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‘Executive Summary

Purpose

The U.S. Department of Agnculture (USDA) admmxsters its farm pro-
grams and servxces through one of the federal govemment s largest,

puters and hxghways have mcreased fa.rmers access to mformatlon and
assistance programs. More: recently, federal budget pressures haveled
to questions about the affordablllty of such decentralization. Yet, the

" basic UsDa field structure has undergone few ma]or adlustments

With the agricultural environment still changing: and federal budget def-

.. icits increasing, GAO revxewed Uspa’s field structure to identify incre-

mental and structural ways to improve its overall management ‘This
report is one of a series of reports exammmg ‘the management of USDA.

_:
Background

One or more of the 5 farm service agencies mamtams a presence in
almost every one of the nation’s 3,150 countres -In key farm’ programs,
USDA is managed at the grass-roots level by its constituents. Although

this organization has made USDA successful in respondmg to its clients,

the heavy constituent involvement makes the Depa.rtment slow to-recog-
nize the need to make changes in the fleld structure Operating this -
decentralized field network is also costly. In flscal year 1989, 4 of the 5 -
farm service agencies spent approxunately 32 4 bxlhon and requlred '
over 63,000 staff years to administer their | programs inover 11, 000

county offices. These expendntures translate to. about $1,100 in federal
administration costs per farm usmg USDA'S: defmltlon of a farm as
havmg sales of $1 000 or more G '

Field offrce collocation occurs ‘when two or more agencres can share
common office space; field office consohdatlon occurs within individual
agencies where the work of two or more sites can be performed at a
smgle locatlon Lo T

Results in Brief

USDA can save millions of dollars while ma.mtauung or xmprovmg opera-

‘tional effectiveness by (1) more aggressively | pursuing mcremental

improvements through field office collocatlons and consolidations and
(2) restructuring to provide a more flexible; mtegrated fleld .
orgamzatron : .

Page2 - GAO/BCED-OI-OO Fanh Agendes‘l"leld Stmctlu'e




" Executive Snmmury

Ml

Stabilization and Conservatlon Serv1ce (AS('S) fleld offlces who;" : admm
istrative costs exceeded or approached the value of beneﬁts prov1ded

* UsDa also needs to move. forward w1th a restructurmg 'program to pro-

vide a more flexible, mtegrated field orgamzatlon to deliver farm ser-
vices. A 1985 USDA task force' recommended a series of phased cbjectives
for restructuring the field structure that were never implemented. 1f
USDA does not begin restructuring soon, technologlcal demographlc, and
fiscal changes may compel it to adopt hurried, ill-conceived reforms that
could leave it with a structure less suited for adxmmstenng farm
programs. .

' Agency and external opposition poses strong barners to restructunng
'UspA’s field operations. Actions affectmg local offices typlcally generate

concern in the Congress as well. Thus, USbA' needs to engage its grass
roots staff, top management, farm clients, and the Congress in updatmg _
its current structure to one that is: best-sulted for dehvenng ltS services
into the next century . o

Principal Findings

Need to Pursue
Incremental Improvements
More Aggressively

USDA can reallze significant cost savings and efﬁcxency unprovements by
aggresswely pursuing incremental measures—resource-sharmg initia-
tives in collocated offices where UsDA agencies (and other federal agen-
c1es) now occupy common space. GAO has identified several such '
initiatives: one telecommumcatlons 1mt1at1ve is: expected to save $3. 75
million annually for partlcxpatmg offlces, another initiative is expected
to yield $12.6 million in savings over 10 years to partlmpatmg collocated
offlces GAO’s limited survey of similar- nutxatlves in seven rmdwestern
states identified estimated savings in the tens of thousands of dollars in
some collocated offices. Typncally, these uutxatlves included sharmg
reception services, copying services, prmtmg costs and mall semces
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Nevertheless, the Department is not adequately promotmg orimom-
toring these initiatives. Accordmg to respons:ble officials, ¢
monitoring actlvmes have increased in. -response to our earli
but these officials are stnll not trackmg cost-savings mformatlon because» '
USDA’s top management: has not requested 'them to do so. ‘ .

USDA’S ma.nagement tool for unplementmg collocatlon and other cost-sav- L
ings initiatives in the: field—the state:and 1ocal Food and Agrl ture
Councils (FAC)—has had’ reduced status because of a lack of mterest at
USDA headquarters in recent years. Although the’ Department has
recently institutionalized the FAC halson in headquarters it has yet to
use the FACS asa coordmatlon mechamsm for aggressrvely pursumg cost
savings. -

Office consolidations can. also save a 51gmf1cant amount The Farmers
Home Administration (FmHA) consolidated 24 offlces in 10 states
between 1987 and 1989, projecting flrst-year savmgs of $1.2 million.
ASCS and the Soil Conservation Service (scs) have also consolldated some
field operations because of budget pressures and/or decllmng work
loads. Yet, as of December 1989, nearly half of the states had ASCS and
scs offices in 90 percent or more of thelr countles

Other of flces could be consolldated For example most Ascs county
offices had administrative costs of 3 'to 4 percent of program outlays,
but GAo identified over 50 county offices where administrative costs
exceeded program outlays during fiscal year 1989 and over 800 county
offices where administrative costs were 10. to 100 percent of program
outlays. uspA would save over $90 nulhon annually 1f ASCS consolxdated
1ts hlgh-cost offices. (See ch. 2 ) . A o

Structural Reforms Long
‘Overdue

Incremental measures merely cut at the margins of existing.foperations.
They do not address large-scale concerns affecting USDA’s design, mis-

‘sion, and service delivery system. With the current fiscal stress, USDA

probably needs a more ﬂexlble, mtegrated orgamzatlon

Because management responsxbmty for fleld operatlons is vested in the

individual program agencies;,  only the Secretary has sufficient authority
to change all field operations. If USDA is to streamlme its field structure,
GAO believes the Secretary must marshal headquarters top management,
state and local office, and outside views. USDA took such action in1985:
a secretarial task force obtained comments on alternative organizational
structures, including integrating the farm agencies, from a broad range
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Executive Summary -

of agricultural interests. Smce then, however, USDA has’ acted '
task force recommendatlons, in part because it has not de
systems necessary to deal w1th opposmg v1ewpomts and to’ unpl 1
change (See ch. 3.) . S

. - - )
Recommendations

GAO is making recormnendatlons to the. Secretary of Agncultu‘ to
improve the effectlveness of UsDA's field’ stricture: by (1) exp ]
collocation tracking system toinclude mformatlon on the exte
which collocated agencies have reduced costs. through sharing
(2) reporting annually through the FAC on the. potentlal for additional
savings at collocated offices; a.nd (3) steppmg up mdxvrdual agencres"
consolldatlon efforts. : e L

Matters for
Congressional
Consideration

The Congress should consider working with USDA 1o’ take greater advan-
tage of opportunities to consohdate local offlces where farm client may

on the 1990 farm bill, GAO er.courages 1t to hold hea.rmgs to (l) '_ e

" mine why USDA has not implémented its own recommendations for, te-

grating the farm agencies and 2) explore the prospects of reorgamzmg

- these agencies in conjunction mth congressxona.l dehberatrons on'the -

program and policy prov131ons of the 19_95 farm bill.. - o

Agency Comments

usDA did not provide comments 0n GAO's recommendatlons statmg that

" it would develop a statement of action after réceiving GAO’s. fmal report
‘USDA did agree that eff1c1ency unprovements and cost savings canbe

achieved through increased collocation, resource sharing, and consolida-
tion. However, the Department’ believes GAO’s estimate of savmgs by

-increased consolidation.is overly optumstlc because it is based on'an.

analysis of administrative costs and program benefits rather than.on’
uspA's work load data. Whlle GAO does not consider its analysis the sole
criterion for office consohdatlons, it beheves the comparison is.a. vahd
indicator, along with other factors, such as rehable work load data, farm
trends, county size, and budget considerations. - ' - s |
o o _‘
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Chapter 1

Introductlon

' Wldely disbursed, family-owned farms.

.requires top-level managers to questlon whether an organxzatlon S;struc- .

ture and size is best-sulted for accomphshmg its core mission:

The U.S. Department of Agnculture (USDA) has the federal govemment’ S
fifth largest budget—$52 billion in flscal year. 1989—and operates one

of the most extensive field'structures in govemment "Almost'9 percent

of UsDA’s more than:110, 000 full-time employees work outside of Wash-
ington, D.C. This field force is supplemented by about 17,000 county o
office employees and numerous temporary. employees whose salanes are
funded by one of USDA's agenc1es—the Agncultural Stabilization and
Conservation Service. Because of this structure, UsDA has offices in

almost every one of the 3,150 counties in the United States and in many
cities. Proponents believe this structure prov1des adirect lmk between

the Department and the natlon sf armers and ranchers Addmonally,
several USDA agencies have staff in overseas offlces _ : ;

Most of USDA’s farm service ageéncies and then' semce areas were estab-
lished during the 19305 in! response to the Great Depressron In that era,
communication and transportatlon systems lumted the geographlc
bounaanes covered by any single field office. For these and other rea-
sons, USDA established the’ present hlghly decentrallzed field office.
system with many small offices to serve the large number of small

In October 1989, as part of our general management.revrew of USDA, we
provided the Secretary of Agnculture w1th our prehmmary fmdmgs on

‘ways to make organizational 1mprovements across the Department !

This report examines USDA’s field structure in. greater detall and recom-
mends actions for strengthening its management

lus. Department of Agriculture: Interim Report on Ways to’ Enhanoe Management (GAO/

, Oct. 26, 1988).

-
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. Chapter 1
. Introduction

Successful managers constantly momtor and reshape th'
to keep pace with changes in thelr envnronment In the ,pn_va

Managing

- Organizational Size in
the Private and Public _
Sector: catlon, waste resources and reduce proﬁt margms leavmg-
C S nerable to a takeover atr.empt or: bankruptcy -

Over the past decade, the private sector has wntnessed numerous"
scrambling to restructure to ensure corporate survival. More thg
half of the prestigious Fortune 500 companies. have embarked 0l
restructuring process over the past 5 years alone In their attempts:to
adopt more “lean and mean” structures, managers have sough .
tlve ways to solve problems, cut costs elumnate unprofitable p

difficult to (1) equate the level of spendmg thh the quallty of
provided-and (2) determine whether service dehvery systems i
ating efficiently. Addltlonally, unhke private. firms, which can
from bankruptcy as entirely new entities, public orgamzatlo
sxmply close their doors and 1gnore thelr leglslatlve mandates-‘

ernment agencies to accomplish thelr nussrons Our 1989 Annual eport
observed that the interest payments alone on' the $3~tnlhon federal- debt
burden may soon become.the nation’s lughest_general __fund expénditure.2

Controlling the size and cost of federal operations to keep pace with-
environmental changes is not a new issue. A decade ago, we urged large
federal departments and agencies, particularly those with extensive
field structures, to control costs by reducing overhead and unnecossary
support costs.? Similarly, the Offlce of Management and Budget (OMB) .
has encouraged federal orgamzatlons over the past decade to undertake
productivity improvements to ensure “cost-effective; quality goo_ds_and B

2Facing Facts: Comptroller General's 1988 Annual Report (Washmgton,DC : US GAO’ Jan. 19§0)

3Streamli the Federal Field Structure: Potennal Opportumues Barners andAcuansThatCanBe
--Taken,(l;_,.%%c4 Aug. 5,1980)... = . _ I 7
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Chapter 1-
Introduction:

USDA’’s Field

Structure Is Exten'sive__

“and Costly

' Today s massive federa.l debt makes 1t even more m\pe ra

services to-all Americans.” However, despxtes ccessful
tiatives undertaken across the overnment,
too many government agencnes ere stlll ch:
that were desxgned decades’ ago_ meet.
other programs at great expense and (2) offices servmg
or agency .

