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Helping NRCS Leadership Remain on Course

"The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex, marital status, familial status, parental status, religion, sexual orientation, genetic information, political beliefs, reprisal, or because all or a part of an individual's income is derived from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA's TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD). 
To file a complaint of discrimination write to USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, 1400 Independence Avenue, S.W., Washington, D.C. 20250-9410 or call (800) 795-3272 (voice) or (202) 720-6382 (TDD). USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer."
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The Role of Oversight & Evaluation in NRCS
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Vision

Helping NRCS Leadership Remain on Course

	Customers
	Services
	Products

	· Chief

· Associate Chief

· Deputy Chiefs

· Regional Assistant Chiefs
· Division Directors

· State Conservationists 
	· Consulting

· Advising
	· Issue Papers

· Quick Response Reviews

· Critical Preliminary Findings

· Survey Reviews

· Comprehensive Studies




Importance of O&E function to the Chief and Agency leadership

· Internal review function

· Feedback mechanism on how well policies and requirements are being implemented

· Improves accountability by providing information on agency performance and evaluating effectiveness and efficiency of NRCS programs, activities, and operations


History and Structure of Oversight and Evaluation

Origin

· USDA Reorganization Act of 1994, under Public Law 103-354 established six NRCS Regional Offices and assigned responsibility for Oversight and Evaluation (O&E) to Regional Conservationists.

Reorganization of Oversight and Evaluation

· Effective September 27, 1998, Chief Reed realigned the O&E staff to report directly to the Director of Operations Management and Oversight Division (OMOD) of National Headquarters (NHQ).  This change ensured more independence of the O&E function, allowed more flexibility to address emerging issues, and focused O&E as part of a single point of accountability.

· In early 1999, a supervisor for O&E was added to the OMOD staff.

· September 2004 reorganization, which eliminated the six Regional offices, O&E reorganized from six office locations to two, with all O&E personnel reassigned to one of the two locations.

Current Staff Structure

· O&E staffs are assigned to the OMOD in NHQ, and are headquartered at Fort Worth, TX or Beltsville, MD.
· Supervisor is headquartered at NHQ.
· O&E staffs are considered senior discipline specialists.  Current professional disciplines include Resource Conservationists, Engineers, Soil Scientists, Biologists, and Management Analysts.

· O&E is trained and competent in specialized areas of performance reviews (audits).
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ACTIVITIES AND SUCCESSES
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Results of Reviews

Legislative

· Facts and data were researched to communicate information regarding congressional testimony for the Unified Joint Strategy for Animal Feeding Operations.

Management

· Establishment of a National Design and Construction Center to support the increased workload and improve the quality of the complex engineering designs and construction.

· Reorganization of the Management Services Division.

· Appointment of a Directives System Manager.

· Commitment to move directives to an electronic system.

· Established full-time offices at tribal headquarters providing improved agency assistance to tribes.

· Established seven state American Indian Program Coordinator positions.

· Acquired 200 technical trainees under the Student Educational Employment program in FY 1999.

Conservation Planning

· Requiring a conservation-planning course for all conservation planners.

· Development of the Customer Service Toolkit.

· Revisions of the Field Office Technical Guide.

· Development and implementation of regional workshops covering the National Environmental Protection Act, the Endangered Species Act and the National Historic Preservation Act.

· Development and implementation of multi-state workshops emphasizing improvement in the technical quality of wetland restoration.

Programs

· Revision of Emergency Watershed Protection policy and procedures including the establishment of a national Disaster Assistance Recovery Training Team, elimination of the terms "exigent" and "nonexigent", and establishing authority to provide up to 90% cost share in areas meeting specific "limited resource" criteria.

· Streamlining and improving the Environmental Quality Incentives Program administrative processes.

· Facilitated rule and legislative changes in the Environmental Quality Incentives Program.

· Development of Conservation Reserve Program Environmental Benefits Index calculation software eliminating inconsistencies found between states.

