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As provided in section 511.612 of title 5, Code of Federal Regulations, this decision constitutes a
certificate that is mandatory and binding on all administrative, certifying, payroll, disbursing, and
accounting officials of the government. The agency is responsible for reviewing its classification
decisions for identical, similar, or related positions to ensure consistency with this decision. There
is no right of further appeal. This decision is subject to discretionary review only under conditions
and time limits specified in the Introduction to the Position Classification Standards, appendix 4,
section G (address provided in appendix 4, section H).

Decision sent to:

[appellant’ s name and address] [name and address of gppdlant’'s servicing
personnel office)]

Ms. Donna D. Beecher, Director
Office of Human Resources Management
U.S. Department of Agriculture

J.L. Whitten Building, Room 402W
1400 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20250



Introduction

On May 5, 2000, the Chicago Oversight Divison of the U.S. Office of Personne Management (OPM)
accepted a classfication apped from [name of appdlant]. His postionis currently dassfied as Agricultura
Engineer, GS-890-11. However, the appdlant believes the classification should be Agriculturd Enginesr,
GS-890-12. He works in the [Name] Team, [Name] Office, [Name] State Conservationist’s Office,
Naturd Resources Consarvation Service (NRCS), U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), [City, State].
We accepted and decided his appeal under section 5112 of title 5, United States Code (U.S.C.).

General issues

In his April 18, 2000, gpped |etter the appdlant stated that his work meets the criteriafor the GS-12 leve
in the Agricultura Engineering Series, GS-890. He maintains that the geographical area of assgnment
provides acomplex and diverse range of problems associated with geology, topography, climate, land use,
and water table levels in developing solutions to agricultural waste management. The appdlant says that
his independence of operation and freedom from technica review are dso indicative of the GS-12 leve.

To support his contention that his work is of a higher level than that credited, the appelant pointsto the
computer gpplication program he developed for the design of agriculturd waste management fadilities This
he later modified and distributed to other engineersin the state for their use. He adlso satesthat hiswork
requires the services of a Licensed Professonal Engineer with independent authority to sed and sgn
completed designs and drawings which he believes enhances the grade leve worth of his work. He
maintains that because of his enginear’ slicense and the * engineering respongbility” that has been transferred
to him by his supervisor, thisis the grade controlling issue.

The above statements raise procedurd issues that must be addressed. By law, we must classify positions
soldy by comparing their current duties and responsibilities, assigned by management and performed by
the employee, to OPM position classification sandards (PCS) and guiddines (5 U.S.C. 5106, 5107, and
5112). Having alicense or other sate certification does not directly affect the grading of apodtion. Inthe
Federd government, an engineer a any level may or may not sed and Sign design documentation. Thisfact
isnot indicetive of the nature of the employee' s assgnments or the persona skill and knowledge required
to perform the work.

The appdlant offered as an example of higher level work the computer gpplication spreadsheet he wrote
to amplify the design of agriculturd waste facilities A onetime project cannot be grade contralling. Only
assgnments that are assigned by management and are regular and recurring, i.e., occupying 25 percent or
more of apostion work time, may control the classification of a pogtion.



Position information

The gppelant functions as a member of the [Name] Team, which dso indudes a Soil Consarvationist, GS
457-12; a Soil Scientist, GS-470-11; and one other Agricultura Engineer, GS-890-11. The team is
responsible for working on projects to address animal nutrient management issues and provide technica
and engineering assstance in the [Name] Counties of [State]. The appdlant plans, surveys, designs, and
supervises the congtruction of agriculturd waste management systems. He designs a variety of structures
to store, contain, or treat anima feedlot waste or develops other measures that address varying ste
conditions, e.g., soil composition, water table proximity, seepage factors, evaporation rates, eic. He
develops and submits design plans to the [State] Department of Environment and Naturd Resources
(DENR) for regulatory gpprova, oversees the construction of the resulting structurd projects, and prepares
“ashuilt” drawings of thefind sructuresthemsalves. The work requires the skills of a professond engineer.