departments a.nd agencles provnde services and pro;
efficient, cost-effective’ manner possnble Unlike the priva
departments and agencnes do not worry about competlto,
to down51ze, close, or be taken over. ] :

these areas, the Department rehes pnmarxly on the foll
agencnes _

purchases from farmers and processors, acreage redu -‘
aside and other means- of productlon ad)ustment conserv
sharing; and emergency assistance. RS
The Soil Conservation Service (SCS). SCS oversees a natlonal
water conservation program in cooperatlon wnth other fed
and local government agencxes ' :
The Farmers Home Admmlstratlon (l'-‘mHA) FmHA prowdes
farmers and rural residents unable to recenve credlt from
at reasonable rates and terms. - -

The Extension Service (ES): ES partlclpates ina umque,
nership involving government, land grant umversm'_'_
sector in providing broad. agnculture educatlon semcos £C
farm and rural commumtles
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percert of the counties, and ES has ofﬁc& m nearly a!l of the
ASCS, ES, FCIC, FmHA, anid SCS have state-level managers for col
in-state operatlons of their respectxve agencles across the co____ ]

These elaborate field. orgamzatlons are pnmanly creatlons of 1
New Deal legislation, particularly of the: phllosophy that tl
government has a respons1b1hty for the economy'’s perfo T
1930s usDA programs are characterized by. strong client particij
the structuring and unplementatlon of local pmgrams Polltl'; '
involvement mobilized constituent support for.the programs'?
great degree, this involvement’ ‘has proven hlghly suecessf
organized districts 1mplemented soil conservation plans; locally .
farmer committees rather than bureaucrats oversaw the oounty of oes
that administered federal program beneﬁts and farmer paymen
is one of only a very few federal entities that have direct, d
personal contact with their constituents, and in key programs
Department is managed at the grass-roots level by its constitue
Although successful in making USDA responsive to its clients; th
constituent involvement has been cntlc.zed by some as the:ro
the difficulty in instituting reforms: UsLa is composed of anu
_diverse, autonomous, and entrenched local self-governing: sys
to varying degrees are regulated by the constituent groups the
This organizational structure makes USDA slow to recogmze the need for
-and implement change. : _ i

tions for Ascs, SCS, FmHA, ES, ﬂ:lc; 'and-the Forest'service (rs)-
almost $5 billion and used over 101,000 staff years. Fs ope' Y
tions alone were approximately $2.5 billion and used over 37
years. The five farm service agencxes obhgated approxnmatel’
_lion and used over 63,000 staff years in over 11,000 field ofﬁ
table 1.1). These data translate to about:$1, 100 in federal adn
costs per farm, using UsDa’s definition of a farmasa place sellmg 8,
or more of agncultural products annually : i
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Chapter 1
Introduction

Table 1.1: Selected USDA Field Services
(Fiscal Year 1989)—-Obli'_gatiom, Staff

{millions) .. (people) (number)-

Years, and Number of Field Offices -Agency : :
ASCS | T $5634 . . 1858* . 2874
SCS . 5494 13085 7 3,026
FmHA _ - 603.5 11,807 . 2214
ES I 36149 20,257 - | 2928
FCIC . 32000 . - a4 32 .
Total . $23%17 - .- 63,835 . . . 11,074

fIncludes salaries, expenses, rent, utilities, supphes and computers ; _'i;v.. b

YFieid offices include county. district, area, and state offices for ASCS SCS FmHA ES and FCIC

“includes approximately 17,530 county office staff years that- are lunded from ASCS consokdated sala-
ries and expense account. . .

9Represents USDA's contribution of about one-third total ES costs. State and county govamments fund
" the baiance. . R

FCIC's fixed costs to support 32 fie!d affices totaled $28 mz'hon in fiscal year. 1989 Delwery of its
insurance programs in the field cost an additional $292 million, paid to approximately 17,500 insiirance
agents and adjustors under standard agreements with the Corporatlon These contractual costs vary
directly with business activity under standard contract gates. . . )

'Does not include clerical staff.

’

USDA’s 1985 Study Most USDA'S fxeld structure has been the subject of elght major studles, ,
- Extensive of Previous including two GAO reviews, over the past 2 decades ‘In general, these
Reviews ‘ studies have identified opportunities for lmprovmg USDA’s program
delivery system through (1) increased and more efficient use of colio-
cated offices where two or more field ; agencnes occupy common office
space, (2) increased field office consohdatlons Where individual:field
agencies can combine the operations of two. or more offices at a smgle
location with equal or better client service, a.nd 3). r&tmcturmg the
field dehvery system through, for example, a smgle F‘armer Semces
Agency (See app. I for a descrlptlon of these reports ) :

The most extensive of these studies, a 1985 USDA task force rev1ew,
developed options for streamlining the Department 4 The task force
sought advice on USDA’s organizational structure from each Under Secre-
tary, Assistant Secretary, and Agency Adnumstrator, Deputy Adminis-
trators for Management agency and Department staff ofﬁcers each of
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. Introduction _'

. the 50 state Food and Agnculture Councnl (FAC) chau'persons,5 t_‘o""_ _er
Secretaries, Under Secretaries, and Assrstant Secretanes, as well as h
public interest groups and congressmnal staff - : :

~ USDA’s 1985 review recogmzed that “with a staggermg Federal debt and
huge annual deficits, this is a‘time when creative solutions to chromc ol
problems need to be developed The report recommended a.mong other
things, e DO

« action to improve sharing of employees, supphes,t and faclhtles to reduce

costs at collocated offices, where two or more USDA agencxes shared

common space; and
« consideration of options for undertaking an ext nsive restructurmg of

the Department by merging, or integrating, the farm service agencies
_under the same Under or Assistant Secretary to enable addltlonal reduc-
tions in administrative overhead. S -

Lnke the seven major studies that preceded it, the: 1985 USDA report rec-
ognized that efforts to improve client service, mcrease productivity, and
reduce costs often necessitated breakmg down barrlers to change that
xmpeded efficient management of USDA’S ﬁeld structure S :

: : - In conductmg our general management rev1ew 'f;_UsnA, our overall goals

Objectlves, Scope, and were to identify how UsDa could make and. sustam management

Methodology improvements to strengthen policy development better achieve pro--
gram initiatives, improve the integrity of management support svstems
and enhance planning for future agncultural issues. With regard to
usbA's field structure, our prmcxpal obJectwes were to evaluate (1) ‘-
whether uspA’s collocation system enhances the operatlonal efflmency of
the field delivery system for farm programs and services, (2) the extent
to which UsDA is undertakmg consohdanons and other raeasires to allow
it to respond more readily to budgetary and other external change~= and o
(3) the ablllty of USDA’s systems to adjust to the changmg enwronment. 5

Because of the extensnve scope of USDA’s field operatxons, we focused on
. : : those agencies with primary responsnblhty for farm programs:. ASCS, SCS,
: FmHA, and to a lesser extent, FCiC and ES. We: gathered data on the Forest

' Service and Agncultural Marketmg Service (AMS) operatlons pnmanly

5USDA established these councils in 1982 to serve as a amgle forum for promour\g teragency coordr-

nat_ron and cooperation in each state. Eachstatemnahseompﬂsed of senior officials of themdl
el LISDA agencies in the state. laz.lmuncxlsmofm epreses 4 atzhe <

R Borousn. o naales
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Chapterl _
- Introduction - -

for purposes of companson We dld not evaluate other USDA field opera- 2]
tlons, such as those of the Food and, Nutntlon Semce N I 3
_To gam a broad understandmg of USDA s fleld operatlons and manage-
ment issues, we reviewed agency documents budgetary matenal';' pre-
‘vious management studles conducted by GAO, ‘USDA, and- prlvate _-.

consultants; leglslatlon, and mtemal USDA gmdance and‘r
affecting field operatnons ‘To 1dent1fy strengths and weakn
uspa's field structiire, we mtemewed a ‘wide'] range of uspa offi
the national offices 'of:'A's'Cé,'sls, FmHA, ES, FCIC, and the Fore
Washington, D.C. We also: ‘spoke with’ staff officials- cognizant
management issues in the Office of the Assistant Secretary for
' tration and the Office of Budget and Policy Analysis. We also o
perspectives on field management from USDA offxcnals operatmg'at' the

state and local levels in 11 states.

To determine the extent to which uspa is pursumg cost savmgs 1mt1a—
tives in collocated offices, we met with ofﬁclals in Uspa’s Offices of
Operations and Finance and Management in Washmgton, D.C., an d__ con-
ducted a limited survey among state FAC chau'persons in eight’ upper
midwestern states. We also reviewed ofﬁce productmty data in two of
these states T :

complement of staff, we mterv1ewed ASCS scs,
offxcnals in Washmgton, D. C We also obtamed data on Ascs

Fmance Center in New Orleans Lomsrana

To assess the potentlal for extensive reorgamzmg of USDA’ s fleld struc-
ture, we reviewed proposals. submltted in'1985 by the 50 state Fncs,
which recommended:both mcremental and longer térm actions for -
reducing overall costs and improving UsDA’s field delivery system. We .
also discussed the potentnal for more extensnve reorgamzatlons with pre- - |
sent and former USDA management ofﬁcnals and consulta.nts from the -
Natlonal Assoclatlon of Publlc Admnustratlon s

This report is the fourth GAO. product on the Department S fneld struc«
ture; it is being issued as part of our overall review of USDA'S man ge-
ment. In October 1989 we issued U.S. Department of Agriculture: ¢
Interim Report on Ways to Enhance Management (GAO/Rcm)-so-le Oct.
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Chapterl . .
Introduction

tions, Subcommittee on Information, J ustice and Agriculture, onFeb-
ruary 28, 1990 (U.S. Department of Agnculture Status of the Food and
Agnculture Counclls Needs to Be Elevated (GAO-T Rcmsoee)

We conducted our work between August 1989 and March 1990 in accor-
dance with generally accepted- government audltmg sta.nda.rds This
report builds on the prehmmary work conducted for the interim report.
We provided a draft of this report to UsDa for formal comment USDA 'S
comments and our responses appear in appendlx II T i

:
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- Chapter 2

Incremental Ad]ustments Can Y1eld S o -
Savings and Improved Ef flclency :

Management
Initiatives Can

Enhance Field
Operations

Well-run organizations rely" on strategles that concentrate on ser
vice at minimum cost. Accordmgly, many ﬁrms in the private si -

annuaily examine opportunities to streamline resources, slash and g
- trim away organizational excess. Public¢ departments and age_ _ ( "

have an obligation to make short-term adjustments compatible w1th:- ’-
existing structures that: yleld cost'savings while strengthemng opera-
tional effectiveness. Some: productivrty unprovements USDA has: '
over the last decade can enhance the quahty of : services and reduce.- he
overall costs of operatmg the large field agencles -,_ S ‘_.- i

USDA, however has not taken full advantage of ‘”addltlonal opportumues
for reducing costs through (1) sharmg resouri s_'“more effectlvely
located offices, where two or more field agencies occupy common’ offlce
space; and (2) consolidating agency field offxces ‘where adnumstratlve

" expenditures are high relatxve to'the value of program benefits pro--

vided. More aggresswe actlon in'both of these areas can yield rmlhons of
dollars annually in cost savmgs and efficiency lmprovements tothe

~ Department, without sacrificing delivery of farmer services. Although
~ consolidation can be a contentious issue, fraught w1th organizational-

and political obstacles, the fiscal climate today appears more favorable
to such cost-savings initiatives. - : '
_ _ |

Incrementa_.l .irnprovements in operations, typically shOrtéteﬁri and’pro-

-.gram-specific, allow managers to make marginal adjustments compatible

with existing management structures. In many situations marginal

improvements in cost savings and/or productmty allow federal agen-

cies to continue functioning when declmmg budgets threaten to impair
dehvery of tradltlonal programs and services. . . T

USDA has mltlated many agency-spec1ﬁc programs to 1mprove govern-
ment financial management, enhance product1v1ty, and provide better
service through technological innovation, procurement reform, and the
effective management of govemment operatlons ‘Several of USDA'S

