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The National Methods and Data Comparability Board:

Collaboration and Comparability
Introduction
Intergovernmental Task Force
on Monitoring Water Quality. In
1992, the United States' Office of
Management and Budget (OMB)
issued an official statement requiring
the review and evaluation of national
water-quality monitoring activities and
the development of recommendations
for improvements. Later that year, the
Intergovernmental Task Force on
Monitoring Water Quality (ITFM)
was formed to respond to this challenge. ITFM' s charge was to develop
a voluntary, integrated, nationwide
monitoring strategy.
During its 3-year duration, the Task
Force was co-chaired by the United
States Environmental Protection
Agency (USEPA) and the United
States Geological Survey (USGS).
Members of the task force included
representatives from federal and state

resource agencies. After 3 years of
work, the ITFM produced its final
report containing principal recommendations on many issues
including:
• monitoring framework,
• data-collection methods,
• environmental indicators,
• data management, and

True collaboration among
programs is possible if there is
both the technical and the
institutional framework to
promote data comparability and
data of known quality.

• assessment and reporting
approaches.
One of ITFM' s principal conclusions
was that true collaboration among
programs is possible if there is the
technical and institutional framework
to promote data comparability to
assure data of known quality. Creating
a framework for collaboration and
comparability, among programs, was
identified as one of the goals necessary to the development of a national
monitoring strategy.

In May, 1997 the National Water
Quality Monitoring Council and the
Methods and Data Comparability
Board (Methods Board) were chartered under the Federal Advisory
Committee Act (FACA), which
succeeded ITFM. The Council's
charge is to implement a nationwide
strategy to improve water-quality
monitoring, assessment, and reporting
and to oversee the activities of the
Methods Board.

Why focus on collaboration and
comparability? Each year, government agencies (local, State, Tribal,
and Federal), industry, academic
researchers, and a wide variety of
private organizations in the United
States devote enormous amounts of
time and several billion dollars to the
monitoring, protection, and restoration
of water resources and watersheds.
This work includes:
• monitoring the status and trends in
water quality,
• identifying and ranking existing
and emerging problems,
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examine, and recommend monitoring
approaches that facilitate collaboration
and yield comparable data and
assessment results.
The Methods and Data
Comparability Board (MDCB)
will provide the framework and
the forum for comparing,
evaluating, and promoting
monitoring approaches.
MDCB is a partnership of waterquality experts from Federal
agencies, States, Tribes,
municipalities, industry, and
private organizations.

• designing and implementing
resource- management programs,
and
• determining compliance with
regulatory programs.
The information gathered through
these activities is certainly useful to
the data collectors themselves.
However, critical differences in
project design, methods, data analysis,
and data management have often made
it difficult for monitoring information
to be shared by other potential data
users.
Accurate, cost-effective, and efficient
assessment of the nation's water
resources-within and among watersheds- requires that monitoring
entities plan and work collaboratively
and strive for comparability in
methods and data management. The
design and implementation of assessment and management programs
should be a cooperative product of the
various monitoring agencies and
organizations active in any given
watershed.

The Methods Board is a partnership of
water-quality experts from Federal
agencies, States, Tribes, municipalities, industry, and private organizations. It is chartered under the
National Water Quality Monitoring
Council, whose mission is to coordinate and provide guidance on implementation of the voluntary, integrated,
nationwide monitoring strategy that
was developed by its predecessor
ITFM.
MDCB will provide the framework
and the forum for comparing, evaluating, and promoting monitoring
approaches that can be implemented in
all appropriate water-quality-monitoring programs. While its mission is to
promote and coordinate the collection
of comparable water-quality data, the
Board will, more specifically:
• prioritize methods and parameters
in need of comparability assessments,
• develop technical guidelines for
ensuring and documenting data
comparability,
• develop and promote a performance-based methods system
(PBMS),

• participate in establishing reference
methods,
• develop technical guidelines for
methods validation,
• promote a national laboratory
accreditation program and prelaboratory certification program, and
• identify and support programmatic
needs for methods comparison
exercises.

Methods Board membership.
The Board will have 15 voting
delegates, as many as 15 alternates,
and non-voting technical work-group
members as needed, representing all
geographic areas of the U.S. The
members have a wide variety of
technical and administrative experience related to monitoring methods
issues, as well as field and laboratory
expertise in chemical, physical, and
biological water monitoring methods.
Voting and alternate delegates are
equally represented among each of the
three major sectors: Federal agencies,
Statesffribal government agencies,
and other monitoring interests.
Delegates that represent these sectors
will work to facilitate the Board's
efforts to achieve its goals and to
promote participation of the private
sector, as well as governmental
agencies.

The Methods and Data
Comparability Board
To work toward the goal of comparability, ITFM recommended the
formation of the Methods and Data
Comparability Board (MDCB). The
Board's challenge is to identify,
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How can the Methods
Board help your program 7
The expertise and national representation on the Board will provide many
benefits to data generators and data
users, including:
o

project cost savings,

o

potential reduction in number of
sites sampled,

o

technical assistance in study design
for methods assessment and
analysis,

o

increased ability to use data
produced by other programs,

o

increased ability to use historical
data sets, and

o

strengthened foundation in quality
assurance (QA) and quality control
(QC).

