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USDA Modernization
Efficiency and improved customer service has been the consistent theme for NASCOE throughout the Farm Bill deliberations.  

If Congress truly wants to move forward with Modernization for the sake of efficiency, customer service, and a futuristic USDA, NASCOE is ready to assist. 

NASCOE believes that a successful modernization must include the national office, state offices and county offices. The cost of middle management must be evaluated to determine its importance in customer service and agency performance. The failure to address the entire delivery system from top to bottom will lead to the same results of past attempts and not a better organized USDA. 

The fact that local service center agencies have two undersecretaries creates numerous problems in the delivery system. One primary problem is the occurrence of battles over turf protection rather than saving taxpayer dollars.  Eliminating overlapped administrative teams at the national level such as space acquisition and purchasing will be an immediate cost savings. In addition, computer software packages can be trimmed from 2 to 1 (e.g. toolkit and Arc Map). Computer systems that can migrate to one system will eliminate multiple contracts for different equipment that fails to communicate electronically. Administrative efficiencies will be accomplished in contracting services for copiers, phones, faxes and space. 

NASCOE recommends that conservation program duties be reassigned. The conservation programs need to be assigned according to expertise.
Farm Service Agency

· All phases of conservation programs defined as administrative (e.g. applications, contract maintenance and payments)

Natural Resources Conservation Service

· All phases of conservation programs defined as technical (e.g. practice development, on site determinations, and contract compliance)

These reassignments allow each agency to utilize their abilities and resources in the most efficient manner. FSA has consistently been able to deliver programs with an average administrative cost of 6.2% of program outlays. NRCS has recently used as much as 24.2% of the conservation allocation for administrative expenses rather than focusing these dollars on more conservation practice implementation for producers.

NASCOE supports the elimination of duplicative duties within USDA creating a significant budget savings within the department. Maintaining an FSA county office presence continues to be very important to farmers and ranchers.  It is recommended that FSA be made the sole agency for crop reporting data collection. Currently, USDA is paying administrative funds to three different crop data collecting agencies (FSA, NASS and RMA). Interestingly, Government Accounting Office (GAO) audits have repeatedly recommended FSA be given responsibility of claims processing for RMA dramatically reducing erroneous payments and significantly reducing government outlays. Centralizing all data management within one agency, rather than handling by multiple agencies, will provide additional savings for USDA. 

Appropriators have alluded to millions of tax payer funds wasted annually on the current Animal Identification system without achieving a measurable success in the program. The tomato industry has suffered devastating financial losses due to the inability to trace a source of disease.  Likewise, the peanut industry has fallen victim to the inability to trace disease outbreak origins. The livestock industry could suffer the same type of devastating losses without a successful program. Failure to place an agency in charge of this program that constantly interacts with livestock producers threatens the livestock industry.  Placing FSA in charge of this program is an obvious choice due to successful delivery track records. States such as Wisconsin with the most significant numbers of registered premises have had FSA involvement. The most dangerous aspect of leaving the program in the hands of entities not regularly dealing with producer records is that data quickly becomes 'stale' and useless in event of a disease outbreak. FSA has an established local presence unlike any other government agency or contractor.
NASCOE supports establishing a more realistic business model that places more of the USDA employees at the grassroots level rather than in the embroiled bureaucracy of the South Building. Adopt the models of successful businesses that will allow disbursement of the workforce from the national office. The use of modern communication technology has made this possible such as Blackberries, video conferencing, Webinar, email, laptops, PDA’s, and Net Meeting. A recent New York Times article, by Mark Everson stated, “the high cost of living in and near the District of Columbia chases away talent.” It continues, “The median salary of a federal employee in the Washington area is $90,000. Contractors’ consulting firms and other organizations in the area that work for the government pay considerably more, and the huge increase in government spending since 2001 has produced remarkable wealth. Several Washington-area counties are now among the richest in the nation. It makes no sense to continue spending taxpayers’ money in an already wealthy region while other areas struggle economically”. Imagine the operational cost savings by placing employees in more rural areas with lower operating costs and regional salary savings. A tremendous benefit of this option would be the ability to recruit the best and the brightest for USDA without the disconcerting challenges of locating to Washington, DC. Why can’t experienced employees be State and National specialists from local rural areas with the modern technology available?

County service centers should maintain a minimum level of workload and /or efficiency rating.  Any county or group of counties that does not meet an appropriate rating would require a request from the county committee to the respective state committee to the national office on why that county service center should remain open or be closed. The national office would consult with the appropriate congressional offices and a decision on the continuing operation of that particular service center would be established. 

These suggestions follow the theme of efficiency and service necessary to achieve a more Modern USDA designed appropriately to serve producers now and throughout the ever evolving future.  NASCOE respectfully requests consideration be given to make the most progressive movements in the last century toward government reform.



Bonnie Heinzman, President    711 5th St, New Martinsville, WV  26155     Cell (304) 266 2480     bheinzman@suddenlink.net  
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