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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

 

The Advisory Committee on Water Information 
(ACWI) established a Task Force to review the U.S. Geo-
logical Survey (USGS) Federal-State Cooperative Water 
Program at their August 1998 meeting in Denver, Colo-
rado. The Task Force review is the first external review of 
the Cooperative Water Program in its more than 100-year 
history. The purpose of the Task Force is to gather infor-
mation, assess the effectiveness of the program, and rec-
ommended improvements. The ACWI focused the review 
on the mission of the program, prioritization and funding 
of work, conduct of work, and products.

The Cooperative Water Program, which was created 
in 1895, combines the resources of the Federal govern-
ment with other governmental units to collect and analyze 
water-resources data. Most of the water-resources data 
collected in the United States are acquired under the aus-
pices of the Cooperative Water Program.

The Task Force held meetings in USGS offices, met 
with USGS staff, and held panel discussions with repre-
sentatives of agencies participating in the Cooperative 
Water Program, users of the products resulting from the 
Cooperative Water Program and private-sector consult-
ants. The Task Force reviewed policy statements, financial 
data, and project-description information relating to the 
Cooperative Water Program. It also conducted numerical 
and verbal surveys of agencies participating in the Coop-
erative Water Program.

The Cooperative Water Program is critical to improv-
ing the management of the Nation's water resources. It is 
important to the Nation in that it acknowledges the keen 
shared-interest of Federal, State, Tribal, and other govern-
ment agencies in appraising the Nation's water resources 
and seeking solutions to water-related problems. In 
today's climate of growing demands on, and increasing 
competition for, the Nation's water resources, there is an 
increased need for all types of water-related data and anal-
yses now and in the future. The Cooperative Water Pro-
gram offers the highest level of scientific knowledge, 
objectivity, and technical expertise. The Cooperative 
Water Program is integral to providing long-term data col-
lection and analysis of water quantity, quality, and use on 
a national basis. Without the Cooperative Water Program, 
the Nation would not have information vital to the routine 
management of the Nation's water resources and critical 
in the management of water-related emergencies.

The Cooperative Water Program is performing well. 
However, the Task Force has identified several areas 
where improvement can be achieved. 

 

•

 

Current funding for the Cooperative Water Program is 
not adequate to satisfy all the needs identified for 
additional streamflow data, regional ground-water 
information, updated hydrologic models, and techni-
cal publications. Funding levels have not kept pace 
with inflation or the increased demand for the services 
of the program. The funds available for the program 
should be increased to a level sufficient to achieve a 
full match for the current and future cooperator offer-
ings and should be indexed for inflation.

 

•

 

The Task Force recognizes that the streamgaging net-
work supports wide-ranging water-resources investi-
gations. It was found that in 1997, the Cooperative 
Water Program supported two-thirds of the gages in 
the network, but this support does not guarantee con-
tinuous operation nor prevent the loss of important 
stations. The Task Force recommends separate Fed-
eral funding for a core national streamgaging network 
outside of the Cooperative Water Program.

 

•

 

The Cooperative Water Program supports long-term 
data-collection activities (currently about 55 percent 
of funds) and interpretive studies (45 percent). The 
emphasis should be on data collection, which should 
not be sacrificed for interpretive studies. 

 

•

 

The Task Force found that the USGS has appropriate 
internal guidance dealing with project selection that 
facilitates the avoidance of competition with the pri-
vate sector. The Task Force has made recommenda-
tions that will enable the USGS to enhance its project 
selection criteria and to better communicate with the 
private sector to avoid the appearance or reality of 
competition.

 

•

 

The distribution of Federal funding among USGS 
Districts and among projects within a District can be 
improved by setting priorities for individual projects, 
reviewing the allocation of funds, and developing a 
system to distribute a small percentage of Coopera-
tive Water Program funds to meet high priority needs.

 

•

 

Communication with cooperators and stakeholders is 
essential to effective accomplishment of the Cooper-
ative Water Program mission. The Task Force has rec-
ommended several opportunities for improved 
communication to strengthen coordination between 
the Cooperative Water Program and cooperators.

 

•

 

Given the emergence of the internet and the growing 
interest in water related issues by a diverse public, the 
Task Force recommends certain initiatives to make 
Cooperative Water Program products understandable 
and readily accessible.
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Cooperative Water Program to address State, Tribal, 
and other governmental water management needs.