Series and Title Determination

The Agricultura Engineering Series, GS-890, includes professiona engineering postions such asthisthat
reguire primarily the application of the engineering principlesin combingtion with knowledge of one or more
agriculturd fidds. The gppellant does not dispute the occupationa series to which his pogtion is assigned.
Therefore, GS-890 is the proper series and Agricultural Engineer is the appropriate title.

Grade determination

The Agriculturd Engineering Series, GS-890, position classfication standard, dated June 1967, is written
in narrative format and uses two classification factors, Nature of assgnment and Leve of respongibility, to
determine grade levels. The position is evauated as follows:.

Nature of assignment

Thisfactor is primarily concerned with the degree of difficulty and complexity involved in the assgnmen.

Among the elements considered under this factor are knowledges and skills required; the degree of
planning and coordination involved; and the extent to which precedents, methods, and techniques are
available. The gppdlant provides the following rationae regarding this factor:

The element concerning precedents, methods, and techniques available has not been properly evaluated in assigning
the grade level to my current position. General guidanceis available in Technical Guides, and engineering references,
however the techniques and methods that | utilize are developed independently. In fact, | developed computer
applications for the design of Agricultural Waste Management Facilities, and later modified these to comply with
state regul atory regquirements and then distributed these tools for use by other engineersin [State]. | devel oped the
concept and logic incorporated into this design spreadsheet and the methods and techniques are not availablein
any reference or guide. | continue to maintain this design spreadsheet, to reflect changes required by State
regulatory agencies.
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Asa the GS-11 levd, the gppdlant performs the full range of standard work assgnments for Agricultura
Engineers. They are characterized as complete assgnments requiring the planning and coordination of work
of dgnificant scope and complexity. The appdlant is afull operaing specidist in dl of the conventiond
agpects of his professon. The technica methods he employs involve a thorough knowledge of available
techniques and literature, and he must gpply ingenuity in modifying and adapting Sandard procedures. As
one of two Agriculturd Engineers assigned to the [Name] Team responsible for one-hdf of the State of
[Name], he performs the full range of engineering work on the projectsto which heisassgned. Hedesigns,
submits for permitting, and modifies designs to meet current state requirements, supervises condruction, and
prepares “as built” drawings of earthwork water retention and sedimentation ponds, including the associated
diversgon dykes and pipe controls that serve as nutrient containment fecilities. The gppdlant typicaly must
use careful judgment in adgpting and modifying sandard agricultural engineering practices to meet the unique
chdlenges presented by the particular soil, topography, agriculturd use, and geology of the area or specific
project sSte. For example, hiswork includes projects such as those involving the storage, trestment, and
utilization of large amounts of anima waste. His work is condstent with that of GS-11 Agriculturd
Engineers who typicaly provide agricultura engineering assstance on soil and water problemsto farmers,
landowners, and othersin alarge geographica area (e.g., Satewide) which pose a variety of engineering
problems.

By comparison, GS-12 Agricultural Engineers are recognized as mature and specidized workers, who are
equipped to ded with the advanced aspects or problems of their professon. They are distinguished from
their GS-11 counterparts by the broader scope, greater depth of treatment, more varied subject matter,
gpplication of more criticd judgment, and the increesing number of consderations which must be taken into
account in order to make accurate decisons. Work is characterized by the presence of many variables,
which require gpplication of aknowledge of diversfied agriculturd engineering principles and practicesin
abroad area of assgnment. They must goply a high degree of judgment and origindity in planning work,
modifying procedures, and evauating and making compromises among a number of dternate solutions.

The gppellant’ s nature of assgnment does not match the complex and diverse range of problems described
a the GS-12 level where the engineering work is characterized by the occurrence of many varigbles
requiring application of knowledge of diversfied agriculturd engineering principles and practicesin abroad
area of assgnment. By way of example, the sandard states that a typical assgnment would involve
providing broad technica guidance and coordinetion of activities aimed at the solution of difficult specidized
agricultural engineering problems throughout a large geographic area (e.g., a State). The appdlant’s
assgnments are speciaized, but are of a standard nature and do not cover the broad area described for
GS-12. Accordingly, thisfactor is credited at the GS-11 levd.

