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Overview of USDA Reorganization 

I 

On Octobelr 13, l' 994, President Clinton signed into law the Debartment of 

Agriculture Reorganization Act. The enactment of this legislation wa~the culmination of 

a massive amoun't of work on the part of the Department of Agricultur;e, the 

, Administration, and Congress. Whatfollows is a description of some lof the events that 
, I 

led up to this legis;lation and that followed its passage. I 
,I
I 

In 1992, a series of critical news reports and GAO reports on t~e management of 

the Department rE~vealed fundamental problems with the structure of the Department, 
I ' 

the allocation of its administrative resources, and the ability of its field structure to 

respond to questii:ms about their activities in a way that would permit ithe Department to 
I 

aggregate this infl:>rmation on a real time basis. These reports produced both a public 

clamor and a new attitude in Government which for the first time see~ed ready to 
, I 

accept substantial change in the Department of Agriculture. Secretaly Edward 
, , 

Madigan used thE~ opportunity to develop a plan for a significant reorganization of the 
I 

Department. During the transition as the Clinton Administration took iottice, Secretary 

Madigan bequeathed this plan to incoming Secretary Espy, who came to office with a 
I 

major commitmer;lt to streamline and reorganize the Department of Agriculture. This 
I 

commitment was reinforced by Governmentwide commitments mad~ by the new 

Administration as part of the National Performance Review. ! 

I 
One of Secretary Espy's first actions was to convene a confer~nce of key policy 

officials and supporting staff to take a fresh look at the Department 9f Agriculture in 

terms of its missions and obJ·ectives. This conference and actions which flowed from its , I 

decisions resulted in the preparation of a proposed new organizatiori structure for the ' 

Department of A~~riculture which encompassed both the headquartefs functions and the' 

field structure of 'the organization. This proposal was built upon the proposals by 
I . 

Secretary Madigan, but reflected the priorities of the new Administration and carried the 

proposal to a deoper level of detail. Because key actions necessary! to reinvent USDA 

were constrained by existing law, the decision was made to present !the entire 

reorganization as a legislative proposal and to implement none of it ~ntil the Congress 

endorsed the entire package through the passage of legislation. A f~rther d~cision was 

made to closely link the reorganization proposa( to the Department'~ streamlining 

, i , 

I , 
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(downsizing) plan and to the Department's budget targets so that the~e would be a 

logical way to justify the savings which were anticipated from the reorganization: This 
, , 

decision permitted the Department to make -a consistent, overall presentation of its , 
plans and to resist ad hoc proposals for changes in those plans whether they arose in 

the Executive Branch or in the Congress. These linkages also permiited the 

designation of a single policy official, Deputy Secretary Richard Romihger, to oversee , ' 

the entire effort. ! 
I 

The Department's legislative package was submitted to the Cqngress on 

-September 27, 19'93, (H.R.3171) with the hope that the general momkntu~ towa.rd ' 

Governmental change and downsizing would encourage the Congress to enact the 
.' I 

legislation very quickly. This hope was nofto be realized as the pres~ of other business 
I 

and general Con~lressional wariness of the Department's proposals led to delays in . 
I 

legislative action. The Autumn of 1993 was spent working with Mernbers and staff of 
. I 

the various intere:sted Congressional Committees to prove that there iwas in fact 

substance in the Department's proposals. To make this case, the D~partment created 

a book entitled "USDA Reorganization Implementation: Key Facts a~d Projections 

Briefing Book." This material was placed in a white binder and became known both in 

the Department and on the Hill as the "White Book." It provided organization charts, 

narrative descriptions as to how the reorganization would be implem~nted and its 
! 

impact, and 5-yeiu projections of budget savings and personnel redyctions. The 

personnel projections included total staff years, headquarters versus! field staff years, 

administrative stalff years, SES and GM-14/15 staffing levels, and supervisor to 

employee ratios. This book was an important step to support the reqrganization 

legislation. It gave substance to the Department'~ proposals and all6wed the Secretary 

and other Departmental officials to respond to questions with specifi6 data. It' also , 
. helped to convinc:e all reviewers that the Department was sincere in jts determination tp 
reduce overhead and minimize the impact of the reorganization on the delivery of 

- I 

services in the fiE!ld. The point was repeatedly made by the SecretaI}' that if the 


I 

Department were required to absorb budget reductions, while remairjJing in an 


I 

organizational and administrative straightjacket, a disproportionate srare of the impact 

would fall on US~)A programs. Therefore, it was in everyone's inter~st to support the 

,, 
" . 