Finding 10: The emphasis and level of need for the 

two components (data collection and interpretive 

studies) of the Cooperative Water Program vary 

from Cooperator to Cooperator. The distribution of 

funds has evolved over time to about 55 percent 

for long-term data collection and about 45 percent 

for interpretive studies.

Recommendation 10.1: The emphasis of the Cooper-
ative Water Program should be on long-term data-col-
lection activities. Data collection should not be 
sacrificed for interpretive studies. 

What is the appropriate relationship with 

the private sector, States, universities, 

etc.? Could this arrangement be improved 

without sacrificing its benefits?

Finding 11: The majority of the hydrologic data in 

the USGS national data base has been collected 

by and quality assured by USGS staff. Data 

collected by others are sometimes entered into 

the data base but not always quality assured by 

the USGS. 

Recommendation 11.1: USGS should take advantage 
of all available expertise and technology, regardless of 
where it resides, provided that the USGS certifies final 
quality.

Recommendation 11.2: USGS should consider 
employing outside contractors and cooperating agen-
cies for data collection under strict USGS supervision 
when doing so can reduce costs.

Recommendation 11.3: Increase the use of in-kind 
services to maintain data-collection stations and pro-
vide the data to USGS for quality assurance and publi-
cation. 

Finding 12: There is a significant amount of non-

USGS data that could contribute to assessing the 

Nation’s water resources.

Recommendation 12.1: Establish guidelines for 
accepting and disseminating data from non-USGS 
sources and include appropriate data from other 
sources in USGS data bases. 

Recommendation 12.2: Be aware of data-collection 
efforts of other Federal agencies, such as the U.S. Envi-

ronmental Protection Agency and the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture, and strive for compatibility with their 
data bases. 

Finding 13: In some Districts, Cooperator panels 

have been convened to review program 

implementation issues. This has proven to be very 

beneficial to all parties.

Recommendation 13.1: USGS should continually 
strive to increase their awareness of Cooperators’ 
needs. 

Recommendation 13.2: Promote increased collabora-
tion with Cooperators in data-collection work, inter-
pretive work, report preparation and presentation 
activities consistent with maintaining the objective 
nature of the work.

Recommendation 13.3: At the District level, annually 
convene a general meeting of all Cooperators and inter-
ested parties to review overall progress, critique quality 
of work, assist in development of priorities, and offer 
feedback on water-resources issues present or in devel-
opment within the District.

Recommendation 13.4: Each cooperative agreement 
should contain an explicit and detailed scope of work, 
including tasks, timelines, costs, staffing levels, and 
identification of Project Chief.

Recommendation 13.5: Improve technology transfer 
to Cooperators through joint effort in the field, labora-
tory and office work, topical seminars, and training-
center offerings.

Finding 14: Although most cooperative projects 

address national issues, a small number of 

projects appear to meet only local interests and 

are not appropriate for the USGS Cooperative 

Water Program. 

Recommendation 14.1: In project proposals and in 
project information that is available to the public, Dis-
tricts should document how each project is in the 
national interest and specifically meets the applicable 
criteria outlined in WRD Memorandum No. 95.44. 

Finding 15: The private sector has raised issues 

relating to work performed by the USGS under 

the Cooperative Water Program that could be 

more appropriately performed by the private 

sector. This problem is reported to be increasing. 
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Nonetheless, competition is a concern in only a 

small number of projects nationwide.

Recommendation 15.1: Partnering with private-sector 
and university practitioners should be encouraged. This 
would enhance technology transfer to those who apply 
these investigative tools. It would also help to engage 
the best and brightest experts on particular projects.

Recommendation 15.2: The Cooperative Water Pro-
gram should concentrate on its core competency. The 
Program should continue to advance its capabilities in 
long-term data collection and analysis, technology and 
model development, and the transfer of technology to 
end users.

Recommendation 15.3: The USGS must refrain from 
unfairly competing with or giving the impression of 
unfairly competing with the private sector. 

Finding 16: WRD Memorandum No. 95.44 

addresses the issue of competition with the 

private sector. The Task Force endorses the criteria 

specified in WRD Memorandum No. 95.44 for 

project selection.

Recommendation 16.1: WRD Memorandum No. 
95.44 should be amplified to include specific examples 
of activities that have been deemed inappropriate for 
USGS involvement (for example, routine site-specific 
investigations of bridge scouring, wellhead-protection-
area delineation, and ground water).

Recommendation 16.2: Convene ad hoc committees 
by project type, and which are composed of private sec-
tor, other agencies, and Cooperators to resolve emerg-
ing competition issues, and to help determine what 
types of projects are appropriate for the USGS to 
undertake. 

