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1. PURPOSE OF THI S PAPER

1. Thi s paper describes the changes in procedures being planned for the
1997 Census of Agriculture in the United States. It illustrates alternatives
that are possible when a census is conducted by a decentralized organi zati on
instead of a centralized one. It is intended to present an overvi ew of
changes and benefits but not get into technical details.

2. BACKGROUND

2. Agricul tural censuses have been conducted in the United States since
1840. W to 1920, they were conducted every 10 years, in conjunction with

t he decenni al census of popul ation. The first md-decade agricultural census
was conducted in 1925 and censuses have been conducted approxi nately every 5
years since 1925. In recent tines, the agricultural census has collected
data for years ending in 2 and 7, matching the timng of other U S. econonic
censuses.

3. Ever since 1969, the agricultural census has been a mail out-mail back
col l ection, conducted by the Bureau of the Census of the U 'S. Conmerce
Department. Mbst of the preparatory work, editing, and analysis for the
agricultural censuses has been done either at the Bureau of the Census
headquarters in the Washington, D.C. area or at the |arge scal e processing
center in Jeffersonville, I|ndiana.

4. The National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) of the U S.
Department of Agriculture assisted with each periodic census by submtting
its list of farmoperations as one mailing list input and helping in the
final edit review. NASS did not participate in planning operations and did
not receive any access to the final census nail list or to any census data.

5. The congressionally allocated budgets for all of the planned 1997
econom ¢ censuses were far short of the Bureau of the Census projected budget
needs. |In order to adapt to the expected | ower budgets, the Bureau of the
Census announced tentative plans to change the definition of a farmfrom
$1,000 to $10,000 in sales (which would elimnate about half of all US.
farnms) and to di scontinue censuses in outlying areas of the U S (Puerto

R co, the US Virgin Islands, GQuam and the Northern Mariana |Islands) and
any followon data collections (horticultural and irrigation censuses).

6. There was a quick and denonstrative reaction to the farmdefinition
change proposal fromthe U S Department of Agriculture, State Departments of
Agriculture (some States would lose up to 80 percent of their farns), and
many agricultural and rural data anal ysts. Besides the abrupt change in a

I ong standing data series and the loss of so nuch rural information, it was
poi nted out that the Agriculture and Comrerce Departnents had al ways
cooperated in the past in any farmdefinition changes.

7. The U S. Ofice of Managenent and Budget offered a solution by working
to transfer the responsibility for the periodic agricultural censuses to
NASS. That brought the census under different congressional budget
authorizing coomittees. The funding for NASS (at the original projected
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level) did pass both Houses of Congress. However, the authorizing
legislation to permanently shift the authority for the census passed the
House of Representatives but was not acted upon by the Senate. That
legislation is being resubmtted for the current congressional session.

Pl ans are proceeding for NASS to conduct the 1997 census, with Bureau of the
Census assi stance as needed.

3. FARM DEFI NI TI ON:
8. There had historically been a few snmal |l differences between NASS and
the Bureau of the Census in technical aspects of the farmdefinition. If a

farmconverted all of its cropland area to a | ong-term farm program and
recei ved paynents for not grow ng crops, NASS continued that operation as a
farm (if normal production value net the $1, 000 definition) but Census did
not. |If equine were the only livestock on a farm NASS did not award

equi val ent val ue points for pasture but Census did. The third ngjor

di fference between the two agencies was the fact that NASS consi dered an
operation a farmwhich produced Christrmas trees as the only cash crop (if it
nmet the dollar limt).

9. Representatives of the two agencies net several times after the 1992
Census of Agriculture to reconcile differences in definitions. Al three
mai n differences were resolved in the favor of including the operations as
farns. Appropriate changes in wording and definitions were prepared and
tested for 1997 questionnaires.

4. QUESTI ONNAI RES
10. The Census of Agriculture collects a wide variety of information. All

operations are asked questions on | and ownership; crops produced incl uding
fruits, vegetables, and horticultural specialties; value of crops produced;

area of the farmnot currently in crops; |ivestock production; government
farm program participation; direct market sales; farmlabor; organizationa
structure; and farm operator denographics. |In addition, a sanple of

operations receive extra questions on farm expenditures, nachinery, and | and
val ue.

