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MEETING SUMMARY 

1. Introduction 
 
The Advisory Committee on Agriculture Statistics (ACAS) annual meeting was called to order 
by Committee Chair Carl Mattson on Tuesday, November 8, 2016, at 8:06 a.m. Present were 
16 of the 20 ACAS members, two Committee ex-officio representatives, and ten Senior 
Executive Service staff members from the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS). 
Committee members, NASS staff, and meeting guests were asked to introduce themselves, 
after which Mr. Mattson welcomed everyone to the meeting.  
 
Renee Picanso, who serves as the Advisory Committee Executive Director, welcomed the 
ACAS members to the USDA facilities, then discussed the Committee’s purpose and duties 
and thanked the members who participated in the previous Advisory Committee meeting in 
November 2015.  
 
Bryan Combs, Designated Federal Officer, reviewed the contents of attendees’ packets, which 
included a Confidentiality Certification form (ADM-004), a current list of ACAS members, 
and presentation materials for the meeting.  
 
Mrs. Picanso reviewed the Committee’s function and responsibilities and reminded members 
that the duties are solely advisory. The Committee represents the views and needs of both users 
and suppliers of agriculture statistics; its charge is to advise the Secretary on the conduct of the 
periodic census of agriculture, other surveys, and the types of information to obtain from 
survey respondents. The Committee also makes recommendations regarding the content of 
agricultural reports. Mrs. Picanso discussed the mission of NASS, which is to provide timely, 
accurate, and useful statistics in service to U.S. agriculture.  
 
NASS is responsible for administering USDA’s statistical estimating program and the every-
five-year Census of Agriculture, coordinating federal and state agricultural statistics needs, and 
conducting statistical research, including research for other federal agencies, state agencies, 
private organizations, and other countries. NASS does not:  
 
 Set policy 
 Regulate activities 
 Permit influence 
 Disclose individual records or  
 Favor any group above others  

2. 2015 Recommendations:  Review and Update  
 
Using a PowerPoint presentation, Mrs. Picanso reviewed the Advisory Committee’s 
recommendations from the November 2015 meeting and NASS’s response to each (Appendix 
B).  
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3. Research, Education, and Economics Mission Area Remarks 
 
Dr. Catherine Woteki, Under Secretary for Research, Education & Economics (REE) 
addressed the committee and noted the importance of the committee’s recommendations in 
shaping the role that NASS takes in US Agriculture.  Dr. Woteki discussed the mission of REE 
and how the REE agencies play a vital role in anticipating future problems and developing a 
knowledge base to address needs.  Dr. Woteki notes that in the last several years budget 
stringencies spurred changes and NASS has implemented a lot of business efficiencies.  She 
also noted that it will reach a point where we cannot do more with less and this is where the 
voice of this committee will become very important in prioritizing projects.  

4. State of NASS 
 
Hubert Hamer, NASS Administrator, welcomed and thanked everyone for taking time out of 
their busy schedules to help NASS chart its future. He stressed the importance of the Advisory 
Committee in this endeavor.  
 
Mr. Hamer provided an update on the Agency’s budget and the outlook for future budget 
planning. Mr. Hamer noted that the Advisory Committee can help NASS define what its base 
programs should be. This would provide guidance for NASS in determining which programs to 
suspend - in the event of funding changes in agricultural estimates programs. Mr. Hamer also 
informed the committee of several transitions in the NASS organizations which included: Joe 
Parsons, moving into the Director of the Methodology Division and serving as the Chair of the 
Agricultural Statistics Board, and that NASS would be conducting a job search for the open 
Statistics Division and Information Technology Division Director positions.  The committee 
was also presented with the NASS priorities including data quality, adapting to changing 
demographics, employee engagement, utilizing new technology, improving communication 
and improving the interface for data collection by electronic means. 
 
Mr. Hamer also noted the challenges NASS has been facing with response rates and the 
outreach efforts in partnering with commodity organizations to help stress the importance of 
statistical information to producers. 
 
Discussion:  In response to questions from Advisory Committee members related to additional 
data publications from the TOTAL survey it was noted that NASS has published all the 
information it can from the survey but ERS is still conducting research and plans on releasing 
additional information.   

5. 2017 Census of Agriculture and Census Programs 
 
Barbara Rater, Director, Census and Survey Division, provided an overview of Census 
programs and products. Mrs. Rater detailed the recent Census of Agriculture Content Test and 
the upcoming National Agricultural Classification Survey which helps to prepare NASS for the 
2017 Census of Agriculture.  In addition, Mrs. Rater covered the currently scheduled Census 
program activities for the next few years.  The planned 2017 Census of Agriculture data 
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products were also shared with the committee. These included the U.S. and State, Volume 1, 
Congressional District profiles, Zip Code tabulations, Watersheds, Race, Ethnicity, and Gender 
profiles, and Typology. 

 
Discussion:  The committee had several questions and an active discussion on responding to 
the Census through electronic means.  The committee was interested in how to make it easier 
and less burdensome to report electronically, how producers would be notified of survey 
eligibility, and how NASS would communicate the benefits of online reporting to data 
providers.  Mrs. Rater noted to the committee members that many of the questions are areas 
that NASS is exploring the best course of action for and encouraged the members to make 
suggestions.  Several committee members agreed that sending a letter informing producers that 
a web form is available and asking them to sign up via the web to receive their Census form 
electronically would be a good option.  Committee members also noted that we should also 
consider diversity as some producers may prefer a paper form or need assistance from their 
CBO in completing the Census.  Data security was another topic the committee felt NASS 
need to address to respondents to ensure them their information would remain secure. 

6. County Estimates and Farm Structure Panel update 
 
Linda Young, Director, Research and Development Division, provided an overview of work 
being done with the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) expert panel on the NASS county 
estimates program. Dr. Young explained the increased focus on the NASS county estimates by 
FSA and RMA as a result of the 2014 Farm Bill requirements in the administration of farm 
programs.  The committee was provided an overview of the multiple programs leading to 
NASS county-level crop estimates and the questions/issues the NAS panel has been asked to 
help NASS address, including approaches to model-based estimates, additional data sources, 
and alternative publication standards.   
 