~‘agency-specific initiatives may improve the effxcxency of uspA's field
operations and reduce overall costs to the Department Table 2 1 pro-

v1des some examples of these mmatlves
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Tabile 2.1: USDA Management Initiatives'
With Potentially Positive Impacts on

Field Operations

Need to Pursue
Resource Sharing
More Actively at
Collocated Offices

Initiative©  Des pﬁon‘of'iniiia

Agency
FmHA Cash Avoid deposit and-: - ic
management _dispersement: delays in‘field processmg Will save:
controls offices through concentrated .»;-approxlmately $500‘.000 in
bankmg and |mproved “ interest expenses per’ 30
procedures i -calendar days
FmHA Paperwork Eliminate separate fceld . "Elifination of. unnecessary
reduction . officefiles for.source " file maintenance;and -

documents by developmg .document submsssron_iw;ll
automated procedures -result’in éstimated annual
. “cost savings of $1.2'million

ASCS - Automated Improve credlt management "-Agency is better able:to:
. claims system and débt collection by’ - -provide timely accurate data
: developung automated ' "rpore eﬁumently i

system .
ASCS/ Concentrated  Allow collections deposited - More efﬁcuent collectlon
Commodity ~ - banking - at'950 ocations nationwide "-process resulted.-in fy 1988
Credit Corpo-  system to be concentrated: overmght savings of $1.1 million to
ration (CCC) at single; central location:.- CCC- :
SCS Combined - Eliminate manual “Elimination-of mdwndual
auto records  maintenance of daily records ..booklet system resulted in
system for each vehicle by improved efﬂcuency ‘and

developing automated fleet  estimated cost savings of
management with quarterly - $2 5 mnllnon annually

. data input "
"SCS . Appeals - Develop more efficient . "Processms trme for. handlmg
: - - tracking method.for trackmg appeals appeals reduced by 67
system by farmers and ranchers -~ - percent, thereby improving
— regarding SCS field staff - customer servrce
implementation of Food o
Security‘Act

Note: GAO did not assess the reasonableness of USDA estrmates f ,cost savmgs or efﬂclency
|mprovements . R -

Source. USDA.

USDA can also make mcremental unprovements compatlble w1th its |

existing field structure through. collocatlon USDA has had a formal pohcy

and program for collocatmg farm service agenc:es for nearly 50 years

By December 1989 uspa had fully collocated FraHA, ‘ASCS, and Scs offices

in the same office building or adjacent bmldmgs in.74 percent of the _
nation’s 2,767 counties where at least 2 of the agencies had offices. uspa ¢
asserts in its current collocatnon guidance (Dec 1986) that, in addition to ;
providing convenient service to farmers and: rural residents, collocatlon
permits agencies to reduce. overall costs by shanng personnel equxp—
ment, and office space. - S R
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In 1979 we reported that UsDa needed to. momtor resource shanng
among collocated agencies more closely 1 Moreover, both USDA’s 1985
Blueprint Report and our present review found that uspa has not ‘ade- U
quately monitored or further: promoted the shanng of personnel,;equlp-
ment, and supplies at collocated offices. Consequently, the Dep‘ irtment
is unable to determine past cost savings achieved at these offices .and is
missing opportunities to save potentlally mllllons of dollars by pursmng
these initiatives more aggresswely S : :

1989 Data Reflect Through discussions with UsDa officials. and review of data mamtamed
by uspA’s Office of Operatlons, we found that the Department has nain-
83{;21(;‘;?3“]3““) ha.SIS on tained its long-established polncy of collocatmg farm agency ofﬁces. ‘As
- indicated in table 2.2, FmHA, ASCS, and scs have flgured prominently

among collocated UsDa agencies. Farm agencles operate out of the same
or adjacent buildings in 2,040 counties across the. nation. Other USDA'
agencies, including the Cooperative Extensxon Serv1ce (CES), Federal
Crop Insurance Corporation, and the Forest Servxce, ‘have also collocated
with agencies in a number of localities natlonw1de CEs, for example is
collocated with at least 1 other UsDa agency m 550 locatrons 2

Table 2.2: 1989 Collocation Status for Ascs scs and FmHA Calondar Year 1989

- ' Total counties _ Tomione- . -
Total U.S. counties with ASCS, SCSor.  Yotal field offices nationwide® Total counties - partially- ‘agency

FmHA Office : *3CS SCS ~ FmHA  fully colloc_:at'jod"' ", . collocated® countloo
2.948 2797 2847 2116 2040 - 0 383 181

3ASCS and FmHA figures reflect county offices. Figures for SCS omces which serve separale conser
vation dlstncls reflect the number of countnes where district offlces are present .

BEully collocated counties are those where at least two of the three agencnes have ofﬂces in a county
and they are located in the same or adjacent buildings. s . .

“Partially collocated counties are those where at least two of the three agencnes are conocated The
other agency office may be located in the same town orinan entvrely dnfferent locatnon ;

Source: Office of Operatlons USDA. : C l ;
USDA’S streamluung task force reported in 1985 that by collocatmguts
field agencies, USDA can provide convenient, * one-stop service to !

farmers and other residents of rural communities: Officials we spoke
with during our review generally supported collocatlon for sumlar. :
reasons. T

\Golloca ocating Agriculture Field Offices—More Can Be Done (CED79-74; Apr. 25, 1979). &

2CES' relatively low collocation ﬂgure probably occurs because most of |ts 2 928 ofﬁefs are pmwded
- rent-free by.county governments. - S ) !
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Resource Sharing at USDA's gu:idance on :lcl)llocatxgn s};:ecmes that lt plermxts collocated? Z ‘ff
. _ cies to reduce overall costs by sharing personnel, equipment, an lce
Collocated Sites Can Save space. Analyses by us and USDA' identified the potentlal for sav
Millions lions of dollars through resource. sharmg at collocated sites. In 198 .
USDA’s streamlining task: force solicited mformatlon from its 50 state
FACS on ways to improve: USDA s field structure In their responses; all 650
FACs supported the concept of sharing resources: at collocated officés as
one means of improving operatxonal effectlveness whlle mcreasmg.sav-
~ ings to the Department. TR : :

Two of five FAC proposals eventually selected as USDA pllot prOJects

- showed potential for significant cost savmgs One pro,:ect focusmg on
opportunities to share telephone. systems, expects to save USDA $12: 6
million over a 10-year period if applied in 87 locations natlonw1de
Another project, sharing data systems at. 57 locatlons acrossthe
country, was expected to save the Department approxunately $3.75 rrul-
lion I'v the end of 1989. Although UsbA was unable to complete this
latter project within its desngnated time frame 1t Stlll managed to '
achieve a $1.15-million savings. ol :

According to our limited survey on current operatlon unprovement uu-
tiatives at collocated offices in exght upper nudwestern states, consnder—
able savings may be achieved: The Fac chmrpersons in these states *
identified a number of resource-sharing mltlatlves—-e £., sharin:
equipment, supplies, motor véhicles, leasmg arrangements, p T
mail services, and office space. Cost savings estimates on initiati r
five of the eight states ranged from $3,300 to $195 000 per year. The'
other three states could not: supply us with estunates ‘We estimated the
aggregate total cost savings generated by the mltlatnves as approxx-

mately $450,000 per year. SR . .

Cost-Saving Initiatives Not Despxte the significant potential for cost savings, the Department
neither tracks cost savings achieved through initiatives already
Adequately Monitored or uriderway at collocated sites nor vigorously. promotes additional initia-

Promotea tives at collocated offices. ‘Both our work and'| uspa’s 1985 Blueprint
» Report recognized that deficiencies in these areas can hnut the overall
effectiveness of the Department s collocatlon pohcy

In 1979 we reported that USDA could not adequately assess the progress
of its collocatlon effort without tracking the extent to whlch agenmes

b
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Role of FACs in Promoting

Collocation

are sharmg resources at collocated offlces 3 To. remedy this sn:uatlon, we |
recommended that the Department estabhsh a system for trackin h'ese
data at USDA headquarters. Sumlarly, the 1985 Blueprint report '
nized that while “llterally hundreds” Of resource-shanng arran_g ments
had been achieved across the Department USDA needed to develop.-a"
data base to enable. headquarters ofﬁcnals to review progress on
resource sharmg at collocated offlces at’ any glven _tlme

And yet, 11 years after our report and b years fter USDA S own:
Bluepnnt Report, our dlscussxons with. USDA f1c1als in Washmgton—-_'__f

collocated sites. Accordmg to a USDA of f|c1a1 anesota unproved ser-
vice to USDA clients, not cost savings, has been the primary emphasxs of
the Department’s collocation policy. Other USDA offxclals also suggested
that improving cost savings has not been a- prmclpal thrust of the
Department’s collocation program. Further, USDA headquarters officlals
responsible for reporting collocation trends told us they are not ] pres-
ently tracking cost savings data because the Department S top-level
management has not requested them to do soand'they do not: appear to
believe that identifying such cost savings 1s part of thelr own .
respons1b1hty :

Although the FACS prov1ded overwhelmmg support for resource-sharmg
initiatives during the 1985 streamllmng effort ‘USDA has not v1gorously
promoted such initiatives at collocated sites. m subsequent years. In‘a
1988 report on the outcome of five FAC pilot. prOJects generated’ by the
1985 streamlining effort, a prior USDA Assistant: Secretary for Adnums—
tration stated that while the FACS were encouraged to pursue their:-own
initiatives, “this was probably not done to any extent.” Our: survey of
eight midwestern states also revealed. that such mmatxves were not
emphasized. One of the FAC chairmen partxclpatmg in this survey ., -
reported, for example, that collocated. offices in his state had not:initi-
ated new resource-sharing measures since the 1985 streamlmmg effort
because UsDA had not mstructed the state and local FACS to do $0. |

In November 1989 we reported that the loss of momentum in pursumg
resource- sharmg initiatives at collocated offlces may be attrlbutable in

!

3Collocating Agriculture Field Offices—More Can Be Done (CED-79-74; Apr. 25, 1979).

P
[
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Consolidations Offer
Additional Cost-
Savings Potential

part to the diminished status of the FACs smce 1985 4 Offlclals we: con-
tacted during that review spoke in general of USDA ‘headquarters’ ;.
reduced interest in the FACS, USDA’~ only’ mteragency coordination echa-
nism operating in the field and the Department’s principal source of
information on collocation trends at the state and local levels. We' recom-
mended that, to involve the: fxeld more fully i in carrymg out: program
policy, and administrative initiatives, the Secretary of Agriculture
should mstltutxonahze a FAC llaxson in the Offlce of the Secretary

During a congressional hearing in February 1990 USDA offlclals testlfled
that the Department was taking action to revxtahze the FACS. We com-
mend management for its recent efforts to elevate the status of the FACs
in the Department. We still believe, however, that the Secretary of ‘Agri-
culture can use the FACS more effectlvely in strmulatmg grass roots-mput
for innovative ideas to improve UsDA’s fiéld structure: Documentmg cost
savings already achieved at collocated offxces and further promotmg
resource-sharing initiatives where feasible in any of usba’s 2,040 collo-
cated offices are but two of . many areas where the FACs can benefit’ the
Department as a strategic management tool. As of June 1990, no such
initiatives were being promoted by the new F‘AC halson o

4US. Depan.rnent of %mculture Status of the Food and: .@grgulmre Councﬂs Need to be Elevated
(GAO/RCED- ov. 20, 1989). o . v

Consolidation, combining the operations of two or more offices of an
individual agency at a single location, can provnde Uspa with additional
cost savings and the same or more efficient service delivery. FmHA;/ASCS,
and scs have made some effort to consolidate fleld operations ovéer:the
years, but single-county offices still dommate their field structuires, ‘We
believe these large farm agencies can undertake additional opportumtxes
without a concurrent loss in operational effect,veness or increased.
burden on farmers, particularly where admlmstratlve costs exceed or
are nearly equal to the value of benefits prowded ‘However, consolida-
tion, which typically involves permanent office closures and staff’ relo-
cations, can be a contentious issue, raising orgamzatlonal and pohtlcal
obstacles. Nevertheless, annual potential savings in the millions of dol-
lars justify pursuing consolidation more aggresswely at locatlons that no
longer warrant a: full complement of agency staff ST '
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USDA'’s Recent Experience
With Consolidation

general internal and extemal bamers to consolidatlon that federal agen-
cies had to overcome - :

Of the farm agenc1es, FmHA consohdated only about l percent
and 2 district offlces in 10 states) between 1987 and 1989 for:

percent between 1983 and 1990 by consohdatmg 228 of these of o
into 180 offices,® but the agency has been less successful in consohdatmg )
many of its 2,847 district offices. The total number of ASCS' principal '
county offices declined by only 4 (from 2,682 to0 2,678) between late
1987 and early 1990. The national ofﬁces of. ASCS and SCs were unable to
provide us with estimated cost savings from fleld'offlce consolldatlons

The Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), a non-farm agency, has had
somewhat more success in consohdatmg some of its: 274 offices. A '
former AMS Administrator noted that the- agency owes its success m
reducing its regional structure to its relatlonshlp with’ prmclpa] AMS cli-
ents. Unlike the farm programs, most AMS program costs are pald f
through user fees by the commodlty groups and research boards that
rely on AMs marketing data. AMS management-'-l_nformed these clle_,_ts that
they could control user fee i mcreases by supportmg agency efforts:to
reduce overhead through miore streamlined operatlons AMS officials
stated in 1989 that the agency expected to' save $1.6. mllhon over 5 years
by consohdatmg 26 (almost 10 percent) of its ﬁeld ofﬁces ; .

