DISTRICT RESPONSE TO THE MAJOR COMMENTS AND RECOMMENDATIONS listed in THE REVIEW report OF THE SURFACE-WATER, GROUND-WATER, AND WATER-QUALITY PROGRAMS OF THE ALABAMA DISTRICT, SEPTEMBER 9-13, 2002
February 12, 2004

Major Comments and Recommendations

Comments:

1. 
The Office of Surface Water and the review team leader apologize for the lateness of this review.

2. 
Many items from the 1999 review have not been addressed as of this review. The 1999 review team recommended that the QA plans and flood plan be completed, that a data management and archive plan be written, that Montgomery and Tuscaloosa offices should exchange records to improve standardization of methods between offices, and a lengthy list of improvements to the surface water data collection program (some of which are still unchanged from recommendations made in the 1996 review). None of these recommendations have been completely adopted.  The quality assurance plan, including data management and archive procedures, has not been completed for ground water and has not been drafted for water-quality. This is an uncompleted recommendation from the last technical review.


The quality assurance plan for ground water and water quality, including data review, management and archive procedures, will be completed by December 1, 2004.   The QA plan for water quality will be done by the Water Quality Specialist.  The QA plan for groundwater will be done by the Groundwater Specialist.  


The District Flood Plan has already been written and will be updated annually (completed by September 30th) by the Data Chief and the supervisor for the Tuscaloosa Field Office.

Records are being exchanged between the Montgomery and Tuscaloosa offices to ensure accuracy and consistency of data-collection and processing procedures. During the 2002 water year, the Tuscaloosa Office checked and reviewed approximately one third of the records for stations operated by the Montgomery Office, and all of the Tuscaloosa Office records were checked and reviewed by the Montgomery Office. This activity will be expanded and include technicians from the two offices occasionally swapping field trips for a few selected stations to allow technicians to work/check records at the other office.  

3. 
The District web page needs major revisions—both internal and external. Most importantly, the public page should provide information and data to the public and promote the products and expertise of the Alabama District to potential cooperators and the public. The internal page can be a primary source for technical and human resources information and to convey District policy and standard operating procedures to District staff.


At this time, the Alabama District does not have sufficient funding to support a full-time web master who can physically reside within the District.  In addition, no one from the Alabama District has the time to develop and maintain a new external and internal web site.  The Alabama District contacted the Tennessee District to explore the possibility of funding a Tennessee District employee to redesign and routinely update the Alabama websites.  Currently, the Tennessee District is slated to redesign and maintain the external and internal Alabama District websites.  The new sites will be completed by June 1, 2004.

4. 
Procedures for operation and computation of records for continuous water-quality monitors are not the same in all offices in the District. Susan Hartley has attended the water-quality monitoring guidelines course. The methods that she uses in Montgomery are consistent with the National guidelines. The procedures used in Tuscaloosa are consistent and carefully performed and documented.  However they do not meet the National guidelines in all details. The District plan to send two staff to the water-quality monitoring workshop in Tampa in October is a good one.


Two Hydrologic Technicians from the Tuscaloosa Field Office attended the training course “Guidelines for the Operation and Computation of Continuous Water-Quality Monitors” in Tampa in WY03; and procedures used in the District for processing continuous water-quality data are now consistent with national guidelines.
5. 
There is not a District-wide certification of lab and field thermometers and thermistors, as required by the Office of Water Quality and described in the National Field Manual (Techniques of Water-Resources Investigations, book 9, chaps. A1-A9).

All lab and field thermometers will be calibrated and District certified on a quarterly basis but no later than the last day of each quarter (i.e., December 31st, March 31st, June 30th, and September 30th).  A three-point calibration will be performed since a water bath is not available. Calibration measurements and information will be recorded on a district form and kept on file in both the District Office (Montgomery) and Field Office (Tuscaloosa).  Thermometers that meet criteria of National Field Manual (NFM) will be tagged as District certified.  The Water Quality Specialist will be responsible for insuring that all thermometers are calibrated on a quarterly basis.   
6. 
There are three types of differences observed between data stored in NWIS and published data:

a. Minor rounding differences that may be symptomatic of lack of review and mentoring practices;

b. Some data are published and not in NWIS, and some data are in NWIS, but not published; and

c. There are some differences between data stored in NWIS and published data.

