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Overview 
 
The National Estuary Program (NEP), the Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) flagship watershed protection program, is a prime example of partnering 
between the federal government and locally based coastal programs. Established 
in 1987 under §320 of the Clean Water Act (CWA), the twenty-eight estuaries 
comprising the National Estuary Program are leaders in the development of 
innovative solutions to coastal challenges.  While locally driven priorities 
guided the development of each individual NEP’s Comprehensive Conservation 
Management Plan (CCMP), the monitoring of progress, results, and efficient use 
of EPA funding is a key responsibility of EPA headquarters (HQ) and regional 
staff.  Program evaluation (PE) has always played an important role in the 
management of the national program and has an established history of 
demonstrating NEP progress. 
 
The EPA began NEP PEs in 1997.  The evaluation methodology has been 
revised three times to meet the growing sophistication of the NEPs and the 
increasing demand for federal program accountability.  The main question has 
always been: how can progress be assessed in order to tell a national story, while 
simultaneously respecting the independent and unique characteristics and 
missions of the twenty-eight separate NEPs?  Thus, the objectives in developing 
the 2008 NEP PE Guidance were fourfold: 1) increase the objectivity and 
consistency of PEs among the different NEPs; 2) align the PE with individual 
NEP CCMP priorities and related NEP annual work plans; 3) measure progress 
in achieving programmatic and environmental results over the short-term, 
intermediate, and long-term stages of progress; and 4) better document 
reductions and/or changes in pressures on coastal watersheds.  A PE 
Reassessment Team (PERT) composed of EPA headquarters and regional staff, 
NEP Directors, and National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) 
partners worked in a collaborative manner to develop the new innovative NEP 
PE Guidance. 
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The Program Evaluation Methodology 
 

In order to accomplish our objectives, the PERT researched trends in PE 
methodology.  A modified logic model was chosen because it enables progress 
to be evaluated based on numerous programmatic and environmental factors in a 
progressive manner as opposed to using only single environmental outcome(s).  
Long-term environmental outcomes are sometimes hard to achieve and/or 
sustain due to many uncontrollable external factors.  The logic model is flexible 
enough to incorporate the pressure-state-response framework to emphasize 
reductions in pressures as a significant interim step toward environmental 
outcomes.  The Figure 1 is an illustration of the NEP PE Logic Model.   
 
Figure 1.  NEP Program Evaluation Logic Model 

 
A key feature in the NEP PE Logic Model is the universal “core elements” and 
“sub-elements” common to all NEPs (see Figure 2). Two core elements refer to 
program management practices and are further broken down into sub-elements.  
These are assessed through pre-selected performance measures, a four-tiered 
rubric, and supplemental documentation.  Two other core elements refer to NEP 
annual work plans and address specific work related to achieving CCMP goals; 
they too are further broken down into sub-elements.  The work plan core 
elements are evaluated through a logic model narrative summary.  The universal 
core elements identify for EPA and the NEPs the main categories under 
evaluation.  
 
The standardized performance measures and four-tiered rubric for the two 
program management core elements are particularly important features of the 
Guidance.  In order to develop each tier, the PERT first identified baseline 
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expectations for each programmatic activity represented in the sub-element. This 
baseline identifies long-standing EPA expectations for which the Agency has 
provided the NEPs with funding and/or technical assistance.  If every 
performance measure in the baseline expectations tier is met, then the Program 
is “fully performing” in that sub-element.  Next, the PERT used examples from 
existing NEP program activities to identify “excellent” activities that one or 
more NEPs are engaged in.  The PERT then populated a middle (“good”) tier 
with other examples from existing NEP activities that fell between the fully 
performing and excellent tier.  These measures provide EPA with an objective, 
consistent, and transparent tool with which to assess program management and 
performance.  And the tiers provide the NEPs with specific benchmarks for how 
they can improve their performance, given each Program’s priorities and 
organizational capacity.   
 