Joe Parsons, Director, Methodology Division, provided the committee an update on the work 
of the joint venture between the Economic Research Service (ERS) and NASS working with 
the National Academy of Sciences (NAS) to explore ways to improve data collection for 
complex farming operations.  Mr. Parsons explained that this NAS panel would be similar to 
the panel that Dr. Young described that would be looking into the county estimates program.  
The focus of this expert panel would be identifying best practices for account for multi-unit 
operations, identifying and collection information about value-added economic activities, and 
examining the concept of farm operator under various business structures.  
 
Discussion:  The Committee discussed using modeling for the purpose of county estimates and 
how Georeferencing could improve on the accuracy of modeled data.  Dr. Young explained 
that currently NASS doesn’t have the ability to gather data at that level of detail and also 
discussed the challenges of using other measures available such as zip code data.  The major 
problem with using this data is that as farms have become larger the mailing address of the 
operation may not correlate to the production area. The Committee also discussed farm 
structure, noting that this is not just an issue that impacts large farms but several farm in the 
$250,000 to 1 million sales size group and that it is a very complicated issue.  The committee 
thought that web-based reporting may be a good tool for exploring farm structure.       
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7. Response Rate Research Team 
 
Gerald Tillman, Chief, Survey Administration Branch, provided an overview of the NASS 
Response Rate Research Team. Mr. Tillman covered the goals and objective of the team and 
the early outcomes from feedback received from internal surveys of NASS staff.  The current 
challenges and plans moving forward were also presented to the committee.   
 
Discussion:  Committee members discussed and asked several questions related to NASS’s 
work with other statistical agencies where it was noted that NASS works with the University of 
Michigan, the Tripartite committee and the 13 principal statistical agencies to share 
information on how each collects data.  The committee noted that many in the farm population 
do not know where the data comes from and that working with the National Association of 
County Agricultural Agents could help get some of the information out to the producers.  State 
Ag Leadership Programs were another area that members felt could be explored.  Using an 
omnibus survey was also of interest to the committee.  Along with providing a reward to the 
producer such as providing the respondent with a benchmark of his operation against other 
operations and other producers of his commodity.   

8. Big Data Overview 
 
Linda Young, Director, Research and Development Division, presented the current NASS Big 
Data activates. Dr. Young outlined the use of web scraping, administrative data and remotely 
sensed data in urban agriculture, organics, horticulture, and local foods.  These are all 
emerging sectors of agriculture that tend to be smaller, more diverse, more, transient and more 
dispersed that more traditional farms in rural areas.  Dr. Young also noted to the committee 
that a recent JASON review of NASS remote sensing program was complimentary of the 
current efforts and provided recommendations for the future.  Given the cost associated with 
many of the Big Data projects it is important that priorities be set given the limited resources of 
the Agency.   
 
Discussion:  The committee applauded NASS work in the area and was interested in any work 
that NASS done to forge partnerships with experts in the private sector such as Google.  Dr. 
Young noted the difficulties with creating public/private agreement due to the laws and 
regulations surrounding NASS data products.  The committee also discussed that this a current 
struggle that producers are having with equipment manufactures and the collection of data. 

9. Communications Plan 
 
Sue King, Staff Director, Public Affairs Office, presented the updated communications plan.  
Ms. King presented the four strategies of Strengthen the NASS Identity, Strengthen Customer 
Relationships, Improve the Data Collection Experience, and Improve Data Product 
Presentations and Accessibility.  Website modernization was also covered along with the key 
findings and draft Census of Agriculture visuals were shared with the committee members.  
 
Discussion:  The committee shared very positive comments surrounding the website 
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improvements and increased use of infographics.  The committee provided some suggestions 
of utilizing partners to promote NASS data and possible creating a tabulation of how data is 
used each year.  Using YouTube was another area that the committee suggested could be 
useful to reach respondents that might not be as familiar with NASS.   

10. Public Comment Period 
 
The Chairman Mattson noted and read into the record that one public comment was included in 
the meeting materials.  One individual requested to address the committee at the meeting.  Mr. 
Sam Willet representing the National Corn Growers Association expressed appreciation to the 
NASS management team and communications team for work done with the corn, soybean and 
wheat commodity associations in improving response rates.  He was pleased to see survey 
instruments in review and encouraged the reviews to continue.  Mr. Willet expressed the need 
for NASS to make use of alternative data sources where available.  He also explained that he is 
emphasizing to his membership that they are responsible for an accurate payment system and 
responsible for reporting what the production experience is on the ground. 
 
One additional comment was received during the open comment period following the meeting. 
All written comments are included in the Appendix of this volume.   

11. Census Web Tool 
 
Elvera Gleaton, Senior Project Manager, Office of the Administrator, presented the committee 
with a side by side comparison of the previous Census EDR form along with the updated web-
based smart questionnaire.  Ms. Gleaton also informed the committee that the new web form 
had received a 508 Compliant rating of AA and with a few minor updates would be rated at 
AA.  The committee was provided with a brief walk through of the updated look and functions 
of the new web form and provided iPads to get a hands on experience using the form.  
 
Discussion:  Committee members displayed widespread interest and were encourage with the 
possibilities available in the new web form.  The committee members had a few questions 
concerning testing of different age groups along with some more specific questions related to 
content on the form and the navigation options on the web form.  Several member of the 
committee requested to share the link with producers in their networks for additional feedback, 
NASS encouraged them to do so and provide any feedback to NASS. 