. i 
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reorgani~ation if only to protect the benefi~:rovided by USDA prog,Jms.
I, 

At the beginning of 1994, the Secretary and other key Depart~ental officials met 

individually with the various Senators, Congressmen and staff membJrs who would play 

a key role in determining the fate of the reorganization legislation. M~ny of the 

Senators and Congres~men had a sincere interest in moving the legi~lation and 
, , 

reforming the Department so that the combined effort of the Departm~nt and these 

interested individuals began to show results during the Spring. Hearihgs were held, 

additional staff briefings were provided, and the Department respondkd to literally 

hundreds of Congressional questions about the details of the reorga~ization proposal. 

These questions and concerns dealt primarily with the three fundam~ntal purposes of 
I 

the Department's proposal, i.e. 1) to restore to the Secretary of Agric~lture the general 

authority to mana!~e and organize the Department, 2) provide for the :reorganization of 

the Department's programs into six mission areas, and 3) provide additional flexibility to 
I 

the Secretary for Rhe management of USDA facilities at the local level. Specifically:
• I 

. , 

, I 

• ' Secretaria.1 Control. The Congress passed a series of "reorg'anization plans" in 
I ' 

the early 1 '950's which were designed to provide each of the Cabinet Officers of 

the Government with general authority to manage and organiie the affairs of the 

particular c:abi~et departments. The Secretary of Agriculture rbceived this 
, I 

authority in a document known as "Reorganization Plan Number 2 of 1953." 
I 

However, in the 40 years between 1953 and 1993 a,growing I~vel of distrust 

between the Congress and the Executive Branch had led the Congress to enact 

a large nUlTlber of provisions w~lich had the effect of removingl o~ severely limiting 
, I, 

the Secretary's authority over particular aspects of the Department's operations. 
I 

The Depal1ment's proposal to restore the Secretary's authority had the effect of 

caiJsing the Congress to take' another look at all of the concer,hs that had arisen 

over thosel many years, and to realize that they remained con~emed about many 

of those issues. It therefore became clear that the Departme~t was not going to 
I 

be able to secure the enactment of 'legislation as broad as that which we had 

proposed. Concerns were repeatedly expressed ,that while th1e present 

Secretary might implement this broad authority in a manner vJhich would be 

consistent with the legislation he had proposed, there was nolway of, assuring 

that future secretaries would honor these commitments. Ultimately, a 
I 

compromise was agreed to by the Department and the variou;s committees which 

I 
I 

i 
! 

I 
I 

I ' 

I 

I. 
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I . , I 	 , 
limited the loroad authority conferred on the Secretary to a 2-year lifespan and 

I 
specified a series of minimum savings targets and other criteria which were 

sufficient tel assure the Con'gress that the Secretary would pr06eed in the 
I 

manner envisioned in the legislation. 	 I 

I 

I 

• Mission Structure. The mission structure contemplated by t~e Department's 
, 	 I 

proposal would have reorganized all of the Department's activi,ties into six basic 

mission arE~as: farm and international trade services, rural ecdnomic and 

community development, food nutrition and consumer services, natural 

resources and environment, marketing and inspection service$, and research 

education and economics. This proposal preCipitated a debate in Congress that 
«', 	 I 

, was very similar to the debate which took place at Secretary Espy's initial 

conferenCE! on the Department's organization having to do wit~ the appropriate 
, I 

missions of USDA. For instance, there was a prolonged debate about whether , 
food safety functions should appropriately be included in a m~rketing mission or 

whether there was a conflict of interest between these two obj~ctives which 

would mandate the creation of separate missions. This mattet was settled when 

the Department finally agreed to move from six missions to se~en missions and 
I 

accept a slsparate mission for food safety. However, the most strident debate 

over the mission structure had to do with the very existence of such a structure in 
, 

an organization such as the Department of Agriculture. The qepartment had for 

many years been organized on a functional basis with a very high level of local 

control over the delivery of programs. There was a great deal, of concern that the 
I 

mission structure would become a vehicle for the imposition of stronger National 
I 

controls ower programs with all of the usual fears about more bureaucracy, more 

rules and regulations, and conflict between the mission areas! Would the natural 

re~ources mission overwhelm the farm services mission? Wrlat would be the 
I 

relationship between the food safety and marketing missions? What is the 
I 

appropriate mission for the Department in the area of ,nutritio~? These issues 

were debated at great length. The Department worked hard to convince all 
I ' 

parties that its intentions were 'to organize programs in a more rational manner 

and make a m~re efficient use of resources, but not to some~ow impose a huge ' 

new level of National bureaucracy on top of USDA programs. i In the end, these 

argument~; prevailed to the point that a majority of the Senate~ and House of 

Representatives voted for the reorganization, but that vote was not unanimous. 
, 	 I 

