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The Economic Research Service: 
22 Years Later 

By Willard W. Cochrane' 

Abstract 

In this solicited artICle, Willard Cochrane, the U S Department of Agnculture's fIrSt 
Director of Agncultural Economics, assesses the miSSIOn, performance, and organiza
tion of-the Economic Research Service (ERS) 22 years after ItS establishment m 1961 
The current orgarnzatlon IS satisfactory, and the agency has done an excellent Job 
provldmg-mformatlOn on past trends, current situatIOn, and short-term outlook It 
has been less successful m antlclpatmg Important problem areas Although ERS has a 
reservo;" of good will among ItS clients, It does not have the hard support that mterest 
groups sometimes give their comparnon Government agencies Its future depends on 
proVldmg quahty economic mtelligence that will cause Its clients to view ERS as m
diSpensable FutJrre problems may relate to fundmg, recrUltmg, and defining the 
Agency's role With respect to the Office of the Secretary of AgrICulture 
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" The vanous economic and StatiStical umts that had 
been scattered across the U S Department of Agrlcul
tJrre (USDA) In the fifties were drawn mto one 
grouping under my direction m the wmter of 1961 
They became' the Economic Research Service, the 
Statistical Reportmg Service, the Staff Economists 
Group, and the Management OperatIOns Staff I de
scnbed the reorganizatIOn that brought thIS groupmg 
mto bemg m thIS Journal m July 1961 'With the ad
vantage of some hmdslght, I descnbed and appraISed 
It m the Journal of Farm Economics In May 1965 
under the tJtle, "Some ObservatIOns of an ex-Econ
omic AdVlsor Or What I Learned m Washmgton " 

Speaking speCifICally now With regard to ERS, we 
recognized at the tJme that puttmg together all the 
economics work of USDA Into one serVlce would 
leave It exposed to, and vulnerable to, numerous 
kmds of attacks Disgruntled bureaucrats who lost 
UilitS to the new BRS coUld be expected to engage 
l1J,.maneuvers, over time, to have those umts re
turned to their agencies A relatJvely large economics 
serVlce \l1Ithout a large and powerful clientele base 
could get chopped mto little pieces by the budget 

*The author IS professor emeritus at the UmversIty of 
Mmnesota 

cutters, both m the AdmmlstratlOn and m the Con
gress. And, there were powerful enemles.of econ
omic analysIs and planrnng lurking about.m USDA 
and the Congress datmg back to the forties when the 
Bureau of AgncultJrrai Economics (BAE) was the 
chief planning agency of the Department They were 
Just wrutmg to pounce on It, tf and when the new 
serVlce made ItS first blunder But we went ahead 
With the consolidatIOn of the economICs work be
cause we believed that the advantages outweighed 
the nsks The esprit de corps of the dispersed eco
nomic workers m USDA, as of January 1, 1961, was 
at a low ebb and we knew that their morale would be 
raIsed by bnngmg them together mto one agency 
that understood and appreCiated their efforts We 
believed that such a consolidatIOn With the Increased 
mtellectual mteractu)n that would result would m
crease the workers' productiVity and would Improve 
the quahty of their work And we were convmced 
that sectorwlde, or mdustrywlde, studies could be 
conducted more expeditiously and more effectively 
where all the subbranches of the economiCS dIScipline 
were under the same admmlStratlve roof Thus, tl1e 
Economic Research SerVlce was created 

Now m the wmter of 1982-83, I have been asked to 
take another look at ERS-to apprruse Its past per-
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formance, to discuss ItS problems, and to peer Into 
the future to see what It holds for the Agency I am 
pleased to have thIs opportunity because I belIeved 
that the organizing actIOns that we took In the 
wmter of 1961 were good and proper, and I have 
always vIewed ERS as one of the really strong eco
nomIc research agencIes In the Federal Government_ 
Thus, some WIll say that thIs revIew and appraIsal 
has to be bIased Perhaps It IS But If It IS, readers 
wIll know the directIOn of that bIas 

Before we can appraIse the performance and make 
judgments concerning the future of ERS, we must 
be clear as to what It should or should not, be dOlng
that IS, what ItS proper mISSIOn IS And, we must be 
clear as to ItS organIzatIOnal capacIty to achIeve Its 
mlsslon-that IS, what Its organizatIOnal structure IS 
and how It functIons WIth regard to the flISt pOint, 
there IS much mISunderstanding and confUSIOn With 
regard to the second pomt, reorganizatIon IS an 
endless process In the Federal bureaucracy_ Thus, It 
IS Important that we have a good understandmg of 
the nature of the agency that we mtend to scrutmlze 

