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Audit of Regional Laboratories

FROM: Michagl Simmons
Deputy Assistant Inspector General
for Internal Audits

TO: Mary Louise Uhlig
Acting Associate Administrator for
Regional Operations and State/L ocal Relations

Attached is the report on our audit of regional laboratories. The purpose of the audit was to evaluate
the planning and management of regional laboratories. We concluded that, along with other EPA
offices, the regional laboratories needed to improve the systems for planning, measuring, and reporting
on activities they performed in order to meet the requirements of the Government Performance and
Results Act. We also concluded that the laboratories needed a stronger shared identity and national
leadership.

ACTION REQUIRED

In responding to the draft report, your office provided corrective actions, with milestone dates, for
each recommendation. Therefore, no further response is required, and we are closing this report in our
tracking system. Pleasetrack all corrective actionsin the Management Audit Tracking System.

We have no objections to the further release of this report to the public.
We appreciate the cooperation you, your staff, and the regional |aboratories provided during this

review. Should you or your staff have any questions, please contact Charles Allberry, Audit Manager,
Northern Audit Division, at 312-353-4222 or Richard Hall, Headquarters Liaison at 202-260-5563.






EPA’s Regional Laboratories

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

INTRODUCTION

OBJECTIVES

RESULTSIN-BRIEF

The Office of Inspector General (OIG) performed an audit of the
Environmental Protection Agency’s (EPA) regional laboratories.
Although prior OIG reports have addressed the Agency’ s Office of
Research and Devel opment |aboratories, there have been no recent
reports concerning the management of regional laboratories.

The objectives of this audit were to:

° determine whether improvements were needed in how regional
laboratories' activities were planned and managed, and

° identify areas where administrative processes among regiona
laboratories could be streamlined.

To meet the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (the
Results Act), EPA istaking steps to improve the processes for planning,
program evaluation, budgeting, and fiscal accountability. The regional
laboratories' current processes will not be adequate to assist the Agency
in meeting the Results Act. Areas for improvement include: (1)
preparing performance plans, (2) measuring performance, (3) increasing
accountability, and (4) linking planning and performance to funding
levels. See chapter 2 on page 5 for details.

EPA’sregional laboratories need a stronger shared identity and more
active national leadership. Each regional laboratory has historically
operated independently of the others; however, there are many
similaritiesin their missions, goals, and contributions to the Agency. A
1994 EPA report* (1994 L aboratory Study) recommended enhancing the
role of the “central advocate” for the regional laboratories and re-
evaluating which organizational component should fill that role.
Although the Office of Regional Operations and State/L ocal Relations
(OROSLR) was designated to perform thisrole, its ability to fulfill the
responsibilities had been limited. The absence of a shared identity
among regional laboratories and the limited scope of national leadership

'Research, Development

,and Technical Servicesat EPA: A New Beginning, Report No.

EPA/600/R-94/122, July 1994.
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AGENCY ACTIONS

OIG EVALUATION

have resulted in inefficient efforts to meet common needs. See chapter
3 on page 13 for detalils.

The Acting Associate Administrator for OROS/LR stated that
OROS/LR and the regional laboratory managers have joined the Agency
in its efforts to understand and implement specific requirements and
goals of the Results Act. The managers recognize the importance of
both planning and accountability and will continue to bring their
processes in line with the requirements of the Results Act. Concerning
the concept of shared identity for the regional laboratories, OROS/LR
will work with the laboratories to achieve greater consistency and
effectiveness through more coordinated efforts. Asthe current
reorganization of the Office of Administrator is completed, its regional
operations staff will work to acquire the resources necessary to provide
strong national leadership for the broad scope of issues vital to the
regional laboratories. See pages 11 and 19 for specific actions the
Agency will take to address the findings and recommendations.

The Agency’s actions, when completed, will address the findings and
recommendations in the report.

Report No. 7100277
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CHAPTER 1
I ntroduction

PURPOSE

BACKGROUND

Regional Laboratories

Sour ces of
Analytical Services

The OIG performed an audit of EPA’s regional laboratories. Although
prior OIG reports have addressed the Agency’ s Office of Research and
Development |aboratories, there have been no recent reports concerning
the management of regional laboratories. Our objectives were to:

o determine whether improvements were needed in how regional
laboratories activities were planned and managed, and

° identify areas where administrative processes among regional
laboratories could be streamlined.

A regional laboratory islocated in each of the ten EPA regions. The
laboratories provide arange of scientific and technical servicesfor a
wide variety of customers both internal and external to the Agency.
Customers include regional program offices and state and local agencies.
The laboratories’ mission isto: (1) provide quality scientific data, (2)
integrate laboratory activities with field and quality assurance partners,
(3) maintain afully equipped laboratory, (4) maintain and enhance a
technically and scientifically skilled staff, and (5) advance the Agency’s
science agenda.

