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OIL AND GAS OVERSIGHT 
Interior Has Taken Steps to Address Staff Hiring, 
Retention, and Training but Needs a More Evaluative 
and Collaborative Approach 

Why GAO Did This Study 
The explosion onboard the Deepwater 
Horizon drilling rig in April 2010 
highlighted the importance of effective 
oversight of oil and gas activities, but 
Interior has faced challenges in hiring, 
retaining, and training staff responsible 
for such oversight. Since 2011, 
Interior’s management of federal oil 
and gas resources has been on GAO’s 
list of program areas that are at high 
risk, partly because of human capital 
challenges. In a February 2015 update 
to the list, GAO found that Interior had 
begun to address these challenges but 
needed to do more.  

GAO was requested to review the 
status of Interior’s human capital 
challenges. This report examines 
Interior’s efforts to (1) resolve its hiring 
and retention challenges for key oil and 
gas staff and (2) address its training 
needs for such staff. GAO reviewed 
regulations, reports, and department 
documents; analyzed Interior and OPM 
information; and interviewed 
department officials. 

What GAO Recommends 
GAO is recommending that Interior 
evaluate the effectiveness of special 
salary rates and incentives, evaluate 
its bureaus’ training programs, develop 
technical competencies for all key oil 
and gas staff, evaluate the need for a 
BSEE inspector certification program, 
and better facilitate collaboration 
across the bureaus. Interior agreed 
with one recommendation, partially 
agreed with 3 others, and disagreed 
with one recommendation. GAO 
continues to believe that the 
recommendations are valid, as 
discussed in the report. 

What GAO Found 
The Department of the Interior has taken steps to resolve its hiring and retention 
challenges for key staff engaged in oil and gas activities, but it has not evaluated 
the effectiveness of its efforts and has missed opportunities to collaborate within 
the department for resolving these challenges. Specifically, Interior has taken 
steps to address two underlying factors—lower salaries and a lengthier hiring 
process compared with industry—that impede its ability to hire and retain such 
staff. For example, in fiscal year 2012 Interior began using special salary rates to 
give higher pay to certain key staff in its bureaus that oversee oil and gas 
resources: the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Bureau of Safety and 
Environmental Enforcement (BSEE), and Bureau of Ocean and Energy 
Management (BOEM). To bolster compensation further, some bureaus increased 
the number of staff receiving student loan repayments and other incentives. 
Officials said these efforts in fiscal year 2015 filled positions, but they had not 
evaluated the effectiveness of their efforts. As a result, Interior cannot determine 
how or whether it should alter its approach. Regarding the lengthy hiring process, 
the bureaus recently adopted new human resources software that may provide 
them with better data to track their hiring process. As the bureaus sought to 
improve hiring and retention, Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and 
Budget—which is charged with managing human resources and addressing 
cross-cutting issues—missed opportunities to facilitate collaboration across the 
bureaus. For example, two bureaus used separate recruitment teams that did not 
collaborate. Senior officials in the office did not identify any collaboration 
mechanism that they used to bring the bureaus together to discuss shared 
challenges. Without such a mechanism, the bureaus may continue to address 
these challenges through fragmented and potentially duplicative efforts. 

Interior has trained key oil and gas staff without fully evaluating the bureaus’ staff  
training needs or the training’s effectiveness, according to officials, and Interior 
has provided limited leadership in facilitating the  bureaus’ sharing of training 
resources. The Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004 and Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) regulations require agencies to evaluate their training 
efforts, but Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has not performed 
these evaluations. In addition, none of the bureaus have evaluated training, 
according to officials, and only one developed technical competencies for staff as 
directed in Interior’s Departmental Manual. Further, BSEE’s training for 
inspectors does not include proficiency examinations or certifications, according 
to officials, although two oversight bodies recommended implementing a 
certification program in 2010. Interior has provided limited leadership in 
facilitating the sharing of training resources across the bureaus, appearing to 
miss opportunities that could improve the use of these resources. For example, 
BOEM does not have staff to develop curricula or evaluate training efforts and, 
as of July 2016, BSEE had 6 full-time staff in their training program, according to 
officials. These bureaus conduct limited evaluations. In contrast, BLM had 59 
staff in its training program and has the capacity to evaluate their training efforts, 
according to officials. Without further evaluation and leadership, Interior may not 
be able to ensure key oil and gas staff are adequately trained for their oversight 
tasks, and the bureaus may miss opportunities to share resources.
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441 G St. N.W. 
Washington, DC 20548 

September 29, 2016 

The Honorable Raúl Grijalva 
Ranking Member 
Committee on Natural Resources 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Grijalva: 

The explosion and fire onboard the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig in April 
2010––which resulted in 11 deaths, multiple serious injuries, and the 
largest marine oil spill in the history of the United States––highlighted the 
importance of effective oversight of oil and gas activities on federal lands 
and waters. The Department of the Interior (Interior) oversees such 
activities, which provide important sources of energy for the United 
States. Onshore, Interior oversees oil and gas activities for about 700 
million subsurface acres, including minerals beneath more than 245 
million federally managed surface acres. Offshore, Interior oversees 
similar activities for more than 1.7 billion acres in the waters of the Outer 
Continental Shelf, which includes submerged lands in federal waters off 
the coast of Alaska, the Gulf of Mexico, and the Atlantic and Pacific 
coasts.1 Interior’s oversight responsibilities include reviewing and 
approving oil and gas companies’ (operators) plans and applications for 
permits to drill; inspecting oil and gas operations, such as drilling rigs and 
production platforms, to ensure compliance with safety and environmental 
regulations; and determining how much oil and gas is produced from 
federal lands and waters to calculate royalties and other revenues due to 
the federal government from these resources. Interior reported that in 
2015 the U.S. Department of the Treasury received $7.2 billion from 
royalties and other payments related to oil and gas development on 
federal lands and waters. 

Three bureaus within Interior share oversight responsibilities for activities 
related to federal oil and gas resources: the Bureau of Land Management 

                                                                                                                       
1The Outer Continental Shelf refers to the submerged lands outside the territorial 
jurisdiction of all 50 states but within U.S. jurisdiction and control. It consists of submerged 
federal lands, generally extending seaward from 3 geographical miles to 200 nautical 
miles off the coastline. 
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(BLM), the Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE), 
and the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM). BLM oversees 
onshore oil and gas activities, and the other two bureaus oversee 
offshore oil and gas activities—BSEE reviews drilling applications from 
operators and conducts inspections of offshore oil and gas activities, and 
BOEM oversees offshore oil and gas leasing and makes decisions on 
plans for energy and mineral resources exploration and development. To 
do this work, Interior employs specialists and scientists such as petroleum 
engineers, inspectors, geologists, geophysicists, natural resource 
specialists or biologists, and environmental protection specialists that 
require specialized training to ensure they are able to perform their duties. 
Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget is responsible for 
overseeing efforts to hire and train these staff, as part of the office’s 
overall responsibility for managing human resource issues and 
addressing relevant cross-cutting issues within Interior. 

In March 2010, we found that Interior faced various human capital 
challenges, including hiring and retaining staff and, as a result, had 
difficulty meeting its responsibilities to oversee oil and gas activities on 
offshore federal leases.
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2 Advances in technologies, such as horizontal 
drilling in shale formations onshore and deepwater drilling offshore, have 
made additional oil and gas resources accessible for development, 
increasing Interior’s oversight tasks. In February 2011, we added 
Interior’s management of federal oil and gas resources to our list of U.S. 
government program areas at high risk of waste, fraud, abuse, and 
mismanagement or in need of broad reform, partly because of the 
department’s ongoing human capital challenges.3 In January 2014, we 
found that Interior had begun to address hiring and retention challenges 
for key oil and gas staff at BLM, BSEE, and BOEM but continued to face 
such challenges, which were driven by two underlying factors: (1) lower 
federal salaries compared with industry and (2) a lengthy federal hiring 
process compared with industry.4 We recommended that Interior explore 

                                                                                                                       
2GAO, Oil and Gas Management: Interior’s Oil and Gas Production Verification Efforts Do 
Not Provide Reasonable Assurance of Accurate Measurement of Production Volumes, 
GAO-10-313 (Washington, D.C.: Mar. 15, 2010).  
3GAO, High-Risk Series: An Update, GAO-11-278 (Washington, D.C.: February 2011).  
4GAO, Oil and Gas: Interior Has Begun to Address Hiring and Retention Challenges but 
Needs to Do More, GAO-14-205 (Washington, D.C.: Jan. 31, 2014). 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-313
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-11-278
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-205


 
 
 
 
 
 

the expanded use of existing authorities, such as recruitment incentives, 
to help bridge the salary gap for key oil and gas oversight staff, develop 
clear guidance for how the effectiveness of incentives will be assessed, 
and systematically collect data on the hiring process in order to identify 
the causes of delays and expedite the process. In a February 2015 
update to our High-Risk list, we found that Interior had begun to address 
some of these challenges but needed to do more.
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5 Then, in February 
2016, we found that BSEE did not have enough staff to meet its goals for 
monitoring operator compliance with environmental standards.6 

Also in March 2010, we found that Interior had not consistently provided 
appropriate training for offshore inspection and engineering staff.7 In June 
2011, Interior announced the opening of a new National Offshore Training 
and Learning Center and the development of its first formal training 
curriculum for inspectors and engineers.8 In July 2012, we found that 
Interior had made some progress with its offshore training but had not 
finalized its training classes or certified any offshore inspection staff.9 We 
also concluded in that report that until Interior has successfully 
developed, finalized, and implemented a training program for inspectors 
and engineers, Interior would continue to have difficulty providing 
adequate oversight of offshore oil and gas activities in the Gulf of Mexico. 

You requested that we review the status of Interior’s human capital 
challenges. This report examines Interior’s efforts to (1) resolve its hiring 

                                                                                                                       
5GAO, High-Risk Series: An Update, GAO-15-290 (Washington, D.C.: February 2015).  
6GAO, Oil and Gas Management: Interior’s Bureau of Safety and Environmental 
Enforcement Restructuring Has Not Addressed Long-Standing Oversight Deficiencies, 
GAO-16-245 (Washington, D.C.: Feb. 10, 2016). 
7GAO-10-313. 
8The National Offshore Training and Learning Center originally was intended to have its 
own training facility and staff, according to BSEE officials, but these officials explained that 
they decided in 2013 not to build or acquire a new facility for the center but rather to use 
existing training staff and hire contractors to teach courses. Instead of a Training Center, 
the bureau developed an Offshore Training Program that has been a part of BSEE’s 
Offshore Training Branch since that time. 
9GAO, Oil and Gas Management: Interior’s Reorganization Complete, but Challenges 
Remain in Implementing New Requirements, GAO-12-423 (Washington, D.C.: July 30, 
2012). 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-15-290
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-16-245
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-10-313
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-423


 
 
 
 
 
 

and retention challenges for key oil and gas staff and (2) address its 
training needs for such staff. 

To address both of these objectives, we reviewed relevant laws, such as 
the Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004, as well as Interior’s 
guidance and documentation related to hiring, retention, and training 
issues. In addition, we reviewed documentation and reports from the 
Office of Personnel Management (OPM), Interior’s Office of Inspector 
General, and Interior’s Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board.
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10 
We also reviewed our reports related to human capital planning,11 
collaboration,12 and training and development.13 We focused our review 
on Interior staff working in positions that we identified in our January 2014 
report as being key to the oversight of oil and gas.14 The key oil and gas 
staff included petroleum engineers, inspectors,15 geologists, natural 
resource specialists (biologists),16 and environmental protection 
specialists at BLM; petroleum engineers, inspectors, geologists, 
geophysicists, and biologists (natural resource specialists) at BSEE; and 
petroleum engineers, geologists, geophysicists, and biologists (natural 
resource specialists) at BOEM. We interviewed managers and staff from 

                                                                                                                       
10Following the Deepwater Horizon accident, Interior’s Secretary created the Outer 
Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board on April 30, 2010. According to the board’s 
report, the Secretary charged the board with providing recommendations to improve and 
strengthen the department’s overall management, regulation, and oversight of outer 
continental shelf operations, including undertaking further audits or reviews and reviewing 
existing authorities and procedures, in addition to other duties. 
11GAO, Human Capital: Key Principles for Effective Strategic Workforce Planning, 
GAO-04-39 (Washington, D.C.: Dec.11, 2003). 
12GAO, Results-Oriented Government: Practices That Can Help Enhance and Sustain 
Collaboration among Federal Agencies, GAO-06-15 (Washington, D.C.: Oct. 21, 2005) 
and Managing for Results: Key Considerations for Implementing Interagency Collaborative 
Mechanisms, GAO-12-1022 (Washington, D.C.: Sept. 27, 2012). 
13GAO, Human Capital: A Guide for Assessing Strategic Training and Development 
Efforts in the Federal Government, GAO-04-546G (Washington, D.C.: March 2004). 
14GAO-14-205. 
15For the purposes of our report, we refer to BLM’s Petroleum Engineering Technicians as 
inspectors. 
16BLM uses the position title of Natural Resource Specialist for staff working in the OPM-
titled occupational field of general natural resources management and biological sciences. 
BSEE and BOEM use the position title of Biologist for staff working in this same field. 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-39
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-06-15
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-1022
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-546G
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-205


 
 
 
 
 
 

Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget, as well as officials 
from BLM, BSEE, and BOEM who were responsible for oversight of oil 
and gas activities and training to understand their perspectives about 
Interior’s and the bureaus’ hiring, retaining, and training efforts. These 
managers and staff worked in headquarters, 14 BLM state and field 
offices, 4 BSEE district offices, BSEE and BOEM’s Gulf of Mexico 
Regional Offices, and BSEE’s Alaska Regional Office.
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17 We also visited 
local, state, and regional BLM, BSEE, and BOEM offices located in 
Colorado, Louisiana, New Mexico, North Dakota, and Utah to interview 
some of these officials; others we interviewed by phone. We selected 
these locations to visit to obtain perspectives from staff working in a 
variety of offices that differed in the total number of key oil and gas staff, 
workload levels, and extent of hiring and retention challenges. The 
responses of officials from these offices we interviewed are not 
generalizable to all BLM, BSEE, and BOEM offices. 