F‘mHA S expenence in combmmg the operations of mdlwdual ofﬁces illus-
trates conditions that might prompt field agenc:es to consider consohda—
tion, The following are Justlflcatlons FmHA used i m consohdatmg some of
its 22 county and 2 district offlces LT |

5Stx'ea.mlimng the Federal Field Stritcture: Potential Qmmuuna Barriers, and Actions That Can Be
Taken (l-‘l-‘LD-80-4 Aug. 5, 1980). . : L .

o L L
6Area ot‘ﬁces SCS' ﬁrst-une management level below the state ofﬁce; pervxse the operatiom of a
number of district offices (2,847 nationwide) or service offices. The : size of any given “area’ depends
on its geographic location, types of programs, patterns of conserv_anon dlstnc_ts and other factors.
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In general when FmHA conslders requests to consolxdate fleld ofﬁc& it

One Montana office was closed because the nnHA ofﬁce in the athommg
county was in closer proxmuty to other consumer services. . -

A Texas suboffice was. closed because farmers would not be adversely
affected by traveling to the agency ) mam ofﬁce, located 10 mlles away
FmHA closed a North Dakota' county ofﬁce that' averaged one client visit
per day. The agency also explamed that chents from this county were
already traveling to an FmHA office in an ad;ouung county, Whlch had =
more developed retail and service centers. o
A Maryland district offlce was closed because consolldatmg four dls-
tricts into three provnded more efficient loan servicing. .

A Virginia office was closed because mcreased urbamzatlon curtaxled
rural housing and farm program activity. ' S

subjects each proposal to a ngorous process to ensure, among other

tion, (2) Senators and Representatwes from the affected areas are
informed and approve of the consolidation, and (3) employees are not
adversely affected by the action. o e .

f .

Single-County Offices
Dominate ASCS, SCS Field
Operations

‘of single-county operations has persxsted As table 23 shows, Ascs:and

-office in.90 percent or more of their counties,

Collocation data in USDA’s 1985. Blueprmt Report also provnded a ghmpse
of the vast potential for consolidating the expanswe field' operatlons of
FmHA, ASCS, and scs. The report’s collocatl tatxstncs revealed, for:’
example, that in 1985 80 percent or more of ASCs and scs local offioes
were in single counties in 44 states and 46 states; respectively. However
given improvements in transportation technology and commumcatlons
we believe it is increasingly difficult to rationalize the existence ofiso
many local offices. Travel time between: county seats has declined dra-
matically since the estabhshment of the farm agenclos earlier in. tlus
century, thereby weakening: arguments that ‘consolidations burdencli-
ents and agency staff with unreasonable travel requlrements i

Usmg county ofﬁce data mamtamed by Ascs and data compxled by
UsbA’s Office of Operations on collocation trends in fiscal year 1989, we
updated UsDA’s 1985 analysis to determine whether the preponderance

scs field presence in single counties remams partlcmarly high, especxally
when compared with FmHA. Twenty-three states have_an AS(S and SCS
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Table 2.3: ASCS, SCS, FmHA Prosonco ln Coumiu, by smo, Calendar Yoar 1939 o

Farm Agenc! Local Oif cos S
ASCS - L scs RS

Total

counties o

Number
- of county
offices®

Percent.
~ counties.
with offices’

Numbor;-
_ of county’

ofﬂcas" :

67

00

67

Ala 67
Alas. R 5 4 80 L4
Anz. 15 1 73 13
Ark. ' 75 75 400 .. 75
Caiif. . 58 32 55 a4t
Colo. 83 . 4 ~ 65 59
Conn. TR T T8 00 8
Del. 3 3. - 100 3
Fla T 67 - 45 " 67 59

Ga. o 159 143 e a7

\da. 44 41 : 93 40
. : 102 97 95 96 77
Ing. 92 92 100 - 91 99 - .. 65 |
lowa 99 100 100 98  100...- - 63 . o4
Kas. o 105 .-~ 104: - 99 . .. 105 1000 T 380 L
Ken. . 120 120 0 100 . - 119 99418 _
La. 64 56 . 88 51 80 - 41 64
Me. 16 16 - 88 16 100 .7 - 167 .. 1100
Md. 23 22 06 19 © 83 715 1765
Mass. . 14 410 £ R 7900 8 © 57
_ - ~ o 82 0 40 ' a8
Minn. 87 85 93 o 87 S 1000 - - 820 T 60
Miss. - 82 80 98 © 81 99 .+ -89 - - 84
Mo. 114 C o114 100 113 99 .. M3 99
Mont. 56 49 88 52 93 .t 38 . 170
Neb. B 93 84 ) 82 88 . 45 - . 48
Nev. . 16 - 8 - 50 13 Bt 6 . 38
NH. ' 10 S - 80 10 100 - 9 - .90
N.J. 21 - 8. . 38 13 62 1 B2
NM. - 33 26 79 29 - 88 .29 . : 88
NY. ' 62 50 81 56 90L 430 . 69
NC - 100 97 97 99 99 - ... 90 g0
N.D. 53 53 100 53 0. 7 48 91 .
Ohio 88 81 92 88 100, - 3. 40
. - “(continied) .

s +}
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ASCS ]

. Number Percent

Total of county counties
State counties offices® with offices
ok. ) 7 77 100
Oreg. ' ¥’ 27 75
peon. 67 60 0
RI. T 5 1 20
S.C. ) - 46 46 100
sD. T o 67 60 90
Tenn T 95 95 100
Tex. 254 239 94 227
D’i._”"——""'""""""'""”"" ' 29 T .. - 27 . '93 26
ve . T 14 100 2
va. 95.. 86 91 72
Wash. 39 31T 79 35
wyv. T T e T 85 44
wisc. 72 & 8 62
w., T 23 20 e 23 100 - 21
Yotal 3,076 2,797 91 2,847 92 2115-_} ... 69

3Includes 2.671 county headquaners ofﬁces 9 full-time subofﬁces and 28 part -time subofﬁces
Source Office of Operations, USDA : .

Table 2.4 hsts the 14 states that have an AS(S and SCS ofﬁee in over 95
percent of their counties. 7he table is arranged by the average snze
county in each state, wluch gives an indication of the territory covered
by each office. The iates range from Kentucky where 120. countles
average 337 square miles, to North Dakota where 53 countlos average

1,333 square miles.
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Table 2.4: States With Over 95 Percent

ASCS and SCS County Coverage, Sorted T Ay.;.g. . Perc .
by Average County Size Number of county size .-~ = ASCS :
‘counties (sq. miles) counties: counties
120 337 100 99 .
92 394 . 100 99
g5 45 - 100 100
100 526 .99 9%
99 569 100 . 100
82 582 98 %
o 8 626 00 100
46 675 1000 T 100
73 686 - 100 .- 100
g5 .. T8 00 100
- 67 770 71000 100
) 105 783 89 100
ST T T e 100 100
- 53 1333 100 100
Source. GAQ calculations based on USDA Office of Operations and ASCS dafa )
Through discussions with agency officials and review of pnor Jusnﬁca-
tions for consolidating offices, we learned that farmers already travel
regularly to other counties to procure farm. eqmpment as well as a wide
range of consumer services. FmHA officials further expla.med that the
agency'’s field staff can handle much of their contacts w1th farm chents
by phone or mail. _ .
ASCS County Operations Proponents of local farm agericy offices serving sinc :.counties may-

Data Reveal Considerable
Organizational Slack

rationalize the need for such offices on the basis:of high levels of pro-

" gram activity, and when true, that is a reasonable Justlﬁcatxon How-

ever, some of these offices have low levels of actlvnty, as a comparison
of Ascs administrative expenditures and program beneﬁts on a county-
by-county basis indicates. As figure 2.1 shows, the magonty (1,825) of
ASCS county offices spent from less than 1 cent to 10 cents for: every
dollar of benefits provided in 1989 but 53 county offices spent more on
overhead expenditures than they gave out in progr. n benefits; 379

-counties spent 20 cents to a dollar; and 424 county offices spent 10 to 20

cents for every dollar of benefits provided. Unless local offices can be
justified on a critical service basis, more cost-effectlve service could'be
provided by consohdatmg some of these offices in thls penod of budget
stress. : o

GAO/RCED-91-00 Farm Agencies' Field Structure
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Figure 2.1: Cost to Deliver a Dollar of
ASCS Benefits (FY 1989)

Number of County Offices
1400

1200

1000 .

Note Bracketed figures represent the average cost for each category.
Source GAO analysis of ASCS data. :

_Flgwe 2.2 shows the locations of the 856 ASCs county offlces that make

up the first three bars of figure 2.1, i.e., offices in which county adminis-
trative expenditures exceeded benefits, and locatlons where overhead
expenses incurred were 20 to 100 percent and 10 to 20 percent of ben-
efit dollars delivered. These 856 Ascs county offices represent 32 per-
cent of all offices, incur 21 percent of all admuustratxve expenses and
pay out less than 3 percent of total program benefits. . -
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Figure 2.2: ASCS Counties Where Administrative Expenses Exceeded or Were 10 Percent or More of the Value of Program
Benefits Dispensed (1989) LT

> $
R $.20-$1 |
$.10-$ .20
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We belleve that ASCS can consolldate some of the hlgh-overhead off i s

istration costs to pay out $586 mllhon in beneflts in the 856 ofﬁ‘_" ;
spending over 10 cents for every dollar of beneﬁts prov1ded m sc

majority. of its offnces in fiscal year 1989 36 cents), the same-$ _ 6 mil-
lion in benefits would have cost Jjust over $21 ‘million to administer—a
savings of about $90 million. Increased eff1c1ency would save even ore

money.

We also examined ASCS’ cost of doing business on a state-by-state basis.
Table 2.4 shows the (1) number and percentage ‘of the state counties
that maintain Ascs county headquarters offlces and (2) number and per-
centage of states’ counties that spend 10 cents or more to deliver a
dollar in program benefits, with the average cost of dellvenng adollar
of Ascs farm programs in each state. The results show great variations
by state. For example, 19 states contain over 50 percent hlgh-cost coun-
ties while 6 states do not contain any. . =
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Tabie 2.5: Cost of Delivering ASCS
Programs by State (FY 1989)

ASCS COunty
4 headquarters -
omcn ;p%ndlng

Counﬂn vmh
‘ASCS -

,hoadquamrs Percem of

Total
counties

Porco_nt'
of total:

counties

“total
L ASCS
COun_ty
- . offices

‘ Dollvery
‘cost per

‘bonofitl

67

65

97

46

$05

5

4

80

-5

20

15

10

67

140

02

75

72

96

25 .