The focus of the regional laboratories is on the application of science
policies and methods in support of regulatory programs, monitoring
programs, and specia projects. The |laboratories’ main roleisto perform
sample testing in support of various regional programs. The regional
laboratories perform many special analytical services, which include fast
turnaround and verification analyses, nonstandard tests, and analyses
requiring low detection limits. Regional laboratories provide services
other than analytical support, including laboratory audits and
certifications, methods devel opment, field sampling, consulting and
technical assistance, data validation, expert witness testimony, and
training.

EPA regions have three potential sources of laboratory services.

The two main sources are the regional |aboratories and the Contract
Laboratory Program. As aready mentioned, the regional |aboratories
perform many specia analytical services. The Contract Laboratory

1
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Government
Performance
and Results Act

Program consists of a group of contractors that provides routine
analytical servicesin support of EPA’s Superfund effort. Non-
Superfund programs may buy into these contracts if funds are available.

If aregional laboratory or the Contract Laboratory Program does not
have a certain capability, aregion can obtain analytical servicesfrom
private laboratories through blanket purchase agreements, regional
contracts, or small purchase requests. For example, because Region 4
and the Contract Laboratory Program cannot perform dioxin analyses,
Region 4 contracts out for these services.

The Government Performance and Results Act (the Results Act)
was enacted on August 3, 1993, to provide for the establishment of
strategic planning and performance measurement in the Federal
Government. Other purposes of the Results Act include:

° initiating program performance reform by setting program goals,
measuring program performance against those goals, and
reporting publicly on their progress; and

° improving Federal program effectiveness and public
accountability by promoting a new focus on results.

The intent of the Results Act isto change the culture of Federal
agencies, from focusing on what agencies are doing to what they are
accomplishing. Implementing the Results Act would improve agencies
planning, budgeting, and accountability processes, linking them together
so that planning drives budgeting. Actual program results could also be
monitored and used to influence future planning.

To achieve a strong link among planning, budgeting, and accountability,
the Results Act requires all agencies to produce strategic plans, annual
performance plans, and annual performance reports. An agency’s
strategic plan will include a comprehensive mission statement and
genera objectives covering the major functions and operations of the
agency. Annual performance plans will include objective goals and
describe the operational processes and resources required to meet the
goals. Annual performance reports will assess the agency’s performance
versus the established goals. The results will be used as abasis for
future decisions on programs and budgets.

Report No. 7100277



EPA’s Regional Laboratories

SCOPE AND
METHODOLOGY

Our audit focused on the regional |aboratories’ management and
administrative processes and the Office of Regional Operations and
State/L ocal Relations (OROS/LR) role as the central advocate for the
regional laboratories. We performed fieldwork in Regions 4, 5, 8, and 9;
and at OROS/LR. We aso obtained data from the other six laboratories.
We conducted fieldwork between July 8, 1996, and June 13, 1997.

To accomplish our objectives, we reviewed applicable policies and
guidance and interviewed EPA officialsin the regions visited and
OROS/LR. Ascriteria, we used the Results Act, relevant EPA reports,
Office of Administration and Resources Management streamlining
guidance, and Office of Management and Budget information
management policies.

Our first objective was to determine whether improvements were needed
in how regional laboratories activities were planned and managed.
Through reviews of documentation and discussions with laboratory,
regional, and OROS/LR officials, we evaluated the processes and
management controls used to plan, schedule, track, and report laboratory
activities. Laboratory activities include analytical tests, field sampling,
and laboratory inspections and certifications. We asked all ten regional
laboratories about their processes for scheduling, tracking, and reporting
activities, however we only requested data from the four regions visited.
We also reviewed all ten laboratories’ processes for determining their
annual funding levels.

Our second objective was to identify areas where administrative
processes among regional laboratories could be streamlined including
equipment purchases, development of data management systems, and
standard operating procedures. To accomplish this, we asked |aboratory
officials from all ten regions about their process for planning equipment
maintenance and purchases. We interviewed laboratory officials from
the four regions visited regarding their purchase and development of
data management systems.

We issued position papers to the regional |aboratories and OROS/LR on
May 20, 1997. We met with both groups to discuss the position papers,
and incorporated their comments into the draft report. The draft report
was issued to the Acting Associate Administrator for OROS/LR on June
25, 1997. Commentsto the draft report were received on July 29, 1997.
The comments were incorporated into the final report and included as
Appendix 1.
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We performed our audit in accordance with the Government Auditing
Standards, 1994 Revision, issued by the Comptroller General of the
United States, and included such tests as we saw necessary to complete
our objectives.

