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Accreditation Council Procedures


1. PURPOSE OF ACCREDITATION.  

The Council on Accreditation of the American Public Works Association (“Council”) accredits public works agencies.  The purpose of accreditation is to promote excellence in the operation and management of a Public Works Agency (“Public Works Agency”), their programs and employees.  Accreditation is designed to assist the Agencies in improving their operations and management; in the education and training of public works professionals; and to provide a valid and objective evaluation of Agency programs as a service to the public and the profession.

2.  STANDARDS FOR ACCREDITATION.  

All actions, with respect to accreditation, taken by the Council shall be governed by the Criteria for Accreditation ("Criteria") in force at the time a complete application for accreditation is made to the Council.  The Criteria are developed, adopted, and promulgated by the Council in a separate document.  Advance notice of six to twelve months is given of all proposed substantive changes to the criteria and evaluating policies, thereby providing the opportunity for comment by affected persons, institutions, and organizations.

3.  PROCEDURES.  

These procedures outline the functions of the Council and the major actions that occur in the operation of its accreditation process.  This document identifies the functions of the Council, its volunteers and staff, and prescribes general rules and procedures for the operation of its accreditation program in a manner that promotes the availability of due process throughout.

4.  CATEGORIES AND DURATION OF ACCREDITATION

a.  There are three categories of accreditation:

(1)  Full Accreditation is granted to any Public Works Agency that, in the exclusive judgment of  the Council, meets the Criteria in a satisfactory manner.

(2)  Provisional Accreditation may be granted to agencies making initial application that, in the exclusive judgment of the Council, do not meet all the Criteria, but for which the Council believes there is a reasonable expectation that the Criteria will be met within a foreseeable period of time from the date of the initial site visit.

(3)  A Public Works Agency that has been awarded full accreditation may be placed on probation when the Council has evidence that the Agency is not currently in satisfactory compliance with the Criteria.

b.  Normal Intervals Between Site Visits.  At the time of award of any of the three categories of accreditation, the Council specifies the academic year during which the next site visit to the Public Works Agency is expected to occur, under the presumption that the Public Works Agency will maintain its degree of compliance with the Criteria during the intervening period as reflected in the annual report specified in Section 4.c. below.  For fully accredited agencies, this is normally the third year following the last site visit; for provisionally accredited agencies, it is the second year. Probationary status continues for a minimum of one year after the site visit.

c.  Annual Reaffirmation of Accreditation: Annual Reports. In accordance with guidance furnished by the Council,  each accredited Public Works Agency files an annual report with the Council, which presents a limited self-assessment by the Public Works Agency and provides evidence of the Public Works Agency’s continued compliance with the Criteria at the level of its accredited status.  If this report is acceptable to the Council, the Public Works Agency’s current accredited status is reaffirmed for the next academic year.  If the report is not acceptable, the Council may request additional information or an invitation for a site visit, stating to the Public Works Agency the reason for which such a visit is necessary.  In either case, the current accredited status of the Public Works Agency is maintained until the Council takes action, in accordance with Section 9.b. below.

5.  THE COUNCIL ON ACCREDITATION

a.  Functions.  The principal function of the Council is to exercise professional judgment in making decisions on agencies as specified in Section 9.b. below.  It also develops guidance documents and data-gathering instruments necessary to carry out this principal function, institutes programs for the training of site visitors, provides consultation to agencies, interacts with other elements of the governance structure of American Public Works Association on matters related to accreditation, and takes such actions as required to enable it to carry out its functions.

b.  Membership.  The Council consists of not fewer than ten members appointed by the President on the recommendation of the Executive Director of the American Public Works Association, for staggered three-year terms. From these, one member is appointed by the president of the American Public Works Association as chairperson.  The appointments are subject to ratification by the Board of Directors of the American Public Works Association.  The membership of the Council may include public members who are not members of the public works profession.  The number of public members may not exceed the number of public works professionals.  Members of the profession who serve on evaluation committees or other bodies that may seek Council accreditation may not accept concurrent membership on the Council.

