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Mr. Chairman and members of the Subcommittee, I appreciate the opportunity to submit a 

statement for this Subcommittee’s consideration.  The National Agricultural Statistics Service 

administers the U.S. agricultural statistics program, which began at the United States Department 

of Agriculture (USDA) in 1863.  NASS also conducts the quinquennial U.S. Census of 

Agriculture, first collected by the Department of Commerce in 1840.  Both programs are aligned 

with the basic mission of NASS to provide timely, accurate, and useful statistics in service to 

U.S. agriculture. 

 

Agricultural Estimates 

NASS’s annual agricultural estimates reports are critically important to assess the current supply 

and demand in agricultural commodities.  They are extremely valuable to producers, 

agribusinesses, farm organizations, commodity groups, economists, public officials, and others 

who use the data for decision-making.   The statistics disseminated by NASS support fairness in 

markets ensuring buyers and sellers have access to the same official statistics at the same pre-

announced time.  This prevents markets from being influenced by “inside” information, which 

might unfairly affect market prices for the gain of an individual market participant.  The 

efficiency of commodity markets is enhanced by the free flow of information, which minimizes 

price fluctuations for U.S. producers.  Statistical measures help the competitiveness of our 

Nation’s agricultural industry and have become increasingly important as producers rely more on 

world markets for their sales.   

 

The U.S. food and agricultural sector relies on reliable statistical information.  The NASS 

statistical program serves most U.S. agricultural commodity data needs and supplies important 

economic, environmental, and demographic data that informs policy decisions that impact the 

livelihood and quality of life of rural residents.   

 

The Risk Management Agency relies on NASS annual county estimates to administer crop 

insurance programs that provide U.S. farmers a safety net ensuring protection against 

unpredictable growing conditions.  Additionally, the Farm Service Agency relies on NASS 

county level data to administer the Conservation Reserve Program, crop revenue support 

programs, and emergency assistance payments.   Having accurate estimates from an unbiased 

data source, has added fairness and transparency to the overall process. 

 

Additionally, NASS is undertaking a transformation of its business process for collecting, 

processing, analyzing, and disseminating agricultural statistics.  NASS identified six operational 

initiatives that allow the agency with the opportunity to improve data quality, create business 

cost efficiencies, improve career opportunities to its staff, and position the agency to better serve 
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the statistical needs of USDA and agricultural data users.  These efforts include centralizing IT 

services throughout the agency; standardizing systems; collecting data in the field through the 

use of computer assisted personal interviewing that relays the data into the NASS systems in 

real-time; centralizing telephone data collection; and utilizing video teleconferencing in lieu of 

certain travel.  As a result of the centralized data collection initiative, NASS has opened a 

National Operations Center in St. Louis, Missouri and will begin operations in October.  This 

facility will handle questionnaire processing, telephone data collection, training of telephone and 

field enumerators and statisticians and list maintenance from one central location. These efforts 

are being implemented without the request for additional appropriated funding and will 

eventually result in cost savings to the U.S. taxpayers. 

 

NASS has also embarked on a research program to improve the quality and accuracy of our 

estimates.  Projects include editing and imputation research to make the pre-summary analytical 

processes more efficient, model based estimation and forecasting to make NASS estimates more 

reproducible, and remote sensing measurements to increase the accuracy of estimates.   

 

Census of Agriculture 

NASS is currently preparing for the 2012 Census of Agriculture.  The initial mail out to the 

Nation’s farmers and ranchers will be in December 2012.  The Census of Agriculture is taken 

every 5 years and provides comprehensive data at the national, state, and county level on the 

agricultural sector.  The Census of Agriculture is the only source for this information on a local 

level and is extremely important to the agricultural community.  These data were used 

extensively by USDA to help answer both internal and Congressional questions during the 2008 

Farm Bill debate and will be as critical for the next Farm Bill.  Detailed information at the 

county level helps agricultural organizations, suppliers, handlers, processors, and wholesalers 

and retailers better plan their operations.  Demographic information supplied by the Census of 

Agriculture also provides a very valuable database for developing public policy for rural areas.  

