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Overview of USDA Reorganization ;

On October 13, 1994 President Clinton signed into law the De'partment of
Agriculture Reorganization Act. The enactment of this legislation was the culmination of
a massive amount of work on the part of the Department of Agrrculture the
~ Administration, and Congress. What follows is a description of some[of the events that
led up to this legislation and that followed |ts passage. { '

| |

In 1992, a series of critical news reports and GAO reports on t||he managernent of
the Department revealed fundamental problems with the structure of ;the Department,
the allocation of its administrative resources, and the ability of its field structure to
respond to questions about their activities in a way that would permit ithe Department to
aggregate this information on a real time basis. These reports produced both a public
clamor and a new attitude in Government which for the first time seemed ready to
- accept substantial change in the Department of Agriculture. Secretary Edward

Madigan used the opportunity to develop a plan for a significant reoréanization of the
“Department. During the transition as the Clinton Administration tookzoffice, Secretary
| Madigan bequeathed this plan to incoming Secretary Espy, who came to office with a

major commitment to streamline and reorganize the Department of Agriculture. This
commitment was reinforced by Governmentwide commitments made by the new

Administration as part of the National Performance Review. , {

One of Secretary Espy’s first actions was to convene a conference of key policy
officials and supporting staff to take a fresh look at the Department o‘f Agrrculture in
terms of its missions and objectives. This conference and actions whrch flowed from its

decisions resulted in the preparatron of a proposed new organrzatron structure for the

Department of Agriculture which encompassed both the headquarters functions and the |

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

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

proposal to a deeper level of detail. Because key actions necessary to reinvent USDA
were constrained by exrstrng law, the decision was made to present ;the entire
reorganization as a legislative proposal and to implement none of it until the Congress
endorsed the entire package through the passage of legislation. A further decision was
made to closely link the reorganization proposal'to the Department’s streamlining




(downsizing) plan and to the Department's budget targets so that ther'e would be a
logical way to justify the savings which were anticipated from the reorgamzatlon This
decision permitted the Department to makea consistent, overall presentatxon 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 permltted the
designation of a single pohcy official, Deputy Secretary Rlchard Rommger to oversee
the entire effort. - o
: 1
, The Department's legislative package was submitted to the Congress on
" September 27, 1993, (H.R.3171) with the hope that the general momfentum toward . -
Governmental change and downsizing would encourage the Congr’es:s to enact the
legislation very quickly. This hope was not to be realized as the press of other business
and general Congressional wariness of the Department’'s proposals Iéd to delays in
legislative action. The Autumn of 1993 was spent working with Mernbers and staff of
the various interested Congressional Committees to prove that there| |was in fact
substance in the Department’s proposals. To make this case, the Department created
a book entitled "USDA Reorganlzatlon Implementation: Key Facts ar}ud 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 reorgamzatuon would be smplemented and its
impact, and 5-year projections of budget savings and personnel reductlons The
personnel prolectlons included total staff years, headquarters versus|field staff years,
administrative staff years, SES and GM-14/15 staffing levels, and supervnsor to
employee ratios. This book was an important step to support the reorgamzat:on
legislation. It gave substance to the Department’s proposals and allowed the Secretary
and other Departmental officials to respond to questions with specmc data. It'also
“helped to convince all reviewers that the Department was sincere in its determination to
reduce overhead and minimize the impact of the reorganiZation on tﬁe delivery of
services in the field. The point was repeatedly made by the Secretar;y that if the
Department were required to absorb budget reductions, while remaining in an
organizational and administrative straightjacket, a disproportionate s:hare’of the impact
would fall on USDA programs. Therefore, it was in everyone’s interést to support the
|
|
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reorganiiation if onIy to protect the benefits provided by USDA programs.

At the beginning of 1994, the Secretary and other key Departmental officials met
individually with the various Senators, Congressmen and staff membe|rs who would play
a key role in determining the fate of the reorganization legislation. Many of the
Senators and Corigressmen had a sincere interest in moving the Iegislation and
reforming the Department so that the combined effort of the Departmfent and these
interested individuals began to show results during the Spring. Heari'ngs were held,
additional staff briefings were provided, and the Department responded to literally
hundreds of Congressional questions about the details of the reorgan"iza’tion proposal.
These questions and concerns dealt primarily with the three fundame:ntal purposes of
the Department’s proposal, i.e. 1) to restore to the Secretary of Agriculture the general
~authority to manage and organize the Department, 2) provide for the reorganrzatlon of
the Department’s programs into six mission areas, and 3) provide adgltlonal flexibility to
the Secretary for the management of USDA facilities at the local level. Specifically:

. - :
® . Secretarial Control. The Congress passed a series of "reorg;anization plans® in
the early 1950’s which were designed to provide each of the Cabrnet Officers of
the Government with general authority to manage and organlze the affairs of the
particular cabinet departments. The Secretary of Agriculture, r‘ecelved this