To examine Interior’s efforts to resolve its hiring and retention challenges 
for key oil and gas staff, we reviewed actions taken since 2012 by 
Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget; BLM; BSEE, and 
BOEM. We also analyzed personnel data for Interior and other federal 
agencies, which we used for comparison purposes, from fiscal years 
2003 through 2014 in OPM’s Enterprise Human Resources Integration 
(EHRI) database. This database contains personnel data, such as 
adjusted basic pay and occupation, for civilian federal employees. We 
supplemented these data with data from BLM so that we could identify 
BLM employees in key positions who were responsible for oil and gas 
oversight.18 Using these data and additional EHRI data from fiscal years 
2003 through 2014, we developed a statistical model to examine the main 
factors that reduced the likelihood that federal employees in key 
positions—those that corresponded to the positions of key oil and gas 
staff at BLM, BSEE, and BOEM—would leave those positions. We used 

                                                                                                                       
17We selected staff and offices to obtain perspectives from various key oil and gas staff 
and managers in a variety of locations across the United States.  
18Because the EHRI data set for BLM did not identify which employees were responsible 
for oil and gas oversight, we collected additional data from BLM to identify employees 
working in key positions who performed such oversight. We did not collect such additional 
data from BSEE or BOEM because almost all of the employees working in the key 
positions at these two bureaus were performing oil and gas oversight; as a result, the 
EHRI data set was sufficient for our analysis. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

data on the approximately 29,000 federal employees throughout the 
federal government who were hired into one of the key oil and gas 
positions during fiscal years 2003 through 2014.
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19 We checked the EHRI 
data for accuracy and consistency, and checked to ensure we used them 
appropriately for our analysis. We determined that these data were 
sufficiently reliable for the purpose of our reporting objectives. (See app. I 
for a description of our statistical model.) To examine Interior’s efforts to 
reduce its hiring process time, we requested information from the bureaus 
on their hiring processes. We obtained information from BOEM and in 
reviewing BOEM’s analysis of its hiring process we identified problems 
with the data used, such as missing and inaccurately recorded dates. 

To examine Interior’s efforts to address its training needs for key oil and 
gas staff, we reviewed actions taken since 2012 by Interior’s Office of 
Policy, Management and Budget; BLM; BSEE; and BOEM. We reviewed 
Interior’s Departmental Manual,20 reports by the Outer Continental Shelf 
Safety Oversight Board and Interior’s Inspector General,21 other 
departmental documentation on training, and Interior’s and the bureaus’ 
written responses about training. In our review of the training provided to 
staff at all three bureaus, we focused on technical training delivered to oil 
and gas staff through classroom instruction. We did not formally review 
on-the-job training provided to oil and gas staff or general classroom 
training that was not specifically for oil and gas staff because it was 
outside the scope of this review. We compared Interior’s actions with 
requirements in the Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004, with OPM 
regulations on planning and evaluating training, with policy outlined in 
Interior’s Departmental Manual, and with practices identified in our 

                                                                                                                       
19This time frame differs from that used for some of the other analyses contained in this 
report. The longer time frame allowed us to use information on more federal employees, 
which improved the accuracy of our statistical model. Data after 2014 were not available 
from the EHRI data set at the time of our analysis. 
20Department of the Interior, “Human Capital Training and Development,” Departmental 
Manual, Part 370 Chapter 410 (Mar. 6, 2008).  
21Department of the Interior, Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board, Report to 
Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar (Sept. 1, 2010). Department of the Interior Office of 
Inspector General, A New Horizon: Looking to the Future of the Bureau of Ocean Energy 
Management, Regulation, and Enforcement, CR-EV-MMS-0015-2010 (Dec. 7, 2010). 



 
 
 
 
 
 

reports
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22 and our guide for assessing training efforts in the federal 
government.23 

We conducted this performance audit from March 2015 to September 
2016 in accordance with generally accepted government auditing 
standards. Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to 
obtain sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for 
our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. We believe 
the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis for our findings and 
conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

 
BLM, BSEE, and BOEM are directly overseen by the Assistant Secretary 
for Land and Minerals Management, who is responsible for guiding 
Interior’s management and use of federal lands and waters and their 
associated mineral and nonmineral resources. In addition, human capital 
programs at the bureaus and elsewhere in the department are overseen 
by Interior’s Assistant Secretary of the Office of Policy, Management and 
Budget, which is broadly responsible for employee training and 
development; part of the office’s mission is providing high-quality, 
innovative, efficient, and effective training. The Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget comprises multiple offices, including the Office 
of Human Resources, which has primary responsibility for evaluating the 
effectiveness of Interior’s personnel management program, and the Office 
of Strategic Employee and Organization Development, which is 
responsible for delivering efficient and effective training across the 
department. 

In fiscal year 2014, BLM, BSEE, and BOEM employed over 900 key oil 
and gas staff who oversee onshore and offshore oil and gas activities. 
Onshore land use planning is handled by BLM’s petroleum engineers, 
natural resource specialists, geologists, and other scientists. Offshore 
resource planning is handled by BOEM’s petroleum engineers, 
geoscientists, and other specialists. Operators that are awarded leases 
for oil and gas development can then submit to BLM (onshore) or BSEE 
(offshore) an application for a permit to drill. Petroleum engineers, 

                                                                                                                       
22GAO-06-15; GAO-12-1022.  
23GAO-04-546G. 

Background 
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inspectors, natural resource specialists, geologists, and other scientists 
review and approve applications for permits to drill. The application for 
permit to drill contains a detailed set of forms and documents that specify 
requirements that the operator must follow when drilling. Once operators’ 
planning for oil and gas operations commence, BLM and BSEE 
inspectors, petroleum engineers, and natural resource specialists carry 
out a variety of oil and gas inspections. For example, BLM’s inspectors 
conduct production inspections, drilling inspections, and environmental 
compliance inspections. Similarly, BSEE inspectors conduct drilling and 
production inspections to ensure that operators comply with all regulatory 
requirements. However, Interior and others have stated that offshore 
inspections in a marine environment are generally more complex and 
difficult than onshore inspections and require helicopters or boats to 
reach inspection sites, making the planning and performance of duties 
more difficult and hazardous. Further, offshore facilities have large 
amounts of equipment and personnel in relatively confined spaces,  more 
sophisticated safety systems and requirements, and high production 
volumes, pressures, and temperatures, as well as more limited access to 
some equipment and piping, especially in deep water areas that are far 
from shore. 

Figure 1: BLM Oil and Gas Staff Performing an Onshore Inspection 
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Figure 2: Offshore Oil Rig Facility (left) and an Inspector Leaving an Oil Rig Facility in a Helicopter 
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In addition to GAO, Interior’s Inspector General and the Outer Continental 
Shelf Safety Oversight Board have reported on Interior’s challenges 
related to hiring and retention of such key oil and gas staff. For example, 
Interior’s Inspector General concluded in December 2010 that the Bureau 
of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation and Enforcement 
(BOEMRE)—which was replaced by BSEE and BOEM in 2011 and which 
oversaw offshore oil and gas activities—faced considerable hiring 
challenges in the Pacific Region because of increased hiring by the oil 
and gas industry in that area due to the industry’s significant salary 
advantage over federal service.24 In addition, the report found that 
engineers in BOEMRE’s Gulf of Mexico Region had to work extra hours 
to keep up with increased workloads because of staffing shortages, 
resulting in their inability to attend training or take annual leave. It stated 
that continued shortages could lead to significant employee burnout and 
the possibility of less comprehensive reviews as employees attempted to 
keep pace with demands. In a second 2010 report, Interior’s Inspector 
General reported that BLM risked losing its trained inspectors because oil 
and gas operators commonly recruit BLM inspectors by offering high 

                                                                                                                       
24Department of the Interior, Office of Inspector General, A New Horizon: Looking to the 
Future of the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management, Regulation, and Enforcement, CR-
EV-MMS-0015-2010 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 7, 2010).  



 
 
 
 
 
 

salaries during successful business periods.
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25 In that report, the Inspector 
General recommended, among other things, that BLM consider 
developing and implementing a continued service agreement requiring 
newly certified inspectors to stay with the bureau for a specified period of 
time. Further, the Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board 
reported in 2010 that Interior did not have a formal program to train its 
inspectors.26 

In terms of training, the Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board 
also noted in its 2010 report that almost half of the offshore inspectors it 
surveyed said they did not receive sufficient training. Further, BOEMRE 
did not have an inspection certification program that combined classroom 
and on-the-job experience, as well as a formal technical review or exam. 
By contrast, the report pointed out that BLM had a certification program 
that combined classroom instruction, on-the-job experience, and a formal 
technical review or exam. Among the board’s recommendations were for 
Interior to 

· implement a bureau-wide certification or accreditation program for 
inspectors; 

· consider partnering with BLM and its National Training Center to 
establish an Interior oil and gas inspection certification program, with 
training modules appropriate to the offshore environment as needed; 

· develop a standardized training program similar to other Interior 
bureaus to ensure that inspectors are knowledgeable in all pertinent 
regulations, policies, and procedures; and 

· ensure that annual training keeps inspectors up-to-date on new 
technology, policies, and procedures. 

Interior’s Inspector General came to similar conclusions and made similar 
recommendations in 2010. 

                                                                                                                       
25Department of the Interior, Office of Inspector General, Bureau of Land Management’s 
Oil and Gas Inspection and Enforcement Program, CR-EV-BLM-0001-2009 (Washington, 
D.C.: Dec. 2, 2010).  
26Department of the Interior, Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board, Report to 
Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar (Sept. 1, 2010). 



 
 
 
 
 
 

To address hiring and retention challenges, the federal government has a 
variety of tools available to use. For example, to address staffing 
problems caused when nonfederal employers pay significantly higher 
salaries than what the federal government pays, an agency may request 
special salary rates from OPM that establish higher minimum rates of 
basic pay
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27 for positions in one or more geographic areas.28 Agencies 
may also use incentive payments to recruit and retain employees. 
Incentive payments can come in the form of recruitment incentives, 
retention incentives, and relocation incentives. Recruitment incentives 
can be paid to new employees in certain difficult-to-fill positions; retention 
incentives can be paid to certain current employees holding high or 
unique qualifications; and relocation incentives can be paid to certain 
current employees who must relocate to accept a position in a different 
geographic area and whose position is difficult to fill. To receive an 
incentive payment, the employee must agree to complete a specified 
period of service with the agency. In general, total incentive payments 
may not exceed 25 percent of the employee’s original annual rate of basic 
pay multiplied by the number of years of service the employee agrees to 
complete. Agencies may also repay federally insured student loans in 
order to recruit or retain highly qualified candidates or employees through 
the Student Loan Repayment Program. Through this program, agencies 
may make payments to the loan holder of up to a maximum of $10,000 
for an employee in a calendar year and a total of not more than $60,000 
for any one employee. Employees receiving this benefit must sign an 
agreement to remain in the service of the agency for at least 3 years. 
Federal agencies can use special salary rates, incentive payments, and 
student loan repayments in combination to increase an employee’s 
overall compensation. 

                                                                                                                       
27Basic pay is defined by OPM as that received at the rate fixed by law or regulation. 
Basic pay includes special salary rates, night and environmental differential pay for certain 
employees’ locality-based comparability payments. Basic pay does not include other types 
of pay such as: bonuses, allowances, overtime, holiday, and military pay or supplemental 
payments from the Office of Workers’ Compensation Programs. 
28The minimum of a special salary rate established for a grade may not exceed the 
maximum rate of basic pay (excluding locality pay) for the grade by more than the 
corresponding grade or level by more than 30 percent. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Since 2012, Interior has taken steps to resolve its hiring and retention 
challenges for key oil and gas staff, but it has not evaluated the 
effectiveness of its efforts. In addition, Interior has missed opportunities to 
facilitate collaboration among the bureaus, and as a result, the bureaus 
have sometimes acted in a fragmented, overlapping, and potentially 
duplicative fashion to resolve similar hiring and retention challenges.
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Since 2012, Interior has taken steps to address two underlying factors—
lower salaries and a lengthier hiring process compared with the oil and 
gas industry—that have impeded its ability to hire and retain key oil and 
gas staff, but it has not evaluated the effectiveness of its efforts. 

 
Interior has increased the compensation for certain key oil and gas staff 
through use of special salary rates, incentive payments, and student loan 
repayments since fiscal year 2012, but the department has not evaluated 
the effectiveness of this compensation in resolving its hiring and retention 
challenges. During fiscal years 2012 through 2016, Interior had special 
salary rates, authorized by Congress in annual appropriations acts, that 

                                                                                                                       
29See GAO, Fragmentation, Overlap and Duplication: An Evaluation and Management 
Guide, GAO-15-49SP (Washington, D.C.: Apr. 14, 2015). We defined fragmentation as 
circumstances in which more than one federal agency, or more than one organization 
within an agency, is involved in the same broad area of national need and opportunities 
exist to improve service delivery. We defined overlap as instances when multiple agencies 
or programs have similar goals, engage in similar activities or strategies to achieve them, 
or target similar beneficiaries. We defined duplication as occurring when two or more 
agencies or programs engaged in the same activities or provided the same services to the 
same beneficiaries.  
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allowed it to pay certain staff up to 25 percent more than their basic pay.
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30 
Interior stated that in 2013 the Office of Policy, Management and Budget 
met with officials from OPM, the U.S. Department of Agriculture, the 
Department of Defense, and the U.S. Army Corp of Engineers to discuss 
the impacts of expanding oil and gas extraction activities on their 
recruitment and retention efforts. Interior also stated that the Office of 
Policy, Management and Budget worked with officials from BLM, BSEE 
and BOEM to (1) ensure that the three bureaus had the capacity to fund 
special salary rates through the budget process, (2) develop an integrated 
special salary rate request to OPM and (3) issue guidance that would 
provide instruction to human resource officials and hiring managers on its 
use. Further, Interior stated that, beginning in fiscal year 2013, the Office 
of Policy, Management and Budget submitted applications to OPM 
requesting to increase the base salaries for staff in certain positions and 
geographic locations through a special salary rate. In fiscal years 2015 
and 2016, OPM approved Interior’s requests to provide key oil and gas 
staff in 11 states up to 35 percent more than their basic pay. 

In addition, some of the bureaus increased compensation through other 
tools, such as incentive payments and student loan repayments. For 
example, for fiscal years 2012 through 2014, BLM and BSEE 
substantially increased the number of staff receiving a retention incentive 
payment from a total of 14 to a total of 346 employees. During the same 
period, BSEE and BOEM increased the number of staff receiving a 
student loan repayment from 25 to 66 employees.31 (See fig. 3.) As noted 
earlier in this report, employees receiving incentive payments and student 
loan repayments must sign an agreement to remain working for the 
agency for a certain period of time. Service agreements, in addition to the 
actual monetary payment, may also play a role in retaining staff. 

                                                                                                                       
30We estimated that approximately 585 of 931 key oil and gas staff were eligible to receive 
a 25 percent special salary rate in fiscal year 2014 at the three bureaus. We developed 
this estimate based on EHRI data for that year, but could not prepare a similar estimate 
for the number of staff receiving the 35 percent special salary rate in fiscal year 2015 
because the EHRI data for 2015 were not available at the time we conducted our 
analyses. 
31BOEM did not significantly increase the number of incentive payments given to staff for 
fiscal years 2012 through 2014, and BLM did not significantly increase the number of staff 
receiving student loan repayments during that time period.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 3: GAO Estimate of the Proportion of Bureau Staff Receiving an Incentive 
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Payment or Student Loan Repayment, Fiscal Years 2012–2014 

Note: The U.S. Office of Personnel Management’s (OPM) Enterprise Human Resources Integration 
(EHRI) data show the number of incentive payments (retention, recruitment, and relocation 
incentives) and student loan repayments. We estimated the proportion of staff receiving incentive 
payments and student loan repayments by analyzing EHRI data for the number of these awards 



 
 
 
 
 
 

given to staff. Some staff may have received more than one type of incentive payment in a single 
year. However, according to OPM guidelines, in most situations, an employee may not receive more 
than one type of incentive payment in a given year. That is, an employee can generally receive a 
retention incentive but not both a retention and recruitment incentive payment. Therefore, to estimate 
the number of staff who received an incentive payment in a given year, we used as a proxy the 
number of incentive payments awarded. 