Mission 

What IS the proper role of ERS? On thIS question 
there IS lIttle agreement Agncultural economists m 
academIC instItutIOns most often express the view 
that ERS should look and act lIke a collegiate de
partment of agncultural economiCS, except that 
ERS IS much larger and has no teachmg responSibIl
ItIes In'thlS View, the neeo for mlSSlon-onented re
search, intellIgence gathering, and disseminatIOn IS 
given low PriOrity The nght of each staff member to 
have complete freedom In the chOice of research 
projects and the conduct of that research IS given the 
!ughest prlonty In thIS View, a stro~g ERS IS a collec
tIon of hlghJy qualIfIed, hlghJy motIvated economic 
researcners, each dOing hIS or her own thing 

A new admInIStratIon IS hkely to take a very different 
VIew of ERS It IS hkely to look upon ERS as ItS pn
vate staff agency-one that can flISt help It sort out 
the economIc consequences of alternative courses of 
actIOn and,can then help It develop lOgical and 
quantItatIve arguments m support of Its pohcy deCI
SIons In thIS View, ERS would come and go WIth 
admmlstratlOns 

The congressIOnal view of ERS IS not so easy to de
fine There are probably as many vlewpomts as there 

:\ 

,I 
I 

I 
are members of the Congress But thIS mucb'!,s cer
trun any research results produced by ERS that re-

I
flect negatIvely on a member's constItuents 'YI1i 
mcur the wrath of that member That IS what hap
pened In the fortIes Certain SOCIOlOgical studIes under

"taken by the BAE reflected negatively on some nrral 
I

communitIes In the Deep South, as a consequence, 
members of the Congress from those areas dlo " not rest 
untIl the BAE, was dIsmembered But, It IS also the case 
that each member of the Congress expects ERS to pro
Vide hIm or her promptly and cheerfully WIth informa
tIon, data, and pOSSIbly a specIal report upon request 
ERS IS an Important staff agency to the Congress 

Finally, ERS receIves a steady stream of requests from 
farmers, farm leaders and thelI organIzatIOns, agrIbUSI
ness fums, trade aSSOCIatIons, food and nutrItIon orga
niZatIOns, church groups, students of all ages, teachers, 
and college professors for informatIOn, data, and 
reports ERS serves as the basiC intellIgence source 
regarding the food and agrIcultural sector, worldWIde, 
for our dIverse natIonal publIcs 

Thus, It IS clear to me that the proper role of ERS IS 

that of a staff agency_ But, a staff agency to whom 
or what? In my judgment, ERS should be VIewed as 
a staff agency to the NatIOn It must be prepared to 
respond regularly and effechvely, WIthout com
promlsmg Itself, to the economIc analytIcal needs 
of the OffIce of the Secretary, It must understand 
and apprecIate the intellIgence needs of mem bers of 
the Congress and find ways of satISfying those needs 
WIthOUt coming Into conflict WIth the adminIstratIOn 
In power; and It must recogmze and antIcIpate the 
rrllormatlOn and mteillgence needs of a dIverse 
natIonal publIc and develop effectIve channels for 
meeting those dIverse needs 

ThIS set of staff actiVItIes represents no small order 
To the academIC who values complete freedom 
above all else, the staff agency role may seem de
meaning But IS It? Certamly the role IS different 
from that of an academIC researcher But, It IS no 
less demanding In terms of analytICal skIlls 

Let us conSIder bnefly the substance of ERS staff 
work The agency must 

1 	 In conjunctIOn WIth the StatIStiCal ReportIng 
ServIce (SRS) and other agenCIes In USDA, 
refine and pubhsh regJliarly all kmds of pn
mirry data for States, the NatIOn, and the 
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world relatmg to the food· and agncultural 
sector (for example, productIOn, stocks, and 
pnces) 

2 	 Conceptuahze, compute, and publish all kmds 
of economiC mdlCators (for example, panty 
pnce, resource productiVity, and farm mcome) 

3 	 Estimate, sometimes regularly, sometlffies 
upon request, With the rud of research tech
mques ranging from sun pie estlffiatmg equa
tions to n!'tlOnWIde econometric models, the 
lffipact of Important mdependent variables 
such as the gross natIOnal product (GNP) on 
vanous agncultural vanables (for example, 
farm pnces or the consumptIOn of beef) 