· Development of a basic easement monitoring protocol.

· State approval process for wetland restoration plans.

Summary of Results of Consulting and Advising Activities

Soil Survey

· Enhanced implementation of Major Land Resource Area-based soil survey projects and re-energized coordination with National Cooperative Soil Survey partners helping guide development of the FY 2000 Soil Survey Division Program Plan.
Conservation Planning

· Production of a wetlands video on restoring micro topography.

· Advising the national Conservation Tool-kit development team on incorporating wetland procedures into the Tool-kit.

· New chapter for the Wildlife Management Handbook on ecological principals.

· Incorporation of new air resource concerns into the General Manual and the National Planning Procedures Handbook.

· Rating of conservation practices for the air resource in the conservation Practice Physical Effects matrix.

Programs

· Facilitated wetland reserve program workshops related to restoring wetlands and wetland topography.

· Identified inefficiencies in the overall administration of the Environmental Quality Incentives program resulting in streamlined processes.

· Advised the National Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) Streamlining Team resulting in a signed memo from the Chief to the Secretary requesting both rule and legislated changes to the EQIP.

Legislative and Policy

· Advised and counseled on national wetlands policy changes.

Accountability

· Facilitation completion of several Management Action Plans used to guide implementation of Oversight and Evaluation review recommendations.

· Regional and National quality assurance completed for Workload Analysis 2000 and 2001.

· Advised and consulted on agency responses to Office of Inspector General reports.

· Provided advise and consultation on engineering evaluations in two states for the Director, Conservation Engineering Division.

Interagency

· Represent agency interests in the North American Waterfowl Management plan for the Midwest by serving as the Regional representative to the Upper Mississippi Great Lakes Joint Venture Board of Directors.


Value Added by Oversight & Evaluation

The Oversight and Evaluation (O&E) staff provides NRCS leadership with reliable, objective, and timely information on key critical issues. The value-added by O&E lies in the early detection of problems and associated resolutions, as well as in confirmation of things that the agency is doing right.   In the words of the U.S. General Accounting Office (GAO): 
“NRCS’ Oversight and Evaluation staff provides an important internal review function.  This staff conducts surveys and comprehensive and limited studies to assess quality, accountability, effectiveness, and consistency in delivering conservation assistance.  Because of NRCS’ decentralized organization, the oversight and evaluation function is an important feedback mechanism on how well agency policies and requirements are being implemented.  It is also an important part of NRCS’ approach to improving accountability because internal reviews provide information on the agency’s performance by evaluating the effectiveness and efficiency of NRCS’ programs, activities, and operations.” (Report to the Chairman, Committee on Agriculture, House of Representatives, GAO/RECD-00-83, April 2000)


Benefits Derived 

Examples of Benefits and Value Added by 
Oversight and Evaluation
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Examples of Value Added Products and Services

Successive 

Environmental Quality Incentive Program 

Studies led to: 

2004 decision by the Secretary of Agriculture to realign EQIP’s administrative, 

financial and technical responsibilities under the NRCS, not in the dual role with 

FSA as originally established.

 Continued improvement and implementation of effective policies and 

procedures that assure accountability in the use of federal funds. 



Complex Engineering Structures 

Study led to the establishment of a group of 

National Design and Construction Engineers becoming a part of the National Design, 

Construction and Soils Mechanics Center, Ft. Worth, TX.



National Resources Inventory 

Study led to streamlining the National Resources 

Inventory collection process by shifting from the state level to a  national level. Three 

state of the art Remote Sensing Laboratories were established, serving the East, 

Central and West regions with permanent contract staff to utilize remote sensing 

technologies and gather data that did not require on-site data collection.




Relationship of NRCS and Oversight & Evaluation 

with the Office Of Inspector General (OIG) and 

the General Accounting Office (GAO)
Background

· OIG and GAO have historically performed self-contained reviews of NRCS operations.

