Use of Volunteer Monitoring and Other Non-State Agency Data Sources

For Regulatory Decision-Making

With shrinking state budgets, and staff and other resource reductions, many state water quality regulatory programs are struggling to maintain their ambient water quality monitoring activities.

In the face of these impending reductions, the South Carolina Department of Health and Environmental Control (SCDHEC) is interested in exploring options for the utilization of water quality data generated from sources outside of the agency itself.  

To that end SCDHEC has begun a project that entails a survey of numerous states to inquire how they utilize water quality monitoring data collected by organizations outside of the state water quality regulatory agency.  This survey explores how water quality data collected by organizations outside of the primary water quality regulatory agency are used in their regulatory processes.  How are outside data used for development of the §303(d) list of impaired waters, wasteload allocation modeling, setting NPDES permit limits, water pollution enforcement actions, TMDL development, documentation of water quality restoration or improvement?  Is there a distinction between regulatory and non-regulatory quality data?  What sorts of data quality assurance requirements are in place to ensure legally defensible data?  How is the program run: who administers it, how is it funded, what is the leadership structure, are there paid staff?  How are the data managed and by whom?

A Master’s candidate in the University of South Carolina Masters of Earth and Environmental Resource Management program, Chris Case, is conducting this project as the basis for his thesis work through an internship with the SCDHEC Bureau of Water.
 
To date he has conducted interviews with the water quality regulatory agencies of 34 states, 5 monitoring councils, and several South Carolina volunteer monitoring efforts.

To capture the perceptions from the side of volunteer data generators, Chris has also created an online questionnaire for volunteer monitoring organizations, http://www.surveymonkey.com/s/3HHQJ5V.

The final goal of this project is to develop some models relevant to South Carolina in which groups outside of SCDHEC will collect water quality monitoring data and submit it to the Department. Within the final program models, will be information as to different possible organizational structures, identification of stakeholders and potential involved parties, data quality control requirements, training and possible certification options, data management needs, and potential funding opportunities. 

The results of this project may also be of use to other Council workgroups and members to help promote the collection of regulatory quality data through volunteer monitoring or other groups.
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