Taming the QAPP Beast
As budgets and resources continue to shrink and the complexity of water protection and restoration efforts increase, coordination among all monitoring entities becomes increasingly vital to ensuring the success of these efforts. The role and impact of citizen scientist, or volunteer, monitoring efforts could increase dramatically as a result. Regulatory agencies can use volunteer-collected monitoring data to assist them in a variety of ways. For example, volunteer data may help track down sources of point and non point source pollution; in analyses of water-quality trends; to help develop watershed or source-water protection plans;  to monitor the effectiveness of Best Management Practice projects; or to evaluate compliance with total maximum daily load allocations for specific pollutants. 
However, in order to use data collected by volunteer monitoring groups, regulators must be able to answer the following questions to determine if the data quality meets their needs. These questions include:

· Why were the data originally collected?
· What indicators were selected, are they the right ones for this purpose?
· What methods were used in the field and laboratory?
· Where and when were samples collected?
· What did collectors do to ensure the quality of the data?
· How was the data recorded and managed, and in what format is it stored?
The growth and success of volunteer monitoring depend on the ability of these groups to answer these questions, and their ability to do that depends on how well they can document and communicate the quality of their data.  Monitoring data, whether it originates from volunteer monitoring organizations or government agencies or any other source, has the potential to be used by others if the data is of known and documented quality. The first step to ensure that data are of known quality and thus defensible is to have to have a Quality Assurance Project Plan (QAPP).  
A QAPP is a standardized format to communicate the quality of data.  When a QAPP is available, data users and decision makers engaged in regulatory processes
, such as the Clean Water Act, can determine the quality of data being generated by entities other than themselves. If the process is successful the regulatory process benefits from a richer database that the regulatory agency could not generate alone.  
While these questions can be answered through the implementation of an agency reviewed and approved QAPP, in many instances the QAPP process can be time consuming and frustrating, especially for those in the non profit sector of the monitoring community. It is also important to note that most volunteer monitoring organizations operate on shoestring budgets and many entities are dependent on funding sources that require a QAPP before any monitoring can be conducted.  Time spent waiting for approvals consumes precious resources that could have been used for actual monitoring or analyses.  

Today’s climate of “doing much more with much less” is driving the need to standardize and streamline the QAPP review and approval process for any potential data user. This can be accomplished through completeness, transparency, and availability on behalf of  b
oth volunteer monitors and regulatory agencies who are of course striving for the same outcome: usable data of known quality.  Yet, it is difficult for volunteer monitoring organizations to predict the timing and allocation of resources for QAPP approval. Simultaneously it is also challenging for agencies to create a perfect review process with many unknowns and other demands on their resources.  This apparent and sometimes very real conflict can hamper both the citizen scientist and the decision maker. . Standardization will take some time up front but will surely save time in the long run and  will improve the outcomes for everyone involved and, most importantly, the protection of our waterways.   A successful QAPP review process will include:
Completeness.  Agencies need to determine and document study design essentials (what, when, where, methods, data quality objectives, data management and reporting) for the various decision making processes to the best of their abilities, given that many aspects can be moving targets.  A need not communicated is often an unmet need; therefore, documentation of known minimum requirements is necessary in a QAPP.  Volunteers for their part need to document their study designs and utilize the QAPP tool to demonstrate they are capable of meeting agency needs. 

Transparency.  Once agencies have determined elements needed for decision making processes and a process to review external data,  the associated QAPP guidance and requirements should be transparent to external data generators.   What information is needed to make these important decisions must be transparent so that resources are spent on decisions and solutions not on detective work that could have be avoided
.

Availability.  All documentation from both agencies and volunteer monitoring organizations should be available on the web or in files,. This includes existing QAPPs, Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs), methods, instrumentation, forms, and reports.  If the content of the material is complete and easily accessible, communication problems will not be a barrier nor a frustration for either entity.
Moving forward, collaboration is the key to successfully managing our water resources.  Let’s start by taming the quality assurance beast and harnessing the energy of the non profits , on the ground and in the water.  The following are some resources for QAPP process.  

http://www.usawaterquality.org/volunteer/

http://www.dickinson.edu/about/sustainability/allarm/content/Technical-Assistance/

http://water.epa.gov/type/rsl/monitoring/qappcovr.cfm 

http://www.uri.edu/ce/wq/ww/Qapps.htm 
http://swamp.mpsl.mlml.calstate.edu/resources-and-downloads/quality-assurance 
�Is the usefulness of QAPPs limited to regulatory purposes?


�Need to define what you mean by transparency


�Will the Council be taking the lead?  Seems like we need to conlude with some concrete example of what's going to happen.





