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Pollution from nonpoint sources (NPS) continues to be a major cause of water quality impairment throughout the United States. For decades, federal, state, and local agencies and nongovernmental partners have implemented a variety of technical and financial assistance programs intended to improve water quality by reducing NPS threats. NPS programs generally work through local agencies and organizations to encourage private landowners to adopt and maintain various land management practices that reduce NPS impacts and threats. Although the programs collect data regarding their administration, the reductions in pollutant loads they anticipate will result from project activities, and in some cases water quality parameters, there is a need to more clearly link programs and their activities to measurable objectives and progress toward water quality goals.

The Social Indicators for NPS Evaluation Project was initiated by the NPS Program in USEPA Region 5 (the CSREES Great Lakes Region), state NPS Coordinators in the region, and the CSREES Great Lakes Regional Water Quality Program in response to their recognition of a need for a more comprehensive evaluation approach. The project aims to develop and support the use of a framework of “social” indicators in the region to complement existing evaluation measures by more directly incorporating dimensions of human behavior into the evaluation of NPS programs.  The project is led by a team with representation from USEPA, state water quality agencies, and land grant universities in the CSREES Great Lakes Region. The framework will be available to state programs in early 2007.

The evaluation framework of social indicators will enable NPS projects and state programs throughout USEPA Region 5 to assess the effects of their efforts on individuals, communities, and organizations. These outcomes reflect the social orientation of many NPS management activities conducted as steps towards water quality improvements, such as activities aimed at increasing understanding and awareness, supporting watershed organizations, and building local capacity for planning and solving problems.  As intermediate measures, social indicators will also provide meaningful information regarding movement toward water quality objectives over short-term project timeframes during which water quality changes usually are not detectable. The use of a common framework of social indicators throughout the region will enable states to share information and experiences in a consistent format and will allow for the coordination of ongoing technical assistance and support for the assessment of human behaviors. Combining the information at the regional level will support inter-disciplinary research, education, and extension throughout the Great Lakes Region. A common framework of social indicators will provide USEPA, other agencies, researchers, resource managers, and others a more complete perspective on regional accomplishments for NPS.

Background
This project grew out of a series of discussions that voiced the need to develop an overall framework for evaluating NPS efforts. The discussions involved EPA Region 5, state agency staff responsible for administering Clean Water Action Section 319 programs, and representatives from Land Grant Universities in the region through the USDA/CSREES Great Lakes Regional Water Quality Program. The need for an overall evaluation framework is reinforced by an OMB Government Performance Results Act of 1993 (GPRA) critique of USEPA’s efforts to evaluate the 319 program,
 which concluded that USEPA could not demonstrate results, primarily because the 319 program lacked efficiency measures, targets and baselines for measures, and regular, independent program reviews.  Historically, evaluation efforts included documenting project administration, outreach and education efforts, cost-share agreements with landowners, installed management practices, anticipated load reductions associated with practices, and in some cases, data on water quality parameters. The Region 5 discussion concluded that additional measures are needed for evaluating social changes attributed to the projects. Adding social indicators to the overall framework for evaluating NPS efforts will allow assessment of individual awareness and behavior, the context of the community in which a project is implemented (e.g., partnerships with existing nongovernmental groups), and institutional factors, such as changes within and among organizations, that could have positive effects on future water quality protection and restoration efforts. 

The decision to move forward with this project reflects a growing recognition that the human dimension of resource management is a critical component in protecting and restoring natural resources. This dimension includes the complex array of factors influencing individual behaviors and land management decisions.  Incorporating these factors helps resource managers assess, for example, whether policies, programs, and initiatives induce “the right behavioral changes among the right target audiences, in the right place, at the right time.”
 

This project is as a joint effort of the USEPA, state water quality agencies in Region 5, and Land Grant Universities through the CSREES Great Lakes Regional Water Quality Program.  The project is supported through in-kind contributions from participating organizations, the USDA CSREES Great Lakes Regional Water Quality Program, and state 319 funds.  

