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Chairman Coburn, Senator Carper and other members of the committee, I appreciate the

opportunity to give testimony concerning conference attendance and expenditures at the

Department of Agriculture. The United States Department of Agriculture is a diverse and

complex organization with programs that touch the lives of all Americans every day. Our

six strategic goals for 2005 -2010 are to:

L

Enhance International Competitiveness of American Agriculture;

Enhance the Competitiveness and Sustainability of Rural and Farm Economies;
Support Increased Economic Opportunities and Improved Quality of Life in Rural
America;

Enhance Protection and Safety of the Nation’s Agriculture and Food Supply;

Improve the Nation’s Nutrition and Health; and




6. Protect and Enhance the Nation’s Natural Resource Base and Environment.

In order to achieve these goals, the Department leverages the setvices of a vast number of
entities. These entities include state and local governments, colleges and universities,
school districts, community organizations, faith-based organizations, associations, other
federal agencies, and international based organizations. Conferences are very important
in the communication, training, and coordination needed to deliver the regulations and
requirements of hundreds of progiams In addition, the Department’s employees attend
conferences to enhance their ability to perform their jobs. These conferences enable
employees to stay current on new developments in their respective arcas, expand their

knowledge, and collaborate across boundaries with partners.

The Department of Agriculture has a formal trave] policy that includes conferences. As
the Chief Financial Officer of the Department the policy is under my administrative
responsibility. Certain areas of the travel policy, including the approval for most |
conference expenses, have been delegated to the agencies for administration. The
Department’s policy and available funding in the individual agencies provide the checks
and balances on sponsoring and attending conferences. Each agency has a Chief
Financial Officer to maintain the fiscal management of their respective organizations
Conferences that employees attend require an approved 'training form from their
supervisor prior to the payment of a conference fee If the conference requires
transportation and hotel, a travel voucher must also be approved. Conferences that are

sponsored by the agencies have various administrative and purchasing approvals based




on their total expense. In late August, we provided data on conference attendance and
costs for the time period of FY2001 to FY2005 Including information recently provided
by the Forest Service, in 2005, the Department’s expenditures for conference fees
equaled approximately $22 million. In 2005, the Department’s total revenue was $21
billion with total expenditures of $112 billion The cost of conferences is approximately

02% of total expenditures.

Ensuring an ample food supply, inspecting the safety of our food, exporting agticultural
goods to foreign markets, providing food assistance to our citizens, conserving our
natural resources, developing rural infrastructure, and providing agricultural research are
very important responsibilities. Conferences at the USDA are mainly sponsored by its
agencies for outreach or training of employees, states, colleges and universities, and
communities. During 20035, the outreach and training conferences accounted for 72% of

total attendance.

Two groups that I would like to highlight for this testimony are our mission areas
responsible for Natural Resources and Environment and Research, Education, and
Economics The Natural Resources and Environment mission area includes the Forest
Service and the Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS). The 2002 Farm Bill
vastly incieased funding for conservation by authorizing increased spending for several
programs under prior Farm Bills and establishing the Conservation Security Program
(CSP) and the Grassland Reserve Program (GRP). Last year, appioximately 6,100 NRCS

employees and 5,300 Forest Services employees were trained in regional locations




throughout the United States. While NRCS activities benefit all of the people in the
nation, the ptimary customers are individuals that make natural resource and management
decisions on non-federal lands. They include farmers, ranchers, and other members of
the private sector; units of government; and non-profit organizations. .NRCS partners
with over 3,000 local conservations districts to assist in implementing its programs.
Targeted conservation areas and management practices change often. These changes are
due to various regional management requirements, new research, certain conservation
practices, natural events, and legislative changes. In addition, NRCS has been impacted
by a large amount of employee retitements in 2004 and 2005. To address the critical
training needs NRCS held “regional training boot camps” in 2005. Conferences in this
mission area help fill the need to coordinate with states and other outside groups, the
coordination of environmental science knowledge, the specialized regional training, and

the implementation of new programs.

