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Office of Information Collection:
Data Standards Services
The EPA is dependent on environmental information to meet its mission of protecting the human health and the environment.  Information systems at the EPA have been designed to collect and manage information for use in individual EPA programs.  While these information systems contain valuable insights into single areas of environmental concern (e.g., air pollution, water pollution, or solid waste management) they do not present a comprehensive picture of environmental conditions, stressors, and trends.  The EPA and other data users have a need to tie data together and develop a collective picture of the environment.  Therefore, data from these many disparate systems must also be integrated in meaningful ways.  Data Standards facilitate that integration process by lessening the confusion caused by multiple methods of representing or naming the same type of information.
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Simply stated, data standards are an interpretive language for communicating between information systems.  Data standards facilitate integration of information by establishing agreed upon terms, meanings, and formats for key pieces of information that are common across multiple information systems.  For example, by reporting a  facility in an agreed upon way, all the information about that facility can be aggregated from various information systems resulting in a more complete picture of the environmental issues at that place.  The same is true if a substance is reported in a standardized way.  Emissions reported in the information systems of various media (air, water, waste) can be combined to show cumulative effects on a location.  Thus, standardization enables the Agency to integrate data and provide the public with more meaningful information. 

The Agency works with the Exchange Network Leadership Council (ENLC) and the Network Operations Board (NOB), to identify, prioritize, and develop the data standards it uses for data exchange with its partners.  Data Standards implementation at the EPA is managed and tracked by the Data Standards Branch within the Office of Environmental Information (OEI).

Definition
Data standards are agreed-upon definitions, formats, and procedural rules for commonly used data sets that are needed to reduce the complexity of data manipulation and to make the exchange and integration of data more efficient. 

Background
 EPA is constantly seeking ways to improve data quality and facilitate integration of data from diverse data sources.  Over ten years ago, the Agency established the data standards program to provide the guidance that would help it meet data exchange needs.  In 1997, the Reinventing Environmental Information (REI) initiative strengthened these efforts by directing that data standards be developed in core business areas for EPA data exchanges and that these data standards are implemented in all of the EPA’s major national information systems.  Other systems were required to conform during modernization or new development cycles.  The current data standards were developed to facilitate appropriate identification and location of reporting entities and the substances of environmental interest.  Future standards will continue to facilitate appropriate identification but will also focus on environmental data, such as laboratory results.  To facilitate the use and implementation of the agreed upon data standards, EPA developed a data registry with a database containing the standards and a tool to compare the standards to program office data elements.  Please visit the data registry at the following URL: www.epa.gov/edr.

Current Activities – New Data Standards Web Page



 
· A Data Standards Web Page is being scoped to improve data standards search capabilities, navigation, and information about implementing data standards.  When completed in the summer of 2008 it  will include links to the standards maintained in the data registry and a new enhanced “Compare Tool” to aid system owners in mapping their system data fields to approved standards.
Recent Achievements
· OEI has also worked with its partners to revise and reformat the Enforcement and Compliance, Tribal Identifier and Institutional Controls Data Standards.  
· Working through the Exchange Network Leadership Council (ENLC) [a partnership of US EPA, States and Tribes] and the primary subgroup of the ENLC, the Network Operations Board (NOB); the NOB   developed a feasibility analysis to support the determination on whether to recommend development of a Water Quality Conditions and Integrated Assessment data standard.  This standard is intended to enhance the reporting capabilities and comprehension of water quality data reported by Exchange Network partners.  The feasibility analysis was based upon a collaborative interview process with key stakeholders conducted primarily by the contractor with EPA staff.  

Future Actions
· The EPA Quality Information Council and the Exchange Network Leadership Council will continue to approve data standards and the Data Standards Branch will continue to support program offices in moving toward implementation for each of their systems.

· Standards will be made more flexible to accommodate changes in technology.

For More Information, Contact:
Dawn Banks-Waller

Data Standards Branch 

Phone: (202) 566-0625

E-mail: banks-waller.dawn@epa.gov
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