11. Prior census information is used to deternine sanpling rates for the

| onger questionnaire versions. Al |arge operations receive these questions.
Sanpling rates for other operations depend on the nunber of farms per county
and variations in production value. New operations and snall operations from
the previous census may be mailed a version which utilizes a skip technique

if an operation did not produce any |ivestock or grow any crops in the census
year.

12. The only changes fromthe 1992 to the 1997 questionnaire were those
needed to inpl ement the agreed to standardization of farmdefinitions. Wile
the “no change” decision had been made before there was any consideration of
NASS t aki ng over the census, that decision will help in ensuring that a
conpar abl e census can be conducted by NASS
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5. MAIL LI ST

13. Since the U S. does not have an agricultural register, it has been
necessary to construct a mail list for each agricultural census. A nunber of

different lists have been tested as inputs for censuses over tinme. Lists
that did not provide many uni que nanes of actual farnms or which did not add
strength to the probability of a match group being a farm when the various
lists were natched and unduplicated, were rejected for future censuses.

14. For the 1997 Census of Agriculture, the nain |list sources to be input
into the list building process are the 1992 census nail file, the NASS I|i st
sanpling frame, and lists of individuals filing a farmincome tax return (the
tax list does identify sone operations not on other farmlists but it also

i ncl udes peopl e who are not farmoperators but may have sone financia
ownership interest in a farmand receive sone favorable tax treatnent). A
few speciality lists (such as horticulture interests) are al so used.

15. The farmincome tax records present a particular challenge during the
changeover of census responsibilities. The income tax files have been
sharabl e with the Bureau of the Census only through specific |egislation

Al so, no use was to be made of records which cane only fromthe income tax
files, such as sanpling for any special surveys, until they had been
contacted and filled out a census form

16. The Bureau of the Census had al ready contacted the Departnent of
Treasury to arrange for farmtax files to be used for the 1997 census before
the responsibility was changed to NASS. The proposed new authori zi ng
legislation was witten such that the existing Bureau of the Census
authorities could be used for the tax files in 1997. New NASS- Departnent of
Treasury legislation will probably be needed for the future.

17. Anot her sticky point in preparing the 1997 nail list is that previous
censuses have been coll ected under Census confidentiality |egislation which
al l owed only Census enpl oyees to access any data. In the past, NASS

enpl oyees helping with the final edit have been all owed access as “speci al
sworn Census enpl oyees” during the review period. NASS is attenpting to work
out arrangenents to provide access to 1992 files inits State Statistica
Ofices (SSOs) under this sworn enpl oyee provision. NASS offices will have
to meet rigorous security provisions in order to finalize that approach. It
is hoped that the new authorizing legislation to transnit the authority for
the census will be judged to al so transfer the access to previous census
files.

18. Nearly 9.1 mllion nane and address records have been assenbl ed for
bui l ding the 1997 census nmail list. Record |linkage routines and probability
of a farmconputations should reduce the list to 3.8 nmillion or so unique
records. It is hoped that the NASS SSO s can work with the tentative mail
list and use list sanpling frame expertise and suppl enentary information to
reduce the final list to less than the 3.5 mllion nailed in 1992 w t hout

i ncreasi ng the undercoverage. |f that can be acconplished, there will be
consi derabl e cost and tine savings in conducting the 1997 census.
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6. STAFFI NG

19. As nmentioned earlier, nmost work on previous agricultural censuses was
done at the Bureau of the Census headquarters and in Jeffersonville, |ndiana.
A nunber of individuals had full tine agricultural census assignments at the
Bureau of the Census headquarters and there were normally three full-tine
enpl oyees in Jeffersonville. During the mailing, return crediting, key
entry, and editing stages, a |arge nunber of census part-tine or tenporary
enpl oyees were enpl oyed. A simlar approach will be used for the 1997 census
and NASS wi |l reinburse the Bureau of the Census for necessary Jeffersonville
oper at i ons.

20. The Bureau of the Census has gone to a very functional managenent

organi zation in recent years. Therefore, many agricultural census
preparatory, data processing, and data di ssem nation functions were performed
by individuals not included anmong the 100 or so enpl oyees of the Agricultura
and Financi al Surveys Division (AFSD) of Census. This meant that NASS did
not acquire the full range of enployees and skills needed for the census when
enpl oyees were transferred fromthe Bureau of the Census. It acquired about
two-thirds of the nunber of enpl oyees normally involved in Census operations.
Some preparation functions had al ready been finished, sone programrers not in
AFSD were transferred to NASS, and other functions are being provided under a
contractual arrangenent.