12. Agricultural Resource Management Survey and Chemical Use Program Overview 
 
Gerald Tillman, Chief, Survey Administration Branch, presented the committee with an 
overview of the Agricultural Resource Management Survey program and the Chemical Use 
program. Both of these programs recently went through external audits and had specific 
recommendations that NASS wanted to gather feedback from the Advisory Committee on an 
ongoing basis. Mr. Tillman updated the committee on recent changes to each phase of the 
ARMS program. 
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Discussion:  Committee members noted that using DLG mapping would be an improvement to 
the ARMS II survey however the lat./long. points need to be captured because soil types might 
vary across the field.   

13. Discussion and Drafting of Recommendations 
 
The Advisory Committee spent much of Wednesday, November 9, developing the committee’s   
recommendations. The ten recommendations passed by the Committee are shown in the 
following section, along with NASS responses.  Committee elections were held where Ms. 
Kellie Bray was elected as the committee Chair and Dr. Brian Schilling was elected as the 
committee Vice Chair. 

14. Closing Remarks  
 
After the Committee discussed and passed its recommendations, Mrs. Picanso and Mr. Hamer 
thanked the members for volunteering their time to attend the meeting. Mr. Mattson, as 
Committee Chair, called the meeting officially adjourned at 12:45 p.m. on Wednesday, 
November 9, 2016.  
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ACAS 2016 RECOMMENDATIONS and NASS RESPONSE 

Recommendation No. 1:  The committee recommends that NASS Continue exploring the use of “big 
data” to improve and supplement their surveys, including web scraping, remote sensing and 
administrative data.  In addition, we recommend that NASS investigate cooperating with outside big data 
providers (Google, ClimateCorp, John Deere, Case IH, Google, Grocery Manufacturers Association, 
National Restaurant Association, etc). 

 
Background:  The availability and uses of big data have greatly expanded in recent years.  NASS is 
using several big data sources, but needs to continue to explore big data options and set priorities 
within the agency’s resources.  NASS has been a leader in the use of remote sensing data, and its 
program was complimented in the recent USDA report.  However, more opportunities in remote 
sensing and other areas exist.  NASS has used web scraping, administrative data, and remotely sensed 
data in urban agriculture, organics, horticulture, and local foods.  These emerging sectors of 
agriculture tend to be comprised of operations that are smaller, more diverse, and more transient than 
the more traditional farms that tend to be in rural areas. 
 
NASS Response:  NASS is establishing a data team with the purpose of identifying new and 
innovative ways to use alternative data sources that will lead to reduced respondent burden, increased 
efficiencies, and higher quality estimates. This team will investigate big data sources to determine 
their availability, feasibility, and value.   

Recommendation No. 2:  The committee recommends that NASS Continue developing “smart” web 
forms to collect data along with customizing them for their target users. 

 
Will update after meeting on 2-21 

Recommendation No. 3:  The committee recommends that NASS consider exploring alternatives to the 
full 5-year agricultural census, including a model with an abbreviated form from census years and an 
extended form every year to a random sample of respondents (similar to the decennial Census and 
American Community Survey). 

Background:  NASS conducts the Census of Agriculture every five years, in years ending in 2 and 7. 
The 2012 Census of Agriculture form consisted of 24 pages. Although the 2017 Census of 
Agriculture form will be 24 pages long, a short version of 16 pages will be sent to some farmers and 
ranchers. Given that the forms are sent to about three million people, the Census is a large burden on 
the agricultural community.  

NASS Response:  Through its Response Rate Review Team (RRRT), NASS is exploring numerous 
options to reduce respondent burden. A shortened Census of Agriculture form would greatly reduce 
burden. The challenge is to ensure that NASS is able to provide the same, or more, quality estimates 
using an alternative approach. In particular, one of the most valued products from the Census is the 
county-level profiles. Because farms are sparser than people, it is not immediately evident that these 
profiles could be provided with an alternative approach. That said, NASS does plan to begin 
exploring alternatives to the full 5-year agricultural census. 
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Recommendation No. 4:  The committee recommends that NASS pilot a benchmark data set which 
would only be available to survey respondents on a survey of NASS’s choice. 

 
Background:  NASS has over 100 years’ experience collecting agricultural statistics, hence we have 
very large, complex data sets at our disposal. Modern big data analytics tools present an opportunity 
for NASS to examine ways to use these data sets and develop tools that will provide our survey 
respondents “value added” for responding to our surveys, such as creating dashboards on data that 
can provide direct benefits to respondents. Some of the challenges of using big data to providing 
respondents data sets include data capture, visualization and information privacy.     

NASS Response: USDA (REE Mission Area) has formed a team to examine opportunities with an 
infrastructure bill.  NASS has a representative on this that can work with other USDA agencies to 
find ways to use big data to help NASS better harness our data sets and identify opportunities to 
provide producers data products.  

Recommendation No. 5:  The committee recommends that NASS consider utilizing a professional 
speaker to represent NASS at meetings and conventions around the U.S.  This would be someone who is 
very engaging and utilizes cool and informative NASS statistics to tell the story and encourage people to 
report and utilize a variety of approaches to publicize NASS and the importance of the data. 

 
Background:  NASS has and seeks many opportunities to speak with stakeholders, producers and 
policy makers throughout the year and across the United States.  These opportunities range from 
small, local ag-related meetings to very large, national ag-conferences.  NASS has many people who 
can and do routinely speak to these groups as part of their job.  Representing NASS at these events 
and communicating benefits of responding to surveys and of using NASS data is part of the job for 
many. Not everyone is a natural public speaker nor do they necessarily have public 
speaking/presentation training. 
NASS Response:  Hiring a professional speaker to present on behalf of NASS is not realistic given 
budgets and content expertise needed. One way to improve presentations would be to hire a public 
speaking coach to give staff most likely to be speaking to groups training in public speaking and 
presentation best practices.  Related training could be part of individual professional development 
plans for all staff.  

Recommendation No. 6:  The committee recommends that NASS working through the County Estimates 
Panel take additional steps to increase the number of county-level published estimates for production of 
specific agricultural commodities and cash rental rates, including modeling or revisiting publication 
standards. 