35

o1

- 58

32

55

-]

3

01

.. 63

a

65

22

Y

8

8

100

@

100

.26

3

3

100

o

0

07

67

45

67

25

56 -

02

159

110

69

59

54

.06

80

100 L

81

41

93

10

04

102

97

85

-0

.02

.92

92

100

-9

03

89

100 -

0 -

o2

105

104

8

o|lojmlo] sl sl

:5""

04

120

114 -

©
(32}

71

.08

47

~
w

223

01

16

14

&

14

~:100

.27

23

20

(o]
~

25

T

14

n
~

21007

18

83

~
o

-
~

"~ 26

03

87

81

8

n

3

.02

82

77

w0
H

w
g

40 .

o

114

10t

[s ]
©

-
N

120

03

56

o]
N

TR

02

93

8

1

02

16

@

o
(=]

! :

ol

75

10

10

[= <]

0
o

21

w
@

100 -

0.

33

26

-
©

~

DD,

62 -

37
04
04
07

NY 62 50 81 29 58 .
NC 00 94 94 72 77 .- 10

53

53

100

o

0

02
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Ascs 00unty e . L

. headquarters: = = L

COumlu wnh ' i ' i

ASCS )

held uartoro ' o

" offices: . ory

Percent: : =S per

- Total -+ oftotal C County. -dollarof . !

State counties  No. counties No. - - offices’ ‘benefits -

Ohio - 88 8t 92 -15'-'-_. R

Ok. 7 - T6 99 - 23 . - 30 . 05
Oreg. 36 27 75 A 41 08
" Penn. 67 . 59 88 34 - .58 . 10

R.I. 5 1 20 L R KA

SC. - 46 45 98 2% 58 - 07

SD. . 67 60 90 00 : 03
Tenn. - 95 - 95 100 61 T 64 05
Tex. - 254 228 90 49 - 22 02
Utah 29 22 7% 8 - 36 ~.01
Ve. 14 13 93 11 .85 - 16
Va. 95 78 82 66 .- 85 A7
Wash. 39 29 74 9 .3 .02
W.V. _ 55 47 85 4 . 96 . .28
Wisc. : 72 61 85 1 o2 . .03
Wy. 23 18 73 4. . 22 . 06

Total 3076 2671 87 856 . 32 .  $.024

Source: GAQ analysis of ASCS data.

We dld not analyze snmllar data for FmHA or SCS. Dlscusswns W1th I"mHA
and scs officials suggest that there are also opportumtles in some '
states—particularly those with relatively small counties and/or small
farm populations—to consolidate operations within a multlcounty
structure

Coming to Grips With Citing the complexity of individual agency (.)perat.iqns_,.vU'SDA's' 1985
Organizational and Blueprint Report skirted the issue of field office consolidations. The
Political Obstacles report simply recommended that agencies “self-examme" the potential
for cutting costs and reducing overhead in thelr structures. Neverthe-
less, the 1985 Blueprint Report correctly underscores the "complexlty"
= of agency operations as a potentlal orgamzatlona.l obstacle to’ consolxda-

tion. Indeed, FmHA, ASCS, and SCS possess unique features that onthe " ?’.::
‘surface, appear to work against consolxdatlon - : :
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Both ascs and FmHA have farmer-elected county comrmttees that oversee
programs and staff at the local level. Consolldatlng two offices can )
result in an awkward s1tuat10n whereby two elected county commlttees
are charged with operating a single offlce
Particularly below the dlstnct level, scs staff work closely w1th state
and county government employees often in: free office space, in
administering conservation programs. scS has argued in the past that:
consolidations at this level could ‘weaken efforts to conserve soxl and
water resources. :

All three of the major farm agencnes have legxslatlvely mandated nun—
imum staff levels or “*floors”’ that limit the degree to which agency
administrators can reduce staff through attntlon or other means.”

Although these organizational impediments comphca e'fconsohdatxon
decisions, they are not insurmountable. ASCS managers told us, for -
examnple, that they have consolidated offxces ‘using a* “shared manage-
ment approach,” in which the elected committees of two counties work
through a “‘shared” county executive dxrector to adnunxster the com-’
bined operations of the counties. In addition, scs managers told us that,
particularly in northeastem stares state and county govemments have
begun to take the lead in some conservation programs, a trend that. may
allow scs to reduce its presence eventually in these states. Fmally, whlle
the Congress determines the minimum staff levels for FmHA; ASCS, and
scs field operations, its decision does not preclude amendmg leglslatlon
following a finding by the Secretary of Agnculture that the staff levels
should be ad]usted downward to maximize operatlonal effxcxency ,

the potential exists for further consohdatmg USDA s fleld operatlons,
internal and external res1stance to consolidation can be daunting.
Through our dlscussmns with farm agency officials and reviews of rele-
vant documents, we ldentlfled many situations where farm agency
attempts to consolldate even small local offlces have met with stiff
resistance. In one southwestern state, for example an FmHA attempt to
consolidate one office was blocked when the: la.ndlord affected by’ the
‘action teamed with a banker and a judge and' successfully appealed to a
U.S. Representative to intervene. An SCS state conservationist in the
-southeastern part of the country told us that his ablhty to relocate staff
to.areas of greatest need is limited because of the potentxally adverse

7In the general provnsnons section of its fiscal year 1991 budget proposal USDA suggested ehmmatmg
" minimum staff floors for the field agencies to permit the Sea'etary the ﬂex:blhty needed to. can'y out
_programs of the Department in the most eff cient, cost-effective 1 manner Ty

RS

Page 33 | GAO/BCED$109 Farm Agencles' Field Structure




Clmpter 2 . ; o
Incremental Ad.lustments Can Yleld Short-
Term Savings und Improved Effldency

an incident in a mldwestern state where a prospectlve consol i
three local offices was effectlvely cancelled by a county exec_u

top management and the Congress has- kept the agency from aggres-"'
lvely pursuing consohdatlons O _ :

tunity to participate in the pr _éss For exam ccording to Ascs' v
guidelines for field office management, affected As
‘must first review and comment on combmmg county offices before the
proposed consolidation can be transmitted to ASCS State comxmttee and
the ascs Deputy Administrator for State and County Offices, in ‘Wash- -
ington, D.C., for authonzatxon Because of this pollcy, ASCS officials at
USDA headquarters told us, managers in the agency’s natlonal offnce
receive insufficient feedback from Ascs state and local offlcxals on how
often rational proposals to consohdate local offlces fall prey to pohtlcal
mterference - _ o R
Large-scale consohdatlon efforts are no less vulnerable to strong
internal and external opposition. For example, 21985 scs task force pro-
posed consolidating the administrative operatlons of its 50 state offlces
into 2 administrative centers, thereby saving: nearly $20 raillion over a
10-year period. However, $CS never unplemented the task force récom-
mendations, in part because state conservatio. s_ts and sCs state busmess
offices affected by the action voiced strong OppOSItlon to the proposal
Similarly, a 1985 ascs attempt to consolldate 12 underutlllzed offices in
the northeastern part uf the country was blocked by the:Congress inithe
wake of stiff resistance ty the plan by affected AS(S staff : 1

T
i

Desplte seemmgly staunch resistance from specxal mterest groups and
congressional concerns; such obstacles can-be overcome. One FmHA'
national office manager, for example, attributes his agency's success in
consolidating local offices to its policy of mformmg affected groups,
including Members of Congress ‘of a proposed consohdatlon at.an: early
stage and then working with these groups to’ mlmnuze any negatlve
impacts.of the consohdatnon An SCS state conservatlomst also told'us
that congresswnal representatives from his- state sensxtlve to the need

i 1

[ P
i b
:
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Conclusions

to reduce the national debt, have been less inclined to block consolida-
tions in recent years. As: mentloned earller in this chapter, AMS S
in consolidating offices’ may be owed in part to its mutual inter th -
private sector AMS clients in. keepmg agency overhead——and pote,_v,, ial
increases in user fees—to a mmunum _ I |

save miillions of dollars with the same or unproved operatxonal

- improving UspA field operations. While uspa: ‘has recently revitalized the

taken full. advantage of this feedback mechanism. The Department

in transportation and communications, dech_rung__farm populatlons_, :

Successful orgamzatlons commonly take actlons desrgned to m AX]
available resources, shave costs, and: trim’ management layers
short term. Federal agencies w1th large fleld structures have
variety of short-term optlons to control costs a.nd improve ope
effectiveness. These incremental measures are particularly vali abl_ to
federal managers when- dechmng budgets threaten to erode an ag,__ncy s
ablllty to dehver tradmonal programs and- serv1ces

uspA’s field agencxes haveundertaken a number of 1mt1at1ves, con pat-
ible with their existing management structures that can potent 4

ness. However, UsDA has not been aggressive in ‘two particular:
sharing resources at its 2,221 collocated offices and consolidatin
operations of small local offices of its major field agencies, pa
FmHA, ASCS, and scs. As we have indicated, the potentlal cost: savmgs to
be gained through such measures can be sxgmﬁcant L _. :

Mechanisms are avanlable to achleve further: savmgs USDA has not, yet
responded to recommendations to develop a trackmg system for cost
savings that result from resource sharing at collocated sites. We .
reported over a decade ago that this mformatlon was critical to the Suc-
cess of USDA’s collocation policy: UsDA's 1985 Bluepnnt Report: rexterated
the need for such a tracking system. In addltlon ‘the Departmenthasto
revive the enthusiasm exhibited by the. FACS in'1985 when they: proposed S
numerous practical and innovative cost-savm S suggestlons for o

FACs by placing the liaison back in the Offrce of the Secretary, it' ‘hasnot

needs to take greater advantage of this grass'r'OOts' management tool in
assessing opportunities for delivering uspa. servnces more effectnvely

whlle reducmg overall costs..

Consohdatlon has also not been a sufﬁclently hlgh- pnorlty, artlcularly
for small, localized agency operations that may be managed more efﬁ-

ciently and cost effectively through a multlcounty structure. Advances .
and

[
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Term Savinp and lmpmed Eﬂldency

increasingly tight federal budgets all support t.he need for UsD
greater advantage of opportunities to consohdate local offi
farm clients may be serviced through a multrcounty operatrom_ e effi-
ciently and at less cost to the U S taxpayer S DR

We agree with UsDA offrclals that consohdatlon can be a partlcul"'

thorny issue. We also beheve that; given the present flsca.l cli
Washington, many Members of Congress may be more rece, v
solidating field offices in. their home dlstncts provrded USDA'S ¢
balance the needs of the general taxpayer Wlth those of the Dep Art-
ment’s traditional clients. R

effects on farmers, agency staff and rura.l commumtles in gene g
working with affected groups, mcludmg Members of Congress, at the
earliest stages of a proposed. consolidation. Such’ actions could hélp .
remove or minimize the orgamzatlonal and pohtlcal barners that allow
field office inefficiencies to exist:

1

.
Recommendations

controls to ensure that 1) cost-savmgs data are mamtamed oni resource-
sharing initiatives undertaken at each collocated office and (2)' the: f
potential for additional cost savings at. these locatrons is reported annu-
ally through the FaCs to the Secretary The. state and. local FACs
then work with USDA’s top management to develop strateglc ‘plans: ..for
implementing additional uutlatlves at USDA’S 2,040 col]ocated offlces
nationwide. . . R R

To ensure that fxeld offlce consolidations are undertaken Where feasrble
in terms of cost savings and wrthout dlsruptmg program dehve_-

Pnge“-. .
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Mat ters for We believe that the Congress | should consnder workmg w1th USDA to take
: . greater advantage of opportumtles to consohdate local offices where
Consideration by the farm clients may be served through a multlcounty operatlon asor more
efficiently and at ess cost to the' taxpayer i o

: USDA did not respond to our speclﬂc recommen
Agency Comments agrees that efficiency 1mprovements and cost. red:
through increased collocation,: reeource sharmg, and consohdatlon How-
ever, the Department believes.our estimate of cost savings through
increased consolidation is overly: optumstlc because it is based on:an
analysis of administrative costs and program benef‘ ts rather than the
Department’s work load data. While we do not ‘consider our anal i as
the sole criterion for office consohdatlons, we do consider the compar-
ison to be a valid indicator along with other factors, such as reliable
work load data, farm trends, county size, and budget cons1deratlons ‘We
found UsDA's current work load statistics to be unreliable for such a pur-
pose because county office statlstlcs are typlcally accepted at face value
by state offices. : :

I

USDA states that most of the potential savings in existing collocated,
offices have already been realized. We see no. basns for this claim. UsDA
does not track resource sharing at collocated 31tes or maintain data'on
cost savings achieved through collocation. ’I‘hus USDA lacks quantltatlve
support for such a statement : S

The fact that two offices are next to each other does not automatlcally
guarantee more effective program coordination or translate into cost
savings. In general, the Department’s agency-focused culture works
against resource-sharing initiatives. In order to help overcome tlus cul-
tural blaS, we believe that USDA needs to be more proactlve in sharmg
resources. - - R N

o
oA

.'I

1
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money spent on managm
 delivered.