21. During the interimperiod while arrangenments for the transfer of Bureau
of the Census enpl oyees were being finalized, NASS detailed several enployees
to the agricultural census operation to fill specific vacancies. Mst of

t hose detail ees becane enpl oyees of the new NASS Census Division

22. The shift to NASS neans that enpl oyees across the 1,100 nmenber NASS
Headquarters and SSO staffs can be called upon for specific census
activities, as well as the corps of experienced tel ephone and field
enunerators. NASS hopes to nake several inprovenments by use of those
decentral i zed resources.

7. PUBLI CI TY

23. e advant age of the NASS Census role will be the capability to provide
nore | ocal pre-census publicity and to attend nore farm organi zati on neetings
than when only a small central staff was available. Many previous public
servi ce announcenents and publicity materials to government and nedi a

organi zations will be used but there will be a strong within State enphasis.

24, A NASS-Bureau of the Census commttee was set up early which included
some NASS State Statisticians to select which publicity approaches woul d be
accepted. One new enphasis in 1997 is the utilization of Internet for
provi di ng past census data, for answering common questions, and for providing
atie fromNASS to the past census results.

8. MAI LI NG AND HANDLI NG

25. Even though NASS SSO s conduct nmany surveys each year and are
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experienced in nost survey operations, there is no quick replacenent for the
speci al handling experience and equi prrent that the Bureau of the Census
already has in Jeffersonville. Questionnaires for the 1997 census wll cone
fromthe printer already in envel opes. Special equiprment will be used to
print nanes and addresses plus bar codes for inproved accounting for returned
questionnaires. Sone forms will be renoved fromthe nailing process as
described in topic 10 bel ow but even those will be tracked by the
Jeffersonville survey nanagenent system

26. Besi des check in, the Jeffersonville operation will performthe data
entry operations. Since NASS has a goal of speeding up data availability by
al most one full year, two key entry shifts are envisioned. Basic data
editing steps will also be performed at Jeffersonville, utilizing a few NASS
Agricul tural Census D vision personnel and some Census Bureau trained
editors.

9. TELEPHONE ASSI STANCE

27. e inportant key to NASS plans to inprove custoner service and speed
up processing is that toll free tel ephone assistance will be provided

t hroughout the data collection process. A |large nunber of individuals
(including some part-tine interviewers) will need to be trained in each SSO
to handl e the expected large volunes of calls after the original nail out and
each fol l owp mailing

28. If this effort to provide the direct tel ephone response service is
successful, it should speed up the fl ow of questionnaires, identify nmany out-
of - scope operations which will not need followp mailings, and identify a
nunber of operations which received miltiple questionnaires. These will be
major steps in the effort to speed up the entire census process.

29. e toll free nunber will be published for the country but calls within
each State will be routed to their respective SSO Tel ephone answerers will
be trained to handl e routine questions and to ask basi c probi ng questions if

an individual feels they should not have received a questionnaire. It is
hoped that each SSO wi |l have imredi ate | ookup access to the mail list for
their State(s) in order to nake corrections and account for record status on
the screen. |If this is not feasible, interviewers will take down all

identification nunbers and detail ed operation nane details, perhaps by use of
a CATI routine.

10. SURVEY COORDI NATI ON

30. Because the 1997 Census of Agriculture will be nailed during an al ways
busy NASS survey period, three specific actions will be taken: (1) NASS
SSOs will mnimze the nunmber of mail contacts for the annual end-of -season
acreage and production (A&) surveys that are a major input to creating crop
county estinates. Those A& sanples usually include nany “criteria”
nmailings--that is, operations which have not been sanpled for 3 years or so
and for which updated control data are desired. These extra criteria sanples
will be skipped since the Census of Agriculture will be available within a
few nonths. (2) Mbst large operations in the end-of-year Hogs and Cattle
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surveys will receive a personal visit in which an attenpt will be made to
collect both cattle and census data. It is hoped, at least, that the current
i nformati on can be obtai ned and questions about the census form answered so
the formw Il be quickly returned. (3) For NASS survey mailings where it is
not possible to coordinate a census contact, presurvey letters will explain
why both census and current survey operations are bei ng conduct ed.