The following projects demonstrate
some of the ways that Methods Board
can help your program:

Wisconsin Method Comparability Pilot. The Wisconsin Water
Resources Coordination Project was
established to coordinate and integrate
water-quality monitoring within
Wisconsin. One of its objectives was
to compare water-quality collection
methods used by various agencies for
the end purpose of data sharing and
promoting the use of comparable
methods.
Collection and analysis methods for
many parameters were compared at
several locations among the Wisconsin Department of Natural Resources,
USGS, and other monitoring groups.
Participants observed a high degree of
data comparability for several nutrients and stream benthic macroinvertebrate assessments. For these
parameters, this project showed that:
o

Data generated by different
organizations were of similar
quality and could be used with
confidence.
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o

Sites sampled by one organization
did not need to be re-sampled by
another group for the site-types
examined. Ultimately, results of
this project will save monitoring
resources for all organizations in
the State.

USGS- USEPA Drinking Water
Initiative. The USGS Drinking
Water Initiative and the drinking water
programs of the USEPA have identified opportunities for collaboration on
analytical methods work. Known as
the Laboratory Methods Initiative, this
work includes the following elements:
o

o

o

The USGS National Water Quality
Laboratory (NWQL) serves as a
backup and reference laboratory for
two analyses performed under
USEPA's Information Collection
Rule. This provides USEPA with
greater flexibility, assured tumaround time, and more complete
quality assurance.
The USGS is helping to develop a
more convenient analytical method
to measure trihalomethane formation potential and is characterizing
the composition of disinfection
byproduct precursors.
USGS and USEPA have agreed to
work together on streamlining
future methods development by
sharing the development process
and by developing methods that are
acceptable to both agencies.

o

USGS is field-testing several
microbial methods that were
recently developed by USEPA. The
field tests are incorporated into the
USGS National Water Quality
Assessment Program.

US/Mexico Border InterAgency
Pilot. Hydrologic data comparability
is essential in developing a framework
for environmental, natural resource,
and human-health issues along the US/
Mexico border. Therefore, the USGS,
in partnership with the U.S. border
states and Mexico, formed a binational
interagency program to develop an
integrated, voluntary strategy for
water-quality monitoring along the
international reach of the Rio Grande.
The goals of this Program are to
increase national, and international
cooperation, improve water-quality
information, harmonize sampling
methodologies and data management,
establish a system to share data in a
timely and easily accessible fashion,
and reduce redundancies in sampling
effort. Implicit in these goals is the
collection of binational data that are
comparable and of known quality.

Advocate Performance-Based
Methods. The ITFM Task Group on
Data Collection Methods, championed
the use of a PBMS. This philosophy
was included as part of ITFM reports
to the Office of Management and
Budget. The Methods Board believes
that setting data-quality objectives, by
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use of PBMS to meet those objectives
will promote and enhance innovative
technologies without compromising
data quality.
With this system, data users can
determine data comparability and
make their own decisions concerning
the applicability of data to fit a
particular need. Performance criteria,
such as precision, bias, sensitivity,
specificity, and detection limits, used
in conjunction with reference methods, will be an integral part of the data
base and provide the user with
''judgement" factors for decisionmaking. The use of PBMS will be a move
towards the production of valid,
scientific procedures and evaluations,
and away from an unnecessarily
restrictive regulatory mandate.

Develop a Framework to Compare Biological Assessment
Methods and Their Data. A chief
difficulty in determining the biological
integrity of our Nation's waters is
undefined comparability of the many
bioassessment methods that are
currently used by States, Tribes,
Federal agencies, and the private
sector. To address this problem, the
ITFM Data and Methods Comparability

Task Group developed both a conceptual framework and a methodology by
using a PBMS approach that defines
data quality for a biological collection
method and for determining method
comparability.
The framework and methodology have
been published, both as a Technical
Appendix in the ITFM Final Report,
and in an international peer-review
journal (J. North American Benthological Society 15:713-727). Many
organizations and programs have
shown great interest in this work,
particularly state monitoring programs
that strive to compile and synthesize
data from a number of potential
sources.

Development of a PerformanceBased Approach for Field DataCollection Methods. A large factor
that determines the quality of data
obtained for environmental samples is
related to the field-sampling process
itself including the collection, handling, preservation, storage, and
transport of samples for eventual
laboratory analysis.
The ITFM Data and Methods Comparability Task Group developed a
performance-based approach that can
be used to isolate data-quality characteristics that are associated with field
sampling. This approach also defines
data-quality characteristics for in-situ
data collection methods. This framework recommends the development of
rigorous method precision estimates
and the use of carefully defined
reference conditions or sites to define
performance characteristics for field
methods.

Additional information can be
obtained through:
• the ITFM web site:
http://water.usgs.gov/public/
wicp/itfm. html
Note: The Methods Board
will have its own web site
soon. Information will be
made available in future
publications.
Information can also be
obtained from:
• Intergovernmental Task
Force on Monitoring Water
Quality (ITFM). 1995. The
strategy for improving waterquality monitoring in the
United States. Final report of
the Intergovernmental Task
Force on Monitoring Water
Quality (ITFM). OFR 95-742.
Office of Water Data
Coordination.
U. S. Geological Survey.
Reston, Virginia.
• contact Herb Brass, USEPA,
Office of Water at
513-569-7936;
513-569-7191 (fax) or
brass.herb@ epamail.epa.gov
or
• Merle Shockey, USGS, at
303-467-8101;
303-431-8331 (fax) or
mshockey@ usgs.gov
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