4 	 Descnbe and analyze Important mstitutlOnal 
developments m the food and agncultural 
sector (for example, the family farm, milk 
marketmg orders, the food stamp plan, and 
the structure of the fertilizer mdustry) 

5 	 Momtor resource use developments (for exam
ple, the expanding rural-urban fnnge, the 
effect of soil erosIOn on productivity, and the 
mcreased competitIOn for scarce supphes of 
water), anticipate and analyze problem areas, 
and be prepared to make policy recommenda
tlont 

6_ 	 Descnbe the many Sides of domestic rural de
velopment, Identuy and analyze ItS many 
problems, and be prepared to make pohcy 
recommendations 

7 	 Slffiulate the mternatlonal markets for agncul
tural commodities and estimate volumes of 
trade, mternatlOnal market pnce behaVIOr, and 
the direction of product movements 

8 	 Momtor and analyze developments m the Thud 
World and anticipate food rud requuements, 
as well as other kinds of developmental needs_ -9 AntiCipate, defme, and analyze problem areas 

'l 	 m the food and agncultural sector at home 
and abroad (not covered above) that will re
quue policy deCISIOns m the years ahead C 

The substantive areas outlined above and the activI
ties and projects that fall WI thm them are all rumed 

at proViding declSlonmakers m the food and agrlcul 
tural sector With mfonnatlOn and mteillgence bear
mg on those deCISions The leaderShip and the pro-l 
fesslOnal staff of ERS cannot deCide one day that 'I 
they Will delete one of these substantive areas and 
add, say, an area concerned With organic farmmg 
The information and mtelligence needs of declSlon
makers m the food and agricultural sector determine 
the workmg agenda of ERS But the leadership and 
profeSSIOnal staff of ERS have all the freedom that 
they can use In selecting speCifiC proJects, m devel
opmg and emplOYing analytical techmques, and m 
developmg the means of dlssemmatmg mfonnatlOn 
and mtelllgence Thus, although the working agenda I
of ERS IS detennmed In broad measure by the 
needs of the diverse publics which It serves, there IS 
much room for research creativity and mnovatlve 
Ideas 

Organization 

The reorganization that created ERS m 1961 dlVlded 
the work of the agency mto two pnnclpal groupmgs 
domestic and foreign The economiC research agency 
of USDA for the fust time placed emphasiS on mter
natIOnal developments and on the need to prOVide 
reliable mformatlOn on those developments and rele
vant analyses of them The domestic groupmg was as
Signed to three diVISIOns economics and StatiStiCS, farm 
economiCS, and marketing econoimcs These were 
conventIOnal umts at that tlDle and each continued. 
the traditIOnal kinds of economic work known m 
USDA_ In the reorganizatIOn of 1961, human and 
SOCial problems were played down and land and 
water resource problems did not receive a high 
pnonty The fust organIZatIOnal deCISIOn was neces
sary for pohtlcal reasons, the second resulted from 
the blind spots of those responSible for the reorgani
zatIon, namely, me 

Smce 1961, ERS like most agencies m USDA, has 
undergone numerous reorganizatIOns, some mmor, 
some major In the early seventies, uIlder one ad
mlmstratlon, a strong effort was made to ehmlnate 
formal organizational umts below the diVISion level 
All the research personnel and,work were asSigned 
to temporary research program areas, each headed 
by a team leader and each area to disappear upon 
completIOn of the research program In the late 
seventies, under another admmlstratlon, the work 
of the Economic Research ServICe, the StatIStiCal 
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Reportrng Semce (SRS), and the Fanner Coopera
tive ServICe was combmed mto one semce-the 
Economics, StatIStics, and Cooperatives Servlce 
(ESCS) Then, ESCS became ESS-the Economics 
and Statistics Semce-when the cooperatives umt 
was spilt off as the Agncultural Cooperative Service 
Under the current admmlstratIon, ESS was dissolved 
to recreate ERS and SRS Fortunately, these reorganl
zatlOns passed Wlthout domg too much hann to the 
work of ERS 