31. Personal and tel ephone interviewers on any NASS surveys during Decenber
1997 to February 1998 will receive training on the census and will be able to
answer questions. |In sone cases, personal interviewers nmay help fill out

sone census questionnaires.

32. In addition to the personal contacts on the Cattle survey, many other
large or nulti-State operations will receive a personal visit or a special
tel ephone call. This will ensure that these operations are accounted for
correctly, and early in the survey process. It would not be possible to do
much contact work w thout the NASS SSO structure.

11. TIM NG AND FOLLOWJP

33. The 1997 census will be nailed about m d-Decenber of 1997. The listed
conpletion date is February 1, 1998 but survey letters will encourage
response as soon as possible. A thank you/rem nder postcard will be nailed
about md-January to all operations.

34. Atotal of up to three additional requests (each w th another
questionnaire) at approximately nmonthly interviews, will be nailed if a
response is not received by February 1. However, larger operations wll
nornal |y be contacted by a tel ephone call instead of relying on the mail
rem nders. Qher tel ephone followps will be used for States and counties
with | ow response rates.

35. Final data collection nmust be finished during the nonth of May in order
to meet target summary and publication dates.

12. TELEPHONI NG

36. In previous censuses, all tel ephone fol |l owups were done by Bureau of
the Census Computer Assisted Tel ephone Interview ng (CATI) centers which
conduct a nunber of tel ephone surveys. One major 1997 change is the shift of
tel ephoning to the NASS SSOs. This offers rmuch nore flexibility than in
previ ous censuses when priorities for agricultural census foll owps depended
upon the press of other econom ¢ censuses and on-goi ng Bureau of the Census
conduct ed surveys.

37. SSO s will have sone latitude to shift tel ephone fol l owups of |arger or
speci al i zed operations to personal interviews. They will also be able to try
various times of day in order to obtain the best response rates.

38. The total nunber of CATI tel ephone calls cannot be fully estimated
ahead of tine. If the early contact efforts and the toll free service are
successful, fewer CATI telephone calls will be required. On the other hand,
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success of the early efforts plus a | arge nunber of CATI calls may result in
hi gher conpl etion rates than in earlier censuses.

13. ANALYTI C REVI EW6

39. Since all returned questionnaires are nmailed to Jeffersonville,

I ndiana, the basic editing takes place at that location. NASS will Iikely
suppl ement the three on-site statisticians during the main editing step. A
nunber of standardi zed edits for yields, values per head of |ivestock, etc.
are built in. There are al so several inputation routines such as extracting
m ssing yields fromanother record of the sane size farmin the sane
geographic area. A nunber of clerical editors will be trained to reviewthe
edi ting out puts.

40. Once nost counties in a State are nearly conpl ete, an anal ytic sunmary
is created. This summary will adjust for mssing operations so a prelininary
total county record is created.

41. This analytic summary will be reviewed in each SSO The SSO will | ook
closely at unexpl ai ned changes in crop areas, |ivestock nunbers, or nunber of
operations. The 1992 census results and subsequent NASS surveys will serve
to identify possible errors. It will be feasible during the analytic review
to “drill down” to specific records if county totals seemhigh or low Wile
it is expected that nost adjustments or corrections during the anal ytic
revi ew can be done by examning the original reported data (for keying
errors), it will be possible to tel ephone operations to verify unusua
reports.

14. SUMVARI ZATI ON PLANS

42. In past agricultural censuses, processes have concentrated on a few of
the 50 States at a time. The data for two to four States m ght be al
keyentered before starting on another batch of States. (Results fromearlier
censuses provided infornmati on on which States tended to respond quickly.)
Simlarly, editing, CATI tel ephone calls, and analytic reviews all involved
this State batching approach. State |evel publications were also finished
and published on a fl ow basi s.

43. Under the forner centralized organization structure, the batching nade
good sense. As soon as possible, people who were going to concentrate on
specific editing, analysis, or sunmarization processes were started on their
assignnments. The State of Delaware, with only three counties and about 3,000
farns, was normal ly processed first through all activities as a production
 evel test.