Benefits Provided by

Incremental
AdJustrnents Are t alread buffeted by ch g S
Lumted _ no areay anem |
« legal, political, or techmcal condltlons, o
. demand for products and servxces, and/or o
. y ;
Refo ' g USDA S ment needs to consider whether it ca.n afford to mamtam its

Field Structure: - field structure in the face of certain trends, including fewer
Unfinished Business beneficiaries, mcreased opportumtles to use mformatxon tec

also noted that this was not the first. tlme that percelved me
USDA’s dehvery system prompted suggestxons for cha.nge Su




Usmnunlyioneed.ummw
System for Dellvedn‘ l’a.rm Servlcu i

studies have addressed thls subJect over the last 2 decades alon
app. L) s 2

1973 and 1985 USDA
Studies Called for
Transition to Integrated
Farm Agency

‘such locations. However, the report also vnewed such actioi

‘to four different Under or A551stant Secretanes using dlffen

‘remedy the situation and thereby permit: a more extensive reo za- | __,';

Page3s -

Many of the recommendatlons and refo ptlons contamed
studies listed in appendlx I focused on pursumg mcremental

favor of U.S. Agncultural Service f‘enters‘ ‘The report | 'focused
on benefits to be denved through collocatron and resource sh

interim steps’ toward mtegratmg USDA s farm agencles 'l'he

years ago The report emphasnzed the necessxty of begmmng p
“developing a leaner; stronger USDA, one whlch not only will |

provide a better servnce to the Amencan people,___but at a lower' cos E{to

their responses to the report s draft recommendatlons, many _
FACS recognized a major lmpeduuent to reorga.mzmg the Dep' ' Q,
field structure effectlvely AS long as five farm agenclos weére ting

trative systems, there were practxcal‘.lumtatlons on how exte {
USDA could restructure:-its: fleld dehvery system for farm pro' )

tion of the Department, the '1985 task force ,lncluded options i g
Blueprint Report for the Secretary to consnder in integrating the: farm
agencies. Table 3.1 summarizes the strengths ‘and weaknesses of these
optlons - : . :
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USDA Is Likely to Need & More lntegnted B T i
System for Delivering Farm Services . S :

Table 3.1: Arguments for and Against

Combining Current Farm Agencies Into a Agoncloa : _ e - R
Single Farm Agency _ combined For . Against. = . ]
' ASCS, FmHA, . 1. Simplify relationships between 1. Mix:soil sclentlsts and: Ioan :
FCIC, and SCS farmers and the Department. oﬁlcers :
2. Provide convenient service to 2. Requnre Ieglslatlon to change
farmers in singie county office. ASCS/ personnel to federal
: - - status” - i d
3. Ensure cdnsiétenCy in farm 3. Revamp Iocal commntee for use
program policy, planning, and with both' Abe and FmHA.
budgeting. i _
4. Reduce overhead costs of 4 Requ:re reahgnment of district
"delivering services. - orgamzanonal boundanes

5. Permit cross-utilization of S o
personnel. - R i

6. Share services and personnel
during seasonal work load

periods. :
ASCS FCIC and 1. See number 1 above, except for 1. See above arguments against,
FmHA2 conservation technicat and this combination would
assistance (SCS). require a separate field offlce
structure for SCS o
2. See number 3 above. ' o
" 3 Less mixing of technical =
disciplines. '
S 4. Reduce administrative costs. ' BV |
ASCS.FCIC,. 1. Administer nearly all financial 1. See. above arguments against,
FmHA®P assistance to farmers with one plus a field structure to deliver
management and field office - housing and community !
structure. - development programs
2. Provide consistency in farm 2 Make and service smgle-iamnly
program policy, planning, and housnng loans by dnstnct offnce
‘budgeting. ' . .' c _
3. Provide personnei to service 3. Use new: county oﬁ;ces to help

FmHA farm loans. with these loans.
: 4, Transfer single family hotising
loans to'the Farmer Services
Agency. - e

ASCS and FCIC 1. Provides agency for both price 1. FCIC is already moving to restnct
support and i_nsurance purposes. federal role in crop insurance.

2. Less f(eld work required by
current ASCS contract. -

(continued)
{
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USDA Is Likely to Need a More lntegnted

Agonccee .

combined - For , Agamet

ASCS, FmHA 1. Ensures consistency.in farmer . 1.'Major USDA responsmllmes on

FCIC, and SCS program policy, planmng and Under or Assmtant Secretary

report to same budgeting. : IR

Underor . ’ '

Assistant 2. Permits ASCS offices to be 2. Reqwre !egaslat«on to transfer

Secretary closed becauseof transferof ~ 'local ASCS employees to.
conservation programs to SCS. “administer conservation

.programs.

aMaintain separate SCS.

PTransfer the FmHA housing and commumty development programs toa new rural development
agency, maintain SCS as separate agency. . : .
Source USDA 1985 Blueprnint Report !
lee USDA’s 1973 effort the 1986 streamlining task force envxsaged a -
series of “‘phased objectives” geared toward creating a single, mtegrated
farm service agency. These phased objectives mcluded the followmg

Continue to pursue mcremental improvements to. the e)nstmg structure
Establish a single Assistant or Under Secretary in cha.rge of the farm
service agencies.

Create one farm agency by combining ASCs, Scs, FClC and some FmHA
functlons as described in one or more of the optlons m table 3 1

Although the 1985 task force did not estimate the cost savmgs that
might be achieved through this integration, it dld project a sxgmfica.nt
reduction in the cost of service delivery by * elumnatmg unnecessary

overhead in national, state, and county offlces, penmttmg the cross-util-

ization of personnel, sharing of services, and xromng out of peaks and
valleys i in workload. v _ SIS D

|

USDA Did Not Implement
Task Force
Recommendations to
Integrate Farm Agencies

In a follow-up report on the Department’s progress in unplementmg the
recommendations.of its 1973 task force,! USDA stated that the service:
center concept had proved.too inflexible in meetmg varymg local needs
to be implemented nationwide. UsDA subsequently scaled back its goal iof
integrating the farm agencies and concentrated mstea.d on the phystca.l
collocation of UsDa agencies in the field. uspa officials told us that many
field staff had perceived the 1973 study as a. heavy-ha.nded headquar-
ters-led effort that had not received sufficient input from the very staf f
that would be affected by its implementation. el

'USDA, Final Report: USDA Field Structure Task Force (Nov. 27, 1978).

1
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Several Factors May
Hasten a Decision on

Integration

_ other actrons associated with: reductlons m force, such as de_ _

In addition, despxte broad-based partlcrpatlon—mcludmg ﬁeld staf \

Agriculture with a reasonable basis from whlch to proceed W
believe that the “phased" approach proposed by the Blueprin
appropriate and could be: designed to correspond with USDA's !

farm pollcy cycle. A phased approach would allow U%DA to. def

staff through attrition wherever possrble Unhke reductrons m..foroe
attrntxon can save the government more money r_na grven flscal year

job *bumping,” which can reduce productmty by erodmg em

the Department is developmg gu1dance for a Department-wide I
force planning system that could provxde the basis for a reduc ion; m
staff that would have the least’ unpact on programs and semces

In 1985 USDA’S strea.mlmmg task force emphasnzed that to set the stage
for restructuring or mtegratmg the farm agencies, the Department_a first
had to move promptly in pursumg mcremental unprovements ts’field

field operatlons through shanng resources at collocated ofﬁ' and! con-
solidating.- local agency offices has not been adequate We bel‘ h"e

agencxes into a smgle, umfxed agency structure ‘However, severa] fac-
tors discussed below could provide an unpetus for top-level USDA Offl-
cials to quicken the pace toward mergmg these agenc1es to mcrease .coSt
savings and 1mprove overall. fleld management R S RN

RS
St

2us. pamnent gt'AgL ture: Need for lmpmved Workforoe l’lannmg (RCED—90—97 ‘Mar. l6
-1990). i R _ : : _ NE

Sl ) X ) . . :l.“:_a i C i .
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USDA Is Likely to Need a More lmemted :

Lack of Interagency
Coordination at Collocated
Sites May Result in
Multimillion-Dollar Losses

One of USDA’s prlmary obJectlves in promotmg collocatlon is to mc
interagency cooperation in adrmmstenng farm programs. Howev
an FmHA management official at the agency s ‘national office expl
the physical collocation of two USDA fleld agencnes does not nece
guarantee more effective program coordmatlon Recent find
uspA's Inspector General (IG) suggest that the effort to coord
programs at collocated sites has not been’ entxrely successful
1989, the Inspector General reported that poor_ _coordmatlon

revealed that FmHA and ASCS were: collocated m the same or ad;ouung
bunldmgs in75 percent of the locatlons at whlch these losses occurred

The IG report had a llmlted scope——27 county ofﬁce operatlons in: 6
states were reviewed. If this sntuatlon is occumng at other locati ns—'-
there are 2,040 locations natlonmde where FimHA' and ASCS are lio-
cated—the coordination problem would be costmg the federal’-‘-govem-
ment millions of dollars in unproper payments Such losses, owing'to -
poor communication at collocated sites, in tum, may substantlally offset
any cost savmgs the collocated agenctes had accrued by sharmg
resources. oo

A :
i

FACs Have Been Lax in
Coordinating USDA
Policies in the Field

Below the level of Deputy Secretary USpa uses one pnmary mecha- :
nism—the headquarters, state, and local. FACS——fOl‘ coordinating: the

~ activities of its field agencies. ‘When functlonmg properly, the FACS: can

provide USDA's top management with valuable mput for penodlcally
evaluating how well the field system is perforrmng They demonstr "t_ed
this ability during uspa’s 1985 streamlining; effort ‘but many state; and
local FACs lost interest in Department-mde issues' after headquarters dls-
appeared from the coordination loop in the late. 1980s. Recent FAC: actlvx-
ties, mcludmg a new headquarters FAC halson and a June 1990

lead to more fully involving the ﬁeld in program, pollcy, and admlmstra-

‘tive initiatives. Even if the farm services were mtegrated USDA would

need a mechanism similar to the FACs to pernut posrtlve interaction ;
between the mtegrated farm services agency a.nd USDA S non-farm 'agen-

R

3" Audit of the Unauthorized Use of Farmers Home Admuustratxon lnventory Farm Pmperty, Report
50099 20- At Office of the Inspector General ‘USDA, May 17 1989. ' . L
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Agricultural Program

Reforms Can Also Speed
Changes in USDA's Field

Delivery System

policies that support subsrdue, or otherwxse protect farmers _
rently, the Congress and the Executlve Branch are also. debatl_ng
posals: for eliminating or scalmg back mefﬁcrent agncultural pro anis.
For example, one congressional ‘proposal, desrgned to shift U.S. pro--
grams from price supports to welfare payments for ‘needy farmers, _
could substantially reduce the number of ehglble reclplents in several

programs.