PRIOR AUDIT
COVERAGE There were no prior audits of EPA’sregional |aboratories related to the
objectives of our audit.

Report No. 7100277
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CHAPTER 2
| mprovements Needed to Meet The
Government Performance and Results Act

To meet the Government Performance and Results Act of 1993 (the
Results Act), EPA istaking steps to improve the processes for planning,
program evaluation, budgeting, and fiscal accountability. The regional
laboratories' current processes will not be adequate to assist the Agency
in meeting the Results Act. Areas for improvement include: (1)
preparing performance plans, (2) measuring performance, (3) increasing
accountability, and (4) linking planning and performance to funding

levels.
|
GOVERNMENT
PERFORMANCE Section 4 of the Results Act requires Federal agenciesto prepare
AND RESULTSACT performance plans and reports. By September 1997 and annually

thereafter, each agency is required to prepare a performance plan
covering the program activities set forth in its budget. These planswill:

° express objective, quantifiable, and measurable goals;

° establish performance indicators to be used in measuring or
assessing the relevant outputs, service levels, and outcomes of
each program activity; and

° provide abasis for comparing actual program results with the
established goals.

The Results Act also requires that starting March 31, 2000, each agency
will submit an annual report on program performance for the previous
fiscal year. The report will include the performance indicators
established in the plan along with the actual program performance
achieved as compared to the established goals. Also, wherea
performance goal has not been met, the report will explain why the goal
was not met, the plans and schedules for achieving the goal, and whether
the goal isimpractical or infeasible.

To help ensure compliance with the Results Act, EPA established a
Planning, Budgeting, Analysis, and Accountability process. Among
other items, it included requirements for annual performance plans and
reports. While the regional laboratories are not required to prepare their
own plans and reports, they provide important services to the program

5
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CURRENT PRACTICES
NEED IMPROVEMENT

Preparing Annual
Performance Plans

offices and need to improve their planning process as EPA implements
the Results Act. Consistent planning methods throughout EPA,
including the regional laboratories, will simplify preparation of the
Agency-wide annual performance plans and reports.

The Results Act requires strong links among planning, reporting, and
budgeting; and increased accountability. To assist EPA in meeting these
requirements, regional laboratories, in conjunction with program offices,
will need to prepare annual plans with objective goals and performance
indicators and maintain consistent data on results. Regional |aboratories
will then need to report to regional and program management on actual
achievements and costs versus projected levels. Lastly, the laboratories
will need to base the funding they receive on planned activities and
performance results. Performing these activities will help the regional
laboratories and the Agency determine whether goals are being met and
resources are being used for priority activities.

Annual performance plans under the Results Act will include
objective goals and performance indicators. According to a 1994 EPA
Subcommittee report?, regional laboratories generally lacked the
information required for effective planning. Only four of ten regional
laboratories prepared work plans that included goals and indicators.
Identifying these elementsin annual planswill provide the laboratories
with a basis to compare to results and determine if objectives are being
achieved.

In 1994, the Subcommittee identified a weakness related to planning
among the regional laboratories. There was ageneral lack of readily
available information, particularly in the areas of resource management
and future program needs. Thisinformation was required to effectively
plan for the future. The Subcommittee recommended that EPA develop
an integrated process to plan its future, and evaluate its current, science
and technical service requirements. The ability to estimate current and
future needs would help the Agency develop performance plans. As of
June 1997, EPA had not taken action to address the recommendation.

Regional laboratories prepared annual plans with varying levels of
detail.

“Research, Development, and Technical Services at EPA: A New Beginning, Appendix F, “EPA Laboratory

Study: ESD Evaluation - Cross-Agency Subcommittee Final Report”, Report No.

EPA/600/R-94/122, July 1994.
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° Half of the laboratories did not prepare written work plans.
Officials said planning specific activities was difficult because
the laboratories provided services in response to changing
regional needs.

° One laboratory prepared plans, but did not identify goals and
indicators. The work plansincluded narrative descriptions of
planned activities, based on regional priorities.

° Four laboratories work plans included goals and indicators. For
example, one region included the estimated number of
inspections and investigations. Another region projected the
work days required to complete certain numbers of activities,
such as training and technical assistance. The plans did not
include estimated levels of analytical support the laboratories
would provide, although this was one of the |aboratories’ major
activities.

Regional and laboratory officials said that it was difficult to develop
detailed work plans because the regional laboratories provide a support
function and must react to changing program needs. However, the
laboratories perform many of the same types of functions every year. As
aresult, laboratory officials can establish performance indicators and
goals for some activities, with the recognition that the laboratories also
fulfill special program needs that are not easily quantified.