Project Objectives

The social indicators project has two major objectives. The first is to develop the broad evaluation framework for collecting, assembling, and using social data to evaluate NPS water quality management efforts at regional, state, and project levels. The second objective is to provide technical assistance and support for states and project-level personnel to plan and perform effective program and project evaluations using the social component of the NPS Evaluation Framework. Both objectives involve several sub-objectives.

Objective 1: The first objective, developing the framework, involves a number of tasks related to clarifying the project scope and exploring existing approaches for collecting and assessing NPS project information. Sub-objectives related to developing the framework are listed below.

1A. Develop a list of questions that EPA, the states, and 319 funded projects need to have answered. The scope of these questions would be broader than those addressed by the social indicators framework and would be intended to help assess how to place the social component within the overall program evaluation efforts.

1B. Develop a suite of social or human-dimension indicators that will measure outcomes of programs and projects that are precursors to water quality improvement.

1C. Develop measures for selected indicators.

1D. Develop and compile potential methodological approaches and tools for collecting and analyzing information along with criteria for their use and resources for additional information and assistance.

1E. Develop a data entry, storage, and analysis system that is compatible with other regional, state, and project-level systems and capacities.
Objective 2: The second objective involves providing technical assistance and support for using the resulting social indicators framework. Meeting this objective will involve developing instructional and reference materials that regional, state, and project-level personnel could use and reference as they plan programs and projects, enter data into the framework, and conduct program and project evaluations. Some element of technical support and assistance would be an ongoing need. The project has identified the following sub-objectives for initial and long-term technical support:

2A. Develop and help distribute a guidance and support document (tool kit) that explains the place of a social component in overall NPS management, explains the use of social indicators, measures, data collection, data analysis, and use of the web-based system for entering and analyzing (selected) data.

2B. Provide technical assistance to regional, state, and project-level personnel to plan and perform program and project evaluations, use the social component of the NPS Evaluation Framework, and report and communicate program and project results.

2C. Train and support specialists that will provide technical assistance to regional, state, and project-level personnel in the tasks listed in 2B.

Approach and Timeline

This project involves several levels of participation. A core team from land grant universities in the region has been meeting throughout 2005 to design a process for developing a framework of social indicators for Region 5.   In drafting a process design, they have consulted a larger advisory team that includes staff from USEPA and state NPS programs.  Once the process for developing the framework is complete, the core team, advisory team, and additional participants will develop, review, and apply the framework.  Those involved with NPS state programs and projects will have opportunities to contribute and react to both the process design and the draft framework.  

As of July, 2005, the team has outlined a plan of work for meeting the project objectives.  The plan of work includes activities to clarify the full scope of this effort, assess existing mechanisms for reporting and analysis, identify and develop social indicators and measures, and select priorities for development and implementation of data collection and analysis tools as well as a system for reporting.  The plan also includes provisions to engage NPS program and project staff in each state to help shape the framework and to build capacity for using the framework.  Completing the plan of work will require participation of the USEPA, state agencies, local staff in NPS projects, and partner agencies and organizations. 

The project plan includes the following activities.

2005, July – September.  Refine framework scope, compile information from states and existing literature, refine a synthesis of potential indicators and measures, and develop workshops.

2005, September – November.  Conduct workshops with state and project staff, compile additional information provided via follow-up input process, and further refine the potential indicators

2005, December – June 2006. Develop a draft framework of social indicators with measures and tools for data collection and analysis; further develop a system for reporting and accessing framework data.

2006, July – October.  Conduct workshops in each state outlining the draft framework and generating comments and suggestions; conduct pilot applications of select tools.

2006, November – February 2007.  Refine the framework of social indicators and develop guidance for use.

2007, March – December.  Work with states and projects to apply the framework.

2007, December.  Convene working meeting to assess the framework and develop further recommendations.

Project partners view the regional nature of this project as one of its most important benefits and one of its greatest challenges.  Regional consistency, the ability to share methods and tools, and the potential for aggregating data all hold great appeal.  Implementing a joint project involving institutional and resource variations across the six state and university systems adds challenging complexities.  The project partners are committed to addressing these issues as they arise.

For additional information, visit:  http://www.uwex.edu/ces/regionalwaterquality/
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