A concerted effort will be made to ensure that appropriate data are stored in both NWIS and published reports; and that data are reviewed more carefully to ensure that data presented in both forms agree. Verification reviews of interpretive reports will be more stringent and include a crosscheck of the data to ensure that data in these reports match numbers in NWIS and the annual data report.

7. 
The District has a small but good water-quality interpretive program. They have developed program to investigate emerging contaminants such as microbes and trace-organic wastewater contaminants that make use of newly available analytical methods. They are involved in multidiscipline work and have developed expertise in algae, macro-invertebrate, and fish sampling.  They also are developing water-quality modeling expertise.

Thank You.  We appreciate the comment. 

Recommendations:

1.
The District needs to consider review recommendations more seriously and put a strong effort into addressing review comments. If the District disagrees with the recommendations of the review team, that should be stated, along with the reason for the disagreement, in the District’s written response to the review.


The District does consider review recommendations more seriously than it appears.  Great efforts have been made to address the noted shortcomings; however, personnel shortages continue to exasperate our efforts.  Since the 1999 review the District made several attempts to hire needed personnel to improve the quality of our work and distribute the workload more evenly.  Several attempts have been made to recruit and retain positions such as District Chief, Administrative Officer, Systems Administrator, and the much needed Hydrologic Technician positions.  The District Office now has a full-time District Chief and Administrative Officer; however, recruiting efforts for a Systems Administrator and Hydrologic Technicians have not been successful.  The District will continue recruiting efforts, especially for Hydrologic Technicians; however, with shrinking Federal Funds and a poor economy, the District overall funding will likely continue to decline.  This will have an effect on the District’s ability to hire and retain the Hydrologic Technician positions.    
2. 
It is very important that the District complete quality assurance plans for ground water and water-quality activities. The plans must contain a detailed description of the District procedures for data review and management and for record storage and archive.


As discussed in response to Comment 2, all District quality assurance (QA) plans for Water Quality and Groundwater will be updated by December 1, 2004. 

3. 
More dedicated District time should be given for the District Water-Quality Specialist to oversee District quality assurance and provide technical guidance to projects and the data program including such tasks as:

a. Completion of the District Water-Quality Quality Assurance Plan; 

b. Implementation of an annual District-wide 5-point temperature certification for field thermometers and thermistors;

c. Verification of incubator temperatures used in microbiological studies; and

d. Time to review proposals, reports, and field techniques for other projects within the District.

The District has been and continues to suffer from a workload, manpower shortage and funding problem.  All employees are putting forth a concerted effort to do work in a quality manner.  The Water Quality QA plan was not completed but the District is using the Mississippi plan as a template, which incorporates using the Ocala Laboratory.  Calibrating thermometers went overlooked and did not get done.  We hope to accomplish these items by setting a schedule for when these items will be completed. 

4. 
Some tasks currently assigned to District Specialists could be assigned to technicians. This will provide more time for the specialists to perform the important tasks described above.

The District undoubtedly has a Hydrologic Technician shortage.  All Hydrologists working in the water quality arena have done extensive work in the field because of the Hydrologic Technician shortage.  The District will continue to look for means to hire and retain Hydrologic Technicians. 

5.
Continuous water-quality monitor sites should be operated using a post-cleaning environmental reading that separates fouling from instrument drift and permits computation of records as described in WRIR 00-4252 (Wagner and others, 2000). Exchange of records between offices will ensure District-wide application of standard procedures for operation and maintenance of continuous water-quality monitors.



Two technicians from the Tuscaloosa Field Office attended the training course “Guidelines for the Operation and Computation of Continuous Water-Quality Monitors” in Tampa in WY03; and procedures used in the District for processing continuous water-quality data are now consistent with procedures described in WRIR 00-4252.  Separate data corrections are applied to account for fouling and instrument drift.  Records for the continuous QW monitoring sites will be reviewed and checked for WY 2003. 