c.  Quorum.  Two-thirds of the members constitute a quorum for the purpose of making a decision on the status of a Public Works Agency (see Section 9.b. below).  When a Council member is withdrawn from a portion of the meeting (as in Section 5.d. below), that position is not counted in determining a quorum.  A vote of the majority of the Council members at a meeting at which a quorum is present is required to make a decision on the status of any applicant or Public Works Agency.

d.  Avoidance of Conflict of Interest.  Should a member of the Council be in possible conflict of interest with respect to any Public Works Agency scheduled for review by the Council at any particular meeting, that member is excused during discussion and decision on that Public Works Agency.  Furthermore, the Council may, in its judgment, determine that a member is in possible conflict of interest and ask that member to withdraw from discussion of, and decision on, a particular Public Works Agency.

e.  Executive Committee.  An Executive Committee, including at least one member each in the third, second, or first year on the Council, is appointed by the chairperson of the Council to act for the Council between meetings on accreditation matters other that the making of program decisions as outlined in Section 9.b. below.

f.  The Exercise of Professional Judgment.  A high degree of professional judgment with regard to the publication of the Criteria is required in the review of applications, in the conduct and reporting of site visits, and in the deliberations of the Council.  Professional judgment must be used not only in evaluating the extent of compliance by a Public Works Agency with each individual criterion, but also by the site-visiting team in making its overall recommendation to the Council and by the Council in reaching its final decision.

6.  THE PROCESS OF APPLYING FOR ACCREDITATION

a. Governing Principle.  Because the accreditation process is initiated by the Public Works Agency that submits itself for review, the burden of proof of compliance with the Criteria rests with the applicant.  Therefore, an application must be prepared with a degree of thoroughness that will satisfy detailed review by staff, a site-visiting team, and  the Council.

b.  Guidance Provided.  The Council provides oral and written consultative guidance to agencies undergoing the accreditation process.

c.  Application Contents.  The Application constitutes a report of the results of a self-assessment made by the Public Works Agency, organized in accordance with guidelines furnished by the Council.  The topics in these guidelines follow the sequence of the Criteria and afford the Public Works Agency the opportunity to document in detail how it complies, in its own unique fashion, with the  items in the Criteria.

d.  Signatories of the Application.  A completed application, accompanied by payment of the application fee (see Section 12 below), may be forwarded to the office of the Council at any time.  An application from a Public Works Agency must be signed by the chief elected or appointed official of the public agency and the chief public works officer(s) responsible for the departments being accredited, indicating support of the public agency.

e.  Acceptance of the Application.  In order to expedite processing, the staff of the Council reviews each application and may schedule initial site visits to agencies that appear, from the application alone, to meet a substantial number of the Criteria. When the application seems to be incomplete in its response to one or more criteria-related topics in the application guidelines, Council staff may request additional information from a Public Works Agency before making this decision.  All applications  that may not clearly meet an adequate number of the Criteria to warrant a site visit, are referred to the Council.  The Council then decides, by vote of the majority of the Council members at which a quorum is present, to:

(1)  accept the application and schedule a site visit; or

(2)  reject the application because it seems on the face of the application that the applicant does not meet the Criteria for accreditation; or

(3)  request additional information.

f.  Notice of Rejection.  In the event the application is rejected by the Council, it advises the Public Works Agency in writing of the reasons for its rejection.  The Public Works Agency may appeal the rejection to the Executive Director of the American Public Works Association as provided in Section 11 below.

g.  Withdrawal of Application.  At any time before the Council takes final action to grant or refuse accreditation to an applicant Public Works Agency, the senior signatory may withdraw the application without prejudice.