Progress in these discussions, either together or separately, can have ‘a
significant impact on the work load of ASCS, USDA’s farm agency lai gely
responsible for admlmstenng yleld payments commodlty certificates,
and other programs long associated with productlon-onented U. S ;agn
culture Movmg toward an mtegrated farm agency allows USDA to b

fill vacancxes as they became avallable in the mtegrated farm se' _
agency : ; . '

Mounting Budget
Pressures May Compel
Field Structure Reform

federal officials who are managing large departments or agencies
' fiscal year 1989, interest alone on the $3-trillion federal debt reached

federal budget def1c1t exerts. perhaps the most srgmfrcant pressur

$241 billion, the highest single general expendlture in the federal: budget .
after defense spending. As the Comptroller General noted in his 1 _,89 L
Annual Report, in the present fiscal crisis, federal managers ‘will: be

increasingly hard-pressed to contmue provrdmg the pubhc w1th basrc
services.! B _ e

“Facihg Facts—Comptroller General's 1989 Annual Report (GAO: Jan. 19, 1989). e -

Page 44 U ‘GAO/RCED1.09 Farm Agencles'Field Stricture |




K Clnpters " ' L
o UBD\hukelytoNeedstlntccrued
. System for Dellverlng Farm Sewloes

.

In this environment of fiscal stress USDA needs a flexrble orga.m'"'
structure. The current fleld structure does not prov1de the Secreta y

with the flexibility to cut programs without the risk of serlously o
impairing its ability to provrde tradltlonal programs and semces._ N ; ,

.y

defense spending is larger than other domestlc agencnes Co
UsDA ls subject to serlous shortfalls in programs a.nd servnces 1_f ‘

savings. A report by USDA's top-rankmg budget offlcer revealed he
overall effect of a fiscal year 1990 sequestratlon ‘would have been ess

program money available to. farmers and less money avallable to: farm
agencies to administer these’ programs Farm agency offlclals furth‘
explained that they expect to take even moré Draconian meas
response to budgetary pressures that may serlously impair their al
to provnde traditional programs and services. over the next few yea.rs

Unless the Department undertakes comprehensxve, long-term reforms of
its farm service delivery system it may soon’ have to resort to mo "" _per-
manent, across-the-board reductions that do: not dlscnmmate among
efficient and mefl rc1ent program operatlons B S

COI\CIUSiOI\S As orgamzatlons mature and develop stable int:ernal structures, they o

' may also react more slowly to developments that require comprehensnve i
~ assessments of their long-tern: mlssrons and obJectlves In the P 3
sector, mature federal agencies may resort to- short-term problem- i
solving measures compatible with thelr ex:stmg structures when, _
fact, changes in their external environment may dlctate that more sub- o ,
stantxal structural reforms are in order. Pl S b




. USDA ls Lﬂ(ely to Need a More Intemmd
‘System for Delivering Fam Servlees B

of the field staff of these agenc1es to coordmate thelr actxvmes effec~
tively and effncnently would always be restncted o -

_ If uspA does not voluntarily take the xmtlatlve to. reform its 19 )
- field structure, a number of factors may force the Department
Lack of strong interagency. coordmatlon even in ‘offices w.
~ agencies are collocated, has already resulted in the loss of pots
millions of dollars. The Department S only mecharusm below t

tioning effectively i in recent years Federal and mtematlonal n
tnons to scale back protectlve and inef fxclent farm programs m

_reduce the national debt pose a partlcularly sensntxve problem  {
federal organizations, such as Usba, that are faced w1th declmm' N
for traditional services. i Gl o

USDA with a structure even less sun;ed for adrmmstermg farm programs i
in the interest of all U.S. taxpayers. Dl L -

Matters fOI' | encourage it to hold hearmgs to. (1) determme why USDA has not |
Consideration by the mented its own task force’s recommendations for integrating the farm
Congress agencies and (2) explore the prospect of. reorgamzmg these agencies in

conjunction with congressional: dehberatlons on the program and l-po 1cy
provxsnons of the 1995 farm bill. o

.

USDA dld not comment on this chapter Its lack of comment raises. a ques-

Agency Con uments _ tion about its willingness to consider more mnovatwe cost-effective
means to delivering traditional farm services dunng an era ot‘ steadlly
shnnkmg resources. : S
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Appendix I

Studies of USDA’s Field Stru Te

Date OrganizationTitle
10/21/85 USDA A Blueprint for the:
' ' Fulure %3

-Organization of

the United States

eparimentol”
Agriculture: Final Repori:
by the'Secretary's Task .

orce on streamining’

USDA

‘Short:term: Sharmg employees

supplies-and facilities would.improve
utilization and reduce program costs.
Long-term: Solutions that require
extensive reorganization would
provide greater benefits, both to the
public served and to the taxpayers
who finance government operations.

8/31/83 Grace

President's Private

Commission Sector Survey on Cost
Tontrol Report on the

Department of
Agricutture -

USDA should more a ressively
pursue;collocating ASCS, SCS, and
FmHA county offices and .
consoludatmg ASCS offlces

1982 USDA

Study on the benefits of
collocated offices

USDA should focus on the basic
goals of combining officés:into a
common physical site to'improve
service to clients and increase
potential for resourcé sharing and
operational efficiency: -

8/5/80 GAO

. Streamlining the Federal
Field Sirucfure: Polential

aken

Opportunities, Barriers,
ang Actions That Can Be

Measures such as consolidating and
collocating field offices can take
advantage of économies of scale;
generate reduced costs, personnel
and space savings; eliminate -
marginal offices; improve personnel
use and service delivery.

4/25/79. - GAO

e uone

Collocating Agriculture
Field ORices—More Can

USDA should evaluate (1) availability,
expandabmty and cost of office
space; (2) potential for shanng
personnel and other resourcés, and
(3) views of current and potenhal
program recipients to help |n'
deciding whether-a change infield
office location would benefit the
program recipients and heip’ achueve
program objectives. Also, assess and
report to the Congress the progress
made in collocating field offices and
interchanging personnel-and:other
resources, together with mformat»on
on problems and any -
recommiendations that may be:
appropriate in the annual report
required under section 603 of the
Rural Development Act.

(contlnued) :
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Date OrganizationTitle

11/27/78  USDA

Final Report: USDA Field::

Structure Task Force

“'agency administra

- coordinate and imple

level with prescnbed

Short-term A nat|onal‘ CO

collocation.policy. Al
collocate and share resot
be implemented-at th

manager per office: and
complementary changeés: would be ;
made to the local commnttee : S
structurel .7 ‘

Audit Report: Multi-
‘Agricultural

12/5/76  USDA

. agency. .
ervice Lenters rrogram
eport NO. -

Findings: with no recommen" atlons
The ‘departmental 'system for -
implementing and operating-
Agricultural Service Centers
functioning with sufficient .
efféctiveness to achieve desnred
results. The guidance and’ d:rectg_on
provided by Office of Operatioris was
generally indecisive and subject to
numerous changes and .
interpretations.

wasnot

10/12/73  USDA

USDA Field Co-location

Sludy

Collocation efforts be undertaken on

-apilot basis as a prelude to:full

implementation and coordinated with
any reorganization of the functlonal
activities:of USDA. - E




Appendix II

Comments From the U. S "*:-""" .
of Agriculture

Note: GAO comments
supplementing those in the
report text appear at the'
end of this appendix.

See comment 1.

DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
" . OFFICE OF. rue secnenm L
wnmneron. oc 20380

November § 1990

The Honorable Charles A. Bowsher Coel et v
Comptroller General R _ IR ,
U.S. General Accounting Office . O
Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Mr. Bowsher:

We are enclosing the Department’s comments on the General: Accounung Ofﬁce (GAO)
Draft Report RCED-90-218, "U.S. DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE Farm Agencles
Field Structure Needs Major Overhaul." _ SR

Our response should clanfy the 1nacmacnes and lack of up-to—date mformauon in the draft

and Farmers Home Administration (FmHA) on this mformauon were provxded to Andrew
kael GAO Assignment Manager. . _ o

When the final report is complete and GAO's recommendauons are finahzed the
Department will provide a statement of action. Please refer’ quesuons through the Office
of the Assistant Serretary for Admmlstrauon, Room 218W. : -

Smcerely,

ﬂ//

/ layton eutter
~ Secretary

Enclosure
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Appendix I o EREE
Commentshomt.hell.s Department Coea
of Agriculture

See comment 2.

See comment 3.

USDA Relponle _
GAO Dnatt Repon, cwmczmm, znm'

*U. S. Department of Agriculture: Farm' Agenelu -
Field Structure. Neede Mdor Overlmll'

GENERAL COMMENTS

The Department of Agriculture (USDA) agrees with the GAO that the Department should o

continue to actively pursue efficiency improvements atld «cost savings through eolloeatlon,: :
resource sharing, and consolidation of field offices wherever feasible. The cost savings

attainable through improved resource sharing and consolidation, while beneficial, are~ -
unlikely to reach the level implied in the report.. E.xpendltures for space and eqmpmem are
a relatively small proportion of agency' budgets ‘While even relatively small cost savings are

- welcome, it should be noted that many. opportumttes for field office resource sharing’ have

been realized already, and expectattons of ddditional large dollar savmgs through such
efforts may be overly optimistic. ,

USDA has moved aggresswely to collomte farm service agency field offices In fact, as ol :
the end of 1989, farm service agency field offices were fully or partially collocated in 2,604 -

counties, or 88 percent of the 2,948 counties in wlnch USDA has ﬁeldl offices. USDA would-
like to correct the table on page 23 of the draft report as follows S

Total Field
Offices Nationwide |
- Total Counties
Tota.l U S. Countles _ _Fully
2,948 - 2,824 -2,847__-’ z_,-u'_s 2221 (75%) 383 (13%) 2,604

(88%)

The number of county offices that are fully collomted (2,221) lS hlgller‘than ‘the 2,040
locations indicated in the draft report. USDA considers ‘counties in which only one farm
service agency has a field office to be’ fully ‘collocated. Also, stansucnlly, the percentage of
counties fully or partially ccllocated should be based on the total number of counties with
USDA field offices, rather than the total number of U.'S. counties, since USDA doés not
have field offices in 112 counties. Addmonally, ‘44 states have collocated offices in at least
80 percent of their counties; 10 states have collocated oiﬁces in’ 100% of thelr eountles

Pagesl ' GAO/RCED91-09 Farm Agencics’ Fi




Appelldlxﬂ LT
Commerts From dne U.s Dem.rtment
of Agriculure s :

. to collocate the fleld ofﬁces'of lhe Agncultural Stabnhzauon i
Conservatnon Semce, the So:l Conservation Semce and thc F

managed at the state and county level through the f
(FACs) Issues which cannot be resolved at the county or state level a.nds

communities fack office space la:ge enough to house several agencles; ‘high
sor more of the agencxes mvolved may result from a move to collocat

Collocauon decisions are based on° reglonal factors and sound busm"
- improved customer seérvice and eiﬁcxeney being the: pnmary conmderauons
be deferred when the expected costs outweigh the beneﬁts in mproved sem,
cost. Nevertheless, with field offices oollocated '
coﬂocauon clearly is the excepuon to the rule. -

rooms and receptnon areas, office equlpment such as’ copxers and {
services such as mail and supply services, lease: administration and 1 moto S
value of the' savings realized through such resource’ shanng is dltﬁcul ‘to calcul
USDA doés not agree with GAO's esumate of the amount of savmgs tbat oould £

- Page 52
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See comment 4.

See comment 5.

through additional resource sharing, since :most of the potenna_l savings have: been rﬁhzedf -
already in the existing collocated offic ';?'_-USDA. through ‘the FACs, the Oﬁi, of -
Operations, and each of the farm_ service agencies, contmues._to identify and tmplement‘
addmonal resource sharing and cost savmg opporturutle ona regular basts .