The current organlZatlon IS descnbed graphICally m 
figures 1-5 In the Judgment of this wnter, this 
organizatIOn lS a good one_ The various organizatIOn
al boxes and therr descriptive titles suggest two lID
portant thmgs frrst, ERS has the organlzatlonal 
coverage to deal wlth all the lmportant economic 
and SOCial problems that mlght arISe m the food and 
agncuJtural sector, worldwide, and second, It has the 
organizational capacity to produce the mformatlOn 
and analyses (both economic and soclal mtelhgence) 
reqUired under the nme substantlVe,areas outllned 
earlIer m thls artJcle Of course, whether It performs 
as requrred m those areas Will depend on (1) the 
quallty of Its leadership, (2) the skill and creative
ness of ItS profeSSIOnal staff, and (3) the fmanclal 
support whlch It receives 

Performance 

How has ERS performed smce 1961? From discus
sions I have had Wlth past drrectors of agncultural 
economlCs, I reach the conclUSIOn that ERS has 
performed exceptIOnally well as a staff agency to, 
the Office of the Secretary ThIS does not mean 
that all has been smooth sallmg The proper staff 
relatIOn of ERS to the Office of the Secretary has 
not, I belIeve, yet heen developed. But thiS faIlure 
rests as,much m the Off,ce of the Secretary as It does 
Wlth the leadership of ERS Some admmlStratlons 
have made lIttle use of ERS m lts staff capaclty , 
others have treated It as therr own pnvate staff 
agency. Through all thiS, ERS has delIvered the 
economic mteillgence basiC to rational declSlOn
makmg m the Office of the Secretary. No Secretary 
of AgrIculture smce 1961 need have been m the 
dark regarding the consequences of deCISions by Ius 
agncUltilriil admllUstTation if he had made proper 
staff use of ERS 

I 
I 

It IS somewhat more dlfflCult for an observ.!r from 
- 1

the hmterland to Judge how effective ERS lias been 
as a staff agency to the Congress over the past 22 
years But smce I have heard of no big flareups and 
.mce I know personally of the efforts of Nathan 
Koffsky and M L_ Upchurch, former admmlstrators, , 
to prOVide congressIOnal committees and members of 
the Congress wlth effective staff work, I would Judge 
that the performance of ERS m thiS regard was at 
least adequate and perhaps excellent ' 

" 

I 
I 

With regard to the performance of ERS m pr'ovldmg 
staff work to the d,verse publIcs of the natlo~al 
society, I should lIke to conSider two different 

, 

aspects of that wqrk Frrst, It,IS difficult for me to 
see how ERS could have done a better Job mirecent 

1years m provldmg those pubhcs With relevant refmed 
1

data, economic mdlcators of all Iunds, and short-term 
1

outlook and analyses than It has PubhcatlOns such as 
'I

Agricultural Outlook, World Agricultural Supply and 
Demand EstImates, and EconomIc IndlCatorsi'ot the 

1
Farm Sector and the mformatlOn and data they con
tam are excellent No doubt there IS room to ;mprove,
the rehability of the pubhshed data and estimates, 
partICularly the foreign data and estimates There 

, " always IS But the diverse Amencan pubhcs are 
blessed Wlth excellent economic mtelhgence wlth 
respect to past trends, the current sltuabon, and the 
sbort-term outIOokfOrtheToc;dancCa'gncultural 
sector worldWlde 

1\ ' 
Second, ERS has been much less successful, m my 

"Judgment, ill antIclpatmg. defmmg, and analyzmg 
lIDPOrtant problem areas m the food and agncultural 
sector at home and abroad that requrre pohcYi,decl
slOns now and 1)1. the years ahead There has been a 
leadership faIlure m thIS respect I refer here to1 dlVl

, " SlOn heads, sectIOn heads, and semor profeSSIOnals 
, 'I 

as well as admmlstrators and therr deputies The 
general pubhc has received lIttle m the way of 1"
slghtful guidance from ERS Wlth respect to future 
problem areas of Importance :\ 

II
There may be any number of reasons for thiS faIlure ,
(1) the natural timidity of bureaucrats m therr quest 

"for SurvIVal, (2) the preoccupatIOn of the leadershlp 
of ERS m the seventles wlth reorganlzatlOns, (3) the 
mcreased specializatIOn m the agricultural econ6mTcs 
profeSSion generally and the dnve on the part of ill
dividuaJ researchers to learn more and more about 
lesi and less, and (4) the lack of any generally ac
c II 

Ii, 
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Organization of Natural Resource Economics Division 
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Organization of Economic Development Division 
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cepted theory regardmg the development of Amen
can agncul ture 