Performance indicators are particular values or characteristics used to
measure or assess relevant outputs, service levels, and outcomes of
program activities. Based on the audit, we identified two potential
indicators for the regional laboratories.

° Oneindicator could be the number of analytical tests performed.
Of ten regions, nine counted analytical activities based on
analyses, which represented one sample through one instrument.?
A corresponding goal would be that the regional 1aboratory
would perform a certain number of analysesin afiscal year.

° Another indicator could be the number of laboratory audits.
Regional staff audit contract laboratories to ensure they are

3Even if an instrument si multaneously tests for a number of elements, the activity is counted as one analysis.
However, there could be more than one analysis for each sample.

7
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EPA’s Regional Laboratories

M easuring Performance
Results Consistently

I ncreasing Accountability
Through Reporting

properly analyzing samples. A related goal would indicate the
number of audits the region planned to conduct during the year.

To compare actual results to established goals on a national basis,

the regional laboratories need consistent data on achieved performance
levels. Comparing resultsto goals for analytical support will be difficult
because some regions include different itemsin the counts of analytical
activity. Asaresult, EPA will not be able to determine the national
performance level and whether the laboratories are meeting established
goals.

Laboratory officials included the standard analyses performed by
regional laboratory analystsin the analytical activity data. Also, two of
the ten regions included certain types of quality control work in their
data; the other eight did not. Including quality control analyses adds
significantly to the total analyses. For example, Region 8 included
quality control work initsdata. Infiscal year 1996, Region 8's total was
over twice as high as Region 4's (see table 1). This occurred although
Region 8 had one of the smallest regional laboratories while Region 4
had one of the largest, based on the number of regional full-time
equivalents.

Table1l: Regionslincluded Different
Activitiesin Data

Includes Quality Totd
Region Control Work Analyses

4 No 11,230
8 Yes 22,849

One method of measuring analytical activity is not recommended over
the other. However, because of the differences in measuring, it would
not be possible for the Agency to compare data across the regions and to
calculate total analytical activities versus the projected level. The
regional laboratories need to determine a system for consistently
measuring analytical activities. Thiswill alow determination of an
EPA-wide total and comparison of actual resultsto goals.

Accountability isaprocess for analyzing actual performance and

cost against goals and should focus on the Agency’ s accomplishments
relative to the commitments made in the annual performance plan.

Report No. 7100277
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Linking Funding to
Performance Plans
and Results

Regional laboratories would increase their accountability by preparing
annual performance reports that relate actual results and resources
expended to objectives.

Seven of the ten regional laboratories prepared activity reports and
submitted them to regional or program management. These reports
varied in terms of the information included. Some of the reporting
regions compared actual accomplishments to planned activities, while
others only described completed activities. Five of the seven regions
included numerical data on the levels of actual or planned performance.

The three remaining regional laboratories did not report |aboratory
activitiesto regional or program management. Laboratory officials said
that some regional and program management did not request data on
actual levels of performance or resources used because they were
satisfied with the services provided. Also, the programs were not
concerned about the cost of services aslong as analyses were performed
ontime. Staff members from one region said they had not submitted
reports since 1995 because management was more interested in
environmental results. In another region, the laboratory previously
submitted detailed quarterly reports to program managers. Since the
managers provided little feedback, this practice was suspended.

The regional laboratories need to prepare performance reports to show
actual accomplishments and costs versus planned activities. Preparing
these reports will show whether the laboratories have met their goals and
where resources have been spent. Submitting these reports to program
and regional management will also increase the regional |aboratories
accountability.

The Results Act emphasizes a strong link among planning,

reporting, and budgeting. EPA intends that performance plans and

prior years' results, including resources used, will be the basis for future
decisions on programs and budgets. However, only three of ten regional
laboratories used planned activities and prior years' results as the basis
for their budgets, while seven based their budgets on historical amounts.
Laboratory officials said that they do not believe they have significant
input into how much funding they receive. This occurs because regional
laboratories do not have a specific appropriation. Instead, they are
funded by other program offices or through the Regional Administrators
offices.

Report No. 7100277
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In terms of basing budgets on historical amounts, an EPA report* stated
that: “The budget process should avoid focusing decisions solely on the
margin of the prior year’ s budget because this discourages consideration
of significant change or major redirection.” Asthe laboratories and EPA
continue to implement the Results Act and prepare performance plans
and reports, the funding they receive should be based more on activities
and less on historical amounts.

CONCLUSION

The Government Performance and Results Act places new requirements
on Federal agencies for improving their planning, budgeting, and
accountability systems. Current regional |aboratory practices will not be
adequate to assist the Agency in meeting the Results Act. The regional
laboratories can improve their planning processes by working with
program offices to prepare annual performance plans that include goals
and indicators and measuring performance results consistently. The
laboratories can: (1) increase accountability by preparing annual
performance reports and (2) develop a stronger link between funding
levels and performance plans and results. Performing these activities
will not only help EPA meet the Results Act, it will improve the overall
management of activities and resources at the laboratories.