Officials from the three bureaus said that these efforts to increase the 
compensation paid to key oil and gas staff, along with the industry 
downturn that reduced private sector hiring, had likely helped them fill 
vacancies. In May 2015, BLM officials said that anecdotally they know 
that the incentive payments and special salary rates have proven to be 
somewhat effective and were particularly helpful in recruiting and 
retaining inspectors. Similarly, in May 2015, BSEE officials said that they 
had hired more staff in the first part of fiscal year 2015 than in fiscal year 
2014, although they noted that they had the most difficulty recruiting 
petroleum engineers and inspectors in the Gulf of Mexico Region 
because the pool of prospective candidates was smaller than for other 
positions. BSEE officials also said that while they lost a fair number of 
staff in fiscal year 2014, many of those who left did so because of 
retirements. Senior BOEM officials also reported success in hiring staff, 
and senior officials said that as of May 2015 the bureau was fully staffed; 
however, several months later BOEM officials in the Gulf of Mexico 
Region did report some vacancies. Senior BOEM officials said they had 
the most difficulty recruiting petroleum engineers, geologists, and 
geophysicists. 

Outside of these anecdotal observations, Interior and the bureaus have 
not evaluated whether these efforts, and the specific tools they used, 
were effective in hiring and retaining staff. In prior work, we have found 
that strategic workforce planning requires evaluation of an agency’s 
progress toward its human capital goals.
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32 In November 2014, Interior 
senior officials told us that they would implement a performance measure 
framework to evaluate the effectiveness of incentives on a quarterly basis 
beginning in April 2015. However, as of July 2016, a senior official from 
the Office of Policy, Management and Budget said these quarterly 
reviews had not begun yet. In September 2016, officials said they had 
developed initial performance metrics and gathered data for the first three 

                                                                                                                       
32GAO, Human Capital: Key Principles for Effective Strategic Workforce Planning, 
GAO-04-39 (Washington, D.C.: Dec. 11, 2003). 
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quarters of fiscal year 2016 and would continue to track and monitor the 
data on a quarterly basis. However, the agency has not yet used this data 
to evaluate the effectiveness of incentives. In the absence of these 
evaluations, Interior cannot determine the extent to which the tools it is 
using are effective in meeting its goals of hiring and retaining key staff or 
whether it is expending funds on tools that are not the best use of its 
limited resources. In addition, without regular evaluations, Interior may not 
have the information it needs to determine if or how it should alter the 
tools it uses as the oil and gas market shifts, potentially increasing 
Interior’s competition with industry for oil and gas staff. 

Bureau officials acknowledged that retaining newly hired staff may prove 
difficult when oil and gas market conditions change again and companies 
increase their hiring efforts. In April 2016, BLM officials noted that while 
there have been some market-based changes that have proved to be 
advantageous to the bureaus’ hiring efforts in some locations, the 
potential for a resurgence in private sector demand for qualified 
petroleum engineers and inspectors remains a likely probability over the 
next 12 to 18 months. BLM further noted that since it takes 12 to 18 
months to recruit, train, and certify entry-level petroleum engineers and 
inspectors, losing these staff after they are hired and trained could 
undermine much of the progress the bureau had made. 

Because of the importance of key staff for Interior’s oversight of oil and 
gas development, we developed a statistical model to examine the main 
factors associated with the likelihood that federal employees in key 
positions—petroleum engineers, inspectors, geologists, geophysicists, 
natural resource specialists (or biologists), environmental protection 
specialists—would leave those positions. While not definitive, the model 
illustrates the type of analysis that Interior could potentially perform 
itself—using more detailed and current data—to evaluate the 
effectiveness of specific tools in retaining key oil and gas staff. For our 
analysis, we used data mainly from OPM’s EHRI data set, which contains 
personnel data for civilian federal employees. We supplemented our 
analysis with data from BLM so that we could identify employees in key 
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positions who were responsible for oil and gas oversight.
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33 We used data 
on approximately 29,000 federal employees throughout the federal 
government, all of whom were hired into one of the key oil and gas 
positions during fiscal years 2003 through 2014.34 Our model estimated 
the effect that differences in salaries and other compensation had on the 
likelihood that a federal employee would leave his or her position, while 
controlling for factors such as the employee’s age, gender, geographic 
location, and length of time working in that position. We also examined 
the effect of the performance of the oil and gas market on employee 
retention.35 

Our results showed that federal employees who received higher adjusted 
basic pay (which could include a special salary rate), retention payments, 
student loan repayments, and other additional compensation were less 
likely to leave than their counterparts working in the same positions who 
did not receive such compensation. We also found that when the oil and 
gas market was performing well, federal employees in these positions 
were more likely to leave their positions. Specifically, for federal 
employees working in key oil and gas oversight positions, we found the 
following: 

                                                                                                                       
33Because the EHRI data set for BLM did not identify which employees were responsible 
for oil and gas oversight, we collected additional data from BLM to identify employees 
working in key positions who performed such oversight. We did not collect such additional 
data from BSEE or BOEM because almost all of the employees working in the key 
positions at these two bureaus were performing oil and gas oversight; as a result, the 
EHRI data set was sufficient for our analysis. 
34This time frame differs from that used for some of the other analyses contained in this 
report. The longer time frame allowed us to use information on more federal employees, 
which improved the accuracy of our statistical model. Data after 2014 were not available 
from the EHRI data set at the time of our analysis. 
35We used the percentage growth in the Standard & Poor’s 500 Energy Index as a proxy 
for changes in the oil and gas market. The higher the percentage growth rate of this index, 
the better the private sector energy market is performing, and consequently the more 
likely the sector is to want to hire people qualified to work in oil and gas exploration and 
development. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

· Higher adjusted basic pay was significantly associated with a lower 
likelihood of leaving,
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36 with each additional $1,000 reducing the 
relative odds of leaving by about 2.0 percent. 

· All the categories of other compensation in our model—retention 
payments, student loan payments, cash awards, and time-off 
awards37—were significantly associated with reducing the likelihood of 
leaving. Among these categories, the strongest effects were from 
retention and student loan payments. 

· A higher percentage growth rate of the oil and gas market was 
significantly associated with a higher likelihood of employees leaving 
their position. Interior officials we interviewed said that they have 
difficulty retaining key employees when the oil and gas market is 
performing well, and our results support this assertion. Conversely, a 
slower growth of the oil and gas market was associated with fewer 
employees leaving their positions. 

Our analysis also showed that natural resource specialists, biologists, and 
environmental protection specialists were more likely than inspectors to 
leave their positions.38 In addition, our analysis showed that BSEE and 
BLM employees were more likely to leave their positions than federal 
employees working in the same positions in other federal agencies and 
other Interior bureaus. This effect was stronger at BSEE than at BLM, 
with BSEE employees responsible for oil and gas oversight being 50 
percent more likely to leave than their counterparts at BLM. However, our 
results are based on EHRI data from fiscal years 2003 through 2014, the 
most current EHRI data available to us at the time of our analysis. In 

                                                                                                                       
36According to OPM, adjusted basic pay is the sum of an employee’s rate of basic pay 
and any basic pay supplement (standard or special) after applying any applicable pay cap. 
A basic pay supplement is defined as a regular, fixed supplemental payment (paid in 
conjunction with basic pay) for nonovertime hours of work that is creditable as basic pay 
for retirement purposes, excluding any type of premium payment or differential that is 
triggered for working certain hours of the day or week or for being subjected to certain 
working conditions. 
37Cash awards are provided in a lump sum to employees based on their performance 
rating or other contribution. A time–off award is time off from duty, without loss of pay or 
charge to leave. 
38In our statistical model, we separated Inspectors into “General Inspection, Investigation 
and Compliance occupation” employees and “Engineering Technicians” employees (OPM 
occupation codes 0802 and 1801, respectively) and the base case in our model was 
“General Inspection, Investigation and Compliance occupation” employees.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

comparison, Interior has other data available to it that are more current 
and detailed. For example, Interior has access to current fiscal year 
information, which are not yet available in EHRI, on the types and 
amounts of payments it has given its employees, which would allow the 
department to conduct a more thorough and precise evaluation of the 
effect of these payments on retention of key oil and gas staff. 

Each of the three bureaus has taken steps to begin to address their 
lengthy hiring process. For example, in 2015 the three bureaus adopted 
new human resources software that officials said will provide them with 
better data to track their hiring process. In June 2016, officials from the 
three bureaus said that they had started analyzing data extracted from 
this new system to identify steps in the hiring process that may be 
causing delays. Also in 2016, BSEE and BOEM issued new hiring 
process guidance to clarify steps in the hiring process for its managers. 
BSEE and BOEM also provided multiple training classes on the new 
guidance to ensure that managers understood the process. In addition, in 
a July 2015 memorandum, BOEM summarized the results of an analysis 
of its hiring process and identified some improvements that could be 
made.
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39 However, in reviewing the analysis, we identified problems with 
the data used, such as missing and inaccurately recorded dates. 

In June 2016, a senior official from Interior’s Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget said that they were aware of the bureaus’ 
efforts to analyze their hiring process time. Officials from the three 
bureaus said that their hiring processes continue to exceed OPM’s goal of 
80 days. Some bureau officials also told us that their hiring process 
sometimes took as long as 190 days. As noted previously, we 
recommended in January 2014 that Interior systematically collect data on 
hiring times for key oil and gas positions, ensure the accuracy of the data, 
and analyze the data in order to identify the causes of delays and 
expedite the process.40 However, senior officials from the Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget did not indicate any plans to look across the 
bureaus’ efforts in order to help address their shared challenge of a 
lengthy hiring process. In the absence of such action to address the 
lengthy hiring processes for the bureaus, they may be losing qualified 

                                                                                                                       
39BOEM’s analysis reviewed hiring data from January 2012 through June 2015. 
40GAO-14-205. 

Hiring Process 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-14-205


 
 
 
 
 
 

applicants who accept a different job. We continue to believe that having 
accurate hiring data and finding ways to reduce the lengthy hiring process 
are important steps toward resolving Interior’s hiring challenges and may 
prove especially important if the oil and gas market shifts. 

 
Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has missed 
opportunities to facilitate collaboration across the three bureaus in 
addressing their shared challenges in hiring and retaining staff. For 
example, officials from this office said that they assembled the three 
bureaus’ requests to OPM for a special salary rate, but we found that they 
did not facilitate collaboration among the bureaus about which staff 
should receive a special salary rate. BOEM officials requested the 35 
percent special salary rate for certain key oil and gas staff but did not 
request this special salary rate for its biologists (also referred to as natural 
resource specialists).
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41 In contrast, BLM requested this 35 percent special 
salary rate for its natural resource specialists along with other positions. 
BOEM regional managers said that they were not aware that BLM was 
requesting the special salary rate for its natural resource specialists and 
did not know that they could request the special salary rate for these staff. 
BOEM managers said that they learned of this after OPM had already 
approved these requests. Some of these managers said that had they 
known BLM was going to request a special salary rate for its natural 
resource specialists, they probably would have done so too. Some 
officials said that the bureaus compete with each other for the same pool 
of applicants and staff. The fact that BLM can pay a natural resource 
specialist 35 percent more than BOEM may place BOEM at a 
disadvantage in its recruitment efforts and its ability to retain staff if its 
natural resource specialists leave to take a comparable position at BLM. 
In addition, BOEM may also be particularly vulnerable to losing its natural 
resource specialists to industry, based on the results of our statistical 
model and comments from BOEM managers, both of which indicated that 
these staff were more likely to leave their position relative to other key oil 
and gas staff. 

                                                                                                                       
41As stated previously, BLM uses the position title of Natural Resource Specialist for staff 
working in the OPM-titled occupational field of general natural resources management and 
biological sciences while BSEE and BOEM use the position title of Biologist for staff 
working in this same field. 

Interior Has Missed 
Opportunities for 
Collaboration on 
Resolving Challenges in 
Hiring and Retaining Key 
Staff 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Senior officials in Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget did 
not identify any collaboration mechanisms that they used to bring the 
three bureaus together to discuss their shared human capital 
challenges.
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42 These officials said the bureaus’ senior managers interact 
through the meetings of the Deputies Operating Group and Principals 
Operating Group.43 However, in our review of the topics discussed by 
these groups in fiscal year 2015, we found that the bureaus’ hiring and 
retention challenges were not discussed.44 In prior work, we have found 
that collaborative efforts can enable organizations to produce more public 
value than could be produced when they act alone.45 To facilitate 
collaboration, agencies can use a variety of mechanisms, such as 
interagency groups, communities of practice, and liaison positions.46 
Further, as we have concluded in prior work, leadership is a necessary 
element for successful collaborative working relationships.47 Officials from 
the three bureaus said that they do not have a mechanism, such as a 

                                                                                                                       
42We asked officials about their use of best practice collaboration methods based on our 
prior report, GAO-12-1022. 
43Interior’s Principals Operating Group is chaired by the Deputy Secretary and is 
comprised of Interior’s Assistant Secretaries, Bureau Directors, and members of the 
Secretary’s staff, according to Interior’s Information Resources Management Strategic 
Plan. The Principals Operating Group is responsible for improving the transparency, 
efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability of departmental management and operations. 
In fiscal year 2015 the Principals Operating Group met two times, according to department 
documentation. The Deputies Operating Group is chaired by the Assistant Secretary of 
Policy, Management and Budget, according to the Strategic Plan. The Deputies Operating 
Group is comprised of the Deputy Bureau Directors and Policy, Management and Budget 
Deputy Assistant Secretaries. According to Interior officials, the Deputies Operating Group 
meets on a monthly basis to discuss high-level cross-cutting topics. 
44We reviewed summaries of the fiscal year 2015 meeting topics of the Deputies 
Operating Group and Principals Operators Group provided to us by the Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget because the actual agendas for these groups’ meetings were 
not provided to us. 
45GAO-06-15. 
46GAO-12-1022. 
47Our prior work has shown that collaborative mechanisms benefit from certain key 
features, which raise issues to consider when implementing these mechanisms. According 
to expert views and our prior work, these key features fall into the categories of outcomes 
and accountability, leadership, and clarity of roles and responsibilities, among others. For 
example, with regard to outcomes, agencies should ask themselves whether short-term 
and long-term outcomes have been clearly defined. In regard to leadership, agencies 
should ask how leadership will be sustained over the long term.  