Background:  In the Agricultural Act of 2014, FSA was charged with administering the Agriculture 
Risk Coverage (ARC-CO), which provides revenue loss coverage at the county level. NASS’s 
estimates of yield, acreage and production are to be used to set the ARC-CO guarantee level, if they 
are available. 

NASS was directed through the 2008 Farm Bill to collect cash rents data for use by the Farm Service 
Agency (FSA) in program administration. The Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008, Section 
2110, states, “The Secretary (acting through the National Agricultural Statistics Service) shall 
conduct an annual survey of per acre estimates of county average market dry land and irrigated cash 
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rental rates for cropland and pastureland in all counties or equivalent subdivisions within each state 
that have 20,000 acres or more of cropland and pastureland.” In the Agricultural Act of 2014, the 
frequency with which the survey is to be conducted was changed to “not less frequently than every 
other year.” 

NASS publishes only estimates that meet its publication standards, which has led to estimates not be 
published for numerous counties in support of each of these programs.  

NASS Response:  At the request of NASS, the National Academy of Sciences and Engineering’s 
Committee on National Statistics has convened a panel to review the statistical methodology 
underlying both the county-level cash rents estimates and the county-level estimates of acreage, yield, 
and production. The review includes the publication standards and the potential use of modeled 
estimates in combination with survey estimates and alternative data sources, such as remotely-sensed 
data. The last meeting of the panel is to be held in 2017, and it is anticipated that the consensus report 
will be provided to NASS in 2018. NASS plans to explore all of the panel’s recommendations in its 
continuing efforts to produce as many reliable county-level estimates as possible. 

Recommendation No. 7:  The committee recommends that NASS work with the National Association of 
County Agricultural Agents and similar groups to (1) inform and educate personnel about the nature and 
importance of NASS data collection efforts and (2) have personnel encourage producer participation. 

 
Background:  The NASS structure consists of a full-time outreach position in each State (the New 
England States and Maryland/Delaware are combined and covered by one person each).  This 
position is primarily responsible for maintaining external relations with the State Department of 
Agriculture, our data users, providers, and state-wide partners.  This includes the Extension service 
and County Agricultural Agents.  As part of this outreach, the individual participates in and presents 
at many conferences each year.  These include producer and industry meetings. 
 

NASS Response:  In an effort to improve response and as a result of this suggestion, the State 
Statisticians who encumber these outreach positons have been charged to ensure their efforts reach 
beyond the State level contacts.  Specifically, during 2017 it has been made a performance priority to 
ensure outreach extends to the County level.  NASS will also ensure attendance at the National 
Association of County Agricultural Agents (NACAA) annual meeting in Salt Lake City, UT from 
July 9-13, 2017. 

Recommendation No. 8:  The committee recommends that NASS continue its organic data collection 
activities including the organic producer survey.  Additionally, the committee recommends that NASS 
and RMA continue to work together to ensure that data collected by NASS is able to be fully utilized by 
RMA in order to develop additional organic price elections for organic producers as required by the 2014 
Farm Bill. 

 
Background:  NASS completed four Organic Producer Surveys between 2001-2017 (two surveys in 
partnership with RMA), providing important information on the size of the organic market, farm gate 
prices, and production practices.  This information is key to creating appropriate risk management and 
disaster assistance programs.  NASS also completed a census of organic certifiers to estimate the 
number of certified organic acres, livestock head, and other data on the size of the US organic sector. 
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NASS and the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) collaborated to collect data on 
economic losses to organic producers due to the presence of genetically engineered material, the first 
nationally-available data source on the issue.  
 
NASS Response: The 2016 Certified Organic Survey is part of NASS’s Organic Program and is funded 
by the USDA’s Risk Management Agency. The primary purpose of the survey is to collect acreage, 
production, and sales data for a variety of certified organic crop and livestock commodities at the 
commodity level. Participation in the survey is voluntary and release of the results is expected for 
September 2017. If funding allows, the 2019 Organic Survey will be conducted as a follow-on survey 
to the 2017 Census of Agriculture.   

Recommendation No. 9:  The committee recommends that NASS expand coverage and sampling for 
diverse sectors of agriculture (including small, urban, local food, beginning farmers, veterans, socially 
disadvantaged) in future NASS data collection actives such as Census and ARMS, in addition to 
continuing the Local Foods Marketing Survey in future years to allow for trend data. 

 
Background:  NASS is examining the practice of web scraping or web crawling techniques to 
identify non-traditional agricultural farms to improve coverage of our list sampling frames.  Web 
scraping is an automated process for harvesting large amounts of data from websites 
 
NASS Response:  In 2016, NASS partnered with a private company to develop software, integrate 
data sources, and produce recommendations that will help USDA improve awareness and 
accountability of the local food market and urban farms. The effort will evaluate and implement new 
technologies to harvest open source information to identify urban farms, farming entity providers to 
farmers markets, roadside stands, Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) initiatives and 
restaurants that in turn directly sells to consumers in local markets.    

 

Recommendation No. 10:  The committee recommends that NASS continue collecting data on the costs 
of Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA) compliance and continue to work with ERS to share these 
findings with producers and other stakeholders.   

 
Background:  In 2015, NASS partnered with ERS to conduct the Produce Post-Harvest Microbial 
Food Safety Practices Survey (PPHMFSPS).  The purpose of the PPHMFSPS was to assess the levels 
of food safety awareness, sanitation, and post-harvest practices used by various agribusinesses; 
including canners, chippers, dehydrators, fresh cut processors, packers, juicers, peelers, picklers, etc. 
Research from this survey will examine the effects of the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA) 
across fresh produce supply chains.  
 