· OIG and GAO reviews of NRCS have increased due to larger amounts of federal dollars distributed through NRCS programs.

· Many OIG and GAO review findings revealed the reviewer’s lack of understanding about NRCS business operations with customers and partners.

· OIG and GAO lacked the technical capability to evaluate conservation systems in the field.

Improved Relations with Auditing Organizations through the 

Oversight and Evaluation function of NRCS include:

· Improved communications between NRCS and OIG and GAO has lessened duplication of work
· OIG shares their review plans with NRCS

· OIG has requested technical training from NRCS
· NRCS O&E staff works with OIG in the field when requested
· O&E staff have received audit and review training by OIG
· Increased trust and better quality reviews or audits for the respective agencies
· Improved ability of NRCS to reach agreement on corrective actions recommended by OIG and GAO

 Existing Opportunities for Oversight and Evaluation

      Consulting and Advisory Services to NRCS Leadership Team
· Research new technical, programmatic, legislative, or policy issues

· Investigate and provide recommendations for improvement on technical, programmatic, legislative, or policy issues at the National, Regional, or State level 

· Provide consultation during development of Management Action Plans resulting from Oversight and Evaluation Reviews as endorsed by agency leadership
· Assist with development and implementation of National, Regional, and State management/functional reviews
Future Opportunities for Oversight and Evaluation

· Operations Management Reviews

· Internal Control Oversight and quality Assurance

· Follow-up on Past Internal and External Oversight and Evaluation Activities

       Provide Agency Liaison Support to External Review Groups 

· Provide agency liaison support to the Office of Inspector General or to the General Accounting Office
Natural Resources Conservation Service
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Mission





The mission of Oversight and Evaluation (O&E) in the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) is to conduct activities to assess quality, accountability, effectiveness, and consistency in the delivery of conservation assistance as defined by laws, executive orders, rules, regulations, and policy to help people conserve, sustain, and improve our natural resources.
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“NRCS’ O&E staff…provide an important internal review of the effectiveness and efficiency of the agency’s programs, activities, and operations…” GAO, April 2000





“O&E evaluations are extremely valuable to Division Directors and Program Managers in setting priorities and obtaining honest feedback.”


(Horace Smith, Director, Soil Survey Division)





Improve readiness and technical capacity


Improve management controls


Improve systems/processes


Ensure compliance with laws, executive orders, rules, and regulations


Avoid adverse publicity


Validate existing processes


Provide analysis/data to decision-makers


Funds put to better use





Oversight and Evaluation (O&E) comprehensive studies, surveys, and quick response reviews, plus consultative and advisory services have resulted in numerous benefits to the agency.  Some highlights include:





 Environmental Quality Incentive Program (EQIP) reviews brought about significant improvements in procedural guidance, training, quality assurance, and monitoring of funds.


“…not only did (O&E) do an outstanding job in identifying, analyzing, and summarizing concerns about the EQIP program, but they also did an excellent job in developing workable solutions to these concerns.”


 (Mark Berkland, Director, Conservation Operations Division)





“We examined the supporting documentation for seven of these reviews and determined that NRCS’ O&E (staff) had an effective process for assessing agency policy and procedures.” – 


Office of Inspector General (OIG)


 Report No. 10099-0002-CH, April 2000





Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) reviews resulted in immediate corrections of incorrect processes/procedures at the field level, and national development of Environmental Index (EI) software to eliminate inconsistencies found between states.  The reviews were also cited in responding to an OIG audit of CRP. 


An American Indian Program Delivery review led to increased conservation assistance to tribes and enhanced communication with tribal leaders.





“O&E review of Wetland Reserve Program (WRP) restoration and monitoring efforts…continues to be critical to program delivery improvement.  Through the O&E efforts, problems are being identified and resolved before they reflect adversely on the agency.” 


(Bob Misso, National Wetlands Policy Coordinator, Watersheds & Wetlands Division)
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