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-1022
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-06-15
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-1022


 
 
 
 
 
 

workgroup, in place to collaborate with each other on their shared hiring 
and retention challenges. In the absence of such a collaboration 
mechanism, the bureaus have sometimes acted in a fragmented, 
overlapping, and potentially duplicative fashion to resolve similar hiring 
and retention challenges. For example, some members of the BSEE and 
BOEM recruitment teams told us that while they sought to hire staff with 
similar skills, they participated in recruitment events, such as job fairs, 
separately and did not give prospective applicants information about 
career opportunities available at the other bureaus. Officials also said the 
fact that the bureaus maintained separate recruitment tables was 
confusing to prospective applicants. Some officials noted that greater 
collaboration could be useful. For example, some BOEM officials said it 
would be beneficial if the bureaus had a single booth that could represent 
all the job opportunities at Interior because the broader range of 
opportunities and locations might generate more interest among 
prospective applicants. However, without further leadership from the 
Office of Policy, Management and Budget to create or use an existing 
mechanism to facilitate collaboration in addressing hiring and retention, 
the bureaus may continue to address their shared challenges through 
fragmented and potentially duplicative efforts, which can waste resources. 

 
Interior and its bureaus have trained key oil and gas staff without fully 
evaluating the bureaus’ staff training needs or the training’s effectiveness, 
according to officials, and Interior has provided limited leadership in 
facilitating the bureaus’ sharing of training resources. Specifically, Interior 
has not evaluated training needs or effectiveness as required by law and 
regulations, according to officials, and its bureaus have not evaluated 
training needs or effectiveness as directed by departmental policy. 
Further, Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has provided 
limited leadership in facilitating the sharing of training resources across 
the bureaus, appearing to miss opportunities that could improve the use 
of these resources. 

Page 22 GAO-16-742  Interior's Human Capital Challenges 

 

 

Interior Has Not Fully 
Evaluated Training 
Needs or 
Effectiveness, 
According to Officials, 
and Has Provided 
Limited Leadership in 
Facilitating the 
Bureaus’ Shared Use 
of Training Resources 



 
 
 
 
 
 

Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has not evaluated the 
three bureaus’ training efforts, contrary to federal law and regulations, 
according to officials. The Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004 
requires agencies to regularly evaluate their training at the department 
level with respect to accomplishing specific performance plans and 
strategic goals in performing the agency mission and then modify the 
training as needed. Similarly, OPM has stated that training and the 
effective evaluation of training are critical within the federal government,
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48 
and OPM regulations require agencies to evaluate their training programs 
annually to identify training needs and assess how well training efforts 
contribute to accomplishing the agency mission. However, senior officials 
from the Office of Policy, Management and Budget said that they have 
not performed these annual evaluations of the bureaus’ staff training 
needs. In addition, senior officials from this office said they have not 
requested or received these annual training evaluations from the bureaus 
even though Interior’s Departmental Manual states that bureaus should 
conduct such evaluations and submit them to the office.49 These officials 
explained that they thought that the 2008 Departmental Manual was old 
and needed to be revised. However, based on our review of the manual 
and discussion with an official in Interior’s Office of the Solicitor, we 
determined that the manual is still in effect. 

Similarly, the bureaus have not evaluated their oil and gas staff’s training 
needs to the extent directed by Interior’s policies, according to officials. 
For example, as noted above, Interior’s Departmental Manual directs 
each bureau to conduct an annual evaluation of its training program; 
these evaluations are to determine if the program is effectively meeting 
identified needs. The manual also states that training programs should 
identify and address competency gaps, including for technical 
competencies.50 Similarly, our guide for assessing training efforts in the 

                                                                                                                       
48Office of Personnel Management, Training Evaluation Field Guide (Washington, D.C.: 
January 2011).  
49Department of the Interior, Human Capital Training and Development, Departmental 
Manual Part 370 Chapter 410 (Mar. 6, 2008). 
50Technical competencies are observable, measurable patterns of skills, behaviors, and 
other characteristics that an individual needs to perform their functions successfully for a 
specific occupation or cluster of occupations, according to OPM and Interior’s 
Departmental Manual. 
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federal government states that well-designed training programs are linked 
to agency goals and to the skills and competencies needed for the 
agency to perform effectively.
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51 However, none of the bureaus have 
consistently evaluated training needs, according to officials, and only one 
of the bureaus developed competencies for their key oil and gas staff. 

The bureaus’ efforts to evaluate training needs and develop 
competencies include the following: 

· BLM most recently evaluated training needs for its oil and gas staff in 
2012 and 2013. BLM evaluated the training needs for its natural 
resource specialists and environmental protection specialists in 2012, 
followed by its petroleum engineers, inspectors, and geologists in 
evaluations that spanned 2012 and 2013. In so doing, BLM did not 
follow the direction of Interior’s Departmental Manual to conduct 
annual evaluations. In addition, BLM has not developed technical 
competencies for its oil and gas staff per OPM and Interior 
definitions.52 

· BSEE has not formally evaluated the training needs of its key oil and 
gas staff, according to officials. Instead, BSEE officials told us that 
these training needs are discussed by managers, subject matter 
experts, and other staff who use this information to identify training 
courses for staff to take. In addition, BSEE has not developed 
technical competencies for its key oil and gas staff per OPM and 
Interior definitions.53 

· BOEM has relied on its offices within its three regions to implement its 
training efforts, and on individual supervisors to evaluate training 
needs, according to BOEM officials, but BOEM officials told us that 
the bureau has not formally evaluated the training needs of its key oil 
and gas staff bureau-wide. These supervisors evaluate training needs 

                                                                                                                       
51GAO-04-546G.  
52BLM provided documentation showing competencies for its petroleum engineers and 
inspectors but we determined that these competencies were not observable and 
measurable, as defined by OPM and Interior’s Departmental Manual. 
53BSEE provided documentation that the bureau has established training requirements 
and additional qualifications for other staff, specifically Preparedness Analysts, who are 
responsible for enforcing the nation’s oil spill preparedness regulatory requirements for 
offshore facilities.  

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-04-546G


 
 
 
 
 
 

of individual employees at the beginning of each fiscal year, and 
BOEM seeks to address these needs of its staff through vendor-
based training, training taught by BOEM staff, and mentoring, 
according to officials. BOEM has, however, developed competencies 
per OPM and Interior definitions for its geologists, geophysicists, and 
petroleum engineers by using ones already published by other 
sources.
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Officials from each of the bureaus told us they have not performed annual 
evaluations of their training needs because officials from the Office of 
Policy, Management and Budget have not requested them. Without 
evaluating training needs and developing competencies, Interior cannot 
ensure that the training it provides for key oil and gas staff is linked to the 
competencies needed for the agency to perform effectively and that the 
training addresses any competency gaps. 

The bureaus also have not evaluated the effectiveness of the training 
provided to their key oil and gas staff as directed by Interior’s 
Departmental Manual. The manual states that all formal training courses 
sponsored by departmental bureaus or offices are expected to be 
evaluated, and it recommends that bureaus use a five-level evaluation 
system to assess the effectiveness of their training, with targets for the 
percentage of courses that should be evaluated at each level. (See fig. 4.) 
For example, the guidance recommends that all training courses receive 
level 1 evaluations, which measure student satisfaction and identify ways 
to improve the training; successively lower percentages of courses are 
recommended to receive successively higher levels of evaluation. 

                                                                                                                       
54BOEM provided documentation showing that they had developed competencies for its 
geologists and geophysicists by modifying those appearing in a journal article for the 
Society of Exploration Geophysicists, and for petroleum engineers from the Society of 
Petroleum Engineers.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 4: Department of the Interior’s Recommended Model for Evaluating Training 
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Officials from each of the bureaus told us they have not fully evaluated 
the effectiveness of their training efforts because either they did not have 
staff to perform them or Interior did not request it. Collectively, the 
bureaus conducted varying levels of evaluations, and none reported 
doing evaluations above level 3, as discussed below: 

· BLM conducts level 1 and 2 evaluations for each course, as well as 
level 3 evaluations and proficiency examinations for certain courses, 
according to BLM officials. For example, for its inspector certification 
training program, comprised of six modules, each inspector is to 
complete a proficiency examination and complete related field work, 
according to a BLM handbook. BLM’s inspectors must demonstrate 
proficiency in each module before they can progress to the next 



 
 
 
 
 
 

module, according to BLM officials. Following the successful 
completion of all six modules, inspectors are eligible for certification 
and, once certified, they are allowed to issue citations to operators 
when appropriate.
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· BSEE conducts level 1 evaluations for all of its training and its 
vendors conduct level 2 evaluations to some extent but not to the 
extent directed by the Departmental Manual, according to BSEE 
officials. In addition, BSEE has not developed competencies for its 
inspectors and does not conduct level 3 evaluations for its inspectors 
to measure how training affected behavior and skills, according to 
officials. Further, BSEE’s training for inspectors does not include 
proficiency examinations or certifications, according to officials, as 
BLM’s training program does. BSEE officials told us that they have not 
implemented a certification program, although the Outer Continental 
Shelf Safety Oversight Board and Interior Inspector General 
recommended it in 2010.56 By conducting such evaluations and 
requiring these examinations for certification of inspectors, BSEE 
could ensure that its inspectors learned and could apply content 
received in training courses (i.e., were adequately trained). In the 
absence of such evaluations, BSEE may not be able to verify that its 
inspectors are adequately trained. BSEE officials told us that they 
planned to obtain two independent evaluations of their training efforts. 
According to these officials, the first evaluation, which will review 
whether the training currently offered to engineers is sufficient, was 
tentatively scheduled to start in July 2016. The second evaluation will 
review the bureau’s approach to identifying competencies, training, 
and possible certification requirements for inspectors and, according 
to officials, the contract for the work should be awarded by December 
2016. As of June 2016, BSEE officials told us that they were finalizing 
their efforts to initiate the first evaluation and were planning to 
complete a statement of what work would be included in the second 
evaluation. 

                                                                                                                       
55In February 2013, BLM issued guidance that directs the use of a mandatory service 
agreement for inspectors as a condition of employment. According to the guidance, if an 
inspector voluntarily separates from BLM within 2 years of certification, the inspector must 
reimburse BLM the full cost of the training, which is estimated at $48,000 per certification. 
56Department of the Interior, Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board, Report to 
Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar (Sept. 1, 2010); Department of the Interior, Office of 
Inspector General, A New Horizon: Looking to the Future of the Bureau of Ocean Energy 
Management, Regulation and Enforcement, CR-EV-MMS-0015-2010 (Dec. 7, 2010).  



 
 
 
 
 
 

· BOEM conducts level 1 evaluations when requested by vendors, but 
BOEM did not report conducting higher-level evaluations. In addition, 
BOEM officials stated that BOEM does not systematically evaluate 
training provided by internal BOEM staff, vendors, or others because 
the bureau does not have staff assigned to training, such as to 
develop training curricula or evaluate training efforts. 

None of the bureaus reported conducting level 4 or 5 evaluations, which 
would give the bureaus information about the overall effectiveness of their 
training efforts by measuring the impact of training courses on staff’s job 
performance and comparing program benefits to training costs. During 
our review, key oil and gas staff we interviewed told us that some courses 
provided for inspectors were not always effective. For example, BSEE 
inspectors at four local offices told us in September 2015 that the training 
courses BSEE provided them, which were primarily led by contractors, 
did not adequately prepare them to perform inspections because the 
courses focused on how equipment operates and did not teach them how 
to inspect the equipment. Similarly, managers from four BSEE offices told 
us that inspector courses were not entirely relevant and not tailored to 
inspectors’ responsibilities. For example, one manager said that these 
training courses do not familiarize inspectors with information they need 
to perform inspections, such as what to look for when inspecting the 
equipment. A BSEE training official told us in January 2016 that she had 
heard this same feedback. In response, BSEE created an extra day of 
training for some courses, such as their Cranes and Rigging Inspections 
course that would be led by a BSEE instructor, not a contractor, who 
would teach the inspectors how to inspect the equipment covered in 
these courses. Without evaluating its bureaus’ training efforts, Interior 
may not be able to ensure that its key oil and gas staff are being 
adequately trained to execute their oversight tasks, and it may not be 
spending training funds effectively and efficiently. 

 
Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has provided limited 
leadership in facilitating the sharing of training resources across the 
bureaus. The Office of Strategic Employee and Organization 
Development—housed within the Office of Policy, Management and 
Budget—has objectives that include improving training across the 
bureaus and facilitating the sharing of training resources, such as training 
staff expertise and course curricula. However, we identified areas where it 
appears that the Office of Strategic Employee and Organization 
Development has missed opportunities to improve the bureaus’ training 
efforts and facilitate the sharing of training resources. For example, 
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BOEM, which is the smallest of the three bureaus, does not have staff 
assigned to developing curricula or evaluating training efforts across the 
bureau and, as discussed earlier, it therefore relies on external vendors 
for training and evaluates the training when requested by the vendors. In 
addition, BSEE, which had 6 full-time staff in their Offshore Training 
Program as of July 2016, according to officials, also relies on external 
vendors for training and conducting level 2 evaluations. In contrast, as of 
July 2016, BLM had 59 full-time staff in its National Training Center, and 
has the capacity to evaluate their training efforts, according to officials. 

In 2010, the Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board and Interior’s 
Inspector General recognized strengths in BLM’s training program for 
inspectors and recommended that BSEE and BLM consider partnering to 
establish an Interior-wide inspection certification program.
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neither Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget nor the 
bureaus evaluated the need for or viability of a joint inspector certification 
training program, according to officials.  

Similarly, Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has not 
pursued potential opportunities for BOEM and BSEE to share training 
resources, according to officials. Recognizing that BOEM is a smaller 
bureau than BSEE, and recognizing the benefits of economies of scale, 
BOEM has arranged since 2011 to have BSEE’s human resources 
department service BOEM for select human resource functions, but not 
training, according to a senior BOEM official. In January 2016, officials 
from the Office of Policy, Management and Budget said that they were in 
favor of BOEM using BSEE’s training program, but they had not yet taken 
any steps toward encouraging such collaboration to facilitate the sharing 
of resources. 

In addition, to develop training courses specific to their bureau, BSEE 
training officials said they would need curriculum developers, which they 
do not have. As a result, BSEE officials said they rely almost exclusively 
on external off-the-shelf courses taught by contractors. In contrast, BLM’s 
training center has about six full-time curriculum developers, according to 

                                                                                                                       
57Interior stated that BSEE and BLM met and shared some training documents. In 
addition, despite the differences in the environments in which BSEE and BLM staff work, 
we found that 15 BSEE staff took one or more of BLM’s inspector certification training 
modules from fiscal years 2012 through 2015, according to BLM documentation. 



 
 
 
 
 
 

officials. BLM training officials said that these curriculum developers 
would be able to develop training curricula for BSEE if they worked 
alongside subject matter experts from BSEE. However, officials told us 
that the Office of Policy, Management and Budget has not taken any 
steps to encourage collaboration in this area. 