7.  SITE VISITS

a.  Purpose.  The site visit constitutes an essential and unique step in the award and renewal of accreditation because it provides for peer interaction between experienced professional members of the visiting team and professionals associated with the Public Works Agency, as well as with any appropriate elected or appointed officials of the parent agency.  The Council has the responsibility to provide for the training of site visitors.  In addition, periodic evaluations of site visitors and their written reports are conducted by the Council.  Visitors are provided in advance with self-assessment reports prepared by the Public Works Agency.  Through discussions with members of the parent agency staff, Public Works Agency staff, and support personnel, and by inspection of facilities and equipment, the visitors are able to form professional judgments about the Public Works Agency's degree of compliance with the Criteria.  In addition to providing the Council with a report of the team findings, the visit is expected to be of benefit to the Public Works Agency in its quest for excellence.

b.  Arrangements for the Visit.  When a site visit is required, the Council requests an invitation from the chief public works officer of the Public Works Agency.  If an invitation is not forthcoming from an accredited Public Works Agency, it will be dropped from the list of accredited agencies.  Upon receipt of the invitation, a list of potential visiting team members is developed by the Council.  The list of potential visiting team members is submitted to the Public Works Agency for information.  The Public Works Agency shall have 30 days to provide the Council with a list of the proposed visiting team members who might not be objective in their evaluation of the Public Works Agency’s application.  The Public Works Agency is not required to provide any reason, but is expected to act professionally in making such a response.  No fewer than three persons constitute a team to visit a Public Works Agency, except by mutual agreement between the Council and the Public Works Agency.  Detailed arrangements for the visit are made through direct contact between the Public Works Agency and the chairperson of the visiting team.

c.  Report of the Visiting Team.  Within 30 days of the completion of the visit, the team forwards a written report ("Report") in a format prescribed by guidance furnished by the Council.  The Report includes a recommendation to the Council of the accreditation status to be awarded the Public Works Agency.  This recommendation is advisory to, but not binding on, the council.  The recommendation of the visiting team is transmitted to the Public Works Agency along with the report.  The written Report of the site visitors should clearly distinguish between statements of actual or potential deficiencies in meeting criteria, and consultative statements offering recommendations to the Public Works Agency.

d.  Response by the Agency.  The Public Works Agency acknowledges receipt of, and may file with the Council a written response ("Response") to, the Visiting Team’s Report.  The Response is filed within 30 days of receipt of the Report by the Public Works Agency; however, upon written request, the period for responding may be extended for an additional 30 days.  The Public Works Agency includes in its Response any objections, corrections, additional facts, exhibits, or comments it has to the Report of the Visiting Team.  Any statements of facts in the Report that are not disputed in the Response are considered by the Council to be undisputed.

8.  COMPLAINTS

a.  About the Operation of an Accredited Agency.  To be considered by the Council, a complaint about the operation of an accredited Public Works Agency must:

(1)  be written and signed;

(2)  identify the individual group or legal entity represented by the complainant;

(3)  present substantial evidence that the subject Public Works Agency is not in compliance with one or more of the criteria in use at the time referred to in the complaint;

(4)  demonstrate, when reasonably possible, that serious effort has been made to pursue all review procedures provided within the public agency in which the Public Works Agency is located; and

(5)  grant permission to send the complaint, in its entirety, to the Public Works Agency.

Receipt of a complaint meeting these requirements is acknowledged by Council staff and sent to the Public Works Agency for comment.  Both complaint and comment are placed on the Council agenda for its next scheduled meeting.  The Council may reach a decision at that meeting, wherein the matter is resolved and the Public Works Agency will be so informed Alternatively, the Council may vote to pursue the matter further, either by further correspondence with the Public Works Agency or by means of a special site visit to provide additional information on which to reach a decision on the accreditation status of the Public Works Agency, as outlined in Section 9. below.  The Public Works Agency is afforded the opportunity to comment on any additional information provided to the Council by means of a special site visit.  The Council communicates the disposition of the complaint, in writing, to the complainant and the Public Works Agency.

b.  Against Actions of Site Visitors.  The chief elected or appointed official of the public agency, or the chief public works officer may file complaint regarding the actions of site visitors.  That official must notify the Council of the Public Works Agency's intent to file a complaint within 14 days after completion of the site visit.  Subsequently, the complaint should be addressed to the Council and must:

(1)  be written and signed;

(2)  be sent before the host institution has received the written report from the site visit team and within 30 days after completion of the site visit;

(3)  provide a clear description of the critical incident(s) in question; and,

(4)  grant permission to send the complaint, in its entirety, to the site visiting team.