Recommendation 16.3: Create and convene bienni-
ally a review panel to update WRD Memorandum No. 
95.44 as necessary.    

Recommendation 16.4: Produce a biennial report for 
ACWI on successful collaborative work efforts with 
the private sector, as well as a listing of projects the 
USGS deemed inappropriate on the basis of WRD 
Memorandum 95.44. Include a description of projects 
that are affected by competition issues.

Finding 17: Public knowledge of USGS 

Cooperative projects is important. Currently, the 

USGS posts the project title, the problem 

statement, objectives, and approach on the 

Internet at the time that the Cooperator and the 

District Chief sign the joint funding agreement.

Recommendation 17.1: This information should be 
posted on the public Internet at the time the proposal is 
forwarded to the Regional Hydrologist for approval. 
The Regional Hydrologist should consider comments, 
but not lengthen the timeframe in which projects are 
approved. The decision shall be communicated to the 
District and to all those who submitted written com-
ments. The information should include a Statement of 
how the project is in compliance with WRD Memoran-
dum No. 95.44. 

Recommendation 17.2: Copies of WRD Memoranda 
Nos. 95.44 and 84.21, and any future updates to them, 
should be posted on the Web for easy reference.

Finding 18: USGS management and scientists 

interact with State, Tribal, and local water-

resource experts on a frequent basis. USGS 

personnel attend and participate in water-

resource planning and management meetings at 

the request of State, Tribal, and other 

governmental water authorities. 

Recommendation 18.1: Continue to be active in, con-
duct regular project reviews at, and have a greater visi-
ble presence at State, Tribal, and other governmental 
water workshops, forums, and seminars to share 
knowledge, technology advancements, and data 
access. 

Recommendation 18.2: Increase involvement in pro-
fessional and local scientific society forums. 

Recommendation 18.3: Annually assess emerging 
water-resources issues and include these issues in the 
memorandum referred to in Recommendation 7.2.

Recommendation 18.4: Prepare and publish on the 
Internet a national summary of projects to increase 
public awareness of the USGS role in water resources. 

What would be the implications of 

altering current work arrangements on 

the unique qualities of the Cooperative 

Water Program and water management 

nationwide?

Finding 19: The perceived quality and objectivity 

of USGS data and studies, together with the 
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USGS cost share, are the primary reasons many 

entities become Cooperators.

Finding 20: The USGS is nationally recognized as 

providing the highest quality, long-term water-

resources data available.

Finding 21: Any activity that appears to reduce the 

objectivity of the USGS might negatively impact 

potential Cooperator interest and confidence.

Recommendation 21.1: The USGS must continue to 
act professionally and objectively to preserve its 
respected reputation. 

To what extent should the products of the 

Cooperative Water Program support: 

(1) national needs, as compared to (2) the 

needs of Cooperators and other 

information users?

Finding 22: In general, the products of the 

program meet Cooperator and other information 

users needs, while contributing to the national 

interest. The balance between data collection and 

interpretive studies is currently meeting the needs 

of Cooperators and national needs and is in overall 

proper balance.

Recommendation 22.1: The Cooperative Water Pro-
gram should be driven by the needs of the users (State, 
Tribal, and local users and other Federal agencies), 
where those aggregate interests form a basis for meet-
ing the national interest.

Recommendation 22.2: Establish core data collection 
networks (streamgaging, water quality, sediment trans-
port, and ground water) to serve the national interest 
(See also Recommendation 9.1). 

Are the products meeting the needs of 

the primary users as well as the multiple 

needs of ancillary parties?

Finding 23: The Cooperative Water Program 

products are well regarded, credible, reliable, 

unbiased, and generally of excellent quality (for 

example, technical correctness, thoroughness, 

graphics, innovation, and use of new 

technologies, such as the Internet). 

Recommendation 23.1: Continue to develop products 
that are effective in communicating to the diverse audi-
ences concerned with water-management issues. Prod-
ucts being produced by the program, such as fact sheets 
and fast-read summaries are excellent examples. To 
continue to improve in this area, develop a program to 
subject such products to a critical review by non-scien-
tists to assure understandability.

Finding 24: Maintaining a strong objective 

scientific program is essential to create products 

that meet Cooperator and user needs. 

Recommendation 24.1: Maintain high standards of 
unbiased, credible products of superior quality through 
assignment of experienced professionals, quality assur-
ance/quality control techniques, and peer review.