Senior officials from the Office of Policy, Management and Budget 
acknowledged that their office has not effectively facilitated the sharing of 
training resources across the bureaus as of June 2016. As we mentioned 
earlier, we found in prior work that to facilitate collaboration, agencies can 
use a variety of mechanisms, such as interagency groups, communities 
of practice, and liaison positions; that leadership is a necessary element 
for successful collaborative working relationships; and that collaborative 
efforts can enable organizations to produce more public value than could 
be produced when they act alone.
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the Office of Policy, Management and Budget said that their focus in the 
previous fiscal year had been to assist the bureaus in obtaining a special 
salary rate for their key oil and gas staff. Another senior Interior official 
said that in January 2016 their Interior Training Directors Council—
composed of senior training officials across Interior—would begin 
reviewing training across the bureaus and seek to identify opportunities to 
share training resources. According to its charter, the goal of the council 
is to facilitate a partnership across the bureaus in order to maximize the 
effectiveness and efficiency of training efforts throughout the Department 
of the Interior.59 In March 2016, the council, which had previously 
operated as a community of practice since 2001, shifted to a more formal 
structure that would allow it to develop policy and make recommendations 
to Interior’s Human Capital Officers, according to a senior official. 
However, as of June 2016, officials had not reported any progress made 
by the council, and it is unclear what, if any, steps the office has taken to 
review training and identify opportunities to share training resources. 
Without further leadership from the Office of Policy, Management and 
Budget to create or make better use of an existing mechanism that 
effectively facilitates collaboration across the bureaus and helps them 
identify opportunities to share training resources, Interior and its bureaus 
may not be spending training funds effectively and efficiently. 

                                                                                                                       
58GAO-06-15; GAO-12-1022. 
59Department of the Interior, Interior Training Directors Council Charter (March 2016). 

http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-06-15
http://www.gao.gov/products/GAO-12-1022


 
 
 
 
 
 

Since 2012, Interior has taken steps toward resolving its challenges in 
hiring and retaining key oil and gas staff, who are the front line in 
providing effective oversight of activities related to federal oil and gas 
resources. Notably, to hire and retain such staff, Interior’s bureaus have 
invested increasing resources into compensating them through special 
salary rates, incentive payments, and student loan repayments—tools 
that can help bridge the gap between federal salaries and those paid by 
industry. We recommended in January 2014 that Interior explore the 
expanded use of existing authorities, such as recruitment incentives, and 
develop clear guidance for how the effectiveness of their use will be 
assessed, among other things. Interior has partially responded to this 
recommendation by its increased use of incentives, but it has not 
evaluated their effectiveness. Interior also has not evaluated the 
effectiveness of other tools, specifically the special salary rates and 
student loan repayments. We developed a statistical model that Interior 
could expand upon to analyze the effectiveness of specific tools. In the 
absence of such evaluations, Interior cannot know the extent to which the 
increased use of incentive payments, special salary rates, and student 
loan repayments have been effective in hiring and retaining key staff. In 
addition, without regular evaluation, Interior may not have information it 
needs to determine if or how it should alter its approach when the oil and 
gas market shifts and industry begins hiring more employees, potentially 
increasing Interior’s competition with industry for oil and gas staff. 

Further, Interior continues to face a lengthy hiring process, according to 
officials. In January 2014, we also recommended that Interior 
systematically collect data on hiring times for key oil and gas positions, 
ensure the accuracy of the data, and analyze the data to identify the 
causes of delays and expedite the hiring process. All three bureaus have 
adopted new human resources software that may provide them with 
better data to track their hiring process, and the bureaus have started to 
analyze these data to identify what steps are causing delays in the hiring 
process. We continue to believe that having accurate hiring data and 
finding ways to reduce the lengthy hiring process are important steps 
toward resolving Interior’s hiring challenges and may prove especially 
important if the oil and gas market shifts. 

Concerning training, Interior has not evaluated the bureaus’ training 
needs or the training’s effectiveness as required by federal law and 
regulations, and the bureaus’ have not fully evaluated their training efforts 
as directed by Interior policy. None of the bureaus have consistently 
performed annual evaluations of their training needs for all key staff, and 
only one of the bureaus has developed technical competencies that are 
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critical to successful performance by these staff, as directed by Interior’s 
Departmental Manual. Without evaluating training needs and developing 
such competencies, Interior cannot ensure that the training it provides for 
key oil and gas staff is linked to the competencies needed for the agency 
to perform effectively and that the training addresses any competency 
gaps. In addition, none of the bureaus have evaluated the effectiveness 
of the training as directed by the Departmental Manual. Because Interior 
and its bureaus have not fully evaluated their training efforts, Interior may 
not be able to ensure that its key oil and gas staff are being adequately 
trained to execute their oversight tasks, and it may not be spending 
training funds effectively and efficiently. BLM’s inspector certification 
training program stands out as an exception to these general findings 
because BLM has evaluated inspectors’ training to ensure that they have 
learned and can apply skills critical to their oversight duties. In contrast, 
BSEE does not give inspectors proficiency examinations to measure 
learning or application of skills, and does not certify them, as 
recommended by two oversight bodies in 2010. Although BSEE officials 
said they were finalizing their efforts to initiate the first evaluation of their 
training efforts and were planning to complete a statement of what work 
would be included in the second evaluation, unless they follow through 
with and complete these efforts, the bureau cannot verify that its 
inspectors are adequately trained. 

Moreover, the Office of Policy, Management and Budget, which is 
responsible for managing Interior’s human resources and addressing 
cross-cutting issues, has not effectively facilitated collaboration among 
the bureaus in addressing their shared hiring, retention, and training 
challenges. Senior officials in Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and 
Budget did not identify any collaboration mechanisms currently being 
used to bring the three bureaus together to discuss their shared human 
capital challenges and to share training resources. In the absence of such 
a collaboration mechanism, the bureaus have sometimes acted in a 
fragmented, overlapping, and potentially duplicative fashion to resolve 
similar challenges. Without further leadership from the Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget to create or make better use of an existing 
mechanism, such as the Deputies Operating Group, Principals Operating 
Group, or the Interior Training Directors Council, to facilitate collaboration 
in hiring, retention, and training, the bureaus may continue to address 
their shared challenges through fragmented and potentially duplicative 
efforts. 
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To help ensure Interior can hire, retain, and train staff it needs to provide 
effective oversight of oil and gas activities on federal lands and waters, 
we recommend that the Secretary of the Interior take the following five 
actions: 

Direct the Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget to: 

· Regularly evaluate the effectiveness of its available incentives, such 
as special salary rates, the student loan repayment program, and 
other incentives in hiring and retaining key oil and gas staff. 

· Annually evaluate the bureaus’ training programs, including: 

· staff training needs, 

· training effectiveness, and 

· potential opportunities for the bureaus to share training resources. 

Direct the Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals Management to: 

· Develop technical competencies for all key oil and gas staff. 

· Evaluate the need for and viability of a certification program for BSEE 
inspectors. 

Direct the Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget to 
coordinate with the Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals 
Management to create or use an existing mechanism, such as the 
Deputies Operating Group, Principals Operating Group, or the Interior 
Training Directors Council, to facilitate collaboration across the three 
bureaus in addressing their shared hiring, retention, and training 
challenges. 

 
We provided our draft report to Interior for review and comment. Interior 
provided written comments, in which it agreed with one of the five 
recommendations in the draft report, partially agreed with three others, 
and disagreed with the remaining recommendation. Interior’s comments 
are reproduced in appendix II, and key clarifying points from the 
department are discussed below in the context of our recommendations. 
Interior also provided technical comments, which we incorporated as 
appropriate.   

Interior agreed with our first recommendation, which would have the 
Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget regularly 
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evaluate the effectiveness of its available incentives. Interior also 
submitted several points of clarification and comments regarding our 
related findings:  

· Interior clarified that it now has full approval for the special salary 
rates. Interior also provided documents showing performance metrics 
it would use to track and monitor the impact of special pay rates and 
other pay flexibilities, such as incentive payments. We added 
language to our report to further acknowledge these actions.  

· Interior disagreed (1) with the accuracy of how the report portrayed 
the Office of Policy, Management and Budget’s role and (2) that the 
office had missed opportunities to collaborate across the bureaus, 
especially as it related to special salary rates for key positions. Interior 
stated that the office was an integral partner, collaborator, and 
coordinator among the departmental stakeholders and the bureaus' 
leadership, human capital and budget teams. In response to Interior’s 
comments, we added language to specifically identify the Office of 
Policy, Management and Budget’s role and actions in the special 
salary process. Regarding missed opportunities, Interior disagreed 
that BOEM was excluded from the collaborative process for the 
special salary requests. In the draft report, we did not state that 
BOEM was excluded but rather that BOEM regional managers said 
they were not aware that BLM was requesting the special salary rate 
for its natural resource specialists and did not know that they could do 
so. Therefore, while Interior stated that officials from the Office of 
Policy, Management and Budget said that the office collaborated and 
coordinated between departmental stakeholders, it appears not all 
stakeholders were equally informed.   

· Interior stated that BLM's inclusion of natural resource specialists 
does not have a negative impact on BOEM mission delivery. We did 
not address such an impact in our report. We did state, however, that 
since BLM can pay a natural resource specialist 35 percent more than 
BOEM can, this difference may place BOEM at a disadvantage in its 
recruitment efforts and its ability to retain staff if its natural resource 
specialists leave to take a comparable position at BLM. 

· Interior stated that the data demonstrated that the greatest need for 
BLM to acquire natural resource specialists was within the North 
Dakota region and that BOEM does not maintain offices in that region. 
However, BLM also offers the special salary rate for natural resource 
specialists in other states where BOEM does maintain offices. In 
addition, federal employees could relocate from one state to another 
state in order to take a new job. 
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Interior partially agreed with our second recommendation, to have the 
Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget annually 
evaluate the bureaus’ training programs, including training needs, training 
effectiveness and potential opportunities for the bureaus to share training 
resources. Interior said that the Office of Policy, Management and Budget 
would ensure that the three bureaus are coordinating their training needs 
and that its Office of Strategic Employee and Organizational Development 
can validate the bureaus’ engagement in this activity and provide support 
in fulfilling these recommendations. While these steps may be useful, as 
stated in the report, Interior has not evaluated the bureaus’ training needs 
or the training’s effectiveness as required by federal law and regulations, 
and the bureaus have not fully evaluated their training efforts as directed 
by Interior policy. We continue to believe that the Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget is required by law and regulation to evaluate 
the bureaus’ training programs. Without evaluating the bureaus’ training 
programs, Interior cannot ensure that the training provided is sufficient to 
support the required oversight duties.  

Interior also submitted several points of clarification and comments 
regarding related findings:  

· Interior stated that our report assumed that BOEM and BSEE should 
be acquiring technical training from BLM, which, according to Interior, 
does not accurately reflect the analysis conducted to determine the 
training needs for offshore development or recognize the training 
coordination that does occur. Relatedly, Interior stated that we did not 
acknowledge the vastly different skill sets needed to inspect or permit 
equipment needed for onshore versus offshore facilities. However, our 
draft report did not state or assume that BLM would be training these 
bureaus, and we did not recommend such an action. We did state that 
it appears that Interior missed opportunities to improve the bureaus’ 
training efforts and facilitate the sharing of training resources in areas, 
such as curricula development, which led to our second 
recommendation. With regard to the differences in skill sets needed 
for inspections, our interviews with agency officials support the point 
that there are differences in these two inspection environments. We 
added language to our report to better acknowledge these 
differences. Nonetheless, our interviews also indicate that there are 
common skills and knowledge used to inspect onshore and offshore 
facilities. This point is illustrated by the fact that 15 BSEE staff took 
one or more of BLM’s inspector certification training modules from 
fiscal year 2012 through fiscal year 2015, according to BLM 
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documentation. We added language to our report to recognize that 
BSEE staff took this BLM training. 

· Interior stated that our draft report did not recognize the training and 
coordination that occurs and described collaborative efforts between 
BSEE and BLM regarding training. We added language to our report 
to recognize the BSEE staff who took BLM training. Nonetheless, it 
appears that the Office of Policy, Management and Budget has 
missed opportunities to facilitate the sharing of training resources, and 
we continue to believe that there is a need for the type of evaluations 
called for in our recommendation. Once the bureaus have made these 
evaluations, they should be better able to identify overlapping skill 
sets which could then be addressed by sharing training resources. 

· Interior also noted, with regard to BSEE training, that it would be 
difficult and expensive to continuously update standard certification 
modules and tests to keep pace with the technology changes in the 
offshore oil and gas industry. Interior stated that BSEE therefore 
chose to rely on vendors, rather than in-house expertise, to provide 
classroom training. However, based on our review, none of the 
bureaus has performed a level 5 evaluation, which would compare the 
benefits and costs of training. As a result, the bureaus do not know 
whether it would be cost effective to update certification modules 
rather than continue the current reliance on vendors. 

Interior partially agreed with our third recommendation that directed the 
Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget to develop 
technical competencies for all key oil and gas staff. In its comments, 
Interior said that because oil and gas occupations are highly technical 
positions, the bureaus would be best positioned to identify technical 
competencies. We agree and have redirected our recommendation to the 
Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals Management, where the three 
bureaus are housed. 

Interior disagreed with our fourth recommendation that directed the 
Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget to evaluate the 
need for and viability of a certification program for BSEE inspectors. 
Regarding this recommendation, Interior said that oil and gas inspection 
is highly technical and that BSEE was in the best position to evaluate the 
technical training needed to carry out its authorities and responsibilities. 
Based on this comment, we have redirected this recommendation to the 
Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals Management. Concerning our 
related findings, Interior stated that the report does not recognize that 
although BSEE Level II inspectors do not receive a formal certificate, they 
receive a hands-on personal evaluation and approval from a supervisory 
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inspector. According to Interior, this supervisory approval confirms that 
the Level II inspector attained all of the knowledge necessary through 
course work and supervised on-the-job training—and, more importantly, 
that the inspector sufficiently demonstrated these skills in the field—to 
become a Level III inspector. Although our current review of training 
focused on technical training delivered through classroom instruction and 
did not directly include an evaluation of on-the-job training, we agree that 
such efforts are an important part of an inspection training program. 
However, in July 2012, we reported that senior and regional office officials 
stated that relying on a combination of on-the-job training, which included 
pairing senior inspectors with newly hired inspectors, and some 
classroom instruction produced inconsistent results because some senior 
inspectors proved to be less effective trainers than others.
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that BLM’s model of training inspectors through a certification program 
may offer some advantages over BSEE’s current approach, and we 
continue to believe that the need for and viability of such a program for 
BSEE inspectors should be evaluated.  

Interior partially agreed with our fifth recommendation that directed the 
Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and Budget to coordinate 
with the Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals Management to create 
or use an existing mechanism to facilitate collaboration across the three 
bureaus in addressing their shared hiring, retention, and training 
challenges. Interior stated that coordination already exists among the 
bureaus and that, as part of the Office of Policy, Management and 
Budget’s quarterly review of performance data, the office will ensure that 
the bureaus continue to coordinate on hiring, retention, and training. 
However, Interior disagreed with our statement that the Office of Policy, 
Management and Budget has missed opportunities to collaborate across 
bureaus to address recruitment and retention challenges. Our report 
identifies examples of missed opportunities for collaboration, including 
BSEE and BOEM recruitment teams who, according to team members, 
participated in recruitment events such as job fairs separately and did not 
give prospective applicants information about career opportunities 
available at the other bureaus, even though they sought to hire staff with 
similar skills. Because of these findings, we continue to believe that the 
Office of Policy, Management and Budget should take a greater 

                                                                                                                       
60GAO-12-423. 
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leadership role in facilitating collaboration to address shared challenges 
across the bureaus.  

