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RA Certification and Process

Two requests for comments on RA certification are pending:

1) IOOS certification criteria -  
a. Formal request for comments posted on the Federal Register.   

b. Deadline: January 6, 2012

2) Input on the process for certification
a. Request by Dave Easter for input on the process for certifying RAs.

b. Deadline:   December 16, 2011

Issues for NFRA:

1) Develop response for the 2 aspects of the certification criteria – governance and data partner criteria

a. Seek input from RA Directors

b. Seek input from RA DMAC coordinators on data partners

2) Develop recommendations for how the IOOS Office can structure the process

3) Encourage individual RA responses as well.

4) Develop a timeline for formal review before submission.

The following is a draft of possible comments by NFRA.  They primarily focus on the governance criteria and input will be need from the RA DMAC coordinators for the data partner criteria.  More work is needed on the request from Dave Easter on the certification process.

1.  Comments on Certification Criteria:  Part I:  Governance Criteria

Overall comments:

The certification criteria are improved but concerns remain about some of the specific criteria and the amount of work that will be required to fulfill them.   The major focus is the Strategic Operational Plans and what should be included.   The build out plans provides much of the information that is requested for the SOP. 

The litmus tests for what should be included in certification should be are criteria that are:  1) elements specifically required by the Act and 2) required for liability coverage.   Other requirements that the IOOS Program Office determine necessary for a functioning system should be addressed by other mechanisms such as the cooperative agreements, policy documents or annual reporting requirements.   Certification should focus on the essential requirements that a RA must fulfill. 

The governance criterion needs editing to clarify some confusing terms and to reduce redundant or duplicative requirements.   

I. Organizational Structure 

a. Legal Structure

i. Need to ensure that existing MOUs will meet criteria for legal structure

ii. Liability – the criteria should clarify what kind of liability needs to be addressed.      

b. Section 1.b. requires a RA to have a membership policy

i. Question:  do all RAs have membership policies? 

c. Section 3.b.   Requires an advisory body to provide advice to the RA on membership diversity, stakeholder engagement, and user needs. 

i. How many RAs have such a body?  

d. Section 3.c.  Requires that all deliberations and decisions are publically available.  

This statement is overarching.   As written, this would mean that sensitive decision including employment decision could be made public.     Recommend that this statement be deleted as Section IV. 2 calls for an open and transparent process for determining priorities.  

II. Strategic Operational Plan 

The Act states that the strategic operational plans “will ensure the efficient and effective administration of programs and assets to support the integration of daily observations into the system.”    

The requirements of the strategic operating plans requirements are more extensive than need to address this specific go beyond this requirement.   

The build out plans address many of the elements of a strategic operational plan, in a more logical order.   

Specific comments:

a. Section 2a.   Documentation of how the RA will meet IOOS goals.  

The requirements should ask for the how the RA will meet its stated priorities and objectives based on user needs, organized by the four theme areas used in the build out plans.  Given the constraints on funding, it is impossible for any RA to meet all the IOOS goals.  A blanket statement on how it will meet IOOS societal goals will not be of use or interest to the regional uses or national partners.

b. Section 2b.  Editorial note: Consistent terms should be used.  Section 2b refers to “education and outreach” while other sections refer to “education and training.”   The term preferred is “education and outreach” since there has been no support for regional training activities.

c. Section 3 - Assessment of needs makes sense and should follow from 2a. 

d. Section 4.  Ocean observing system.  The title should be changed to “regional coastal observing system” and it should follow the format of the build out plans that link the observing system elements (observations, modeling, data management, product development, etc) to user needs.  

e.  Section 4b.   Development strategy.   Recommend deleting this section. This information will be addressed in Section 7.a. Budget Plan.    

f. Section 5 Data management - Recommend including the Data Partner Criteria by reference and deleting them in this section.  

g. Section 6. Modeling – if the SOP is reorganized, then this becomes part of the information requested here is covered by the BOPs.  

h. Section 7.  Budget.    

This section should cover the elements of a development strategy based on the RA priorities.  Recommend delete the word “detail” for plans and strategies.  Given the uncertainty of federal and state budgets, it will be impossible to provided detailed budget scenarios.   

III.  Gaps

Overall comment:  The recently completed regional build out plans provides a baseline for annual gaps analysis.   Integral to the gaps analysis is a determination of the roles and responsibility of the federal and non-federal agencies in fulfilling the identified gaps.  