NASS Response: By 2018, FSMA guidance documents will be complete and regulations will have 
been implemented for firms across size categories. Produce growers, buyers, and consumers will be 
operating under the new risk-based food safety system established by FDA.  To fully track the 
implications of the new system and answer policy-relevant food safety questions, ERS, in partnership 
with NASS, is in discussions to conduct follow-up surveys on produce food safety practice with 
initial efforts beginning in Fiscal Year 2018 if funding becomes available. 
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Appendix A 

Tuesday, November 8, 2016 
USDA Whitten Building 107-A 

Time Agenda Item Presenter Page 

8:00 am Call to Order and Welcome  Carl Mattson  

8:05 am Introductions Renee Picanso  

8:15 am  Meeting Overview and ACAS Committee Overview Renee Picanso 13 

8:30 am 2015 Recommendations Review and Report, Discussion   Renee Picanso 21 

9:00 am  Research, Education, and Economics Mission Area Remarks Dr. Woteki 29 

9:30 am ‘State of NASS’ Address   Hubert Hamer 33 

10:00 am  BREAK   

10:15 am 2017 Census of Agriculture/Census Programs Barbara Rater 43 

10:45 am Discussion   

11:00 am County Estimates and Farm Structure Panel update* Linda Young & Joe Parsons 53 

11:45 am Discussion   

12:00 am Lunch   

1:00 pm Response Rate Research Team Gerald Tillman 71 

1:30 pm Discussion   

2:00 pm Big Data Overview Linda Young 83 

2:30 pm Discussion   

2:45 pm BREAK   

3:00 pm Communications Plan Sue King 111 

3:30 pm Discussion   

3:45 pm Public Comments  131 

4:45 pm Day 1 Wrap-up Committee  
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Wednesday, November 9, 2016 

USDA South Building 3109 

Time Agenda Item Presenter Page 

8:00 am Recap and Review of Previous Day Renee Picanso  

8:15 am Census Web Tool* Vera Gleaton 135 

8:30 am Discussion   

8:45 am ARMS and Chemical Use Program Overviews Gerald Tillman 143 

9:00 am Drafting Recommendations Committee  

10:00 am BREAK   

10:15 am 
Presentation of Recommendations and Committee Chairperson 
Elections 

Carl Mattson  

11:00 am Lockup Committee  

12:15 pm Wrap Up Renee Picanso  

12:30 pm Adjourn   

 
* - Issue and Options Papers provide to ACAS members ahead of meeting. 
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Appendix B 

2015 Recommendations and NASS Responses 
   

Recommendation No. 1. The committee recommends that NASS promote the value of producer response 
and potential unintended consequences of not reporting by utilizing producer testimonials including the 
value to producers for reporting. “Be relevant, report!” 

 
 

Background:  The primary goal of the NASS Communications plan is to increase the perceived 
value of NASS and its products.  Under this umbrella goal, strategies involve stronger focus on the 
customer (respondents in this case) and being able to answer the what’s-in-it-for-me question to 
increase response rates. Historically we’ve been challenge by using producer testimonials due to our 
commitment to respondent confidentiality. We are primarily working with industry influencers and 
using anonymous producer testimonials. 

 
NASS Response:  We are working to expand this effort by collecting more testimonials, cataloging 
direct uses of NASS data and benefits to producers by survey and topic area, and incorporating all of 
these into promotional materials and campaigns.  The Public Affairs Office recently launched some 
new testimonial videos and continue to expand with new video testimonials from a broader variety of 
farming organizations in which representatives of agricultural organizations explain how they use 
NASS data, why they use NASS data, and why farmers and ranchers should respond to NASS 
surveys. We launched the videos via a successful social media campaign, made them available to 
field offices and all NASS staff to use, for example by embedding them in presentations.  They will 
be used in on going promotions.  These testimonials expand on some we gathered during the 2012 
census promotions in which producers themselves and others in the ag industry shared their stories 
about using NASS data. Finally, we have begun cataloging specific uses of NASS data and direct 
benefits to producers to use and make available in similar ways. 
 

Recommendation No. 2. The committee encourages NASS to investigate the ability to provide 
benchmark and historical data to respondents as an incentive to encourage participation. 
 

Background:  NASS has recently done several things to provide information back to respondents as an 
incentive to encourage participation.   

1. For the Agricultural Resource Management Survey for Poultry a highlights document was sent to 
all sampled records. Respondents were sent a “thank you” version of the accompanying letter and 
nonrespondents were sent a “results” letter. 

2. Presurvey letters have been including impact statements and enhanced infographics. 
3. Nearly all surveys provide links to the survey results and ask if they would like to have a 

summary mailed to them at a later date as shown in box below? 
 

SURVEY RESULTS:  To receive the complete results of this survey on the release date, go to 
http://www.nass.usda.gov/results  

 Would you rather have a brief summary mailed to you at a later date?   YES   NO 
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NASS Response:  NASS has pursued various methods over time to give our data respondent’s 
survey results.  In November 2014, NASS released a new communications plan that promotes, 
improves, and expands the agency data products which will encourage survey participation.   

 
NASS has been collecting and maintaining emails for some time, but we will evaluate how we can 
more effectively use email to provide reporters with the results in a more tailored, appealing and 
timely manner.  Email usage does have challenges with privacy and maintenance.  Emails to 
reporters could include the highlights, popular infographics, links to data and to QuickStats. 
Emailing of results may be especially applicable to respondents who complete questionnaires on the 
internet. 
 
Infographics have been a useful product for users to distribute though social media and email.  
Research was recently completed on infographics to assess their usability, usefulness, desirability, 
value and creditably.  Applying this research will improve the infographics and provide an effective 
product to provide farmers and ranchers. Additionally, the use of infographics could be expanded to 
include more surveys results which would be provided back to respondents. 
 

Recommendation No. 3. The committee recommends that NASS explore the possibility of a task 
force, including members from NASS, ERS, FSA, RMA, maybe other interested USDA agencies, with 
the goal to develop a "dashboard' of useful information and data that a producer only has access to 
when they provide their data to NASS. 

 
Background:  Producer participation in Census and Surveys over the last few years has been 
declining.  Giving back to the respondents is one way in which NASS may be able to increase 
producer participation.  This is not a new concept and has been tried over the years with little 
success.  Advancements in technology along with producer’s greater use of mobile devices may 
lead to more successful implementation of this type of endeavor. 
 