 
As agreed with your office, unless you publicly announce the contents of 
this report earlier, we plan no further distribution until 30 days from the 
report date. At that time, we will send copies to the appropriate 
congressional committees, the Secretary of the Interior, and other 
interested parties. In addition, the report will be available at no charge on 
the GAO website at http://www.gao.gov. 

If you or your staff members have any questions about this report, please 
contact me at (202) 512-3841 or ruscof@gao.gov. Contact points for our 
Offices of Congressional Relations and Public Affairs may be found on 
the last page of this report. GAO staff who made key contributions to this 
report are listed in appendix III. 

Sincerely yours, 

Frank Rusco 
Director, Natural Resources and Environment 
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Appendix I: Statistical Methodology Used to 
Examine Main Factors Associated with the 
Retention of Federal Employees in Key Oil and 
Gas Positions 
 
 
 
 

To examine the Department of the Interior (Interior) efforts to resolve its 
hiring and retention challenges for key oil and gas staff, we developed a 
statistical model to examine the main factors that would reduce the 
likelihood that federal employees in key positions—those that 
corresponded to the positions of key oil and gas staff at the Bureau of 
Land Management (BLM), the Bureau of Safety and Environmental 
Enforcement (BSEE), and the Bureau of Ocean Energy Management 
(BOEM) —would leave those positions. 

 
We developed a model to examine the main factors associated with 
employee retention for key oil and gas-related employees at Interior. We 
analyzed the probability of retention of federal employees hired on a 
permanent basis into key oil and gas occupations from fiscal years 2003 
through 2014. We used the Enterprise Human Resources Integration 
(EHRI) database, which contains information on variables such as 
adjusted basic pay, occupation, the agency where the employee worked, 
hiring, separation, and awards. We supplemented the EHRI data with 
data from the Standard & Poor’s 500 Energy Index (to measure demand 
from the private sector for these key employees) and with data from BLM 
to identify specifically those employees working in oil- and gas-related 
positions. 

 
Our model considered only federal employees who were hired as either 
career competitive, conditional competitive, or career excepted; thus, 
other type of hires, such as transfers-in or temporary hires, were not 
included. We included only employees in our list of “key occupations” 
throughout the federal government. In order to simplify our analysis, we 
did not include employees with multiple periods of employment; that is, 
we only considered those employees who were hired one time from 2003 
through 2014. Employees who were hired more than once accounted for 
only about 2 percent of the total number of hires during that time. In order 
to be comprehensive and include separations other than just resignations, 
we also included as “Quits” employees who had an inter-agency 
transfers, either horizontal (same grade) or upward movement (higher 
grade). Employees who separated for other reasons, such as retirement 
or death, or who were still employed at the end of fiscal year 2014, were 
treated as “Censored” by the model and no account was taken of the 
difference in these types of “Exits” from the analysis. However, in order to 
mitigate the effect on our model of possible separations due to retirement 
or death, we excluded employees who were 50 or older at the time they 
were hired. 
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We estimated a hazard function, a discrete time multiperiod logistic 
regression model, to analyze the effects of the main factors associated 
with key employees’ probability of quitting employment, using monthly 
data on hires and separations. The model can be written as follows: 

where 

is the cumulative logistic probability distribution describing the probability 
of i-th employee quitting at time (month) t and z(i,t) is a list (vector) of 
variables that are believed to be associated with the i-th employee’s 
probability of quitting at time t. Each employee is in the study for Ti 
months and the data comprise each employee-month between the time 
an employee was hired and the time that they either quit or they were 
censored out of the study. 

We used the following explanatory variables in our model: 

· The employee’s age at the time they were hired. 

· The employee’s gender. 

· The organization where the employee worked. We split this category 
into: 

· BLM employees in the key occupations who were also identified 
by BLM as performing oil- and gas-related work. 

· Other BLM employees in the key occupations. 

· BOEM employees in key occupations for post-2011. 

· BSEE employees in key occupations for post-2011. 

· BOEMRE/MMS employees in key occupations through 2011. Note 
that since we are using time-varying covariates, this category 
changed starting in 2012 for any employee who was employed 
during the redefinition of sub-agency organizations and 
consequent reorganization. 

· Other Department of Interior employees in key occupations. 
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· Federal government agencies other than Interior employees in key 
occupations. 

· The frequency with which an employee received an award; 
specifically, the number of awards in a given fiscal year per month 
employed (at risk) in that fiscal year. We included the following award 
categories: 

· Retention awards 

· Student loan payments 

· Cash group awards 

· Time-off awards 

· Adjusted basic pay (salary) for the fiscal year. 

· Geographic location; specifically, the U.S. Census Division where the 
employee’s duty station was located. 

· A set of time dummy variables indicating the employment duration 
quarter for a given employee; that is, a dummy for any employee in 
their first quarter of employment, a dummy for any employee in their 
second quarter of employment and so on, up to a maximum of 47 
dummies (there are 48 quarters from the start of 2003 to the end of 
2014 so this allowed for 48 minus one dummy variables). 

· The percentage growth rate of the Standard & Poor’s 500 Energy 
Index, which measured the health of the private energy sector and 
consequent source of possible demand for federal employees in the 
key occupations. 

 
A detailed set of results is shown in table 4. The main results pertinent to 
our study were as follows: 

· All the awards variables except for student loan payments were 
significantly associated with lowering the probability of quitting. The 
student loan payments were significant at about the 6 percent level 
but we hypothesized that these loan payments are more likely to go to 
younger employees. This hypothesis was supported by our results 
when we ran a second model that included an interaction term 
between student loan payments and employees’ age when they were 
hired. In this second model, the student loan payments were 
significant and associated with a lower probability of quitting and the 
interaction term was positive, suggesting the effect on reducing the 
probability of quitting is greater for younger employees. 
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· Higher adjusted basic pay (salary) was significantly associated with a 
lower probability of quitting with the odds ratio higher by 1.8 percent 
for each additional $1,000 in salary. 

· A faster growing private energy sector, as measured by the growth in 
the Standard & Poor’s 500 Energy Index, was significantly associated 
with a higher probability of quitting. This supports the hypothesis that 
key occupation employees are attracted away from federal 
employment when the private energy sector is performing well. 

· Organization results, relative to the base case; namely, key 
occupation employees outside Interior, the following groups had a 
significantly higher likelihood of quitting; 

· BLM employees identified by BLM as key oil- and gas-related 
employees. 

· BSEE key occupation employees. 

· Other (outside BOEM, BSEE, and BLM) Interior key occupation 
employees. 

· Occupation results, relative to the base case; namely, General 
Inspection, Investigation and Compliance occupation, the following 
occupations had a higher likelihood of quitting: 

· General Natural Resource Management and Biological Scientists. 

· Environmental Protection Specialists. 

Table 1: Results for Discrete Time Logit Regression of Quits-Results for Employees 
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under Age 50 at the Time of Hire (P-values are in parentheses. Standard errors are 
calculated using clustering on individuals)  

Results with no 
age-student 

loan interaction 
variable 

Results with an 
age-student loan 

interaction variable 
included 

Number of retention awards per at risk months 
in the fiscal year-annualized 

-1.218** -1.217** 
(0.0318) (0.0319) 

Number of time-off awards per at risk months 
in fiscal year-annualized 

-0.334*** -0.334*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

Number of cash & group awards per at risk 
months in the fiscal year-annualized 

-0.203*** -0.203*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

Number of student loan awards per at risk 
months in the fiscal year-annualized 

-1.039* -5.198*** 
(0.0647) (0.0000) 

Female 0.435*** 0.435*** 



 
Appendix I: Statistical Methodology Used to 
Examine Main Factors Associated with the 
Retention of Federal Employees in Key Oil and 
Gas Positions 
 
 
 
 

Page 43 GAO-16-742  Interior's Human Capital Challenges 

Results with no 
age-student 

loan interaction 
variable

Results with an 
age-student loan 

interaction variable 
included

(0.0000) (0.0000) 
Age when hired -0.00839*** -0.00869*** 

(0.0020) (0.0014) 
Adjusted Basic Pay in thousands of 2015 
dollars 

-0.0163*** -0.0164*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

Percent change in S and P Energy Index - 
fiscal year average 

0.00293*** 0.00292*** 
(0.0048) (0.0049) 

BLM identified & verified as oil & gas 
employee 

0.803*** 0.802*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

Other BLM key occupation employee 0.212 0.213 
(0.2342) (0.2322) 

BOEMRE/MMS key occupation employee 0.218 0.211 
(0.3593) (0.3786) 

BSEE key occupation employee 1.161*** 1.159*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

BOEM key occupation employee -0.0599 -0.0815 
(0.8833) (0.8421) 

Other Interior key occupation employee 0.205** 0.206** 
(0.0229) (0.0218) 

Environmental Protection Specialist (0028) 0.637*** 0.638*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

Gen. Natural Resource Management and 
Biological Science(0401) 

0.231*** 0.231*** 
(0.0000) (0.0000) 

Engineering Technician (0802) 0.0544 0.0559 
(0.3459) (0.3328) 

Petroleum Engineer (0881) 0.432* 0.445* 
(0.0756) (0.0661) 

Geophysics (1313) 0.438* 0.434 
(0.0977) (0.1024) 

Geology (1350) 0.243* 0.242* 
(0.0648) (0.0660) 

Interaction of student loan award and age at 
hire 

Not specified 0.133*** 
Not specified (0.0000) 

Observations 1332239 1332239 

Source: GAO analysis of EHRI data. 
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Note: Significance levels - * p<0.10, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01. The model controlled for time effects by 
including a set of quarterly dummies (48 minus 1, dummy variables) and controlled for geographic 
effects by using a set of dummy variables for the U.S. Census divisions. Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM) occupations are listed with their associated OPM occupation code in 
parentheses. 
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United States Department of the Interior 

OFFICE OF THE SECRETARY 

Washington, DC 20240 

SEP 12 2016 

Mr. Frank Rusco 

Director, Natural Resources and Environment 

U.S. Government Accountability Office 

441 G Street, NW 

Washington, DC 20548 

Dear Mr. Rusco: 

Thank you for providing the Department of the Interior (Department) the 
opportunity to review and comment on the draft Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) report entitled Oil and Gas Oversight: Interior 
Has Taken Steps to Address Staff Hiring, Retention, and Training but 
Needs a More Evaluative and Collaborative Approach (GA0-16-742). We 
appreciate GAO's review of the Department's human capital challenges 
for key oil and gas staff. 

The Department appreciates the opportunity to respond to GAO's findings 
and provide clarification to address some of the concerns outlined within 
the report. As currently written, the draft report does not accurately 
convey the role of the Assistant Secretary for Policy, Management and 
Budget (PMB) or acknowledge the differences that exist between 
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executing onshore and offshore mission responsibilities. The 
Department's points of clarification include: (1) activities that transpired to 
receive approval and implement the special salary table requests for 
occupations in the oil and gas industry; (2) timing on the establishment of 
a performance measurement framework; (3) fragmentation in human 
resources coordination activities among bureaus; and, (4) training needs 
for oil and gas oversight employees. 

Clarification on Activities Required to Establish Special Pay Rates 

GAO indicated that PMB missed opportunities to collaborate across 
bureaus to address the recruitment and retention challenges experienced 
by the Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE), Bureau 
of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM), and the Bureau of Land 
Management (BLM). The Department disagrees with this 
characterization. From the beginning, PMB was an integral partner, 
collaborator, and coordinator among the Departmental stakeholders and 
the bureaus' leadership, human capital and budget teams. The 
Department worked with Congress to provide legislative relief of 25 
percent above the base salary for oil and gas staff. BSEE, BOEM and 
BLM leadership, however, determined that more financial support was 
required and conveyed this request to PMB. The Department, therefore, 
initiated the special salary table request. The Department's Office of 
Human Resources (OHR) worked diligently with Departmental and 
bureau budget representatives and bureaus human capital leadership to: 
(1) ensure bureaus had the capacity to fund special pay rates through the 
budget process; (2) 

develop an integrated special pay rate request to the Office of Personnel 
Management (OPM); and, (3) issue Departmental guidance that would 
provide instruction to human resources officials and hiring managers on 
its use. 

The GAO indicated that the Department began to submit applications to 
the OPM in 2013, to implement requests of special salary rates. On 
September 5, 2013, the Department met with OPM, the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture (USDA), the Department of Defense (DoD), and the U.S. 
Army Corp of Engineers (USACE) to discuss the impacts occurring to 
recruitment and retention efforts as a result of the expansion of oil and 
gas extraction activities, particularly in the Bakken region. At that meeting, 
OPM and the Department agreed that: 

(1) The Department would submit a special salary rate request; 
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(2) The request would be a Department-wide submission; and, 

(3) OPM staff members would work closely with the Department to 
initiate the request. 

The PMB's Deputy Assistant Secretary-Human Capital and 
Diversity/Chief Human Capital Officer (CHCO) requested that the 
Department's Budget Office and OHR meet with each of the bureaus' 
human capital leadership to discuss their individual challenges in the 
various locations and how these challenges affected their use of the 3Rs 
(retention, recruitment, and relocation). PMB worked with the BLM, BSEE 
and BOEM headquarters leadership to develop a comprehensive special 
rate request. Each bureau representative presented their impacted 
occupations and locations in order to ensure coordination of information 
for the request. 

We disagree with GAO's draft comments regarding BOEM's exclusion 
from the DOI special salary request collaborative process. The GAO 
stated, "BOEM regional managers said that they were not aware that 
BLM was requesting the special salary rate for its natural resources 
specialists and did not know that they could request the special salary 
rate for these staff" As mentioned, the CHCO collaborated and 
coordinated between Departmental stakeholders and bureaus' human 
capital and budget leadership within their headquarters offices. The 
bureaus' leadership worked diligently with their managers to collect and 
assess the needs within each region as it related to their own mission 
success. The request submitted to OPM represented what BOEM 
concluded was needed to support its mission. 

It is worth noting that BLM's inclusion of General Schedule (GS)-0401, 
Natural Resources Specialist, does not have a negative impact on BOEM 
mission delivery. The data demonstrated the greatest need for BLM to 
acquire GS-0401s was within the North Dakota region. BOEM does not 
maintain offices in the North Dakota region. 

The Department submitted its special pay rate request to OPM on 
November 14, 2014. OPM analyzed and processed the request in three 
phases in connection with each of the impacted regions. OPM performed 
an interagency coordination process with various Federal agencies, to 
include DoD, USDA, and other small agencies, that may have been 
impacted by the implementation of this submission. OPM provided final 
approval of the third phase of the package on March 15, 2016. 
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Clarifications on timing of the establishment of a performance 
measurement framework 

As discussed with GAO staff during their review, evaluation of the 
effectiveness of special pay rates and recruiting, relocation, and retention 
incentives was contingent upon putting the special pay rate request in 
place. The special pay rate request is an administrative solution, not 
dependent on legislative action. It is the foundation of the financial 
package provided to new and existing employees. Recruiting, relocation, 
and retention incentives are more variable and will be driven by market 
conditions. With the full approval of the special salary rates table, the 
Department and bureaus are now in a reasonable position to evaluate the 
effectiveness of the complete set of financial packages. To that end, the 
Department gathered data through the first three quarters of FY 2016 and 
will hereafter review the data on a quarterly basis. 