In addition to the 50 States, the Census of Agriculture programs are conducted in Puerto Rico, 

the Virgin Islands, Guam, and the Commonwealth of the Northern Mariana Islands.  Results 

from all of the censuses are made available on the NASS website. 

 

The authority to conduct the Census of Agriculture was transferred to USDA in 1997.  During 

the past 14 years, NASS has made significant strides to continually improve this vital data series.  

For the first time in history, respondents had the option of reporting electronically through the 

Internet on the 2007 Census of Agriculture.  NASS also targeted improved coverage for the 2007 

Census of Agriculture by working closely with Community Based Organizations and American 

Indians tribes and reservations to increase awareness of the importance of being represented.  

NASS published a report by watershed using data from the 2007 Census of Agriculture. Finally, 

NASS continues to listen to Congress and industry on the ever expanding need for additional 

agricultural statistics.  For example, the 2012 Census of Agriculture includes an entire section on 

organic agriculture, a new section covering on-farm renewable energy, an expanded list of 

questions on land use practices, and sales data collected along-side production questions.  For the 

first time, NASS also plans to pick up information on agro-forestry, on-farm packing facilities, 

and farms that sell to intermediary outlets    These are just a few of the improvements and 

successes achieved over the first decade of the Census of Agriculture at USDA.  Having the 

Census of Agriculture within USDA enables the census to be more responsive to USDA data 

needs. 
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Major Activities of the National Agricultural Statistics Service  

The ongoing expansion of global markets for U.S. goods and services continues to increase the 

need for modern and reliable statistical information.  The surveys and censuses conducted by 

NASS contribute significantly to economic decisions made by policymakers, agricultural 

producers, lenders, transporters, processors, wholesalers, retailers and, ultimately, consumers.  

NASS estimates have proven to provide critically important principal economic indicators for the 

agricultural food and fiber industry.  Lack of relevant, timely, and accurate data contributes to 

wasteful inefficiencies throughout the entire production and marketing system.   

 

An example of one of the many important surveys conducted by NASS is the Agricultural 

Resource Management Survey (ARMS).  This survey is conducted in cooperation with the 

USDA’s Economic Research Service and is the primary input in developing the Nation’s farm 

income statements used as one of the Nation’s principal economic indicators. The ARMS 

provides vitally important information on the financial health of the farming sector and is heavily 

used by program analysts to determine the success and future scope of farm policies and 

programs.   

 

The need for timely, accurate, and useful statistics on U.S. agriculture continues to be 

emphasized throughout the sector.  A few examples highlight the importance these data have on 

the market place and agricultural producers ability to manage their operations.  The importance 

of accurate agricultural data can be demonstrated through the ever expanding use of the NASS 

county estimates for administering farmer safety nets.  Specifically, NASS county estimates 

impact billions of dollars insured through the Risk Management Agency’s Group Risk Program 

and Group Risk Income Program.  The difference of one bushel in an average county yield 

estimate may result in the incorrect decision on indemnity payments.  Farmers trust and demand 

that these data be an accurate gauge for administering these very important safety nets.   

 

NASS works cooperatively with each State Department of Agriculture throughout the year to 

provide commodity, environmental, economic, and demographic statistics for agriculture.  This 

cooperative program, which began in 1917, has served the agricultural industry well and is 

recognized as an excellent model of successful State-Federal cooperation.  Approximately sixty 

percent of the NASS staff is located in its 46 field offices; 21 of these offices are collocated with 

State Departments of Agriculture or land-grant universities.  Working together helps meet both 

State and national data needs while minimizing overall costs by consolidating staff and 

resources, eliminating duplication of effort, and reducing the reporting burden on the Nation’s 

farm and ranch operators.  Covering all fifty States and Puerto Rico, NASS provides statistical 

information that serves national, State, and local data needs. 

 

NASS has been a leader among Federal agencies in providing electronic access to information.  