But, on occasIOn, ERS has attempted to take an m
tenslve look at emergmg problems. In the early seven
ties, the agency made projectIOns of world food 
supply and demand to 1985 and then undertook to 
defme and describe the problems that could emerge 
The study Identified certain prospectIVe food prob
lems, but It was more or less a projection of the con
ventional WISdom of the time and failed to have any 
Slgruficant lffipact 

In the late seventies, the OffICe of the Secretary 
pushed ERS mto an mtenslve study of the changmg 
structure of Amencan farmmg One publIcation that 
resulted from that study, Another Reuo/utlOn'm US 
Farmmg2, had an eye-catchmg,tltle and did a good 

Job of descnbmg the changmg structure of Amencan 
farmmg With the attendant mcreased concentratIOn 

•of productive resources mto the hands of fewer and 
"

fewer and larger and larger farmers It also lIsted a ,
number of forces which have contributed and con
tmue to contnbute to thIS concentratIOn But 6ne 

I
does not come away from thiS report wlth~elther an 
operatIOnal explanation for the continued concentra
tion or a feel for what society might do about the 
development, If anythmg A more mSlghtful report, 
A Time to Choose, Issued by the OffICe of the Secre
tary, but based m large.ineasure on ERS research, 
got caught m a change of admmlstratlons and failed 
to have a slgruflCan t 1mpact i 

, 
ERS has made an effort m the past, but It contmues 
to fumble With ItS staff miSSIOn of anticipating, :de
fmmg, and analyzmg Important prospective problems 

I 
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of food and agriculture Either through timidity or 
lack of VISion, It has not provided the diverse Ameri
can publics with the mSlghts which they reqUire re
gardmg emergmg problems m the food and agncul
tural sector to thmk constructively about those 
problems and then to make rational decIsions. 

Problems 

Every orgaruzatlOn has ItS problems Let us now 
look'at specific problems confrontmg ERS. Because 
ERS has no hard-core clientele group (for example, 
the milk producers or the wheat growers) to support 
It m Its budget battles on Capitol Hill, It has chromc 
budget problems Basically, It depends on the largesse 
of the political admmlstratlOn m power and the 
general good Will of a large number of mterest groups 
and publics ThiS IS uncertam support at best, and il 
~an crumble fast m the face of stiff opposItion 

As a conseguence, the total fundmg support of ERS, 
m real terms, has declmed modestly, but steadily, 
smce 1978 The total number of profeSSIOnals m ERS 
has declined steadily and slgmflcantly smce 1975 
Assummg that the average quality of the profeSSIOnal 
staff has not changed over tills period, ERS has slg
ruflcantly less capacity to acilleve Its miSSIOns m 
1983 than m 1975 A contmued erosion of fundmg 
support and profeSSIOnal staff Will damage ERS 
severely Thus, the chromc budget problem of ERS 
IS approachmg a Critical stage 

Related to the budget problem IS the relationship of 
ERS to the Office of the Secretary, smce ERS IS so 
completely dependent on the mltlal budget deCISIOn 
m the OffICe of the Secretary I have,argued earher 
that one of the Important staff functions of ERS IS 
proVldmg economiC mtelligence and analysIS to the 
Office of the Secretary How well ERS perfonns m 
thIS functIOn can have two Important consequences 
first, It may detennme the suc~ess or frulure of the 
economiC poliCies of the admmlstratlon m power, 
and second, It may determme how generous the 
OffICe of the Secretary Will be m Its fundmg support 
for ERS 

But, thIS relationship IS not detennmed solely by 
the actIOns and responses of ERS. It takes two to 
tango Some Secretaries of Agnculture make little 
or no use of ERS staff work They prefer to lean on 
personal mtUltlOn and economic Ideology Other 

Secretaries seek to monopolize the time and person
nel of ERS m proVldmg staff work for their admm
IStratlOns Henry Wallace even made the BAE the 
central planmng agency of USDA ThiS pohcy was a 
illsaster Qnce the prmclpal economiC agency of 
USDA becomes Identified as the author and propo
nent of the economic polICies of an admmlStratlOn, 
It must rise and fall With that paibcu[ar admmlstra
tIon 