Receipt of a complaint meeting these requirements is acknowledged by the Council's staff and held until the Report of the site-visiting ream is received.  The complaint is sent to all members of the site-visitation team with request for comment within 30 days.  At the same time, the site visit Report is sent to the Public Works Agency for comment.  Upon receipt of (1) the comments by site visitors on the complaint and (2) the Response of the Public Works Agency to the site visit report, both sets of documents are placed on the Council’s agenda for its next scheduled meeting.

In mailing the agenda to the Council members, the complaint is covered separately and not bound with the site visit report and Public Works Agency’s response in the main agenda book.  In preparation for the meeting, members are requested to observe the following procedures.  Each member is asked to review the complaint and site visitors' comments, then to review the site visit Report and Response to it and to form an opinion as to whether the action(s) of the site visitors were such  to void the site visit report.

Based upon its review of the relevant materials, the Council may reach the following decisions by a majority vote:

(1)  Deny the complaint, thereby sustaining the site visitor(s); or

(2)  Sustain the complaint, thereby requiring a reprimand of the site visitor(s), which may include deletion from the list of potential site visitors maintained by the Council; or

(3)   vote to pursue the matter further, either by further correspondence with the parties involved, or by means of a special fact-finding group, to provide additional information on which to reach a decision.

In the event the Council votes to sustain the complaint, it then must determine whether the critical incident(s) influenced the content of the site visit report.  If the incident is determined to have influenced the site visit report, the Council voids the site visit Report and requests from the host institution an invitation to revisit at Council expense.  If the incident is determined not to have influenced the site visit Report, the Council proceeds with its decision regarding the Public Works Agency’s compliance with the Criteria presented in Section 9. below.

In no case is the Council’s decision regarding the Public Works Agency’s compliance with the Criteria made until the complaint has been disposed of by the Council.  The Council communicates the disposition of the complaint, in writing, to the chief public works officer and to the site visitor(s).

c.  Processing of Accreditation Complaint that is in Litigation.  If, in the course of processing a complaint, the Council finds that the party against which the complaint is filed is involved in litigation over the same issue, the Council, upon advice from legal counsel, may exercise its discretion in determining the most appropriate action to take.  That discretion can be guided by a number of factors, including whether the complainee is willing to cooperate with the Council, how protracted the litigation is likely to be, whether the failure to initiate action against the Public Works Agency immediately might damage the public interest, and the impact on the confidentiality of the Council’s deliberations if its files are subpoenaed during the course of litigation.  In all instances, the Council should consider the potential effect of its action upon the interests of the public and the profession.

9.  COUNCIL DECISIONS ON ACCREDITATION

a.  Documentary Bases for Decisions.  Before rendering a decision on the award, denial, renewal, placement on probation, or revocation of accreditation, the Council reviews the current self-assessment by the Public Works Agency (application or annual report), the most recent site visit report, the Public Works Agency's Response to that Report, and other relevant materials and the Public Works Agency’s comments on these materials.  The Council may make a decision or may defer action until its next scheduled meeting in order to obtain more information on which to base a decision.  The decision of the Council is recorded in the minutes and transmitted not later than one month following the decision to the chief public works officer of the Public Works Agency, together with a statement of the factual basis for the decision and, in the case of an adverse decision, the criteria the Public Works Agency did not meet.  That communication of the final accrediting decision clearly distinguishes between statements speaking to actual or potential deficiencies in meeting criteria and statements offering consultative recommendations to the Public Works Agency.  In the decision letter, the Council encourages the Public Works Agency to share information about its accredited status appropriately.

b.  Award, Renewal, or Denial of Accreditation.  Four types of decisions may be made by the Council to award, renew, or deny accreditation

(1)  In the case of a new Public Works Agency applying for accreditation, the Council first votes whether to grant accreditation.  If the Council votes not to grant final accreditation, then the Council votes whether to grant provisional accreditation.  Agencies that receive neither provisional nor full accreditation are denied accreditation.