NASS Response:  As a data provider, NASS is always looking for new and innovative ways to 
share agricultural data with our customers. NASS is organizing a team of representatives from 
USDA Agencies to provide input into a centralized dashboard of data.  NASS is currently working 
with data visualization specialists to provide to implement interactive statistical graphics on our 
external websites to help improve the interpretability and applicability of the data we 
produce.   NASS may work with this specialist to help create a dashboard of useful information.   
 

Recommendation No. 4. The committee recommends that NASS explore adding a question on the 
respondents primary language and explore ways to communicate available options for reporting in 
those languages. 

Background: NASS has historically not been able to offer reporting in multiple languages due to 
significant cost and lack of resources to create questionnaires in various languages.  NASS has 
partnered with several community-based organizations (CBOs) many of whom assist with outreach 
and are available to help non English speaking respondents complete NASS Census and Survey 
forms. 
 
NASS Response:  NASS is keenly aware of the changing landscape in agriculture. These changes 
impact not only what is being produced and how it is being produced but also extends to who is 
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producing it. Over time, as NASS has learned more about our Nation’s farmers, we recognize that 
we need to be more attentive to any language barrier that may be prohibitive to getting a response 
from everyone. The special emphasis on socially disadvantaged farms within many USDA agencies 
and programs makes it all the more critical to be responsive to the needs of those farmers that 
supply the basic data needed to help shape key policy decisions. NASS will continue to look for 
ways to span any language barriers in its data collection efforts. NASS will continue to utilize its 
own staff along with NASDA enumerators to avail themselves to respondents in need of assistance 
with surveys.  Additionally, NASS is working with many Community-Based Organizations to 
leverage opportunities to assist with addressing language barriers to reporting. NASS believes 
offering personal assistance is a key element to the future success of data collection among these 
traditionally under-represented farmers. 
 
 

Recommendation No. 5. The committee recommends that NASS work with Census Bureau to ensure 
that on farm value added production is captured and linked with NASS data. 
 

Background: Over the last several years value added products have become more common and 
increasingly important to many farm households well-being.  There is concern that the value of 
these items is not being captured either in the farm or other sector accounts.     
 
NASS Response:  ERS is using NASS data to the fullest extent possible to produce value added 
income data. ARMS III is the main data source, and a complete listing of data sources for value 
added components can be found on the ERS website at:  http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-
products/farm-income-and-wealth-statistics/general-documentation.aspx and 
also:  http://www.ers.usda.gov/data-products/farm-income-and-wealth-statistics/documentation-for-
the-farm-sector-financial-ratios.aspx  Additionally, on March 15, 2016, ERS will participate in a 
Video Teleconference with NASS Regional Field Offices (RFOs) and will include a discussion of 
the value added tables that ERS publishes. This will provide NASS RFOs with more background 
insight into the ERS value added published data. 
 

Recommendation No. 6. The committee recommends that NASS examine the linkage between farm 
program participation and census and survey participation rates.  The analysis should include a 
statistical profile of farms that participate in farm programs as compared to those that do not. 
 

Background:  For the 2007 and 2012 Census of Agriculture, NASS obtained from the Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) a list of farm operations that received federal farm program payments during 
the respective census reference year. This data set included enough information so that the farm 
program recipients could be linked to the census mail list. 
 
NASS Response:  The complete 2012 Census of Agriculture Census Mail List can be divided into 
4 groups:  

1. Linked to FSA programs, responded to the census 
2. Linked to FSA programs, did not respond to the census 
3. Not linked to FSA programs, responded to the census 
4. Not linked to FSA programs, did not respond to the census 
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A profile of each groups characteristics will be created that would include mean, median and 
quartile values for the following continuous variables, total land in farms (K46), rented land in 
farms (K44), federal farm programs payments received (K684) and total value of agricultural 
products sold (TVP).  The process for examining records and their survey participation rates is 
more complex, as the FSA records were linked to the census mail list.  Consultation with the 
sampling and list frame group will be necessary to define the process of profiling.  However it is 
possible to examine this information for a few major crop and livestock surveys.  
 

Recommendation No. 7. The committee recommends that ARMS remain a voluntary survey at this 
time. 

Background:  In 2008, the Committee on National Statistics (CNSTAT) of the National Research 
Council released the findings and recommendations of an independent review of USDA’s 
Agricultural Resource Management Survey (ARMS).  The CNSTAT report contained over 30 
recommendations related to various aspects of the ARMS program.  Many of the recommendation 
have been addressed and several of the recommendations are in progress or ongoing activities such 
as two of the recommendation for the solicitation of feedback from stakeholders.  CNSTAT stated 
in Recommendation 6.5 that, the research and development program should analyze whether there 
are differences in ARMS unit and item nonresponse rates between census and non-census years, 
with an eye toward deciding whether making ARMS mandatory would improve data quality. 
 
NASS Response: At this time NASS has no plans of seeking approval to make the ARMS 
mandatory and it will continue to be a voluntary survey for the foreseeable future.   

 
Recommendation No. 8. The committee recommends that NASS continue to work with groups such as 
C-FARE to create customizable dissemination tools. 
 

Background:  NASS has traditionally placed more emphasis on the methodology and process of 
collecting, analyzing and publishing sound statistical estimates than on creating innovative data 
products. When faced with limited resources, creating advanced dissemination products and tools is 
often seen as being less critical than its mission focus of providing accurate, timely and unbiased 
information.  
 
NASS Response:  NASS welcomes input from both internal and external user groups. In fact, this 
is a requirement of the White House’s Digital Government Initiative. This initiative, along with the 
Open Government Policy requires NASS to report to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) 
on our progress ensuring customer-centric principles are followed to ensure we continually improve 
service delivery. All our statistical data should be open and freely available through an Application 
Programming Interface (API) for internal and external developers to utilize. NASS developers are 
already leveraging our Quick Stats API to build new interfaces to our data, including a new 
visualization application. Our APIs were also highlighted in a recent USDA/Microsoft Innovation 
Challenge where developers competed to develop innovative applications using NASS data. 