Annual gap analysis may be best addressed through the annual reporting requirements and not a certification standard.     The Act reads:  “… shall agree to meet the certification standards and compliance procedures guidelines issued by the Administrator and information needs of user groups in the region while adhering to national standards AND shall –“ (Emphasis added).   One interpretation is that gaps analysis is a requirement of the RAs but not required for certification.   

Submission of annual gaps analysis should be coordinated with the process required for federal assets.  

a. Section 2 refers to “annual RICE planning processes” - Is this part of the annual rebudgeting for the cooperative agreements?

IV.  Partnership Collaboration and Cross-Cutting Activities

ICOOS requirement:  “…work cooperatively with governmental and non-governmental entities at all levels to identify and provide information products of the System for multiple users within the service area of the regional information coordinating entities.”

This section asks for several actions that go beyond the specific requirement in the Act and includes documentation of education and training activities, user needs assessments.  Once again, these are important 

xiv. Section 1.  Document ties between user needs and assets.  This is already covered in the strategic operations plan, Section 3. 

xv. Section 2.  Implement transparent process for id user needs:  Delete 2.d.  “Workforce development”   -  while this is a laudable goal, it is beyond the scope of regional (or national) IOOS given current funding levels and expectations.

1.  Section 3.  Plan for sustained products and distribution.  

Delete - covered under the SOP 

2. Section 4.  Provide training and education.

a. The focus should be on developing products for the user communities that do not require extensive training.

3. User feedback mechanism

a. The concern here is how this language will be interpreted.  All RAs should have some mechanism for assessing user satisfaction in a qualitative manner.  A formal quantitative process requires assessment skills beyond the capacity and resources of most RAs and the IOOS in general.   

2.  Comments on Certification Criteria:  Part 2: Data Partner Criteria
This section has been significantly reworked and includes 3 sections:  1) Maturity Levels (1-3 required), 2) DMAC Criteria (1-3 required), and 3) QA Principles (1-3 required).      

This should be vetted with the Regional DMAC experts.  

3.  Comments on Certification Process
 The IOOS Office has requested comments on:
a. Certification Criteria, we would like you to identify:
a. Requirements that need to be defined or clarified

i. See comments above

b.  Which sections or particular items we need to focus on in providing detailed guidance   on how to go meeting the criteria and demonstrating how you do it or plan to do it.
i. Legal structure.  It should be made clear that existing MOUs fulfill this requirement

ii. Advisory Body.  There should be leeway on how RAs address this requirement.  Stakeholder and user burn out is a serious concern.  RAs should be allowed to fulfill this requirement though 1) an advisory body 2) series of meetings that target stakeholders with common interests

iii. Strategic operational plans.  This should be clear that the bases for the strategic operational plans are the regional build out plans.  They outline how the RA will address user needs according to the four themes and link the elements of the system (observations, modeling, etc) to those needs.  With an addition of a discussion on how these needs were determined and a budget assessment, this would cover the major requirements

iv. Data Partner Criteria.   It is unclear the mechanism for determining how this will be handled and who will make the decisions.
c. Thoughts on how existing efforts could support or address Criteria requirements

i. As much consideration should be given to existing efforts as possible.  The regional proposals build out plans and grant reports contain information that should fulfill many of the requirements.

ii. Annual reporting requirements.  RAs are already required to submit annual reports.   The gaps analysis should be included in this process.  In reality, this will not change much year to year and so the process should be an annual review of the gaps analysis to determine if any updates are needed. 
 

Feedback on the process element of certification.  Specifically, how might we develop an approach to, or construct the following:
Application process (i.e. written applications or an automated process?)
An automated process sounds appealing but not sure what this means.   The process should be straightforward, request the critical information.  There should be a timeline that outlines the review process as well.   

Periodic reviews of performance after certification – how are they structured and at what frequency do they occur?
· Previous discussions have suggested a 5-year timeframe for certification, linked to the regional proposal process.   
Decertification - what are the triggers and what/if any mechanisms might be put in place to establish “probationary” status?
· Requirements addressed through the cooperative agreement could affect the dispersal of funds 
Timeline and associated expectations, from submission of application, to review, through formal approval
· The office may want to set submission time windows so that you can address work loads
· Review of initial submission to determine submission is complete (45 days)

· Response to RA on whether criteria has been met or not, with explanation of actions that would remedy the deficiencies (XX days)

· RA has (XX days) to address deficiencies, after which they may need to restart the process
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