RECOMMENDATIONS

We recommend that the Acting Associate Administrator for Regional
Operations and State/L ocal Relations work with regional laboratory
management to:

2-1.  Prepare, in conjunction with program offices, annual
performance plans that include goals and performance indicators.

2-2. Develop asystem that all regions will use to consistently
measure |laboratory activities.

2-3.  Prepare annua performance reports that compare goals with
actual accomplishments.

2-4. Basefunding levels on performance plans and prior years
results.

AGENCY ACTIONS

“*Managing For Results, The Planni ng, Budgeting, and Accountability Task Force, February 23, 1996.
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In responding to the draft report, the Acting Associate Administrator for
Regional Operations and State/L ocal Relations agreed with all the
recommendations and stated that the regional laboratories have taken,
and will continue to take, action to address the recommendations.

2-1. Theregional laboratories are working with the program offices,
the Office of Planning, Analysis and Accountability, and the
Office of Regional Operations and State/L ocal Relations to meet
the requirements of the Results Act. Theregional |aboratories
have developed an overall objective and sub-objectives, and are
working on specific performance measures and a performance
plan. The performance plan will be completed by the end of
fiscal year 1998.

2-2. Theregional laboratories agree that a consistent measurement
system should be developed, and the issue will be discussed at a
meeting in September 1997. However, they believethat it is
important to develop a system that is not only consistent and
accurate, but also reflects other factors and assumptions that
need to be considered when measuring the performance of
regional laboratories. A pilot evaluation system will be
completed by September 1998.

2-3.  Inaccordance with the Results Act, the regional laboratories will
prepare annual performance reports that will compare actual
accomplishments with established goals. The first report is due
March 31, 2000, which will address the accomplishments for
fiscal year 1999.

2-4.  Theregional |aboratories anticipate that funding decisions will
be based on accomplishment of goals asidentified in
performance plans. The full system for linking planning,
budgeting, and accomplishments should be in place for the
development of the fiscal year 2002 budget. Interim efforts will
be made to assure maximum accountability.

OIG EVALUATION

The Agency’s planned actions will address the recommendations.

CHAPTER 3
Regional Laboratories Need a Stronger
Shared Identity and National L eader ship

11
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SHARED IDENTITY

EPA’ sregional |aboratories need a stronger shared identity and more
active national leadership. Each regional laboratory has historically
operated independently of the others, however, there are many
similaritiesin their missions, goals, and contributions to the Agency. A
1994 EPA report® (1994 Laboratory Study) recommended enhancing the
role of the “central advocate’for the regional laboratories and re-
evaluating which organizational component should fill that role.
Although the Office of Regional Operations and State/L ocal Relations
(OROS/LR) was designated to perform thisrole, its ability to fulfill the
responsibilities had been limited due to resource constraints.

The absence of a shared identity among regional |aboratories and the
limited scope of national |eadership have resulted in inefficient efforts to
meet common needs. Development of a data management system and
procurement of capital equipment are two examples of where
uncoordinated efforts caused duplication of effort. A stronger shared
identity and more active leadership would help the laboratories achieve
efficiencies from their collective efforts.

Each of EPA’sten regional laboratories has historically seen itself asa
unique entity. Laboratory officials have no responsibility to each other
or to anational level office within EPA. Instead, each regional
laboratory reports to its respective Regional Administrator. At the same
time, regional laboratories share similaritiesin their missions, goals, and
contributions to EPA. Each provides awide range of technical support
and assistance services to regional program offices, state and local
environmental agencies, and tribal units for use in environmental and
enforcement decision-making. Specific activitiesinclude sample
analysis, method development, and laboratory inspection and
certification.

Regional |aboratories are not, and should not be, identical in their size,
structure, or method of delivering services. Geographic and program
variations mandate that each laboratory has the flexibility to meet unique
requirements. However, the laboratories need to accept and embrace
that there are significant similarities in the functions they perform. The
regional laboratories prepared a draft vision statement that indicated

°Research, Development, and Technical Services at EPA: A New Beginning, Report No.

EPA/600/R-94/122, July 1994.
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NATIONAL
LEADERSHIP

that, more and more, solutions to environmental problems can be
achieved only through the collective efforts of all stakeholders. A
stronger shared identity and national leadership will assist the
laboratories in considering not only their regional needs, but national
needs that can be met through coordinated efforts.