 
Recommendation No. 9. The committee recommends that NASS work with AGREE to address their 
recommendations on conservation practices and potential question wording along with including and 
testing where appropriate. 
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Background:  NASS has asked various conservation practice questions on the Census of 
Agriculture, the Agricultural Resource Management Survey (ARMS), and the Conservation Effects 
Assessment Project (CEAP).  NASS consults with NRCS to assist us with defining specific 
conservation practices and developing respondent instructional materials.    
 
NASS Response:  Following the 2015 Advisory Committee meeting, NASS has held meetings 
with both AGREE and NRCS to better define conservation practices.  Questionnaires 
include/exclude statements along with respondent instructions and the report form guide will be 
updated for the 2017 Census of Agriculture.  These updates will also be made to ARMS and CEAP 
questionnaires. NASS will continue to work with AGREE and NRCS to improve the collection of 
data related to conservation practices.  
 

Recommendation No. 10. The advisory committee recommends that NASS be prepared to provide the 
full data collection cost for Urban Agriculture to policy makers.  In addition, we recommend that 
additional resources be provided for this effort and that it not replace current data collection on 
production agriculture. 

 
Background: Historically NASS’s quantification of urban agriculture has been imprecise. 
Agriculture in urban areas tends to be widely dispersed, transient, and small scale, making it 
difficult to identify these operations. In an effort to improve its ability to enumerate urban 
agriculture, NASS collaborated with the Multi-Agency Collaboration Environment (MACE) to 
conduct a pilot study in Baltimore. MACE used a big data approach to build a list of urban 
agriculture operations. This was followed with a field survey to verify whether or not the identified 
areas had agriculture. About 50% of the identified areas had agriculture. The costs of national 
implementation for the Census of Agriculture were explored. 
 
NASS Response:   
Although funding for national implementation of the new approach for enumerating urban 
agriculture is not in the President’s FY2017 budget, NASS is conducting another pilot study to 
identify small operations (not only urban) in the state of Washington. These would include 
horticulture, organics, local foods, small livestock, and urban farms, all of which are difficult to 
enumerate. If successful, efforts will be made to identify partners to help fund the approach for 
incorporation in the 2017 Census of Agriculture. 
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Appendix C 

County Estimates Panel 
 
Topic 
 
County-level agricultural estimates of crop acreage, production, and yield published by 
NASS play a pivotal role in the administration of farm subsidy, crop insurance, and 
agricultural support programs. The Congressional Budget Office projects that the cost 
of administering the programs in the Agricultural Act of 2014 (the 2014 Farm Bill) will 
total $489 billion from 2014 to 2018. Outlays for crop insurance, conservation, and 
commodity programs will account for nearly one-fifth of these expenditures. Two 
USDA agencies play critical roles in the administration of these programs: the Farm 
Service Agency (FSA) and the Risk Management Agency (RMA). Both FSA and RMA 
rely on NASS county estimates as important thresholds or benchmarks as they 
disburse funds through their respective agricultural programs.  
 
NASS has multiple programs leading to county-level crop estimates. A supplemental 
sample is taken with the September and December Agricultural Surveys so that 
county estimates of yield and acreage for small grains and row crops can be 
published. The Cropland Data Layer (CDL) can also be used to provide estimates of 
yield and acreage, but the quality of these estimates tends to be less than that from 
the surveys. The Crops Stocks survey collects information on acres planted and 
harvested as well as production and stocks, thus providing a third source of county-
level information. Acreage data are obtained from the Farm Service Agency (FSA), 
and the Risk Management Agency (RMA) can provide historic information on yield. 
Finally, dealers, such as John Deere and Monsanto, are automatically collecting field-
level information, resulting in massive data sets.  
 
A County Estimates Panel under the auspices of the Committee on National Statistics 
of the National Academies of Sciences (NAS), Engineering, and Medicine has been 
commissioned to review, assess, and make recommendations for the National 
Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) on methods for estimating county-level crop 
acreage, yield, and production that provide precise estimates with valid measures of 
uncertainty and permit those estimates to be published for the maximum number of 
counties.  
 
Specifically, the Panel will: 
 Review existing information about the county estimates of acreage, yield, 

production, and cash rents, and how the information is collected, reported, and 
used.   

 Explore methods for combining the information from diverse sources to produce 
more precise county-level estimates with valid measures of uncertainty. Issues to 
consider include the methods used to integrate the information, the assumptions 
underpinning each approach, the robustness of the estimates to a failure of one 
or more assumptions, and other technical issues. 
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 Provide insights into the use of model-based estimates, in combination with 
survey-based estimates or as separate estimates. 

 Review the current publication standards. 
 Consider alternative publication standards for survey-based estimates as well as 

model-based estimates with the aim of publishing as many county-level 
estimates as possible. 

 Produce a final report with findings and recommendations at the conclusion of 
the study.   

 
 
 
 
Current Work 
 
The Panel’s work began with a teleconference on July 7, 2015. In-person panel 
meetings have been held November 12-13, 2015; May 12-13, 2016; and October 6, 
2016. At least one more meeting will be held in 2017. Final panel recommendations 
will be presented to NASS in 2018. NASS, FSA, RMA, and outside researchers have 
made presentations on county estimates so that panel members understand the uses 
of the data, current methods used to produce county estimates, alternative 
approaches to providing county estimates, and publication standards. The panel will 
then provide a final written report with consensus recommendations and conduct one 
or more briefings with NASS staff. 
 