Clarification on fragmentation on human resources coordination activities 
between bureaus 

The GAO report indicates that GAO believes the Department was 
fragmented in its execution of human resources and there are 
redundancies to recruit for positions with similar skill sets. The 
Department disagrees with this assertion as there are significant 
differences between execution of oil and gas oversight in onshore 
environments versus offshore environments as well as from region to 
region. The BLM, BSEE, and BOEM have human resources offices with 
BSEE and BOEM sharing one HR office. The bureaus' human resources 
practitioners address these matters routinely with their hiring officials to 
ensure this is properly communicated in a way which will attract the right 
people, with the right skill sets who are committed to staying with their 
organizations for a period of time. 

Clarification on training needs and capacity within oil and gas oversight 
bureaus 

The GAO report assumes that BOEM and BSEE should be acquiring 
technical training from the BLM. However, this does not accurately reflect 
the analysis conducted to determine the training needs for offshore 
development or recognize the training coordination that does occur. As 
the report points out, BLM has 59 staff operating at a training center in 
Phoenix, of whom 10 are assigned to coursework associated with 
Minerals and Realty Management. The BLM Training Center provides oil 
and gas management courses as needed, but not necessarily each year. 
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These management courses include two petroleum engineering modules, 
the six PET inspection modules, and occasional vendor provided training 
on specific topics such as well-bore integrity, as the budget allows. 

Using approximately six staff, supported by senior management 
oversight, the training model developed by BSEE allows BSEE inspectors 
and engineers access to a substantial number of additional training 
opportunities specific to their responsibilities. In 2016, the BSEE will 
provide 30 different courses 39 times for inspectors and 32 different 
courses 63 times for engineers. In addition, the courses Petroleum 
Engineering/or Non Engineers and Project Risk Analysis will be taught six 
times for other critical BSEE technical staffs who are neither engineers 
nor inspectors. 

At the beginning of development for the BSEE training program, BSEE 
staff talked with and conducted site visits with their counterpart staff at the 
BLM Training Center and performed 

reviews of the BLM Certification Handbook and training programs to seek 
collaboration opportunities and determine which material may be part of 
BSEE's training framework. BSEE and BLM developed an agreement to 
attend classes whose curriculum would meet the other agency's training 
needs. Subsequently, BSEE sent staff that work on Petroleum 
Measurement to the BLM's Measurement modules. In addition, BSEE and 
BLM cooperated on creating the BSEET 3D Drilling Rig Tour, which is an 
online simulation course. 

BSEE also discussed with BLM the possibility of developing an official 
MOU to coordinate technical training with BLM. However, BSEE and BLM 
both determined that an agreement was not necessary at that time 
because staff were already coordinating as much as possible considering 
the significant differences in training needs between onshore and offshore 
inspectors and engineers. BLM offered to share their production studios 
with BSEE to make short training videos, as needed, and BSEE will 
develop opportunities to take advantage of this collaboration. 

In addition, the GAO report does not acknowledge the vastly different skill 
sets needed to inspect or permit the equipment needed for onshore 
versus offshore facilities and the rapid increase in oil and gas technology 
for drilling and production operations in deep water and extreme 
environments. Onshore and offshore exploration uses very different 
equipment and technology. The risks, particularly in drilling and 
production in deep water, are different. The surface spacing and 
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subsurface challenges are different. It would be a difficult-and expensive-
task to continuously update standard certification modules and tests to 
keep pace with the technology changes in the offshore oil and gas 
industry. For this reason, BSEE chose to rely on vendors, rather than in-
house expertise, to provide up-to-date training for inspector s and 
engineers and then to allow inspection and engineering supervisors to 
manage how to apply that knowledge to permit approvals or offshore 
inspections. The training courses are continuously vetted by the training 
staff to assure that the most up-to-date information is available to BSEE 
inspectors and engineers. 

The report also does not recognize the fact that, although BSEE Level II 
inspectors do not receive a formal certificate, they receive a hand s-on 
personal evaluation and approval from a Supervisory Inspector. This 
supervisory approval confirms that the Level II inspector attained all of the 
knowledge necessary through course work and supervised on-the-job 
training-and , more importantly , that they sufficiently demonstrated these 
skills in the field-to become a Level III Inspector. The official supervisory 
approval allows them be put on the inspection schedule by the District 
Manager as a credentialed Inspector performing inspections without 
direct supervision. The first independent inspection means more than a 
certificate; it means that BSEE determined that the individual Inspector 
attained skills and knowledge to represent their organization in the field. 

The evaluation and approval by a supervisor to move to Level III confirms 
that the course work has been completed and applied; that the 
regulations and standards for offshore oil and gas are understood; and 
that they know how to detect potential Incidents of Non-Compliance. The 
supervisor also verifies that the Level II inspector has the right 
interpersonal skills to interact in a professional manner with offshore 
operators as a federal regulator, that they understand how to identify 
safety issues and , now that Safely and Environmental Management 
Systems (SEMS) has 

been implemented, increasingly how to evaluate the safety culture on 
offshore facilities. These are skills best developed through on-the-job 
training and direct supervision. 

GAO Recommendations 

The Department agrees with GAO's first recommendation to conduct 
regular evaluations of the effectiveness of the special rates tables, 
student loan programs, and other incentives used to hire and retain oil 
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and gas personnel that are critical to the mission of the Department. With 
the full approval of the special salary rates table, the Department and 
bureaus are gathering data to evaluate the effectiveness of the special 
rates tables, and will hereafter review the data with BLM, BOEM, and 
BSEE bureaus and human capital leadership on a quarterly basis. 

We partially agree with recommendation two and three for PMB to 
annually evaluate the bureaus' training programs including staff training 
needs, training effectiveness and potential opportunities for the bureaus 
to share training resources and develop technical competencies for all 
key oil and gas staff. Oil and gas oversight occupations are highly 
technical positions. As such, BOEM, BSEE, and BLM are in the best 
position to identify the technical competencies required and appropriate 
training. As part of the quarterly review of performance data, PMB will 
ensure that the three bureaus are coordinating their training needs. The 
Department's Office of Strategic Employee and Organizational 
Development can validate the bureaus' active engagement in this activity 
and provide support in the fulfillment of those recommendations where 
needed. 

The Department disagrees with GAO's fourth recommendation that PMB 
evaluate the need for and viability of a certification program for BSEE 
inspectors. Oil and gas inspection is highly technical. The Department 
believes that BSEE is best positioned to evaluate the technical training 
needed to carry out its authorities and responsibilities and accepts the 
approach used today. 

We partially agree with the fifth recommendation regarding coordination 
between PMB and the Assistant Secretary for Land and Minerals 
Management on oil and gas human capital challenges. Coordination 
already exists among the Land and Minerals Management bureaus. 
Existing department-wide coordination mechanisms include all bureaus -
oil and gas oversight staff represents a small number of employees 
across the Department. As part of the quarterly review of performance 
data, PMB will ensure that the bureaus continue to coordinate on hiring, 
retention, and training. 

Enclosed are some general and technical comments for your 
consideration while finalizing the report. 

If you have any questions, or need additional information, please contact 
me. 
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Sincerely, 

Kristen J. Sarri 

Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary 

Policy, Management and Budget 

Enclosure 

 
Figure 1: BLM Oil and Gas Staff Performing an Onshore Inspection
 8 

Figure 2: Offshore Oil Rig Facility (left) and an Inspector Leaving an Oil 
Rig Facility in a Helicopter 9 

Data Tables for Figure 3: GAO Estimate of the Proportion of Bureau Staff Receiving an Incentive Payment or Student Loan 
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Repayment, Fiscal Years 2012–2014 

Fiscal 
Year 

Organization Retention 
Incentive 

Recruitment 
Incentive 

Relocation 
Incentive 

Student Loan 
Repayment 

No Award 

2012 BLM 14 2 4 1 446 
BSEE 0 1 1 21 229 
BOEM 0 0 1 4 202 

2013 BLM 0 1 4 1 433 
BSEE 0 0 0 25 270 
BOEM 0 0 0 28 171 

2014 BLM 235 1 2 2 174 
BSEE 111 4 1 40 259 
BOEM 0 4 2 26 175 

Note: Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE), Bureau of Ocean Energy Management (BOEM) 

Accessible Text for Figure 4: Department of the Interior’s Recommended Model for 
Evaluating Training 

Level Proposed Description
Level 1: Reaction  Measures satisfaction and identifies ways to improve course. 
Level 2: Learning Measures the extent presented material is learned. 
Level 3: 
Application Measures changes in on-the-job behavior and skills. 

Accessible Text/Data 
Tables 
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Level Proposed Description 
Level 4: Impact Measures results of doing something different as a result of training.  
Level 5: 
Investment Compares benefits and costs of training. 

Level 
Minimum Percent of Courses to Be 
Evaluated at This Level 

For Level 1  100% 
For Level 2  60% 
For Level 3  30% 
For Level 4  10% 
For Level 5  5% 
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	OIL AND GAS OVERSIGHT
	Interior Has Taken Steps to Address Staff Hiring, Retention, and Training but Needs a More Evaluative and Collaborative Approach  
	Why GAO Did This Study
	The explosion onboard the Deepwater Horizon drilling rig in April 2010 highlighted the importance of effective oversight of oil and gas activities, but Interior has faced challenges in hiring, retaining, and training staff responsible for such oversight. Since 2011, Interior’s management of federal oil and gas resources has been on GAO’s list of program areas that are at high risk, partly because of human capital challenges. In a February 2015 update to the list, GAO found that Interior had begun to address these challenges but needed to do more.
	GAO was requested to review the status of Interior’s human capital challenges. This report examines Interior’s efforts to (1) resolve its hiring and retention challenges for key oil and gas staff and (2) address its training needs for such staff. GAO reviewed regulations, reports, and department documents; analyzed Interior and OPM information; and interviewed department officials.

	What GAO Recommends
	GAO is recommending that Interior evaluate the effectiveness of special salary rates and incentives, evaluate its bureaus’ training programs, develop technical competencies for all key oil and gas staff, evaluate the need for a BSEE inspector certification program, and better facilitate collaboration across the bureaus. Interior agreed with one recommendation, partially agreed with 3 others, and disagreed with one recommendation. GAO continues to believe that the recommendations are valid, as discussed in the report.

	 What GAO Found
	The Department of the Interior has taken steps to resolve its hiring and retention challenges for key staff engaged in oil and gas activities, but it has not evaluated the effectiveness of its efforts and has missed opportunities to collaborate within the department for resolving these challenges. Specifically, Interior has taken steps to address two underlying factors—lower salaries and a lengthier hiring process compared with industry—that impede its ability to hire and retain such staff. For example, in fiscal year 2012 Interior began using special salary rates to give higher pay to certain key staff in its bureaus that oversee oil and gas resources: the Bureau of Land Management (BLM), Bureau of Safety and Environmental Enforcement (BSEE), and Bureau of Ocean and Energy Management (BOEM). To bolster compensation further, some bureaus increased the number of staff receiving student loan repayments and other incentives. Officials said these efforts in fiscal year 2015 filled positions, but they had not evaluated the effectiveness of their efforts. As a result, Interior cannot determine how or whether it should alter its approach. Regarding the lengthy hiring process, the bureaus recently adopted new human resources software that may provide them with better data to track their hiring process. As the bureaus sought to improve hiring and retention, Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget—which is charged with managing human resources and addressing cross-cutting issues—missed opportunities to facilitate collaboration across the bureaus. For example, two bureaus used separate recruitment teams that did not collaborate. Senior officials in the office did not identify any collaboration mechanism that they used to bring the bureaus together to discuss shared challenges. Without such a mechanism, the bureaus may continue to address these challenges through fragmented and potentially duplicative efforts.
	Interior has trained key oil and gas staff without fully evaluating the bureaus’ staff  training needs or the training’s effectiveness, according to officials, and Interior has provided limited leadership in facilitating the  bureaus’ sharing of training resources. The Federal Workforce Flexibility Act of 2004 and Office of Personnel Management (OPM) regulations require agencies to evaluate their training efforts, but Interior’s Office of Policy, Management and Budget has not performed these evaluations. In addition, none of the bureaus have evaluated training, according to officials, and only one developed technical competencies for staff as directed in Interior’s Departmental Manual. Further, BSEE’s training for inspectors does not include proficiency examinations or certifications, according to officials, although two oversight bodies recommended implementing a certification program in 2010. Interior has provided limited leadership in facilitating the sharing of training resources across the bureaus, appearing to miss opportunities that could improve the use of these resources. For example, BOEM does not have staff to develop curricula or evaluate training efforts and, as of July 2016, BSEE had 6 full-time staff in their training program, according to officials. These bureaus conduct limited evaluations. In contrast, BLM had 59 staff in its training program and has the capacity to evaluate their training efforts, according to officials. Without further evaluation and leadership, Interior may not be able to ensure key oil and gas staff are adequately trained for their oversight tasks, and the bureaus may miss opportunities to share resources.
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	Letter
	Background
	Figure 1: BLM Oil and Gas Staff Performing an Onshore Inspection
	Figure 2: Offshore Oil Rig Facility (left) and an Inspector Leaving an Oil Rig Facility in a Helicopter
	implement a bureau-wide certification or accreditation program for inspectors;
	consider partnering with BLM and its National Training Center to establish an Interior oil and gas inspection certification program, with training modules appropriate to the offshore environment as needed;
	develop a standardized training program similar to other Interior bureaus to ensure that inspectors are knowledgeable in all pertinent regulations, policies, and procedures; and
	ensure that annual training keeps inspectors up-to-date on new technology, policies, and procedures.

	Interior Has Taken Steps to Improve Hiring and Retention but Has Not Evaluated Its Efforts and Has Missed Opportunities to Collaborate on Challenges
	Interior Has Taken Steps to Address Hiring and Retention Challenges but Has Not Evaluated the Effectiveness of Its Efforts
	Salaries
	Figure 3: GAO Estimate of the Proportion of Bureau Staff Receiving an Incentive Payment or Student Loan Repayment, Fiscal Years 2012–2014
	Higher adjusted basic pay was significantly associated with a lower likelihood of leaving,  with each additional  1,000 reducing the relative odds of leaving by about 2.0 percent.
	All the categories of other compensation in our model—retention payments, student loan payments, cash awards, and time-off awards —were significantly associated with reducing the likelihood of leaving. Among these categories, the strongest effects were from retention and student loan payments.
	A higher percentage growth rate of the oil and gas market was significantly associated with a higher likelihood of employees leaving their position. Interior officials we interviewed said that they have difficulty retaining key employees when the oil and gas market is performing well, and our results support this assertion. Conversely, a slower growth of the oil and gas market was associated with fewer employees leaving their positions.