I 
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Field Deliv.ery System. The Department has a hybrid 'field delivery system • I 

which includes both Federal employees' and' non-Federal empl6yees who are 
" I 

fully funded by Federal appropriations. One of the basic purposes of the 
, I 

reorganization legislation was to give the Secretary authority t6 manage these 
I ' 

personnel as a single workforce so that programs could be defivered more 

efficiently through a series of "~ervice centers" to be establishJd throughout the 
, , I ' 

country. Tlhe reorganization of the workforce and the creation lof these centers 

would in turn make it possible to close 1,100 county-based fiel~d offices. As 

might be expected, these proposals caused great concern at the local level 

among both employees and various interest groups who were!concerned that 

the loss of employees entirely dedicated to their 'programs wo~ld impair the 

delivery of services., i 
1 

The debatf3 concerning the field delivery system was quite spJcifiC. Issues 

'included the procedures for choosing the supervisors of the n~w service centers, 

the geogrclphic jurisdiction of those centers, the programmatid jurisdiction of 
,I 

those centers, union successorship, and the composition of the local committees 

which help to carry out many of the Department's rural progra:ms. The 

Departmeilt attempted to respond to these issues with a great deal of detailed 
I 

information, but at the same time i'-continued to press its bas(c argument that the' 

impact of !Judget reductions on a fragmented workforce was likely to be more 

severe with respect to both programs and employees thanth~ impact of such 
I 

reductions; on a unified workforce where there would be som~ freedom to adjust 
1 

resources to maintain services. In the final analysis, this fundamental argument 

prevailed although the final legislation does include some pr6~isions relating to 
I . 

subjects such as successorship provisions for bargaining units and the 

composilion of local committees. . I 

The reorganization legislation was finally passed by the Congress and was 
, I 

signed into law by the President on October 13,1994 (Public Law 1 ()3-354). Based on 

the authority provided 'in the Act, headquarters organizations were to be reduced from 

43 to 29 and organized into 7 program mission areas. The Act alSO! created 2 n~w 
offices. (1) the National Appeals Division was established as an independent 

I 

organization to review adverse program decisions for participants ot the Rural 

Development Mission Area, the Farm Service Agency and the Natu~al Resources 
I I '. 

I' 

, i 
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Conservation Service. (2) the Office of Risk Assess.memt and Cost-~enefit Analysis 

was created to ensure that analyses of major regulations affecting hu~an health, . 
I 

safety, or the environment include a risk assessment and cost-benefit analysis. 
'. ' I ' 

Now the many people in the Department who had worked so ~ard for over a year 

to secure passagE~ of the legislation faced an even more daunting prospect -- its 
I 

implementation. Deputy Secretary Rominger was charged with leading the . 

implementation 01: the reorganization. Implementation began immediktely. On October 
I 

13, 1994 Deputy Secretary Rominger established a group to coordin,te the 

reorganization and notified the Department's policy officials to develop implementation 

plans. By Octobelr 20, 1994 the new subcabinet positions were esta~lished. 
, I 

I 
I 

The underlying premise of the reorganization was that it would be impl~mented 
.' 

on the basis of the Department's "Streamlining Plan" which contempl,ated an orderly 5- i 
I 

year process to culminate in FY 1999. Because this FY 1995 plan WI~S based on fewer 

offices, lower employment levels, and reJorm of administrative syste~s, it promised to 

save about $4 billion during that period of time, while actually improv,ing service to 

customers. i 
, I 

The Department established basic guid~lines beyond the requireme~ts of the legislation 

as the Department set out to reorga-nize and streamline. Administrative and financial 

units within Mission Areas were to be consolidated. National Perfortnance Review (a, 
Clinton Administr'ation reinventing government initiative led by Vice-~resident Gore) 

target populations such as supervisors and administrative staff werel to be reduced. In 
addition to restructuring of headquarters, USDA committed to a Jest~ucturing of the 

I • 

county-based field office locations to establish USDA Service Centers as well as ! 

consolidation of .)ther USDA agency field structures. The plans were to be 

characterized by a delegation of au~hority, decentralization, empowerment of 

employees to make decisions, mechanisms to hold managers acco~ntable for their 
. I 

performance, and protection of workforce diversity. 