(2)  In the case of a provisionally accredited Public Works Agency, the Council first votes whether to grant full accreditation. If the Council votes not to grant full accreditation, the Council votes whether to renew provisional accreditation for a specified period.  Agencies that receive neither accreditation nor continued provisional accreditation have their provisional accreditation revoked (see Par. 9.d. below).

(3)  In the case of a fully accredited Public Works Agency, the Council votes whether to renew accreditation.  A Public Works Agency whose full accreditation is not renewed is automatically placed on probation for a period of not less full one year.

(4)  In the case of a Public Works Agency on probation, the Council votes  whether to reinstate full accreditation.  If the Council votes against reinstatement, it then votes whether to continue probation for a specified period.  A Public Works Agency that is neither reinstated nor granted continued probation has its accreditation revoked.

c.  Effective Date of a Decision and its Public Announcement.  Award of full or provisional accreditation, in accordance with Section 9.b. above, is effective as of the adjournment of the Council meeting in which the decision was made.  The next site visit is scheduled from this same date.  There is an annual listing of accredited agencies in an appropriate professional journal selected by the Council to reflect the latest decisions of the Council, including revocations, except that no change in the status of a Public Works Agency is reflected in these listings if the Public Works Agency has filed an appeal that has not been decided.  In the same public listing, notice is given of agencies that voluntarily withdraw from accredited status.  The Council takes action to correct any errors of fact or possibly misleading statements in its public listing in a timely manner.

d.  Revocation of Accreditation.  A provisionally approved Public Works Agency that receives neither full accreditation nor continued provisional accreditation has its provisional accreditation revoked.  A Public Works Agency on probation that is neither reinstated on full accreditation nor granted continued probation has its accreditation revoked.

A Public Works Agency on full accreditation that does not have its full accreditation continued is automatically placed on probationary status for a period of not less than one year.  The placement of a Public Works Agency on probation is a clear warning that, if it does not substantially correct the deficiencies noted by the Council, the Public Works Agency will have its accreditation revoked at the end of the probationary period.

The Council has the authority to delete a Public Works Agency from the list of approved agencies when the Council has sufficient documentary evidence that the Public Works Agency is no longer a functional entity.  At a subsequent time the Public Works Agency may reapply for accreditation without prejudice.

10.  VOLUNTARY WITHDRAWAL FROM ACCREDITED STATUS.  

The chief elected or appointed official of the public agency in which a Public Works Agency is located may request the removal of a Public Works Agency from the published list of accredited agencies.  The Council will comply with that request and delete the Public Works Agency.  At a subsequent time the Public Works Agency may reapply for accreditation without prejudice.

11.  APPEAL OF DECISION OF THE COUNCIL

a.  Filing an Appeal.  The chief elected or appointed official of the public agency, or the chief public works officer may appeal any of the decisions of the Council specified in Section 11.b. below within 30 days of receipt of written notice of the Council's decision.  The appeal must specify the grounds on which the appeal is made.  The appeal should be addressed to the Executive Director of the American Public Works Association.  The burden of presenting the argument initially, and/or persuading the appeals body, rests with the Public Works Agency filing the appeal.

b.  Appealable Decisions.  Only the following decisions of the Council may be appealed:

(1)  In the case of a Public Works Agency applying for an initial site visit, a denial of the initial visit;

(2)  In the case of a Public Works Agency applying for accreditation, a denial of full or provisional accreditation;

(3)  In the case of a Public Works Agency applying for accreditation, the award of provisional instead of full accreditation;

