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The Office of Inspector General reviewed the current policies of the U.S. Geological
Survey (USGS) for managing its scientific collections. Specifically, we reviewed these policies
for consistency with established U.S. Department of the Interior (DOI) policies and compared
them with those of two other bureaus—the National Park Service (NPS) and U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service (FWS). We found that USGS scientific collection management policies are not
consistent with DOI policies as defined in the Department Manual (DM) and are not comparable
to policies of the other two bureaus. In addition, we found that USGS did not have a final policy
on the management of its biologic specimens; therefore, we could not review this policy for
consistency with the DM.

This report provides the findings of our evaluation and offers one recommendation to
USGS to adjust its policies to be consistent with the DM to ensure the USGS protects and
preserves valuable scientific specimens.

Background

DOI bureaus collectively manage a variety of historic, biologic, and geologic objects that
all fall under the umbrella of scientific collections. These collections are further categorized as
being “museum” or “working” collections in the DOI policies found in the DM. One difference
between the two types lies in the rules for the long-term preservation of the artifacts within the
collection: museum collections are retained for long-term preservation and study, while working
collections are not subject to such stringent preservation requirements.

A former USGS employee and a nonprofit organization have criticized USGS collections
management policies. OIG received three requests to review USGS policies and procedures. The

Office of Inspector General | Washington, DC



requests alleged that USGS uses misleading language and terms to improperly categorize
collections as working collections for use in research, potentially allowing the USGS to avoid
DM requirements for the preservation of specimens that otherwise would be maintained as
museum collections. The NPS and FWS, whose policies align with the DM, preserve most of
DOT’s museum artifacts (see Figure 1).

Bureau Number of Museum Objects
Preserved
NPS 167,012,704
FWS 4,517,955
USGS 52,506

Figure |: Number of museum objects maintained by select bureaus, drawn from fiscal year 2014 data.

Scope and Methodology

We conducted our review in 2016-2017 and focused on Department and bureau policies
related to museum collections. To accomplish our objectives, we obtained a general
understanding of departmental standards for the management of scientific collections, and
interviewed officials from the DOI and USGS. We also reviewed policies from the DOI, USGS,
NPS, and FWS, and compared USGS policies with them to determine whether they were
consistent with each other.

Evaluation Results

We found that USGS’ scientific collection management policies are not consistent with
DM policies and are not comparable to policies of other bureaus. In addition, we found that
USGS did not have a final policy to address its biologic specimens; therefore, we could not
review this policy for consistency with the DM.

USGS'’ policy uses language that differs from the language set forth in Part 411 of the
DM. Rather than match the naming conventions for collections that the DM uses, such as
“museum collection” and “working collection,” USGS policy uses the terms “resource
collection” to describe items to be preserved indefinitely, and “active” collection for material
from ongoing research. It has also publicly documented its intent to limit the growth of
collections maintained indefinitely to curtail future maintenance costs.

USGS has also cited adherence to the requirements of Title 20 of the United States Code
(U.S.C.), Section 59 as its reason for aligning its policy language with that of the Smithsonian
Institution rather than with the DM. USGS’ stance does not appear to account for the potential
applicability of other statutory authorities. The differing museum authorities have led to the
USGS not complying with DOI policy, which could result in the destruction or loss of specimens
that any other bureau would be required to preserve.

When compared to the NPS and FWS, which manage nearly 88 percent of the DOI’s
museum objects, we found that policies for these bureaus were similar to each other, and that



each bureau used the DM as a starting point for developing its policies in a way that expanded on
the DM requirements rather than departed from it. Because of the consistency in policy shown
between these two bureaus, USGS’ dissimilar policy appears to represent an intentional
departure from the DM.

In addition, the USGS policy only applies to collections of geologic specimens. The
USGS has stated that it is developing a policy for biologic specimens, but has not yet issued it.
The use of different terminology, as well as the absence of a policy for biologic specimens, could
result in the loss or destruction of otherwise valuable specimens.

Conclusion and Recommendation

USGS scientific collection policy and absence of policy allow the USGS to exclude its
collections from preservation requirements prescribed by the DM. The different authorities noted
have led to confusion that could leave valuable scientific specimens—that may otherwise be
candidates for long-term preservation—at risk of loss or destruction.

We recommend that USGS—

1. Reconcile and justify current and future scientific collection policies with the
requirements of the Departmental Manual.

USGS response and OIG analysis: Although the USGS stated that its current policy
aligns with the DM requirements for managing scientific collections, our results
suggest otherwise. As noted previously in this report, USGS policy uses language that
is inconsistent with the DM naming conventions for its collections, and the current
USGS policy only addresses the geologic collections and not USGS’s biologic
collections. In its response, USGS stated that it is in the process of developing new
policy and implementation guidelines and procedures that will align its scientific
collections with the DM requirements. The target completion date for that policy is
September 30, 2018. We consider this recommendation resolved but not
implemented, and will refer it to the Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and
Budget for tracking.

The legislation creating the Office of Inspector General requires that we report to
Congress semiannually on all audit, inspection, and evaluation reports issued; actions taken to
implement our recommendations; and recommendations that have not been implemented.

We conducted our evaluation in accordance with the Quality Standards for Inspection and
Evaluation as put forth by the Council of the Inspectors General on Integrity and Efficiency. We
believe that the work performed provides a reasonable basis for our conclusions and
recommendations.
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