To encourage greater resource shan in. all colloeated ofﬁees. the Ofﬁoe ot' Operauons wrll—
update the Departmental Regulatlon on collocation’ placmg more. “‘emphasis on resource
sharing. A "shared resources checklist,” identifying resource. sharing -opportu that '~
collocated offices should take advantage of, will be a- part.of the revised’ regulatron. 1
checklist would be used by the FACs to. monitor agenq progress" ing:
cost saying. L .

As the draft report pomts out, a vartety of additional resour sharmg uutratrves are
underway in several regions. One area with great potentral for ‘cost savings and rmproved' s
efﬁcrency. actively pursued by USDA at headquarters and in thie field but over!ooked
GAO; is automation and data sharing. - “The newly initiated. Department-wrde IRM Str
Planning and Information Archrtecture eifort will benefit field offices through the s SR
of customer information. Smularly, :the - Modern Admtmstratrve Process g
System/Automated Integrated M_anagement System _f'(MAPS/AlMS) project will ‘aj
advanced ADP and telecommuhication - technologies . to :automate: and integ
administrative processes Department-w_l ‘The. MAPS/AI S project has the potentia
a !ngh short-term payoff in cost savings and eﬁctency garus exoeedmg those from colloutron-
or consolidation of field offices. S : L

In addition to these Department-wide efforts, the Farmers Horne Admtmstratron (FmHA)‘ o
is currently building its automated systems using "open system" specrﬁmtmns to the extent. .
possible. In so doing, FmHA will have the capability to exchange or share information with
other agencies even though agencies use different hardware ‘or software. While the data
sharing needs of each agency have not' been defined fully yet, efforts are underwdy to doso.
For example, the FmHA and Agncultural Stabilization"and Conservation Service (ASCS)'
pilot project will enable FmHA to ca.pture ASCS’s ‘historical cropiacreage data for use’ by _
FmHA field offices. ' S o PR

The changmg demographtcs of American, agnculture have res ed .in- reduced client
popnlatron and reduced workloads in some county field offr'ces 'In'such cases, consideration -
is given routinely to. consolidating office: 0 serve two or more counties from ore ﬁeld __
office. As with collocations, increased efﬁcrency ‘and | service 10 'USDA customers are the. :
primary considerations_in decisions to: consolidate om'ces, or- otherwise adjust resource’ . -
allocations to reflect workload changes. “As’ the draft report notes, FrnHA, ASCS, and SCS. . - :
all have consolidated field offices in recent years. We : agree with the GAO that “additional:
consohdatron potential exists”; howéver, nenher the absolute numbers of counues wrtb farm
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- Commients From the US, Deparunent
of Agrlculture

Apyendtx I

See comment 6.

See comment 7.

service agency field offices, or the comparison of admmtstratlve costs 10 program outlay; ar
valid bases on wluch to judge the adequacy of USDA’s eﬂ’orts to streamhne ﬁeld operatr ns, . '

In analyzing what the GAO terms organiuttonal slack” in ASCS ﬁeld operatrons. _

report identifies a number of "htgh-oost" field offices based on the ratio of adr
dollars expended per dollar of program payments. It is then suggested that eﬁ'tc ie
and cost savings could be realized by eonsolrdatlng these *high cost” offices ir
effective” field offices. Such a comparison is misleading. The size of program' ym
not an accurate reflection of field ‘office . :workload, and: ‘does not take v
commodity programs into consrderatton For example, ASCS southeastern aréa fie
adrmmster a number of eommodlty programs. such as: tobacco and pcanut progr

of $90 million in potentlal savrngs t‘rom'consohdation of ASCS oﬁ'ices In contrast,
feed grain and wheat programs predomrnant in rmdwestern ﬁeld ofﬁces gener

office workload statistics as a basis for tdenttt‘ymg candidates for consoltdatton becaus, e~
findita more reliable measure. T

USDA does not have a rigid policy governing field office. consolrdatron.' Consolt 3
dectsrons are made on a case-by c7se basis. aecordmg to the umque crrcumstances

has rmplemented a variety of staﬂ'mg pattems to adjust to workload requrrem,
addition to combination offices, in which one offioe provrdes services to two
counties, ASCS offices operate under Shared Management arrangements, ini which -

County Executive Director (CED) rnanages ‘two or more full service ‘county offices
are also Suboffice arrangements in which minimally. staﬂ'ed ‘county offices offer
program service and are managed: by a CED located in'an. adjomrng county. AS
and county committees conduct periodic reviews of county office. operations to de
the feasibility of consolidation or other reallocatlon of staﬁ based on workload, unpact oni"

customers and personnel, and potentral oost savmgs o SR : .

The SCS has consolrdated adrmmstratrve and techmcal staffs at the county, area and state
levels whenever it is cost-effecttve The. SCS has reduced the: number of its area offices: by'
44 percent since the mid-1970s, oonsohdatmg 320 ofﬁoes into ‘the present 180. It has
effected a 21 percent reduction in area offices in the past 6 years. Consolidations at the v
county level are more difficult to accomplish while provrdmg direct conservation semces to .
iarmers and ranchers, yet county ofﬁees have also been consolldated in some states _
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The FmHA is developing new methods .of dnstn'buung workload and consolldatmgf;»

specialized functions under centralizéd offices through a pilot | prolect called the Field Office
Speclahzatlon Pro}ect Presently planned for 14 states, the pllot’s fiew specnallzed staffs llli

service delwery while constrammg operatmg costs_ As the draft rcport notes, however there RE

are substantial organizational and political obstacles to further. consolidation, and proposals
to close individual field offices frequently are met with strong: ‘local and Congressic
opposition. Past efforts to aggresswely |mplement wide-scale consolidations have beeni side-

tracked by Congressional instructions to maintzin the status quo.. For example, the 1985 - -
Supplememal Appropriations Act (P.L. 99-88) specxﬁcally mstructed that "none of the funds . -
in this or any other Act shall be available to'close or relocate any ! State or coumy office of

the Agncultural Stabilization and Conservation Service."” While this law is nolonger in".
effect; it clearly illustrates the obstacle USDA agencies have encountered in consolidating - -
" field operations without a clear legislative mandate to do'so. USDA welcomes GAO and . -

Congressional support for efforts to further streamline program dellvery

al
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Appendix IT ' .
Comments From the US. Deparunent :
of Agriculture AR

GAO Comments

The following are GAO's comments on: the U. S Department of Agncul-
ture’s letter dated November 8, 1990. LR A

- cated office. UsDA considers counties where only.one USDA farm agency

‘automation and data-sharing plans Our. general management rev1ew on

1. uspA’s characterization: of “maccurac1es i 'r report could be better
described as a differences of « opinion regardmg the definition of a col!o-

has an office as being fully collocated. Bécause we have a definitional | ]
problem with calling. smgle USDA office countres collocated we chose to
list single county offices separately A :

Without a more specific response, we assume that USDA s reference
regardmg “lack of up-to-date mformatlon" refers pnmanly to its.com-’
ments that our report did not fully address; the '-Department s future

Sy AU

i

strengthening USDA management systems will discuss USDA’s automation
and data-sharing plans in detall Because the systems are in the' early i
stages of development, our dlscussxon of them in this report was: limited
to how new information technologles could fit mto a more mtegrated
system for delivering farm: programs B S : E

The FmHA Planning and Analysrs Staff Dlrector cnt1c1zed our report for - ;
not adequately identifying the future env1ronment in which UsDA "gen-
cies must function, another: reference that our report is out-of-date. "'We
believe our report adequately discusses how USDA'S external environ-
ment has changed since the field structure was established. We believe |
that adequately identifying what the future agrlcultural enwronment
will look like is an activity Uspa should be carrymg out as a basrc part of -
a strateglc plannmg process o S v

2. We questlon USDA’S basxs for unplymg that the largest cost savmgs at
collocated offices have hkely already been realized for two reasons.-
First, usba does not know what it$ savings are: because it has not mstl-
tuted a formal system for trackmg such cost savmgs, a recommendatxon
we first made in 1979. Second; the Department S most recent grass roots
effort for pursuing cost savmgs—the 1985 streamhmng effort——largely
dissipated shortly after the. Department mxtrated 1t

3. We agree that it would be fairer 1f our, percentage figures for the 1
number of collocated counties are based on 'USDA counties that have at E

least one ASCS, SCS, or FiHA office rather than the total number of U.S.
counties. The table and text have been changed to reflect this ) pom
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" Comments From the U.S. Department
- of Agriculture

an opportunity to collocate m lts reportmg statnstics As me 'f o
comment 1, we have a defuutxonal problem thh calhng smg_le U

puter report issued durmg the same month the‘Offnce of 0perat1
collecting its information. Offlce of Operatlons officials told us t|
ASCs figure was probably more accurate for calculatlng the actu: ]
number of county offices, but that they had to-use the FAC-supplled~3 .
information because mdxvndual headquarters agencres data cannot be
used for calculating collocatlon statistics. i 3
L.
4. We agree that the trend has been towards. mcreased collocatlon.‘ How-
ever, we see no basis for claiming that most of the potential savings
from resource sharing have already been realxzed As’ noted above; USDA
does not track resource sharing at collocated sxtes or maintain data on
cost savings achieved through such measures Thus, USDA lacks quantl-
tative support for such a statement e : e
The f act that two offlces are next to each other does not automatlcally
guarantee more effective program coordmatlon or translate into '_st"’
savings. In general, the Departmient’s agency-foc_used culture woOrks -

against resource-sharing. 1mt1at1ves In order to help overcorme: thls ul-
tural bias, we beheve that USDA s Offlce of Operatlons and FACS: neei to

identify and promote resource-shanng uutlatlves In 1985 although '
only a few of 50 state. proposals were unplemented such an effort

Our general management revnew report’ on strengthemng USDA m___
ment systems will:cover the 1ssue indetail. " -
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: tnons of our report deahng w1th mcremental unprovements
whether the Department S sﬂence on such _m_tegratlon lssues

load statistics as a basis for 1dent1fymg consohdatlon candxda

ever, we found uspaA’s work load statlstxcs to be unrehable for'i C
purpose because county offlce statlstlcs are typlcally accepted at. face :
value by state ascs offices. R o

We do not consider our analysw comparmg adnumstratwe cost to pro-
gram benefits as the criterion for office consolidations. However, we do
consider the comparison to be avalid mdlcator, along with o‘ actors
such as reliable work load data, farm trends; ‘county size, an , .
considerations, for USDA to con51der asa basxs for deClSIOHS in offlce
consolidation. - o L
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number of counties with: tobacco and peanut acreage and that ASCS’
puter center does not plck up program benefits paid out by Ark ting
-assocxatxons We also recogmze ‘that the tobacco prlce-suppo

+
1
i
;
§
1
o
-
o
]
A

quotas) are required by law to be camed out at no cost to t, ;'i‘;yer, '
other than the Department s admxmstratxve expenses commo he -

considerable staff time when compared to the large feed gram and :
wheat programs that have lower work loads e

Our analy51s also mcludes a large number- of countles that produce httle
in the way of tobacco, peanuts or any other farm program cr0p 0 o

7. Inits detalled written. response the Asststant Deputy A ator B
for Management, ASCS, wrote that “*Ascs” prume argument fo ; E
sumg more consolldatxon 1s the lack of consxstent gmdance 1t' as’ |
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county ] farmmg commumty
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T _'butors to This Report.

Resources Commumty
and Economic

Development Division,
Washington, D.C. "

Gary R. Boss, Assistant- Dlrector (202) 401-8500 S
- Andrew E. kael Ass1gnment Manager S

Gregory D. nght Evaluator- -
Carol Herrnstadt. Shulman, Reports Analyst

Chicago Regional
Office, St. Paul-
Minneapolis
Sublocation

Pat L. Wickum, Site Seni_t:i_i:"

Kansas Regional Office

(160000)

Jerry D. Hall, Computer Sjyster'_{ls Analyét'
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