Since the late 1970’s, many companies in the United States have implemented environmental auditing programs as a way to manage environmental compliance as opposed to reacting to crisis situations.  Despite the absence of any Federal legislation or regulatory requirements to conduct audits, the programs have continued to grow and the scope and complexity of audits has expanded.

The Navy’s environmental auditing program began in the 1980s and went through several changes until the Environmental Compliance Evaluation (ECE) program was established around 1990.  The ECE program, a component of the Navy’s comprehensive program for achieving compliance mandated by OPNAVINST 5090.1B (Nov 94), was designed to identify areas of non-compliance at a facility and to recommend and help implement corrective actions.  The program was effective in uncovering problems at Navy facilities as well as providing recommendations for corrective actions.  ECE reports were used by activities to request funding and resources.  Claimants and activities utilized the ECEs as a means for identification of projects for funding.  The program successfully reduced areas of major non-compliance at most Navy activities.  

The current program has three tiers.  The Tier I is the self-ECE conducted annually by the activity.  The Tier II is the major claimant conducted ECE (performed once every three years).  The Tier III is the Navy IG inspection.  Tier I ECEs were supposed to be performed by the activity once a year.  There was very little guidance available to outline how this was to be done.  The Tier I ECE was done a number of ways depending on the activity.  Some Tier I ECEs were rarely, if ever, conducted.  Others took the form of a desktop review utilizing the Tier II ECE report as a reference.  A few were performed by a contractor or a reserve officer.  Many were performed by the activity environmental staff.

The focus of the program has been on the Tier II ECE.  In many cases, the major claimants employ Engineering Field Divisions (EFDs)/Engineering Field Activities (EFAs) to provide technical assistance during the Tier II ECEs.  Large teams of technical specialists visit an installation, over a one or two week period,  and review their environmental programs.  Areas of non-compliance with Federal, State, and local regulations as well as Navy policy are identified in a report.  The draft report is left with the installation at the end of the visit.  This process was key in reducing the major deficiencies at most bases.  It has been effective in identifying deficiencies and prompting corrective action.  After three rounds of Tier II ECEs (i.e., major claimants and EFDs have visited each base about three times), most problems requiring project concepts for correction have been implemented.    ECEs today usually only find problems resulting from the day to day operational activities at a navy base.  Problems like drum labeling, incomplete documentation, outdated plans, and other administrative and procedural deficiencies are typical.

A Process Action Team (PAT) was formed in October 1996 to examine the ECE process and recommend an improved program. The PAT team consisted of major claimants, NAVFAC, and activity personnel.  The PAT team developed ideas for an improved assessment program that focused on moving away from simply inspecting for compliance toward a process of continuous environmental quality improvement at the individual command level.  PAT team recommendations included changing the name of the program to the Environmental Quality Assessment (EQA) Program.  There are two types of EQA assessments: the Internal Assessment and the External Assessment.  The Internal Assessment is a self assessment similar to the self –ECE under the current program.  The Internal Assessment will be coordinated with and conducted by all commands within the “fenceline” on an annual cycle.  It will include preparation of an Internal Assessment Plan that outlines how data will be collected and provides outline for ongoing evaluation of compliance posture, root cause analysis, and identification of resources for process improvements.  The activity will be required to prepare an Internal Assessment Report (an evaluation of compliance in the environmental program) once a year.  The External Assessment will be conducted by the host activity’s major claimant in coordination with other applicable claimants.  At a minimum, the external assessment will evaluate the internal assessment and will review environmental management systems.  Major claimants will be required to prepare an external assessment plan, updated annually, to satisfy the broad oversight objectives established by CNO.  External assessments will verify that activity processes are focused on maintaining compliance, continuous improvement, and pollution prevention.  

The new EQA process will sustain environmental compliance by establishing a strong self-assessment and increasing awareness of environmental responsibilities throughout the activity.  The concept parallels recommendations from the EPA for conducting audits at Federal facilities and includes principles from the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 14000 Environmental Management Systems Standards.  The assessments can be flexible and tailored to the size and needs of the activity.  External Assessments do not have to be done every three years as was done under the old system (i.e.,Tier II ECEs).  The external assessment may be accomplished through the traditional command inspection process or as a separate audit/assist visit.  Redundancy of inspections should be minimized.  The assessment can focus only on those areas of technical program compliance that need to be reviewed.  Compliance topics that were assessed via the command inspection or a safety and health inspection (such as radon or hazardous materials) can be omitted from the review.

New software has been developed to provide activities and major claimants with a tool to assess compliance and evaluate management systems.  The Automated Compliance Evalaution (ACE) software was initially developed by the Marine Corps.  The software was adopted by the Navy for use with the new EQA program.  The software has a comprehensive set of questions based on Federal and State regulations.  Final Governing Standards (FGS) questions are also available for many countries.  The  software is Windows based and written in Microsoft Foxpro.  The software has many capabilities including the capability to create customized checklists to suit individual needs.  The software and checklists are maintained and updated by a contractor.  

The new EQA program has not yet been fully implemented.  The OPNAVINST 5090.1B chapter that provides guidance for assessments (chapter 20) is being revised to include the EQA procedures and requirements.   CNO has distributed the draft Chapter 20 for review.  Review comments are now being evaluated.  CNO is also developing an EQA guide manual to provide policy and direction for the EQA program.  The EQA guide will be completed in March 1999.  Some major claimants have already begun to implement the new EQA process in their assessment programs.  Full implementation will not be completed though until the CNO policy is issued.