(4)  In the case of a provisionally accredited Public Works Agency, a denial of full accreditation, continued provisional accreditation, or revocation of provisional accreditation;

(5)  In the case of a provisionally accredited Public Works Agency, a decision to place the Public Works Agency on probation;

(6)  In the case of a Public Works Agency on probationary status, a decision to continue probation or to revoke accreditation;

(7)  In the case where the Council decides to request the next site visit in a fewer number of years than the normal intervals defined in Section 4.b. above.

c.  Formation of ad hoc Appeal Panel.  Within 30 days of receipt of the appeal, the Executive Director of the American Public Works Association names three members of an ad hoc Appeal Panel, and three alternates, no one of whom shall have had affiliation with the Public Works Agency filing the appeal or with the accreditation process relating to that Public Works Agency.  Staff of the Council determines the willingness of the designated principals and alternates to serve and notifies the Public Works Agency of the names of the three principals.  If the Public Works Agency shows good cause why a named principal is unacceptable, an alternate who is acceptable to both parties is selected.

d.  The Meeting of the Appeal Panel.  The Appeal Panel meets within 90 days of the date on which the Public Works Agency is notified of the adverse decision by the Council or on a date mutually acceptable to the Public Works Agency, the Appeal Panel, and the Council representative.  The Public Works Agency may have one or more representatives appear before the Panel to make an oral and/or written presentation and to respond to questions from the Panel.  The Chairperson of the Council designates a representative to appear before the Appeal Panel to support the decision of the Council and to respond to questions of the Appeal Panel.  Either party may be represented by counsel; however, the proceeding is conducted on an informal basis.  The Appeal Panel may request the assistance of counsel to provide guidance in the interpretation and resolution of legal or procedural problems that may arise in the context of an appeal.

e.  Documents To Be Considered by the Appeal Panel.  The issues addressed by the Appeal Panel are limited to those included in the appeal made by the Public Works Agency.  The panel, the appellant, the Council’s representative, and legal counsel will be furnished with all of the documents reviewed by the Council in making its decision and the letter notifying the Public Works Agency of the Council’s decision.  Changes which may have been made by the Public Works Agency that would alter the nature of the programs described in these documents may not be considered by the Appeal Panel.

f.  Decisions of the Panel.  The function of an Appeal Panel in a given case is to review the decision of the Council based on the record that was before the Council at the time of its decision.  In the event that the decision of the Council is not upheld, the case will be remanded to the Council for disposition in a manner not inconsistent with the findings of the Appeal Panel.

g.  Reporting of the Decision of the Panel.  The report of the Panel, including the decision and  reasons for such, is prepared within 30 days and is addressed to the President of the American Public Works Association.  Copies are forwarded to the chief elected or appointed official of the public agency, to the chief public works officer, and to the chairperson of the Council.


12.  FINANCIAL SUPPORT OF THE ACCREDITATION PROGRAM.  

The costs of the accreditation program are met by application and annual fees, by charges paid by agencies for site visits, and by contributions from the American Public Works Association or others. The Council may accumulate a reasonable surplus for future contingent needs.  The Council normally sets fees on a three-year basis, but reserves the right to adjust fees upon written notice to all current applicants and accredited agencies.  Site visit costs are charged to the Public Works Agency on an actual cost basis.  Current schedules of fees and site visit charges are available from the Council.

13.  CONFIDENTIALITY OF RECORDS.  

The records of the Council and of ad hoc Appeal Panels used in making decisions on the accreditation of agencies and recommendations on all applications before it, and all records of the Council relating to accreditation, shall be kept confidential except:

a.  Listings of all categories of accredited agencies are published, as determined by the Council and specified above;

b.  Disclosure is made in those instances in which the Council is legally required to disclose information;

c.  At the request of the chief elected or appointed official of the public agency, information on a specific Public Works Agency may be made available upon request to other agencies or organizations;

d.  In the case of an appeal, the Council's decision as recorded in the minutes is available to the Board of Directors of the American Public Works Association.