The laboratories continue to need stronger national leadership.® Inthe
1994 L aboratory Study, EPA concluded that it needed to strengthen the
Headquarters advocacy for the regional laboratories. Thiswould, in
essence, place regional laboratories on a par with national program
offices. Thisorganization would serve atwo-fold role. First, it would
represent the regional laboratories within Agency-level issues. These
would include discussions concerning allocation of resources. Second,
the organization would serve as afocal point for regional |aboratory
functions. Thiswould include identifying efficiencies related to
coordination of laboratory functions and encouraging cooperation
among the laboratories. However, according to EPA officias, the
expanded role EPA envisioned has not been fulfilled due to resource
constraints.

The 1994 Laboratory Study listed the following activities among the
central advocate' s proposed roles:

° provide consensus building for the effective and efficient use of
resources to meet support requirements;

° facilitate communications among the laboratories, the
Administrator, and program offices;

° ensure that senior management understood how the laboratories
mission integrates into EPA’ s overall scientific mission;

° represent the laboratories during budget and strategic planning
efforts; and

° provide leadership for the laboratories promoting national
consistency.

*The regional laboratories have referred to thisrole as the “central advocate”. However, in the context of
this report, we will refer to it as“leadership” to better include all aspects of the envisioned role.

13
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ILLUSTRATIONS OF
NEED FOR NATIONAL
LEADERSHIP

The study recommended that OROS/LR continue as the central advocate
with enhanced management and budget support. However, according to
an OROS/LR official, it was not able to fulfill this enhanced role due to
limited resources. The OROS/LR'’s activities for regional laboratories
had been limited to budget justification and distribution of resources for
capital equipment.

The regional |aboratory managers believe that stronger national
leadership is needed. The managers provided the following areas of
deficiencies which highlight the need for stronger leadership:

° liaison between the laboratories and Headquarters program
offices, resulting in less than full integration of the regional
laboratories into the Agency’ s science program,

° communication between Headquarters and the laboratories
concerning emerging issues that may affect its operation and
results in under-utilization of resources,

° advocacy or leadership when budget and staffing levels are
addressed,

° promotion, at the national level, of the regional laboratories
functions and contribution to the Agency, and

° recognition of the role that regional |aboratories play in
enforcement, monitoring, and agency initiatives.

OROS/LR is currently undergoing a reorganization and redefinition of
duties. As part of the reorganization, Agency management has decided
that regional laboratory leadership will remain with the regional
operations staff in the Office of the Administrator. As EPA implements
the reorganization, it needs to determine what role the regional
operations staff will perform. In doing so, it is essential that the regional
operations staff provide stronger national leadership.

The absence of: (1) ashared identity and (2) an effective national
leadership have resulted in inefficient use of resources. Attempts to
develop data management systems within regional |aboratories and the
procurement of capital equipment are two examples of where national
leadership may have resulted in amore efficient use of resources. A
stronger shared identity and national leadership will assist the

14
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Data M anagement
Systems

laboratories in considering not only their individual needs, but how their
needs impact and overlap the needs of other |aboratories.

Each regional laboratory has independently purchased, or

developed, its own data management system. While actual use varied,
each |aboratory’ s data management system had the capability to perform
some similar functions. 1n 1992, EPA’s Research Triangle Park (RTP)
and regional |aboratories attempted to develop a common system that
would address the core needs of all of the laboratories. However, in
spite of its efforts and investments, EPA does not have a data
management system which meets the laboratories’ needs.

The RTP system was designed to contain a core set of functions that all
of the laboratories needed such as project management, sample tracking,
and analysis scheduling. The data management system was provided to
interested regions. However, only afew regions adopted it as the others
felt the system was not adequate. Some of the regional |aboratories felt
that this system did not meet the needs already met by current systems,
was not user friendly, and that it had flaws. For example, the system did
not: (1) meet biologists needs, (2) electronically transfer data, or (3)
generate reports. Asaresult, regional data management needs have
been met through several different efforts.

A comparison of Region 5's and 9's systems shows the variations in how
the systems are used and the related costs.

° Region 5 uses its system to track workload, track samples,
generate reports, and upload information from instruments.
Region 9 currently only usesits system to log in samples.

° Region 5 obtained its system at no cost from RTP. Region 9
purchased a commercial system for about $10,000.

° Region 5 had recently modified its system to expand its
capabilities. Region 9 was hiring computer support to learn the
capabilities of its system.

The comparison of the systems shows the differences that exist
throughout regional laboratories. Both regions spent time and resources
trying to get areliable system in operation. A stronger national
leadership would prevent further duplication of effort in the purchase,
development, or modifications of systems needed to meet the regional
laboratories core needs. This leadership could facilitate communication
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among the laboratories to determine the universal needs for a system,
capabilities that had already been developed, and on-going regional
developments. Coordination of data management system devel opment
would result in amore consistent national process for tracking
laboratory activities.

