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The .Honorable Olin E. Teague
Chairman
Technology Assessment Board
Office of Technology Assessment
Congress of the United States
Washington, DC 20510

Dear Mr. Chairman:

The  wor ld  food  s i tua t ion  has  been  d ras t i ca l ly  a l t e red  by  a  se r i e s  o f  ma jo r
events  that  converged in 1972 and 1973. The consequences of these events
have demanded new policies. To develop and carry out  these policies re-
quires more t imely and accurate information.

Congress is  substant ial ly dependent  upon data developed and evaluated
f rom in fo rmat ion  re sources  ou t s ide  the  Congress .  Un t i l  1973 ,  wi th  our
food policies based upon “burdensome surpluses,” our information needs
seemed to be well  taken care of. No one, inside or  outside the Govern-
ment ,  predicted that  the events  and policy decisions of  1972 and 1973
would lead to sharp increases in the cost  of  food and farm inputs  and
shor t ages  o f  such  key  p roduc t ion  supp l i e s  a s  fue l ,  p ro te in  mea l s ,  and  fe r -
t i l i z e r s . I t  was this  apparent  breakdown of information that  led me to
request ,  and the chairman of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and For-
estry to-  endorse, that  OTA identify the key information systems and deter-
mine how well  they were serving decision makers;  identify defects  in these
systems;  and suggest  opt ions for  Congress to consider  to improve these in-
fo rmat ion  sources . I  am pleased that  the summary and analysis  of  this
study,  as presented during hearings by the OTA Board,  can be transmitted
to the Congress.

I  have  been  an  ac t ive  pa r t i c ipan t  in  th i s  s tudy . I t  was my privi lege to
chair  four days of  hearings for  OTA’s Board on food information systems.
These hearings were triggered by the report of OTA’s Food Advisory Commit-
tee and afforded me the opportunity to dialogue with the most  knowledge-
ab le  ind iv idua l s  on  th i s  sub jec t . The impressive mix of people who helped
in this  s tudy has given this  document a  balance and diversi ty of  views.

The most  feasible option seems to be to make perfect ing changes in the ex-
i s t ing  sys t em ra the r  than  to  t ry  to  deve lop  a  s ing le  in t eg ra ted  wor ldwide
sys t em o r  to  r e ly  on  the  in i t i a t ive  o f  ex i s t ing  in s t i t u t ions  to  make  these
improvements.

The  spec i f i c  a reas  fo r  improvement  to  the  ex i s t ing  in fo rmat ion  resources
a re  r e l evan t  and  use fu l . Indeed ,  t he  u t i l i t y  i s  a l r eady  ev iden t  by  the
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uses Congress has made of  prel iminary

1. Background material  for  the U.S.

assessment  ma te r i a l :

congres s iona l  de l ega t ion  to  the  1974
World Food Conference, which supported Conference Resolution XVI to
es tab l i sh  an  ea r ly  warn ing  and  ag r i cu l tu re  in fo rmat ion  sys tem;

2. Congress iona l  hea r ings ;

a . Subcommittee on Foreign Agriculture Policy of  the Senate Committee
on Agriculture and Forestry on “Implementation of World Food Con-
ference Recommendations” and “Improving the Coordination of  U.S.
and  Fore ign  Agr icu l tu ra l  Po l i cy .”

b . Subcommittee on Census and Population of the House Committee on
Post  Office and Civil  Service on ‘The Need for Improvement and
Coord ina t ion  in  Federa l  Government  S ta t i s t i c s” ;

3.’ HR12397, introduced by Congressman Neal Smith,
troduced “to rel ieve the Secretary of Commerce
fo r  t ak ing  Censuses  o f  Agr icu l tu re  eve ry  f i f th
Secre ta ry  o f  Agr icu l tu re  to  co l l ec t  comparab le
pl ing methods.”

and S3215, which I in-
o f  t h e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y
yea r  and  requ i re  the
information using sam-

4. The Senate Select Committee on Nutrition and Human Needs for a staff
report on ‘The U.S. , FAO, and World Food Politics: U.S .  Re la t ion  wi th
an  In te rna t iona l  Food  Organ iza t ion .”

In  add i t ion , the chairman of the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry
and I ,  as  chairman of the Joint  Economic Committee,  have asked Secretary of
Agriculture Earl  Butz to respond to suggest ions made by part icipants  in the
Technology Assessment Board hearings, encouraging USDA to make certain im-
provements.

As the OTA report  indicates, substantial  progress has already been made to
improve the U.S. and world food information systems since 1973,  in part  as  a
result  of  OTA studies, hearings,  and staff  interaction with USDA personnel .
These changes include: modi fy ing  the  ag r i cu l tu ra l  a t t ache  sys t em;  improv ing
s ta f f  ana ly t i ca l  compe tence ; upgrad ing  pub l i ca t ion  and  e l imina t ing  dup l i ca -
t ion ;  a t t empt ing  to  ge t  be t t e r  i n fo rma t ion  on  the  Sov ie t  food  s i tua t ion ;  r e -
l eas ing  more  t ime ly  c rop  fo recas t s ; collect ing data from new areas;  and
using modeling and remote sensing technologies.

I  wil l  fol low with interest  continued improvement along the l ines suggested
by the f ive areas that  the OTA study emphasizes:

1. Improving the accuracy and t imeliness of U.S.  food and agricultural
information systems.

2. Strengthening the U.S. role in a  world food information system.
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3. Inc reas ing  congress iona l s t a f f  a n a l y t i c a l  c a p a b i l i t i e s ,

4 . Inc reas ing  the  in t eg ra t ion  o f  nu t r i t i on  and  the  consumer ,

5. Accelerat ing the use of  advanced technologies.

I  p l a n  t o  c a l l  t h i s  r e p o r t , a long  wi th  sugges t ions  fo r  ac t ion ,  t o  the  a t t en -
t ion of  the chairmen of  the relevant  committees of  the Congress, I  l ook  fo r -
ward to continued interact ions between these committees and the OTA staff
to  he lp  implemen t  the  a l t e rna t ives  in  th i s  r epor t .