Level of responsibility

This factor includes consideration of the supervisory control exercised over the work, persond work
contacts, and recommendations, decisions, commitments, and conclusions made by the employee. The
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gopdlant provides the following rationde for this factor:

My position description states that the Assistant State Conservationist for Field Operations formulates overall
administrative objectives for our Team. The Assistant State Conservationist for Field Operations is also my
administrative supervisor, and a non-engineer. | would agree with the assessment regarding our Team's
administrative leader providing overall Team guidance. However, | do not agree with the statement that the State
Conservation Engineer (SCE) provides technical guidance. In thetwo years and five monthsthat | have occupied
this position, the State Conservation Engineer has never indicated the guides, techniques, procedures, source
material, lines of approach, and/or variables to be considered in the completion of my engineering duties. On the
contrary, the SCE has solicited input regarding technical guidance documents which I have provided, not only
related to my present position but also for other engineering activitiesin the state

Neither my supervisor nor the State Conservation Engineer provides assistance in overcoming difficulties that arise
in the course of my work. My work products are completed independently, from theinitial planning with producers,
investigations, through the design process, review and approval by State regulatory agencies, construction layout,
construction oversight, and final certification. Thiswould include any and all necessary technical contacts with
state or local zoning authorities to assist landowners with compliance in implementing the conservation practices
that | have designed.

The appdlant fully meets the GS-11 level where Agriculturd Engineers are expected to work without
upervisory direction except in very difficult cases where anumber of deviations from existing practices must
be made. In these cases, such direction is given during the planning stages of the project rather than asthe
work progresses.  His completed work is typicaly not spot checked for technical adequacy and
conformance with policy and regulations, as described for GS-11 engineers. However, dl completed
designs are submitted for review to the [State] DENR, which must gpprove them prior to beginning work.
Work relationships and contacts are made to exchange ideas or information regarding projects and to
assure that assgned work is being accomplished properly. Contacts are typicdly with farmers, ranchers,
contractors, state agencies, and private groups to explain procedures, coordinate activities, and obtain
cooperation.

At the GS-12 levd, on the other hand, engineers receive ingructions in the form of broad objectives and
relative priorities for completion of work. They work with condderable freedom from technica control and
are respongble for sdecting the proper engineering methods and carrying assgnments through to
completion. Technicd guidanceis limited except for controversa issues, which may have an impact on
agency policy, and completed work is reviewed for adequacy in terms of meeting broad organizationa
objectives and for compliance with established policdes. GS-12 Agriculturd Enginears maintain liaison with
officids in other Federd departments and bureaus, state and local governments, universities, private
contractors, and the general public. These activities often congtitute a considerable proportion of their
work. Ascompared to the GS-11 level, GS-12 Agricultural Engineers have considerably more contacts
requiring the resolution of problems that involve basic program differences. Decisons and recommendations
based on the gpplication of standard engineering practices are rardly changed by higher authority other than
for reasons of policy, public relations, or budgetary consderations.
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Aspects of how the gppellant receives, performs and completes his assgnments gpproach the GS-12 leve
of responshility. GS-12 engineersreceive indructionsin terms of broad objectives and rdative priority in
completing assgnments of GS-12 level scope and complexity. In contrast, the appellant's team receives
an gpproved projects list through a many-tiered process coordinated between the state DENR and state
NRCS personnel. While the appdlant is responsible for sdlecting the proper engineering methods and for
independently carrying assignments through to completion, his assgnments are not as complicated as
described a the GS-12 leved. His assgnments are rdatively dandard in the fidd of animd waste
management. He hasto adgpt available guiddines to meet oecific conditions rather than develop new or
innovative solutions to very complex problems. While there may be no person in the chain of command to
gpot check hiswork, hiswork is reviewed for adequacy by officiasin the [State] DENR. Also, contacts
typicd of the GS-12 are more extendve than those indicated by the gppdlant, and are established to resolve
problems which involve basic program differences as opposed to resolving problems associated with the
specific project at hand. Accordingly, thisfactor is credited at the GS-11 levd.

Decision

The position is correctly classified as Agriculturd Engineer, GS-890-11.
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