The problem confrontmg each admmlStrator of ERS 
and hIS lieutenrults m thiS delicate bureaucratic rela
tIOnship area IS the followmg' how to be an effective 
staff umt to the Office of the,secretary (that IS, how 
to prOVide that offICe With the economic mtellIgence 
and analySIS reqUired to make rational economiC de
CISIOns) Without becommg closely Identified With the 
specifiC poliCies and programs of that admmlstratlOn 
The successful admmlstrator of ERS must maneuver 
the agency along a narrow edge m which ERS pro
Vides the Office of the Secretary With the "right" 
runount of good economiC staff work, but m whICh 
ERS does not become a captive of that particular 
admmlstratIon And, that IS no easy task 

In thiS connectIOn, the new Economic AnalYSIS Staff 
(EAS), which IS much hke the former Staff Econom
Ists Group, should contnbute to a stable and produc
tive relatIOnship between the Office of the Secretary 
and ERS As may be recalled, the Group was com
prised of three to five pohcy-orlented economists 
who, under the directIOn of' the Director of Agncul
tural Economics, were engaged m pohcy formulation 
and progrrun plannmg Such a unit had two IInport
ant advantages for ERS First, It proVided personal 
contact pomts m the Office of the Secretary that 
could defme the type of staff work needed from 
ERS and then effectIVely use the staff work pro
Vided Second, It prOVided a buffer between the 
pohtIcai actIVIties m the Office of the Secretary and 
the ongomg staff work of ERS But creatIOn of EAS 
IS not the responsibility of ERS management, It IS 
the responsibilIty of the ASSistant Secretary m 
charge of economics ERS leadership can, however, 
promote the Idea whenever the opporturuty anses, 
and certrunly, It should not oppose the Idea. 

The Economic Research Service, hke any "thmk 
tank" or research umt, has a contmumg problem of 
locating, hirmg, and holdmg highly qualified, highly 
motivated profeSSIOnal workers. There IS, however, a 
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special problem m the area of agncultural economICS, 
and possibly m other areas of economICs as well The 
big name graduate schools m agncultural economics 
are not mterested m turnmg out graduates to work m 
a mission-oriented staff agency Those schools are 
mterested m turnmg out highly tramed, highly spe
Cialized research workers who seek to ply their 
trade m dlsclplme-onented SituatIOns Thus, the top 
students m the top graduate schools are seekmg 
positions m other big name graduate schools where 
teachmg loads are light and where they have great 
freedom m usmg their sophISticated skills m a highly 
speCialized research category Note, I did not say 
usmg their sophisticated skills on Important eco
nomic problems I srud, and I repeat, usmg their 
sophISticated skills m a highly speCialized research 
category 

In such a graduate trammg environment, where are 
the admmlstrators of ERS gomg to fmd highly quali
fied, highly motIVated profeSSIOnal agncultural 
economists to work In their mISSIOn-oriented staff 
agency? The reCruItment of such young profeSSIOnals 
IS not, and Will not be, easy Several not too promls
mg options are open to admmlstrators They may 
recruit graduates at the Master's level who have,ac
qUlred certaIn techmcal research skills and tram 
them on the Job to be effective staff economISts Or 
they may, With conSiderable effort, locate graUdate 
students who are unhappy With their current gradu
ate program, With ItS heavy emphasIS on speCialized, 
diSCiplinary research, and who would like to escape 
to where the action IS Such students are generhlly 
Viewed as malcontents and are likely to get poor 
recommendations from their professors Or, they 
may hire graduates from less prestigIOus schools 
(who may be late bloomers and very bnght) and 
mold them through on-the-Job trrunmg mto effective 
staff economists But thiS latter approach has limita
tIOns, as there IS now a tendency for the less 
prestigIOus schools to try to out-do the prestJglOus 
schools in research methodology and disclplme
oriented research In short, then, there are ways to 
beat the present day graduate trammg game plan, 
but the recruiters will have to work hard and know 
what they are domg to succeed 