 

Questions/Issues 

 

The Panel should address the topics and questions below: 

 

 Approaches to using model-based estimates of county-level crop acreage, yield, and 
production. The type of specific questions/issues being discussed are as follows:  

o The current survey approach does not lead to publishable estimates for 
numerous counties, either due to lack of data or complementary suppression to 
ensure confidentiality. Can this be improved? 

o Model-based estimates are an alternative to the survey estimates. However, 
sometimes the modeled estimates are not reasonable for a particular county. 
What can/should be done in these cases? 

o For some counties, could modeled estimates be used when the survey estimates 
do not meet publication standards? How could modeled and survey estimates be 
separately developed so that the county-level estimates continued to sum to the 
state-level estimates and those summed to the national estimates? 
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 What additional data sources, if any, could lead to improved county estimates? 

 

 County-level estimates may not be published for two reasons: (1) insufficient data to 
meet the publication standards and (2) complementary suppression to ensure the 
confidentiality of an individual farmer’s information. Are the publication standards 
appropriate? The type of specific questions that that may be discussed include: 

o Currently NASS requires thirty positive reports in a county or at least 25% 
coverage of the crop in that county. Are these the appropriate standards? 

o What should be the publication standards for models?  
o For modeled estimates, what should be considered with respect to 

confidentiality? 
o If survey and modeled estimates are both published, what should the publication 

standards be? 

 

 

Request for ACAS Members 

 

In addition to the topics and questions above, do members of the ACAS have additional topics 
or comments we should pass to the Panel for their consideration as they discuss County 
Estimates? 
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Appendix D 
Farm Structure Panel 
 
Topic 
 
Although the vast majority of today's farms continue to be run by a single operator or by 
spousal partners, the large farms that produce a substantial percentage of the nation's food 
tend to have more complex business structures. NASS is seeking: (1) to explore ways to 
improve data collection and information reporting for these complex farm business structures. 
(2) to develop approaches to improving response rates and data quality from larger farm 
operations in particular; and (3) to consider the implications of more complex farm operator 
arrangements on the measurement of farm household income and related characteristics.  
This topic of Farm Structure has come up at previous ACAS meetings.   
 
A Farm Structure Panel under the auspices of the National Academies of Sciences (NAS), 
Engineering, and Medicine has been commissioned to review, assess, and make 
recommendations for the National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) and the Economic 
Research Service (ERS) on effective methods for collecting data and reporting information 
about U.S. agriculture under increasingly complex farm structure.  
 
Specifically, the Panel will: 
 Review existing information about the structure of U.S. farms, and how the information is 

collected, reported, and used.   
 Seek to identify best practices for accounting for multi-unit operations and operations 

that are vertically integrated, both on the farm register and in data collection and 
estimation, while ensuring sufficient coverage and reliable estimates in the face of 
increased firm concentration.  

 Seek to identify best practices for identifying and collecting information about ancillary or 
“value-added” economic activities may be associated with a farm (such as agri-tourism, 
making and selling wine, jellies or cheese, etc.).  

 Examine the concept of the “farm operator” under different business structures 
(particularly the practice of attempting to identify one primary operator of a farm 
household,) and the effects of a change in concept on the subsequent estimates of farm 
household finances and existing data series. 

 Produce a final report with findings and recommendations at the conclusion of the study.   
 
Current Work 
 
The Panel’s work will take place between now and the summer of 2018.  The first meeting of 
the Farm Structure Panel was held October 31 – November 1, 2016.  NASS and ERS 
prepared presentations on a number of topics to allow the panel members to learn about the 
agencies and the issues. 
 

After the first meeting, CNSTAT and the panel will: 

 Conduct relevant literature reviews and prepare bibliographies.   
 Conduct workshops on the key issues and challenges in the statement of task. 
 Hold up to 6 additional panel meetings.  
 Provide a final written report.   
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 Conduct one or more briefings with NASS and ERS staff. 

 

 

Questions/Issues 

 

NASS and ERS are hoping the Panel addresses the topics and questions below: 

 

 Accounting for increasing complexity of farm organization through data collection and 
reporting, and the implications of this complexity for measuring key farm financial 
indicators.  The type of specific questions that may be discussed:  

o Current surveys focus on farms as establishments. Should we aim to survey and 
measure data from farm firms? 

o Our current approach to data collection on value-added activities is focused on 
obtaining the most appropriate measure of gross farm income.  Should we be 
gathering information on value-added activities separate from farm activities for 
other purposes, e.g., to gain a better understanding of how farm and non-farm 
activities are linked in a single business? 

o How might we approach gathering this type of data on value-added activities 
while being sensitive to the opportunity costs of additional questions? 

 

 Accounting for increased concentration and complexity of farming firms and production 
through new survey procedures. The type of specific questions that that may be 
discussed: 

o Should different methods be used to contact large operations and elicit 
responses from them than smaller operations?  If so, what are the implications 
for managing the suite of relevant NASS farm, crop and livestock surveys? 

o Are there additional ways to reduce respondent burden for larger operations 
beyond current NASS efforts, thereby increasing response rates and improving 
the quality of information obtained? 

o Should NASS consider changes in the definition of a “farm” that better reflect the 
organizational structure of large and complex business operations, and allow a 
more accurate measure of farm financial statistics? 

 

 Addressing the implications of more complex farming operations on estimates of farm 
household financial indicators.  The type of specific questions that that may be 
discussed:  

o Is the universe of principal farm operator households currently used the most 
appropriate one for representing complex farm operator arrangements? 
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o Are alternative concepts and measures feasible within the existing statistical 
program? 

o Do we use the appropriate concepts for household income and wealth? 
o ERS farm classifications of sales and operator type control for the heterogeneity 

of the farm population to some degree.  Would other classifications for reporting 
farm household income and wealth provide a richer or more accurate picture of 
this population?  Given the wide array of statistical measures of central tendency 
and distribution, are there more appropriate measures for reporting farm 
household income and wealth and communicating trends more effectively?  

 

Request for ACAS Members 

 

In addition to the topics and questions above, do members of the ACAS have additional topics 
or comments we should pass to the Panel for their consideration as they discuss Farm 
Structure? 
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Appendix E                                          

Public Comments 
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