All district sonde servicing technicians have received training regarding the guidelines for continuous water quality monitor stations. There is records exchange between the offices for 2003 continuous water quality data. District personnel will also make use of the newly established continuous water quality-monitoring newsgroup to stay informed about site maintenance and record computation procedures.
6.
Until a water bath can be purchased, coordinate with the Georgia District for an annual 5-point District-wide certification of all lab and field thermometers and thermistors and instruments that have temperature sensors.


The SE Regional Water Quality Specialist recommends performing a 3-point (ice, room, and heated temperatures) on all district thermometers. This will be done on a quarterly basis and results kept on file in each office as described in response to “Comment 5.”

7.
Web page needs major revisions—both internal and external. Need to have public links to the Alabama data, descriptions of projects, and directions to the office. This could help with developing new program.


Please refer to response in “Comment 3”.  

8.
The following list of surface water program issues needs to be addressed:

a. Update and review station descriptions annually (some have not been reviewed for up to 14 years).

Hydrologic Technicians and Hydrologists will review and update station descriptions as part of the preparation of the data report.  The previous station descriptions will be marked to indicate changes by April 1 each year; and the new (updated) station descriptions will be printed and filed by September 30 each year.

b. Clearly identify the reference gage at each streamgage.

Station descriptions updates for the upcoming year will clearly identify the reference gage at each station.  For bubble gage sites, the reference gage will be the wire-weight or staff gage.  For stilling well sites, the reference gage will either be an electric tape gage or a float tape gage.  The float tape gage has been used as the reference gage for stilling well gages, and has been justified citing USGS documentation (TWRI Book 3, Chapter A7, pg. 21, and WSP 2175, pg. 53), which states that float tapes are commonly used as the reference site.  The reference gage at each site will be identified and documented in the station descriptions by September 30, 2004. We will begin installing electric tape gages or an independent float-type indicator at stilling well sites, where needed, during summer 2004.

c. Leveling techniques and record keeping need to be improved. 

Leveling techniques will follow established USGS methodology as described in TWRI  Book 3, Chapter A19; and leveling notes will be recorded more thoroughly.
1. Run levels to the water surface and read all gages each time.



Where feasible, the surface water level will be shot during routine level runs. At sites where this in not feasible due to the steepness of banks, etc., a reference point will be established in the vicinity of the wire-weight gage or stilling well, and a tape down (using a metal tape) will be made to obtain a water surface reading. All gages will be read and recorded at the time of the level run. 

2. Note level instrument number on the original notes and the front summary sheet.



The level instrument number will be recorded on the original notes and front summary sheet in the future.
3. Bring all historical level summaries up to date.



The historical level summaries will be brought up to date. Level summary information will be maintained in an Excel spreadsheet to improve the organization and accessibility of level information for each streamgage station.  Information will be entered into the spreadsheet from the level summary sheets.  This initial setup will be completed by September 30, 2004.  The spreadsheet will be updated annually to remain current, and will be completed by September 30th each year.

d. Compute percent differences between the measurement and the rating curve for each measurement and make check measurements when needed.

This is standard procedure for our field operations; however, a stronger emphasis will be placed on this topic to ensure that all measurements are computed at the site and percent differences checked; and check measurements will be made as needed. Also, greater effort will be made to describe control conditions, which could help better explain differences.

e. Ensure that more than one person visits each streamgage during the year.

More than one person will visit each streamgaging station during the year.  This practice has already been implemented.

f. Measure PZF at all sites with section control as documented in the station description.

The PZF’s will be checked and documented in the station description updates at all sites.

g. Verify peak stages with high water marks or crest stage gages.

Peak stages will be verified by documenting high water marks or crest-stage gage readings. Crest-stage gages have been located at bubble gage installations and will be added to stilling well sites to be used to obtain high water marks and verify peaks in the absence of float-type clips, which are not used due to current gage construction that does not allow the gage house to extend over the bridge guard rail as mandated by State of Alabama Department of Transportation.  Crest-stage gages will be installed at stilling well sites, where needed, during summer 2004 and will be completed by September 30, 2004.  Approximately 95 percent of bubble gages have crest-stage gages.

h. Use reference gage to determine stage during discharge measurements.