	Hiring Process

	Interior Has Missed Opportunities for Collaboration on Resolving Challenges in Hiring and Retaining Key Staff

	Interior Has Not Fully Evaluated Training Needs or Effectiveness, According to Officials, and Has Provided Limited Leadership in Facilitating the Bureaus’ Shared Use of Training Resources
	Interior Has Not Evaluated Training Needs or Effectiveness, According to Officials
	BLM most recently evaluated training needs for its oil and gas staff in 2012 and 2013. BLM evaluated the training needs for its natural resource specialists and environmental protection specialists in 2012, followed by its petroleum engineers, inspectors, and geologists in evaluations that spanned 2012 and 2013. In so doing, BLM did not follow the direction of Interior’s Departmental Manual to conduct annual evaluations. In addition, BLM has not developed technical competencies for its oil and gas staff per OPM and Interior definitions. 
	BSEE has not formally evaluated the training needs of its key oil and gas staff, according to officials. Instead, BSEE officials told us that these training needs are discussed by managers, subject matter experts, and other staff who use this information to identify training courses for staff to take. In addition, BSEE has not developed technical competencies for its key oil and gas staff per OPM and Interior definitions. 
	BOEM has relied on its offices within its three regions to implement its training efforts, and on individual supervisors to evaluate training needs, according to BOEM officials, but BOEM officials told us that the bureau has not formally evaluated the training needs of its key oil and gas staff bureau-wide. These supervisors evaluate training needs of individual employees at the beginning of each fiscal year, and BOEM seeks to address these needs of its staff through vendor-based training, training taught by BOEM staff, and mentoring, according to officials. BOEM has, however, developed competencies per OPM and Interior definitions for its geologists, geophysicists, and petroleum engineers by using ones already published by other sources. 
	Figure 4: Department of the Interior’s Recommended Model for Evaluating Training
	BLM conducts level 1 and 2 evaluations for each course, as well as level 3 evaluations and proficiency examinations for certain courses, according to BLM officials. For example, for its inspector certification training program, comprised of six modules, each inspector is to complete a proficiency examination and complete related field work, according to a BLM handbook. BLM’s inspectors must demonstrate proficiency in each module before they can progress to the next module, according to BLM officials. Following the successful completion of all six modules, inspectors are eligible for certification and, once certified, they are allowed to issue citations to operators when appropriate. 
	BSEE conducts level 1 evaluations for all of its training and its vendors conduct level 2 evaluations to some extent but not to the extent directed by the Departmental Manual, according to BSEE officials. In addition, BSEE has not developed competencies for its inspectors and does not conduct level 3 evaluations for its inspectors to measure how training affected behavior and skills, according to officials. Further, BSEE’s training for inspectors does not include proficiency examinations or certifications, according to officials, as BLM’s training program does. BSEE officials told us that they have not implemented a certification program, although the Outer Continental Shelf Safety Oversight Board and Interior Inspector General recommended it in 2010.  By conducting such evaluations and requiring these examinations for certification of inspectors, BSEE could ensure that its inspectors learned and could apply content received in training courses (i.e., were adequately trained). In the absence of such evaluations, BSEE may not be able to verify that its inspectors are adequately trained. BSEE officials told us that they planned to obtain two independent evaluations of their training efforts. According to these officials, the first evaluation, which will review whether the training currently offered to engineers is sufficient, was tentatively scheduled to start in July 2016. The second evaluation will review the bureau’s approach to identifying competencies, training, and possible certification requirements for inspectors and, according to officials, the contract for the work should be awarded by December 2016. As of June 2016, BSEE officials told us that they were finalizing their efforts to initiate the first evaluation and were planning to complete a statement of what work would be included in the second evaluation.
	BOEM conducts level 1 evaluations when requested by vendors, but BOEM did not report conducting higher-level evaluations. In addition, BOEM officials stated that BOEM does not systematically evaluate training provided by internal BOEM staff, vendors, or others because the bureau does not have staff assigned to training, such as to develop training curricula or evaluate training efforts.

	Interior Has Provided Limited Leadership in Facilitating the Sharing of Training Resources across Bureaus

	Conclusions
	Regularly evaluate the effectiveness of its available incentives, such as special salary rates, the student loan repayment program, and other incentives in hiring and retaining key oil and gas staff.
	Annually evaluate the bureaus’ training programs, including:
	staff training needs,
	training effectiveness, and
	potential opportunities for the bureaus to share training resources.
	Develop technical competencies for all key oil and gas staff.
	Evaluate the need for and viability of a certification program for BSEE inspectors.

	Recommendations for Executive Action
	Agency Comments and Our Evaluation
	Interior clarified that it now has full approval for the special salary rates. Interior also provided documents showing performance metrics it would use to track and monitor the impact of special pay rates and other pay flexibilities, such as incentive payments. We added language to our report to further acknowledge these actions.
	Interior disagreed (1) with the accuracy of how the report portrayed the Office of Policy, Management and Budget’s role and (2) that the office had missed opportunities to collaborate across the bureaus, especially as it related to special salary rates for key positions. Interior stated that the office was an integral partner, collaborator, and coordinator among the departmental stakeholders and the bureaus' leadership, human capital and budget teams. In response to Interior’s comments, we added language to specifically identify the Office of Policy, Management and Budget’s role and actions in the special salary process. Regarding missed opportunities, Interior disagreed that BOEM was excluded from the collaborative process for the special salary requests. In the draft report, we did not state that BOEM was excluded but rather that BOEM regional managers said they were not aware that BLM was requesting the special salary rate for its natural resource specialists and did not know that they could do so. Therefore, while Interior stated that officials from the Office of Policy, Management and Budget said that the office collaborated and coordinated between departmental stakeholders, it appears not all stakeholders were equally informed.
	Interior stated that BLM's inclusion of natural resource specialists does not have a negative impact on BOEM mission delivery. We did not address such an impact in our report. We did state, however, that since BLM can pay a natural resource specialist 35 percent more than BOEM can, this difference may place BOEM at a disadvantage in its recruitment efforts and its ability to retain staff if its natural resource specialists leave to take a comparable position at BLM.
	Interior stated that the data demonstrated that the greatest need for BLM to acquire natural resource specialists was within the North Dakota region and that BOEM does not maintain offices in that region. However, BLM also offers the special salary rate for natural resource specialists in other states where BOEM does maintain offices. In addition, federal employees could relocate from one state to another state in order to take a new job.
	Interior stated that our report assumed that BOEM and BSEE should be acquiring technical training from BLM, which, according to Interior, does not accurately reflect the analysis conducted to determine the training needs for offshore development or recognize the training coordination that does occur. Relatedly, Interior stated that we did not acknowledge the vastly different skill sets needed to inspect or permit equipment needed for onshore versus offshore facilities. However, our draft report did not state or assume that BLM would be training these bureaus, and we did not recommend such an action. We did state that it appears that Interior missed opportunities to improve the bureaus’ training efforts and facilitate the sharing of training resources in areas, such as curricula development, which led to our second recommendation. With regard to the differences in skill sets needed for inspections, our interviews with agency officials support the point that there are differences in these two inspection environments. We added language to our report to better acknowledge these differences. Nonetheless, our interviews also indicate that there are common skills and knowledge used to inspect onshore and offshore facilities. This point is illustrated by the fact that 15 BSEE staff took one or more of BLM’s inspector certification training modules from fiscal year 2012 through fiscal year 2015, according to BLM documentation. We added language to our report to recognize that BSEE staff took this BLM training.
	Interior stated that our draft report did not recognize the training and coordination that occurs and described collaborative efforts between BSEE and BLM regarding training. We added language to our report to recognize the BSEE staff who took BLM training. Nonetheless, it appears that the Office of Policy, Management and Budget has missed opportunities to facilitate the sharing of training resources, and we continue to believe that there is a need for the type of evaluations called for in our recommendation. Once the bureaus have made these evaluations, they should be better able to identify overlapping skill sets which could then be addressed by sharing training resources.
	Interior also noted, with regard to BSEE training, that it would be difficult and expensive to continuously update standard certification modules and tests to keep pace with the technology changes in the offshore oil and gas industry. Interior stated that BSEE therefore chose to rely on vendors, rather than in-house expertise, to provide classroom training. However, based on our review, none of the bureaus has performed a level 5 evaluation, which would compare the benefits and costs of training. As a result, the bureaus do not know whether it would be cost effective to update certification modules rather than continue the current reliance on vendors.


	Appendix I: Statistical Methodology Used to Examine Main Factors Associated with the Retention of Federal Employees in Key Oil and Gas Positions
	Data
	Methods
	The employee’s age at the time they were hired.
	The employee’s gender.
	The organization where the employee worked. We split this category into:
	BLM employees in the key occupations who were also identified by BLM as performing oil- and gas-related work.
	Other BLM employees in the key occupations.
	BOEM employees in key occupations for post-2011.
	BSEE employees in key occupations for post-2011.
	BOEMRE/MMS employees in key occupations through 2011. Note that since we are using time-varying covariates, this category changed starting in 2012 for any employee who was employed during the redefinition of sub-agency organizations and consequent reorganization.
	Other Department of Interior employees in key occupations.

	Econometric Model
	Federal government agencies other than Interior employees in key occupations.
	The frequency with which an employee received an award; specifically, the number of awards in a given fiscal year per month employed (at risk) in that fiscal year. We included the following award categories:
	Retention awards
	Student loan payments
	Cash group awards
	Time-off awards
	Adjusted basic pay (salary) for the fiscal year.
	Geographic location; specifically, the U.S. Census Division where the employee’s duty station was located.
	A set of time dummy variables indicating the employment duration quarter for a given employee; that is, a dummy for any employee in their first quarter of employment, a dummy for any employee in their second quarter of employment and so on, up to a maximum of 47 dummies (there are 48 quarters from the start of 2003 to the end of 2014 so this allowed for 48 minus one dummy variables).
	The percentage growth rate of the Standard & Poor’s 500 Energy Index, which measured the health of the private energy sector and consequent source of possible demand for federal employees in the key occupations.
	All the awards variables except for student loan payments were significantly associated with lowering the probability of quitting. The student loan payments were significant at about the 6 percent level but we hypothesized that these loan payments are more likely to go to younger employees. This hypothesis was supported by our results when we ran a second model that included an interaction term between student loan payments and employees’ age when they were hired. In this second model, the student loan payments were significant and associated with a lower probability of quitting and the interaction term was positive, suggesting the effect on reducing the probability of quitting is greater for younger employees.

	Results
	Higher adjusted basic pay (salary) was significantly associated with a lower probability of quitting with the odds ratio higher by 1.8 percent for each additional  1,000 in salary.
	A faster growing private energy sector, as measured by the growth in the Standard & Poor’s 500 Energy Index, was significantly associated with a higher probability of quitting. This supports the hypothesis that key occupation employees are attracted away from federal employment when the private energy sector is performing well.
	Organization results, relative to the base case; namely, key occupation employees outside Interior, the following groups had a significantly higher likelihood of quitting;
	BLM employees identified by BLM as key oil- and gas-related employees.
	BSEE key occupation employees.
	Other (outside BOEM, BSEE, and BLM) Interior key occupation employees.
	Occupation results, relative to the base case; namely, General Inspection, Investigation and Compliance occupation, the following occupations had a higher likelihood of quitting:
	General Natural Resource Management and Biological Scientists.
	Environmental Protection Specialists.
	Table 1: Results for Discrete Time Logit Regression of Quits-Results for Employees under Age 50 at the Time of Hire (P-values are in parentheses. Standard errors are calculated using clustering on individuals)
	Results with no age-student loan interaction variable  
	Results with an age-student loan interaction variable included  
	Number of retention awards per at risk months in the fiscal year-annualized  
	-1.218**  
	-1.217**  
	(0.0318)  
	(0.0319)  
	Number of time-off awards per at risk months in fiscal year-annualized  
	-0.334***  
	-0.334***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Number of cash & group awards per at risk months in the fiscal year-annualized  
	-0.203***  
	-0.203***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Number of student loan awards per at risk months in the fiscal year-annualized  
	-1.039*  
	-5.198***  
	(0.0647)  
	(0.0000)  
	Female  
	0.435***  
	0.435***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Age when hired  
	-0.00839***  
	-0.00869***  
	(0.0020)  
	(0.0014)  
	Adjusted Basic Pay in thousands of 2015 dollars  
	-0.0163***  
	-0.0164***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Percent change in S and P Energy Index - fiscal year average  
	0.00293***  
	0.00292***  
	(0.0048)  
	(0.0049)  
	BLM identified & verified as oil & gas employee  
	0.803***  
	0.802***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Other BLM key occupation employee  
	0.212  
	0.213  
	(0.2342)  
	(0.2322)  
	BOEMRE/MMS key occupation employee  
	0.218  
	0.211  
	(0.3593)  
	(0.3786)  
	BSEE key occupation employee  
	1.161***  
	1.159***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	BOEM key occupation employee  
	-0.0599  
	-0.0815  
	(0.8833)  
	(0.8421)  
	Other Interior key occupation employee  
	0.205**  
	0.206**  
	(0.0229)  
	(0.0218)  
	Environmental Protection Specialist (0028)  
	0.637***  
	0.638***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Gen. Natural Resource Management and Biological Science(0401)  
	0.231***  
	0.231***  
	(0.0000)  
	(0.0000)  
	Engineering Technician (0802)  
	0.0544  
	0.0559  
	(0.3459)  
	(0.3328)  
	Petroleum Engineer (0881)  
	0.432*  
	0.445*  
	(0.0756)  
	(0.0661)  
	Geophysics (1313)  
	0.438*  
	0.434  
	(0.0977)  
	(0.1024)  
	Geology (1350)  
	0.243*  
	0.242*  
	(0.0648)  
	(0.0660)  
	Interaction of student loan award and age at hire  
	Not specified  
	0.133***  
	Not specified  
	(0.0000)  
	Observations  
	1332239  
	1332239  
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	Fiscal Year  
	Organization  
	Retention Incentive  
	Recruitment Incentive  
	Relocation Incentive  
	Student Loan Repayment  
	No Award  
	2012  
	BLM  
	14  
	2  
	4  
	1  
	446  
	BSEE  
	0  
	1  
	1  
	21  
	229  
	BOEM  
	0  
	0  
	1  
	4  
	202  
	2013  
	BLM  
	0  
	1  
	4  
	1  
	433  
	BSEE  
	0  
	0  
	0  
	25  
	270  
	BOEM  
	0  
	0  
	0  
	28  
	171  
	2014  
	BLM  
	235  
	1  
	2  
	2  
	174  
	BSEE  
	111  
	4  
	1  
	40  
	259  
	BOEM  
	0  
	4  
	2  
	26  
	175  
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	Level  
	Level 1: Reaction   
	Measures satisfaction and identifies ways to improve course.  
	Level 2: Learning  
	Measures the extent presented material is learned.  
	Level 3: Application  
	Measures changes in on-the-job behavior and skills.  
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