I • 

Implementation of the reorganization require~ a significant systained effort by 
I 

the Department involving much Congressional Oversight, labor relations negotiations 

and involvement of USDA constituents. The reorganization,has been implemented with , 
some adjustmerlts along the way. Legislation added 2 offices-the ~isk Management 

! • I 

I 
I, 
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Agency and the Office of the Chief Information Officer. By the end of;1999 greater than 
I 

planned staff reductions had occurred. Overall staffing was 17.4% bEflow the 1993 

base as opposed to the 11.4% planned. Savings were greater than Qxpected $6 billion , 

. versus the $4 billion estimated, driven by the deeper than expected staff cuts and lower 
. I 

than requested funding to make needed infrastructure improvements ;to meet the needs 

of reduced staff. Target categories of staff were reduced to a greater: extent than 

planned. About 290 non-county based field offices have been closed, and consolidated. . , 
About 3,700 counw-based office locations of the Rural Development ~ission Area, and 

I 

the Farm Service and Natural Resources and Conservation Service agencies have 

been collocated in about 2,6XX USDA Service Centers. (Note: ask Cheryl Cook to 
. . . . I 

supply number and explanation of why we didn't reach our target.) 
. 
:
I 
I 
I 
I 

As mentioned, imlPlementation of plans to support the streamlined organization with 
i 

infrastructure improvements have been slower than expected, primarily due to lack of 
I 

funds or Congressional suppprt. For example, at Secretary Dan Glickman's direction, 
.' . I 

the Service Centelr agencies developed plans to consolidate their adrinistrative 
. operations in the Jfield as a means of reducing duplication, inefficiencies and 

inconsistencies. This change would have reduced costs in the admi~istrative area that 

could than be directed to program support and better customer servi~e. Despite 

months of work 011 the plan by many in the Department and many briefings to Congress 
I 

on what the Department was trying to accomplish, Congress included language in the 

agriculture appropriations for FY's 2000 and 2001 prohibiting the imJ,lementation of this 

plan. In addition, rE!quests for funds .over a number of years to put in! a Common 
I 

Computing Envircmment for these Service Center Agencies, along with reengineered 

program and adrTlinistrative processes, have not been fully funded by Congress. 

However, the FY.2001 appropriations for the Common Computing E~vironment funded 
, • 1 ' 

about 80% of the request which will enable the Department to have the Common- , 
Computing Envir(>mment fully in place by the end of FY 2002 if adequate funding is 

provided in 2002. I 
! 

(?? Add in or refe,rence Cheryl Cook's discussion of $tate and field dffice collocations, 

particularly prohibition of further State office collocations.) i 
I 

I 

Secretary Glickman became concerned that the Department had not: made adequate 

strides in putting in place the infrastructure envisioned to support the~ reorganized and 

I 
, ' 

I 
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I, 
I 

smaller Department. In November 1999 he directed the Chief Financ!al Offi.cer to lead 

an Executive Committee to identify the priority corporate financial/administrative 

systems and develop a strategy, with proposed budgets and timetabl~s, to make these 

needed infrastructu're improvements. The recommendations of the C9rporate Systems 

Executive Committee were finalized by the end of the summer of 2000. The systems 

recommended for priority action included financial, telecommunicatio~s, personnel and 
I 

acquisitions systerns .. These recommendations were ratified by the Executive 
• I 

Information Technology Investment Review Board, which consists of the Subcabinet 
, I 

members and is crlaired by the Deputy Secretary. Since implementation of these 

systems would require significant initial investments, the Department Mad worked with 

Congress to secum the authority in the FY2002 appropriations to uselunobligated 

balances in the Department to fund these needed capital investments. I This ~uthority 
was provided, thus removing one of the major impediments to continu~tion on the path 

of streamlining USDA. Much of this continuation will fall to the next administration. 
I 

, I 

While no~ all goals were achieved, the Department is smaller than it wAs, more 
I 

emphasis has been placed on customer service, significant savings ware achieved, and 
,.' I 

there is greater focus to its missions and less parochialism. 

, i 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 

I 

I 