Reference gages will be identified and used as the source of water level record during discharge measurements and rating development.  An electric tape or float-type indictor will be installed at sites where needed as discussed in response to “Recommendation 8b”.  

i. Be sure that v-diagram apex and midpoints make hydraulic sense for the site.

The evaluation of v-diagrams is an ongoing process during the data analysis for the annual report preparation and part of the baseplot program. These analyses will be completed by May 1 each year.  V-diagram apexes will be examined alongside rating to ensure that diagrams are hydraulically sound.

j. Establish at least one RM off of the bridge at all sites.

RM’s will be reviewed at each site and additional RM’s will be located off the bridge where needed.  Levels are run at each station every three years.  Additional RM’s will be established during routine leveling at each station scheduled over the next three years.

Clear brush out of the over-bank areas where high water measurements would be made.

An effort will be made to clear brush from over-bank areas where high water measurements would be made. Manpower limitations hamper our ability to engage in this activity on a large scale; however, priority will be given to particular sites where the greatest potential for vegetation to interfere with the high water measurement cross section exists.  Brush clearing will be done in the fall (Sept. – Oct.) of each year at selected sites.

k. Implement a process to review and correct the peak flow file and implement annual procedures for updating the peak flow file as outlined in this report.

The peak flow file will be reviewed and updated by the Surface Water Specialist by September 30th; annual updates will be done thereafter. The District will adhere to the 3-step process recommended: (1) assembly of data by one person, (2) entry of data into database by a second person, and (3) a final check by a third person.

l. Be sure drainage areas in the daily values file are correct.

Drainage areas will be checked and verified by September 30th for all stations.  Edits will be made to ensure consistency of drainage areas reported in NWIS, site descriptions, and reports.

m. There should only be one year of provisional streamflow data for each streamgage – be sure the files are flagged as final when analyses are complete.

Data will be flagged as final after station analysis and data is reviewed and approved for publication.

n. For crest stage gages, culvert ratings should be verified with current meter measurements and a station description should be created for each gage.

Due to the flashy nature of the crest-stage gage sites, it is virtually impossible to make current meter measurements at most of the sites.  However, the culvert rating is necessary; therefore, attempts to verify culvert ratings with current meter measurements will be done particularly at low-end and mid-range flows where possible.  Some of the crest-stage gages will be discontinued. The discontinued crest-stage gages include those checked at part of this review that are listed on page 30: (1) Tributary to Pintlala Creek near Sellers. AL, (2) Pea River Tributary near Roeton, AL, and (3) Tributary to Kincaide Creek near Ethelsville, AL; plus (4) Norrell Branch near Dadeville. 

o. Develop redundancies in staff skills, such as for bridge site reports.

The District will make an effort to develop redundancies in staff skills.  With reduced funding and an off-balance in positions needed, developing redundancies in staff skills will be necessary.  The District will focus its efforts on cross training in areas such as bridge site reports and hydrologic computations at dam sites as the workload  (in other areas such as NAWQA, interpretive water quality projects) decreases.  This will, in turn, conserve positions and improve the versatility of the staff and the quality of work.

Each streamgage should have at least three active RM’s with at least one located off of the gage and bridge.

RM’s will be reviewed at each site, and additional RM’s will be located as needed with at least one RM off the bridge and gage.  Levels are run at each station every three years.  Additional RM’s will be established during routine leveling at each station scheduled for the next three years.

p. Use standardized level summary sheets and level field sheets; check all station levels completely.

Level summary sheets and level field sheets will be standardized throughout the District using the summary sheet from TWRI Book 3, Chapter A19.  All levels will be checked thoroughly.

q. Complete measurement front sheet of field note sheet at the streamgage for each measurement.

Measurement front sheets will be completed before leaving the site.
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