Finding 25: Timely issuance of some products (for 

example, in adherence to deadlines in 

agreements), particularly interpretive project final 

reports, has been and remains a significant 

problem in the program. Achieving the high 

standard of current products is inherently time 

consuming. USGS staff has made significant 

progress in correcting this important problem, in 

part, by revising the peer review process and 

establishing review authority at the regional and 

District level.

Recommendation 25.1: To facilitate continued 
improvement in achieving deadlines for the release of 
products, especially interpretive reports: 
A. Secure agreement between Cooperator and USGS 

staff up front as to the date for the receipt of deliv-
erables;

B. Improve efforts to explain to Cooperators the pro-
cess for report preparation, review, and release; 

C. Continue to cultivate approaches to provide infor-
mation to Cooperators when they need it (for exam-
ple, “Open-File” reports, real-time data, 
Cooperator staff serving as peer reviewers; 

D. Develop the capability to be prepared for and 
respond to situations when USGS staff, who are 
serving as report authors, are disengaged from the 
responsibility (for example, retirement, resigna-
tion, transfer, or other action); and
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E. Take appropriate action to transfer knowledge and 
experience to others in the organization to reduce 
the degree of corporate knowledge loss.

Finding 26: The USGS provides information and 

products generated by the Cooperative Water 

Program either free of charge (for example, 

models and data) or for nominal cost (certain 

publications).

Recommendation 26.1: The long-standing policy that 
provides for program products to be made available 
free or for minimal charge should remain unchanged. 

What changes in products should the 

USGS consider to strengthen the 

Cooperative Water Program’s impact?

Finding 27: Use of the Internet and other state-of-

the-art technologies by the Cooperative Water 

Program has been innovative and highly effective. 

These technologies are and will continue to be an 

extremely important medium for the timely 

dissemination of streamgaging data and other 

program products.

Recommendation 27.1: USGS should continue to 
aggressively explore ways to incorporate use of the 
Internet and other available and emerging electronic 
communication technologies in the development, 
review, and release of all its products. 

Recommendation 27.2: Make reports available in an 
appropriate electronic format, beginning with current 
reports and ultimately working back in time to include 
historic reports.

Finding 28: Cooperative Water Program products 

tend to be written for technical professionals and 

can be difficult for lay readers to understand. 

Recent use of fact sheets and other such products 

are important improvements. 

Recommendation 28.1: Products should address the 
critical issues of the Cooperator as specified in the 
cooperative agreement. When appropriate, the USGS 
should expand the use of lay summaries and fact sheets 
for the general public.

Finding 29: Some data bases are difficult to use 

(for example, the USGS Ground Water Site 

Inventory (GWSI) data base).

Recommendation 29.1: Update, maintain, and make 
more accessible existing data bases, such as GWSI.

Recommendation 29.2: Make historical data and 
metadata available in electronic formats at the shortest 
available temporal resolution.

Finding 30: Data dissemination practices vary 

between Districts, ranging from release to the 

Cooperator as data are collected, to release upon 

approval of the final interpretive report. 

Recommendation 30.1: Develop a consistent nation-
wide policy that results in the earliest possible release 
of data to Cooperators.

Are there ways to further stimulate the 

development of new approaches and 

methods and to enhance the transfer of 

these approaches and methods to 

interested parties?

Finding 31: The Cooperative Water Program has 

been the vehicle for the development of many 

technologies and important national information 

summaries that have been successfully 

transferred to the private sector. Examples are the 

MODFLOW ground-water-flow model, numerical 

methods, and acoustic Doppler and ultrasonic 

velocity-meter technology for measuring 

streamflow. 

Recommendation 31.1: Increase resources for the 
development of national synthesis products to enhance 
information and technology transfer. 

Recommendation 31.2: Increase resources to update 
previously developed modeling technologies.

Recommendation 31.3: Strengthen partnerships 
between USGS divisions. Such partnerships are neces-
sary to synthesize diverse information and provide 
comprehensive answers to resource questions. 

Recommendation 31.4: Strengthen coordination 
between the Cooperative Water Program and other 
Federal, State, Tribal and local programs to achieve 
improved focused and economical products.

Recommendation 31.5: As appropriate, continue to 
co-locate USGS staff with Cooperators (and con-
versely) to facilitate day-to-day information transfer 
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and to promote better understanding of local issues and 
perspectives.

Finding 32: The WRD’s National Training Center 

located in Denver is a valuable resource that 

appears to be underutilized.

Recommendation 32.1: Promote the National Train-
ing Center in Denver as an available resource for pro-
fessional development.
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