Research, Education, and Economics (REE) is responsible for research and statistics
covering the full breath of the Departments programs Their research benefits the lives of
Americans and provides competitive advantages to our products in the world market.
REE success in agriculture research has produced stronger seeds, disease resistant trees,
drought resistant plants, reductions in the use of insecticides and fertilizers, and higher
milk production. Successes in research for the nations health include the addition of
omega-3 fatty acids in baby formula, lactose-free dairy products, E-coli eliminating
technology for meat, zero-calorie natural fat replacers in food, the mass production of

penicillin, and DEET for insect repellent. Successes in research for consumer products




associated with agriculture include the starch-based product named “Super Slurper”
found in disposable diapers, flame-retardant finishes for clothing, bacteria and fungi

resistant finishes for socks, and wiinkle free cotton fabric.

Although this seems like an exhaustive list of research Succeéses, this is only a small
pottion of the total list of REE’s accomplishments. REE does not act alone in its
research; it is accomplished in partnership with universities and other institutions. Much
of the travel in this Mission Area involves coordination and collaboration with other
scientists, institutions and organizations. This enables the REE mission area to be far
more efficient in carrying out its responsibilities of research, education and economic
activities. Such collaboration through conferencing avoids excessive duplication and
enhances efficiency and effectiveness. In addition, our scientists are widely recognized
for their unique and high level of expertise and are in active demand by various groups
and organizations to share their knowledge and expettise at conferences and meetings.
We feel that having such highly qualified people enhances our stature as part of the
greater scientific community and brings distinction and credit to the U S. Department of

Agriculture and our Nation.

About one-fourth of the conferences we attend are sponsored by non-USDA groups. The
subject matter at these conferences is geared towards historically disadvantaged groups,
state government, foreign marketing, and various other topics. Four percent of non-
USDA sponsored conferences pertain to historically disadvantaged groups. These

conference titles include Blacks in Government, Chinese American Annual Conference,




Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities Annual Conference, and Federal Asian
Pacific American Counsel Conference. An additional four percent are State sponsored
conferences dealing with nutritton and research. The remaining conference subjects
include nutrition, conservation, science, information technology, foreign matketing, and

safety.

To help contain expenses and to continue to educate our greatest resource, the
Department has developed and implemented an electronic education medium, Aglearn.
This year the system has been used by 69,000 employees to complete 1,422 different
cowses. The system provides the ability to deliver required training modules to
employees across the country through their desktop computer Desktop computer
training provides several benefits. They are (1) employees can complete training
modules as their schedule allows, (2) employees receive a consistent message from their
training regardless of when they patrticipate, (3) costs are reduced by eliminating travel
(time and expense), and (4) participation can be tracked for required training. In 2007,
we will be adding customer feedback and satisfaction to better tune this methodology for
training our employees The Department understands the value and cost savings that

AgLearn provides as its primary education source for USDA employees.

The Department uses conferences and other methods to support the communication,
coordination, and educational, and research requirements of the mission areas. Our

programs suppott the basic needs and competitive requirements of the nation. Due to the




diversity and breath of our programs, our conference attendance is located across the

United States.

T regret that the requested information was delayed. The Depattment operates in a
decentralized format on nine general ledger systems that transfer summary information
into a consolidated data warehouse for final reporting. Like private companies in the
1980s, the Department is moving through the transformation to update technology to
increase the productivity of our employees and provide better information to
management Our structure and information is mostly decentralized relying heavily on
Departmental policies, manual processes, and human capital. The information you

requested is held at a vast number of offices across the United States.

We believe that ransparency into the Department’s expenditures is important. We have
set this as a goal in our strategic plan as well. Action items in the plan include “provide
transparency and accountability to administrative costs; and increase the use of financial
information in day-to-day decision making and budget formulation ” Through our
Financial Management Modernization Initiative we have addressed the need for
electronic approvals and detailed centralized information for management. During this
initiative we will include an evaluation of our policies and procedures concerning the

approval of underwritten and attended conferences.

I appreciate this opportunity to testify before this committee and would welcome any

questions
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