Equipment Purchases Regional laboratories capital equipment purchases were made based on
regional rather than national needs. Asaresult, regional laboratories
have the potential for inefficient use of equipment resources. If
equipment purchases were better coordinated, regional laboratories
could reduce the potential for purchasing equipment that would not be
fully used. EPA and the regional |aboratories have also recognized the
need for better coordination, but have not taken action to improve it.

While OROS/LR was responsible for ensuring proper use of the capital
equipment funds, it did not centrally manage the equipment purchases,
nor did it require the regional laboratories to submit information on
planned purchases and the rationale for those purchases. In December
1996, the OROS/LR began devel oping atracking system to show
equipment purchased since 1992. An OROS/LR official stated that
requiring laboratories to submit the information increased their
accountability for the funds. However, OROS/LR’s tracking system
only identifies past equipment purchases and does not account for
planned purchases. Asaresult, the current method of tracking will still
not prevent regional laboratories from purchasing duplicate equipment
that will be underutilized.

Regional laboratories have recognized that there may be a more efficient
way of using equipment. A draft vision statement for the regional
laboratories indicated that the regions would coordinate workload,
equipment, and expertise among themselves to assure the most efficient
and highest quality service. Under thisvision, regional |aboratories
might use equipment resources more efficiently through coordination of
equipment purchases. National |eadership for the regional |aboratories
could help the regional laboratories identify a better way to use
resources to meet support requirements. This leadership could bring the
laboratories together to recognize there are commonalitiesin their work
and that they can provide support not only to their regions but also to
each other.

CONCLUSION

EPA’sregional laboratories need a stronger organizational identity and
national leadership. Each regional laboratory has historically operated

16
Report No. 7100277



EPA’s Regional Laboratories

RECOMMENDATIONS

AGENCY ACTIONS

OIG EVALUATION

independently of the others, however, there are many similaritiesin
terms of their missions, goals and contributions to the organization. The
enhanced national leadership role EPA envisioned is currently not being
fulfilled. A stronger shared identity and national leadership could help
regional laboratories improve coordination of their activities to reduce
duplication of effort and achieve efficiencies in the use of resources.

We recommend that the Acting Associate Administrator for Regional
Operations and State/Local Relations:

3-1.

3-2.

Work along with the regional |aboratories to complete their
efforts to develop a common vision and mission statement.

Work with regional laboratory management to identify the
appropriate responsibilities for the national leader.

In responding to the draft report, the Acting Associate Administrator for
OROS/LR agreed with the recommendations and described actions to
address the recommendations.

3-1.

3-2.

The regional laboratory vision and mission statements should be
completed by January 1998.

During the current reorganization, OROS/LR discussed with the
Regional and Deputy Regional Administrators and regional
|aboratory directors the specific responsibilities for the national
leader. Within one month of finalizing the reorganization plan, a
work plan will be developed to reflect regional operations staff
activitiesin support of regional laboratory operations.

The Agency’s planned actions will address the recommendations.
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UNITED STATESENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY
WASHINGTON, D.C. 20460

Office of Regional Operations
and State/L ocal Relations

MEMORANDUM
DATE: July 29, 1997
SUBJECT: Response to the Draft Audit Report No. ELIPMF6-05-0115, Audit of

Regional Laboratories

FROM: Marylouise M. Uhlig
Acting Associate Administrator

TO: Michael Simmons
Deputy Assistant Inspector General for Internal Audits

On behalf of the Regions and OROS/LR, | want to thank you for the opportunity to review the
Draft Audit Report No. EIPMF6-05-0115, Audit of Regional Laboratories. Charles Allberry, Audit
Manager, Northern Audit Division and his staff conducted a highly professional review of the planning
and management processes of the Regional laboratories. Evaluations of thiskind are very useful to
management serving as important toolsin our efforts to improve and streamline operations.

The Office of Regional Operations and State/L ocal Relations (OROS/LR) and the Regional
Science and Technology (RS& T) Managers have joined with the Agency in its efforts to understand and
implement the specific requirements and goal s behind the Government Performance and Results Act
(GPRA). We recognize the importance of both planning and accountability and will continue recent
ongoing effortsto bring our processesin line with GPRA requirements. Supporting the concept of a
shared identity for the Regional |aboratories, the Regional Operations Staff will work with the Regionsto
achieve greater consistency and effectiveness through more coordinated efforts across the Regional
laboratories. Asthe reorganization of portions of the Office of the Administrator, including the Regional
Operations Staff (ROS), isimplemented, the ROS will work to acquire the resources (FTE) necessary to
provide strong national leadership for the broad scope of issues vital to the Regional Science and
Technology organizations.

