Douglas, has suggested during one of your monthly inventory meetings that all management units in the stands GIS database smaller than four hectares should be combined with another adjacent management unit. His argument is that this will make the process of managing the forest more efficient. Besides the fact that some small polygons may represent significant landscape features (rock pits, wildlife habitat, etc.), and thus should be distinctly represented in a GIS database, what argument might you provide against this potential change in GIS database management policy, particularly from the GIS processing and inventory management perspectives?

Here are some talking points:

1. Stand numbers will change. Some stands numbers will remain the same, but one or more of the combined polygons will be eliminated from the database, creating gaps in the list of stand numbers. If this is not a problem, then the argument is moot. However, if could be a problem for some field managers. Re-numbering the stands after combining polygons would also create a problem for field managers who are accustomed to identifying stands with a common number.

2. The spatial relationships will change. If spatial relationships are used in a forest planning model, the updated relationships (adjacency or proximity) would need to be provided to the planners along with the updated areas of stands and the updated inventories.

3. The inventory may change. In some cases, when stands are combined, they are given the attributes (hence inventory) of one of the stands. A weighted average of the attributes would better represent the combined situation. However, developing a weighted average of some attributes (non-quantitative) of "similar" stands would be problematic. Ultimately, the inventory may change, and questions may arise about the cause.

4. The cost (time and energy required) to make these changes may not worth the increase in management efficiency that would be gained (if any).

5. Inventories related to the combined polygons, if kept separately in a relational database, would need to be managed so that (a) the link between inventory records and polygons is kept current, and (b) the resulting unused inventory records (after combining polygons) are disposed of.