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

However, in the 40 years between 1953 and 1993 a growing IeveI of distrust-
between the Congress and the Executlve Branch had led the Congress to enact
a large nuimber of provisions which had the effect of removmg or severely limiting
the Secretary’s authority over particular aspects of the Department s operations.
The Department’s proposal to restore the Secretary s authonty had the effect of
causing the Congress to take another look at all of the concerns that had arisen
over those many years, and to realize that tney remained concerned about many
of those issues. It therefore became clear that the Departmerlr'rt was not going to
be able to secure the enactment of legislation as broad as that which we had
proposed. Concerns were repeatedly expressed that while the present
Secretary might implement this broad authority in a manner WhICh would be
consistent with the legislation he had proposed, there was nolway of assuring
that future secretaries would honor these commitments. Ultlmately,

compromise was agreed to by the Department and the varlous commlttees WhICh

l
|
|
!
I
|
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limited the broad authority conferred on the Secretary to a 2-y<=%ar lifespan and
specified a series of minimum savings targets and other criteria which were
sufficient to assure the Congress that the Secretary would pro?eed in the
manner envisioned in the legislation. .
‘ 1
Mission Structure. The mission structure contemplated by thle Department's
proposal would have reorganized all of the Department’s actmtles into six basic
mission areas: farm and international trade services, rural economlc and
. community development, food nutrition and consumer services, natural
resources and environment,‘marketing and inspection service§, and research
education and economics. This propoggil precipitated a debat(;é in Congress that
~ was very similar to the debate which took place at Secretary Espy’s initial
conference: on the Department's organization having to do wité\ the appropriate
missions of USDA. For instance, there was a prolonged ~deba}e about whether
food safety functions should appropriately be included inba marketing mission or
whether there was a conflict of interest between these two obj:ectives which .
would mardate the creation of separate missions. This matter was settled when
the Department finally agreed to move from six missions to seven missions and
accept a separate 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 Department had for
many years been organized on a functional basis with a very ljugh level of local
- control over the delivery of prOgrams. There was a great deal,' of concern that the
mission structure would become a vehicle for the imposition o‘f stronger National
controls over programs with all of the usual fears about more bureaucracy, more
rules and regulations, and conflict between the mission areas, Would the natural
resources mission overwhelm the farm services mission? What would be the
relatlonshlp between the food safety and marketing mossnons'? Whatis the
appropriate mission for the Department in the area of .nutntlon? These issues
were debated at great length. The Department worked hard tpconvince all -

. . . « ) ' . . ! .
parties that its intentions were to organize programs in a more rational manner

and make a more efficient use of resources, but not to someﬁow impose a huge -

new level of National bureaucracy on top of USDA programs.! In the end, these
arguments prevailed to the point that a majority of the Senaté‘ and House of
Representatives voted for the reorganization, but that vote was not unanimous.
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|
|
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o Field Delivery System. The Department has a hybrid field deliivery system
which includes both Federal employees and non-Federal empl'oyees who are
fully fundecl by Federal appropriatrons One of the basic purposes of the
reorganization legislation was to give the Secretary authority to manage these
personnel as a single workforce so that programs could be delivered more
efficiently through a series of "service centers" to be established throughout the
country. The reorganization of the workforce and the creation of these centers
would in turn make it possible to close 1,100 county-based f|eId offices. As
might be expected, these proposals caused great concern at the local level
among both employees and various interest groups who wereiconcerned that

the loss of employees entirely dedlcated to their programs would |mpa|r the

“delivery of services. 4 |
The debate concerning the field delivery 'system was quite specific. Issues
'included the procedures for choosing the supervisors of the new service centers,
the geographic jurisdiction of those centers, the programmatic{‘jurisdiction of
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
Department attempted to respond to these issues with a great deal of detailed

"~ information, but at the same time it continued to press its basic argument that the
impact of budget reductions on a fragmented workforce was Iikely to be more
severe with respect to both programs and employees than,th(:a impact of such
reductions on a unified workforce where there would be some freedom to adjust
resources to maintain services. In the final analys'is, this fundamental argument
prevailed although the final legislation does include some p_'roivisions relating to
subjects such as successorship provisions for bargaining units and the
composition of local committees. - _ _ ; -

- The reorganlzation Iegislation was finally passed by the Congress and was
signed into law by the President on October 13, 1994 (Public Law 103 -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 new
offices. (1) the National Appeals Division was established as an independent
organization to review adverse program decisions for participants of the Rural
Development Mission Area, the Farm Service Agency and the Natu:ral Resources

|
i
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Conservation Service. (2) the Offlce of Risk Assessment and Cost- Benef:t Analysns :
was created to ensure that analyses of major regulatlons affecting human health,
safety, or the environment include a risk assessment and cost-beneﬂti analysis.