Figure 2.  NEP Program Evaluation Core Elements and Sub-elements 

 
 
The reporting on the two core elements related to individual NEP work plans 
focus on NEP-specific work plan goals and is structured by the different 
components in the NEP PE Logic Model (Figure 1).  In many instances, a 
connection between work plan activities and ultimate environmental change 
may be difficult to establish since there are many external factors that affect 
environmental outcomes (e.g., environmental catastrophes, fluctuating budget, 
changing partnerships, increased development).  The NEP PE Logic Model 
shows causal links among work plan goals and activities; partnerships; outputs; 
pressures; and short-term, intermediate, and long-term outcomes.  The Model 
allows the NEPs to get “credit” for their work plan activities and different stages 
of progress toward achieving environmental outcomes. 
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A final feature of the Guidance is the rating threshold table. The table is the 
basis for the final PE rating each NEP receives.  The table describes final rating 
thresholds for “pass,” “conditional pass,” or “fail.”  A PE Team consisting of 
EPA HQ and regional staff and an NEP ex-officio Director will determine the 
final rating based on the review of an NEP’s responses to the Guidance, and, an 
on-site visit to see restoration projects and to meet with NEP partners.  The 
rating threshold table provides transparency for EPA and the NEPs regarding 
final PE ratings.   

 
The Collaborative Process 

 
The National Estuary Program is a relatively large and complex national 
program.  It involves EPA HQ staff, seven EPA regional offices, and twenty-
eight individual NEPs.  Subsequently, there is a wide range of working 
relationships between all three parties.  The EPA HQ staff has the responsibility 
of developing policy, tools, and technical assistance on behalf of the NEP, and 
to transfer the lessons learned from the NEP to other EPA programs and to other 
coastal watersheds.  The EPA regional staff engages locally with the NEPs, 
process NEP grants, and review annual work plans.  In addition, the NEPs are 
dynamic organizations that are heavily engaged with many place-based 
responsibilities.  Given the Program’s organizational complexity, engaging in a 
collaborative process can be challenging.      
 
Collaborative decision-making is, however, the cornerstone of the NEP, and was 
the key to completing the arduous task of developing this  PE Guidance.  
Appropriately planned and focused meetings and conference calls, and effective 
facilitation were all due to the collaboration among the PERT members.  
Another critical component was that all team members were willing to consider 
everyone’s ideas, even if at first there was disagreement.  Ideas that survived the 
thorough and deliberative process were incorporated into the final PE Guidance.   
 
While information flowed freely among the PERT members, it proved difficult 
to involve all NEPs consistently in the team process.  The NEP participation 
during the first team meeting was critical for establishing the methodological 
framework for the Guidance.  The annual NEP national meeting was used to 
gather input from NEP Directors and staff on developing performance measures.  
Individual calls to key NEP Directors to get their input on particular aspects of 
the Guidance proved very helpful.  EPA also received extensive written 
comments from NEP Directors at key decision points in the process.  It should 
be noted also that some NEPs opted to comply with all requirements of the PE 
Guidance with faith in the PERT.  The entire process took eighteen months. 

 
The NEPs’ Experience 

 
The NEPs support the use of robust PE tools to help them focus their work, 
identify weaknesses, and more effectively target implementation actions.  In 
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addition, they recognize that EPA needs to respond to changing federal priorities 
for more effective program assessment.  The NEPs felt that their role was to 
work with EPA in a collaborative and inclusive manner to ensure that the PE 
process would be effective and will advance CCMP implementation. It was 
challenging to design a PE process that made sense in all situations because 
NEPs depend on partnerships to address a wide range of actions, are locally 
driven, and operate under a variety of institutional settings. The NEPs’ major 
concern was that the PE Guidance would be overly burdensome and subjective – 
hindering program effectiveness and alienating local stakeholders who have 
invested in the NEP.  As the new PE Guidance is implemented, NEPs will assess 
its effectiveness and work with EPA to strengthen and improve the process.   

 
Transferability of the Methodology to Other Coastal Programs 

 
Monitoring and documenting the successes of a program is rarely easy.  The 
challenge grows if the program is based on partnerships, focuses on processes 
rather than products, and operates on long timeframes so that the ultimate 
impact of the work is not seen for a decade or more.  In addition to having all 
three of these characteristics, the NEPs are designed to respond to local needs 
and priorities, which, while strengthening individual Programs, further 
complicate the process of developing consistent measures to evaluate the 
national program.   Other programs with similar characteristics share in the 
struggle and can look to the NEPs’ PE methodology as an example of working 
toward consistent national outcomes that are measurable and adequately 
represent the complexity and diversity of a distributed networked program. 
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