S i n c e r e l y ,

Hubert H. Humphrey
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The Honorable Olin E. Teague
Chairman
Technology Assessment Board
Office of Technology Assessment
Congress of the United States
Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Mr. Chairman:

I am pleased to submit OTA's eport entitled “Summary and Analysis
of the Office of Technology Assessment Hearings on Food Information
Systems, ” which was requested by Senator Hubert H. Humphrey, OTA
Board member, and endorsed by Senator Herman Talmadge, Chairman of
the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry.

This summary and analysis was prepared by the Office of Technology
Assessment, based upon material developed by its Food Advisory Com-
mit tee , consultant and contractor reports, and four days of Board
hearings. The complete record of these hearings and the material
that triggered these hearings is included in Food Information Sys-
tems: Hearings Before the Technology Assessment Board of the Office
of Technology Assessment, Congress of the United States, Ninety-Fourth
Congress, First and Second Sessions, September 24, 25, and December
10, 1975, February 4, 1976.

With the approval of the OTA Board, as indicated at  i ts  July 21,
1976 meeting, Senator Humphrey will forward the hearings document
and this summary and analysis to the relevant committees of the
Congress.

! - 1 { .  , , . > , - 2

D i r e c t o r
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PREFACE

Senator Hubert H. Humphrey, as a member of the Technology Assess-
ment Board, Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) in a letter of January
22, 1974, requested “an OTA assessment of agricultural information systems
and their adequacy for. . agricultural policy planning. ” This request was en-
dorsed by the Senate Committee on Agriculture and Forestry. The OTA
Board approved this request on February 6, 1974.

The principal activity of the study was to review food information
systems in order to isolate and evaluate those significant to the development
of food legislation and related congressional policymaking.

The goal was to develop options that Congress could consider to improve
the usefulness, timeliness, and reliability of information for policymaking,
budget formulation, legislation, and oversight in the food area.

An OTA Food Advisory Committee was formed. In addition, OTA staff,
assisted by three contractor studies and consultants, developed and prepared
background material for the committee’s use. The committee, relying on staff
and contractor materials, prepared and submitted a report to the Technology
Assessment Board entitled “Food, Agriculture, and Nutrition Information
Systems: Assessment and Recommendations. ” This report became the basis
for 4 days of hearings held by OTA’s Board on September 24 and 25 and
December 10, 1975, and February 4, 1976. ’

This document is a summary and analysis of the hearings record which
directly or indirectly includes all the relevant material acquired in this study.

*Food Information Systems. Hearings before the Technology Assessment Board of the Office of
Technology Assessment, Congress of the United States, Ninety-Fourth Congress, First and Second
Sessions. Washington, D. C.: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1976. (Hereinafter referred to as
“Hearings.”) The Food Advisory Committee report is found in Hearings, pp. 4-36.
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HIGHLIGHTS

The major food information systems are operated by the U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture (USDA) and the Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (FAO). The systems maintained by individual countries,
international organizations, and the private sector either are limited to their
specific needs or use USDA and/or FAO data as their benchmark. (Page 7)

The Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS), Economic Research Service
(ERS), and Statistical Reporting Service (SRS) are the key USDA units
responsible for operating national and worldwide systems. This study ex-
amines the improvements made in these units since the apparent informa-
tional breakdown of 1972-73. Some of these improvements are: modifying
the agricultural attached system; improving staff analytical competence;
upgrading publications and eliminating duplication; attempting to get better
information on the Soviet food situation; releasing more timely crop
forecasts; collecting data from new areas; and using modeling and remote-
sensing technologies. (Pages 7-25)

Deficiencies that persist are grouped into four categories:

(1) poor national systems, upon which USDA must depend;

(2) collection of

(3)  inadequate
agricultural attaches;

inadequate and/or obsolete data;

analysis,  especially by the overseas network of
and

(4) USDA’s fragmented organizational structure, which hinders effec-
tiveness and promotes institutional conflicts of interest. (Pages 25-29)

The study discusses a variety of alternatives that could be taken to cor-
rect these deficiencies. A number of specific proposals are reviewed in the
general areas of improving the accuracy and timeliness of USDA’s system
(Pages 34-4o); integrating nutrition information into USDA’S system (Pages
40-43); and using advanced technologies (Pages 43-60).

The OTA study does not explore the FAO system in the same detail as
the USDA system. It notes that the principal improvement has been the in-
creased attention to the establishment of an Early Warning and Agricultural
Information System. The 1974 World Food Conference emphasized the im-
portant relationship of better information to the world food situation. (Pages
61-68).

The OTA study suggests that the United States can play a key role in
helping FAO and the developing countries to improve their information
systems. (Pages 68-70)

. . .
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Attention was given to the suggestions that Congress might increase its
analytical capability. The report stresses that this need not imply additional
personnel but that this increased capability could be obtained through more
efficient use of the resources at the Office of Technology Assessment,
General Accounting Office, Congressional Research Service, and others such
as the land-grant university system. (Pages 71-73)

The magnitude of the demand placed upon Congress to deal with food
issues can be seen from the analysis of the 1,831 and 1,725 bills and resolu-
tions of the 93rd and 94th Congresses. (Pages 73-76).
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