Note: The original response was signed by Bettina B. Fletcher for Marylouise M. Uhlig.
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In response to your specific recommendations, we offer the following comments, planned
corrective actions and time frames for accomplishing these remedies.

Recommendation 2-1

The Regional laboratories are working with Program components, the Office of Planning,
Analysis and Accountability, and OROS/LR to meet the requirements of GPRA. The RS& T
organizations have developed an RS& T Objective under Agency Goal 8, Sound Science, and a draft
Profile Planning Baseline to accompany the Objective. Also, an RS& T GPRA Workgroup comprised of
representatives from each RS& T, have developed Sub-objectives that further define the RS& T Objective
and provide specific Performance Measures. The RS& T GPRA Workgroup will continue to respond to
all Agency GPRA requirements for implementation. The next step will be the development of the
Performance Plan with Goals and Performance Indicators. The time frame for complete implementation
of this recommendation according to the Agency's GPRA schedule will be the end of FY 1998 for FY
1999.

Recommendation 2-2

The RS& Ts have had numerous discussions concerning the issue of measuring laboratory
activities consistently across the Regions. The RS& Ts agree that a consistent measurement system
should be developed and this issue will be on the agenda for the fall RS& T meeting in September, 1997.
However, the RS& Ts believe that it isimportant to develop alaboratory activities measurement system
that is not only consistent and accurate, but also reflects numerous other factors and assumptions which
impact any algorithm used to measure laboratory performance. Sample matrix complexity, programmatic
requirements, temporal sample loading patterns, data quality objectives (e.g. from enforcement-quality
requirementsto initial site screening), appropriate quality assurance levels al significantly impact the
number of samples analyzed by alaboratory. A mechanism to measure Regional |aboratory activities,
including consideration of the additional factors, will be prepared for pilot evaluation by September,
1998.

Recommendation 2-3

In accordance with GPRA, the RS& Tswill join the Agency in preparing annual Performance
Reports that compare actual accomplishments with established goals. Laboratory performance will be an
important element of these reports. The first stepsin this process have aready been taken with the
development of the RS& T Objective, Sub-objective and Performance Measures under GPRA.
Implementation of this recommendation will follow the Agency GPRA requirements with the first
Annual Performance Reports due March 31, 2000 addressing accomplishments for FY 1999.

Recommendation 2-4

The RS& Ts anticipate that funding decisions will be based on the accomplishment of Goals as
outlined in their respective Performance Plans. Performance Plans with their Performance Indicators will
be incorporated with the Annual Performance Reports and Program
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Office guidance concerning areas of investment and disinvestment to establish outyear funding
requests. |mplementation of this recommendation will follow the Agency schedule which calls for

the completion of Annual Performance Reports by March 31, 2000 addressing the accomplishments of
FY 1999. Accordingly, the full GPRA system to link planning and budgeting should be in place for the
Regional laboratories for development of the Agency’s FY 2002

budget. Interim efforts will be made to assure maximum accountability of Regional laboratories as
rapidly as possible.

Recommendation 3-1

OROS/LR is actively engaged with the RS& T managers to complete devel opment of a common
vision and mission statement for the Regional laboratories. The vision and mission statements will be
discussed with Senior Regional management as well as Headquarters Program Offices to assure that there
is a shared understanding and support for the functions which the Regional |aboratories can and should
provide for the Agency. We anticipate that the vision and mission statements should be in place by
January, 1998.

Recommendation 3-2

OROS/LR, in the context of recent Office Reorganization activities, initiated a dialogue with
both the RS& T managers and Regional and Deputy Regional Administrators concerning the
specific responsibilities for the national leader of the RS& Ts. The need for improved coordination
among Regional laboratories for greater efficiency and effectivenessis recognized and will be
incorporated in the activities of the successor organization, the Regional Operations Staff (ROS) The
scope of the functions which can be carried out will be dependent upon the staffing level s which can be
established for this activity.

OROS/LR’s has along history with the Regional laboratories; this experience and expertise will
continue through the Regional Operations Staff. There is a strong commitment on the part of the Office
of the Administrator, including the Regional Operations Staff, to provide the National leadership to the
Regional laboratories to maximize their ability to support the Agency’ s mission for protection and
improvement of public health and the environment. As soon as the Office of the Administrator
Reorganization is finalized, awork plan will be developed for Regional Operations Staff activitiesin
support of the RS& T operations. Thiswork plan will reflect discussions with RS& T managers, Regional
Administrators and Deputy Regional Administrators and will define the responsibilities of this National
leadership role. The draft workplan will be devel oped within one month of the completion of the
Reorganization.
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Acting Associate Administrator for Regional Operations and
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