44, Since all SSOs are available to help on the 1997 agricultural census,
work will proceed on all States at one tine. (There still may be interest in
using Del anare to test all procedures, however.) It is hoped that the key
entry staff can stay relatively current by utilizing two shifts per day. The
editing staff will proceed as soon as possible with records keypunched to
date regardl ess of State |ocation
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45, NASS hopes to conplete all processing and be able to create nationa
totals by the end of cal endar year 1998. That woul d mean that census U.S.
level results would be available nearly one year faster than norrmal. It also

woul d mean that review and any needed revision of on-going statistical data
series would occur a year earlier and be on the same schedul e as operati ona
1-year later revisions.

15. PUBLI CATI ON PLANS

46. Wiil e the summari zation plan above will create sumrmaries for the U S
faster than in the past, it will seemto some data users that publication has
been sl owed down. This is because publication of State |evel data summaries
was al so done on a flow basis in the past. In fact, the U S totals were not
even created until nany State publications had been rel eased.

47. Wiile the rel ease of State summaries on a flow basis hel ped to snooth
out the operational flow and get all specialists involved as soon as
possible, it was al so a source of confusion and sone frustration. As soon as
an early State publication was released, officials in surrounding States
becane anxi ous for their publications, which resulted in letters and

tel ephone calls to Census officials. It also was necessary to “hold back”
sonme States to use for confidentiality or other corrective adjustments when
processing got close to national totals.

48. NASS wi || have prelininary State totals before the national totals are
created. However, NASS will use its normal review processes of exanining the
country level totals first and then regional and State before rel easing any
figures. The national level review mght possibly identify potential errors
not evident when States are reviewed individually.

49. Since there will be a big backup of publications, State totals will be
first released with the national release and then the traditional State |evel
publ i cations, which include county data, will be created. Al sumrary |evel
data will be available electronically on Internet and CO-ROMs. Thus, all
summaries can be rel eased within a few days--if not all on one day--
electronically. Press releases will be prepared which highlight rel evant
figures in each State. Paper publications will be prepared, but many fewer
copies are expected to be printed than for earlier censuses.

50. Anot her maj or goal of the revised processing procedures is to expand
the anmount of and greatly advance the timng of Census coverage infornation
The annual NASS area frane survey has | ong been used to estinate the nunbers
of farnms not included on the Census nmail list. A coverage eval uati on sanple
was selected to estimate duplication and nisclassification within the Census
responses. Coverage evaluation results were nornal ly not published unti

wel |l after printed sumraries had been rel eased. Coverage eval uations al so
concentrated on estimating the nunbers of mssing farnms with certain
characteristics (such as income classes, presence of livestock, etc.) rather
than estimating under counted crop and |ivestock statistics. Therefore, the
coverage evaluation results were not hel pful for revising the current data
series.
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51. Expanded enphasis is being placed on the 1997 coverage evaluation. It
is hoped that prelimnary coverage evaluation results wll be avail abl e at
the same time as the national data sunmaries. It is also planned to

cal cul ate undercoverage estimates for many agricultural commodities such as
the nunber of cattle and hogs and area of corn, wheat, and soybeans. Those
new estinates will be particularly valuable for revising current data series.

16. FUTURE PLANS

52. A nunber of alternatives will be considered for future inprovenents of
Census data and procedures. Since the Census name, address, and data results
will be merged with the NASS list frane, it will not be necessary to repeat
all of the list build operations for future censuses. It will also be
possible to identify all farmoperations which did not report during the
Census data col | ection period and were accounted for by inputation. Those
operations will be given a high priority for foll owp contacts during the
first 2 years after the census to properly determ ne operation
characteristics.

53. A nunber of census editing and processing programs will need to be
rewitten after the 1997 census. Those will be witten to be nore conpatible
with operational NASS software systens and to utilize data warehousing

techni ques that NASS will be inpl enenting.

54. It is likely that NASS will take a broader | ook at questionnaire
content for the expected 2002 census, particularly in |ight of many
structural changes occurring in U S. agriculture. There will also be new
consi deration of including an enphasis on the role of wonen in agriculture
(perhaps by all owing for shared operat orships).

55. I f data warehousing efforts are successful, it may be possible to
utilize nmuch nore previously reported operation data in conducting the 2002
census. As a minimum nore data will be available for editing but it may be
possible to use data also to tailor questionnaires or to identify specific
operations for tel ephone or personal contacts.