Now the mahy people in the Department who had worked so h’ard for over a year
~ to secure passage of the legislation faced an even more daunting prospect —-its

‘ lmplementatlon Deputy Secretary Rominger was charged with Ieadmg the
implementation of the reorganization. Implementation began mmedxately On October
13, 1994 Deputy Secretary Rominger established a group to coordlnate the

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

plans. By October 20, 1994 the new subcabinet posmons were established.
. ’ 1 .
The uhderlying premise of the reorganization was that it would be implemented
on the basis of the Department's "Streamlining Plan" which contempl;ated an orderly 5-
year process to culminate in FY 1999. Because this FY 1995 plan w'as based on fewer
offices, lower employment levels, and reform of administrative systems it promnsed to

save about $4 billion during that perlod of time, while actually |mprovmg service to
customers. | ;o , {

The Department established basic guidelines beyond the requirements of the legislation
as the Department set out to reorganize and streamline. Admmlstratnve and financial -
units within Mission Areas were to be consolidated. - National Perfermance Review (a
Clinton Administration reinventing government initiative led by Vlce—PreSIdent Gore)
target populations such as super\nsors and administrative staff were| 'to be reduced. In
addition to restructuring of headquarters, USDA committed to a restructunng of the
county-based field office locations to establish USDA Service Centers as well as
consolidation of other USDA agency field structures. The plans we(e to be
characterized by a delegation of authority, decentralization, empowérment of
employees to make decisions, mechanisms to hold managers accountable for their

performance, and protectlon of workforce diversity.

Implemeritation of the reorganization required a significant su:stained effort by
the Department involving much Congressional Oversight, labor relafions negotiations
and involvement of USDA constltuents The reorganization -has been mp!emented with
some adjustments along the way. Leglslatlon added 2 offices—the RlSk Management

'

|
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~ Agency and the Office of the Chief Information Officer. By the end of'1999 greater than
planned staff reductions had occurred. Overall staffing was 17.4% below the 1993
base as opposed to the 11.4% planned. Savings were greater than éxpected $6 billion
- versus the $4 billion estimated, driven by the deeper than expected staff cuts and lower
than requested funding to make needed infrastructure lmprovements to meet the needs
of reduced staff. Target categories of staff were reduced to a greaterj extent than
planned. About 280 non-county based field offices have been closed and consolidated.
* About 3,700 county-based office locations of the Rural Development :Mission Area, and
the Farm Service and Natural Resources and Conservation Service égencies have
been collocated in about 2,6XX USDA Service Centers. (Note: ask Cheryl Cook to,

\

supply number arid explanation of why we didn’t reach our target.) N

!

i

- As mentioned, implementation of plahs to support the streamlined oréanization with
infrastructure improvements have been slower than expected, primar?ily due to lack of
- funds or Congressional support. For example, at Secretary Dan thkman s direction,
the Service Center agencies developed plans to consolidate their admlnlstratlve

* operations in the field as a means of reducing duplication, inefficiencies and '

“inconsistencies. This change would have reduced costs in the administrative area that ‘

could than be directed to program support and better customer servi(':e Despite

months of work on the plan by many in the Department and many bnefmgs to Congress
on what the Department was trying to accomphsh Congress mcluded language in the
agriculture appropriations for FY’s 2000 and 2001 prohibiting the implementation of this
plan. In addition, requests for funds over a number of years to put in}a Common
Computing Environment for these Service Center Agencies, along with reengineered
“program and admiinistrative processes, have not been fully funded by Congress.
However, the FY 2001 appropriations for the Common Computing Envnronment funded
about 80% of the request which will enable the Department to have the Common
Computing Environment fully i in place by the end of FY 2002 if adequate fundlng is
provided in 2002.

(77 Add in or reference Cheryl Cook’s discussion of State and fleld o}fﬂce collocations,
particularly prohibition of further State office collocations.)

.
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

|
!
'
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smaller Department. In November 1999 he directed the Chief Financial Officer to Iead
an Executive Committee to identify the priority corporate f|nanC|aI/adm|n|strat|ve
systems and develop a strategy, with proposed budgets and tlmetables to make these

needed infrastructure improvements. The recommendations of the Cprporate Systems '

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

recommended for priority action included financial, teIecommunication‘s personnel and

acquisitions systerns.  These recommendations were ratified by the E)i(ecutlve

Information Technology Investment Review Board, which consists of t'he Subcablnet

. members and is chaired by the Deputy Secretary. Since |mplementat|on of these

systems would require significant initial investments, the Department I‘llad worked with

- Congress to secure the authority in the FY 2002 appropriations to use'unobligated
balances in the Department to fund these needed capital investments. ' This authority

was provnded thus removing one of the major impediments to contlnuatlon on the path

of streamlining USDA. Much of this continuation will fall to the next adlmlnlstratlon.
While not all goals were achieved, the Department is smaller than it Was more -

emphasis has been placed on customer service, significant savings were achieved, and
there is greater focus to its missions and less parochlallsm

|
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