All reports issued by NASS' Agricultural Statistics Board are made available to the public at a 

previously announced release time to ensure that everyone is given equal access to the 

information.  All national statistical reports and data products, including graphics, are available 

on the Internet, as well as in printed form, at the time they are released.  Customers are able to 

electronically subscribe to NASS reports and can download any of these reports in an easily 

accessible format using standard software.  NASS also provides free Rich Site Summary and 

Podcast feeds to interested data users.  This technology sends an alert or audio clip directly to 
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data users when content of interest is posted to the NASS Web site.  A summary of NASS and 

other USDA statistical data are produced annually in USDA’s Agricultural Statistics, available 

on the Internet through the NASS home page, on CD-ROM disc, or in hard copy.  All forty-six 

NASS field offices have home pages on the Internet that provide access to special statistical 

reports and information on current local commodity conditions and production. 

 

The primary activity of NASS is to provide reliable data for decision-making based on unbiased 

surveys and the Census of Agriculture to meet the current data needs of the agricultural industry.  

Farmers, ranchers, and agribusinesses voluntarily respond to a series of nationwide surveys about 

crops, livestock, prices, chemical use and other agricultural activities.  Surveys are conducted 

during the growing season to measure the impact of weather, pests, and other factors on crop 

production.  Many crop surveys are supplemented by actual field observations in which various 

plant counts and measurements are made.  Administrative data from other State and USDA 

agencies, as well as data on imports and exports, are thoroughly analyzed and utilized by the 

agency to supplement survey data.  NASS prepares estimates for over 120 crops and 45 livestock 

items which are published annually in more than 500 separate reports. 

 

NASS’s Statistical Research Program is conducted to improve methods and techniques used for 

collecting, processing, and disseminating agricultural data.  This research is directed toward 

achieving higher quality census and survey data with less burden on respondents, producing 

more accurate and timely statistics for data users, and increasing the efficiency of the entire 

process.  Graphical products simultaneously displaying progress and condition were developed 

to make it easier for data users and analysts to see the effects of conditions on the crop.   

Research has also allowed NASS to utilize real-time acreage and yield indications based on 

remote sensing methodology to assist in estimating acreage and production for select major corn 

and soybean States.   This adds another objective measure to aid in accurately forecasting current 

year crop production.   The growing diversity and specialization of the Nation's farm operations 

have greatly complicated procedures for producing accurate agricultural statistics.  Developing 

new sampling and survey methodology, expanding modes of data collection, including electronic 

data reporting, and exploiting computer intensive processing technology enables NASS to keep 

pace with an increasingly complex agricultural industry.   

 

NASS conducts a number of special surveys, as well as provides consulting services for many 

USDA agencies, other Federal or State agencies, universities, and agricultural organizations on a 

cost-reimbursable basis.  Consulting services include assistance with survey methodology, 

questionnaire and sample design, information resource management, and statistical analysis.  

NASS has been very active in assisting USDA agencies in programs that monitor nutrition, food 

safety, environmental quality, and customer satisfaction.  In cooperation with State Departments 

of Agriculture, land-grant universities, and industry groups, NASS conducts over 200 special 

surveys each year covering a wide range of issues such as farm injury, nursery and horticulture, 

farm finance, fruits and nuts, vegetables, and cropping practices.  All results from these 

reimbursable efforts are made publicly available. 

 

NASS provides technical assistance and training to improve agricultural survey programs in 

other countries in cooperation with other government agencies on a cost-reimbursable basis.  The 

NASS international program focuses on the developing and emerging market countries in Asia, 

Central and South America, and Eastern Europe.  Accurate foreign country information is 
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essential for the orderly marketing of U.S. farm products throughout the world.  NASS works 

directly with countries by assisting in the application of modern statistical methodology, 

including sample survey techniques.   

 

NASS annually seeks input on improvements and priorities from the public through the 

Secretary of Agriculture’s Advisory Committee on Agriculture Statistics, interaction with 

producers at major commodity meetings, data user meetings with representatives from 

agribusinesses and commodity groups, special briefings for agricultural leaders during the 

release of major reports, and numerous individual contacts.  As a result of these activities, the 

agency has made adjustments to its statistics program, published reports, and expanded 

electronic access capabilities to better meet the statistical needs of customers and stakeholders. 

   

This concludes my statement, Mr. Chairman.  Thank you for the opportunity to submit this 

statement for the record. 