ThIS problem can be illustrated and perhaps even be 
dramatized by reference to the contents of the 
October 1982 ISsue of Agrzcultural EconomIcs Re
search (AER). Each of the four articles m the Octo

ber Issue would be Judged, by current standards, as 
pieces of high-quality research They are also highly 
speCialized, they emphasize techmque developments, 
and they are disclplme- rather than problem-oriented 
One of them might well Win a pnze as an outstandmg 
piece of research And the author of one of them 
might receive an offer of a tenured position at a big 
name umverslty But John E Lee, Jr , IS not gomg to 
receIVe any help from the October Issue of AER m 
hiS struggle to mcrease the funding support for ERS 
before the House Subcommittee on Agncultural 
AppropnatlOns Secretary Block IS not gomg to re
ceIVe any help from the October ISsue m dealmg With 
the surplus problem that now confronts him The 
beef producers are not gomg to receive any help m 
makmg production adjustments to deal With 
changes In consumer tastes and preferences for 
beef. Church groups are not gomg to learn how to 
acquire and dlStnbute Amencan farm surpluses to 
the downtrodden at home and abroad And 
medIUm-sized commercial farmers are not gomg to 
receive any guidance as to whether they sbould sell 
out now to their large aggressIVe neighbors while 
they still have some eqUity m their places, or fight 
the often losmg battle a while longer 

Now the authors of the artICles m the October Issue 
of AER can say With JustulCatlOn "We were not 
trymg to answer such questIOns m those research 
efforts We were trymg to advance the sCience of 
agncultural economics" And that they were But 
Secretary Block, Jamie Whitten, or I can also ask 
With JustifICation "Who IS gomg to combme these 
four speCialized pieces of diSCiplinary research With 
the hundreds more that are bemg produced across 
the NatIOn m our mstltutlOns of higher learnmg, 
together With vast amounts of data that are available, 
together With the mstitutlOnal developments that 
must be taken mto account, to prOVide answers to ') 
the types of questIOns raised above?" ':Q1e older pro-_MfesslOnals who have done thiS kind of mtegratmg J' \J 
work..¥~bec_ommg a scarce commodity And the 
graduate schools are turnmg out a graduate product 
tbat, for the most part, IS not mterested m such a 
nonelegant mtegratmg activity. 

So, It turns out that ERS does have a senous staffmg 
problem Where IS the leadership of ERS gomg to 
fmd highly qualified, highly motivated, problem
onented economISts willmg to spend a lifetime m a 
staff agency like ERS? Somehow, somewhere the 
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leadershIp must fmd such professIOnals or the agency 
will be m trouble, deep trouble 

Future 

What of the future? ERS IS here to stay, I thmk In 
Its role as a staff agency to the NatIOn, ERS has sup
pbed economIC informatIOn, Intelhgence, and analy
SIS over the past 22 years to a WIde range of people 
and groups the OffIce of the Secretary, members of 
the Congress, Washington-based consultants and m
terest groups, farm organIzatIOns, State extensIOn 
workers, teachers from grade school to graduate 
school, agnbusmess fums, church groups, indIVIdual 
farmers and indIVIdual consumers, and a WIde range 
of international groups and organIzatIOns From my 
readmg of the past performance of ERS as an eco
nomIC staff umt to a WIde array of persons, groups, 
and organIzations, I conclude the follOWIng Most of 
these people, groups, and organIzatIOns feel that 
ERS has done a good Job, but that It could do better 
Thus, there IS a large reservorr of good feeling In the 
NatIOn and the mternatlOnal commumty for ERS 
But thIS reservorr of good feeling does not represent 
hard-core support for ERS such as numerous specIal 
mterests proVIde for therr compamon Government 
agencIes (for example, the NatIOnal ASSOCiatIOn of 
Conservation DlStncts for the Soil ConservatIOn 
ServICe) 

ThIS ,reservOIr of good feelmg IS somethmg that can 
be,bwlt upon, but as of 1983, It does not represent 
a force whIch could save ERS If or when the crunch 
comes to dIsmember the Agency I don't predIct 
WIth any degree of probablhty that such a crunch 
WIll come, but there IS always the chance that It WIll 
There IS always a chance that a Secretary of Agncul
ture WIll come to office WIth strong popubst leanings 
who holds all mtellectual activIties m contempt, and 
who would seek to destroy ERS and all ItS works 
There IS always a chance that a Secretary of AgrICul
ture WIll come to offIce from the far nght who holds 
the VIew that the only legitimate role of Government 
IS to prOVIde police and frre protectIOn, preserve the 
sanctity of contracts, and perhaps proVIde some In
drrect subSIdIes to very large farmers, and who would 
take actions to weaken or destroy ERS And, there 
IS always the chance that some pubbshed pIece of 
economIc mtelbgence or analysIS would mfurlate 
some powerful specIal Interest group and cause that 

group to use ItS power both m the AdmmlstratlOn 

and In the Congress to destroy ERS In these and 

POSSI bly m other ways, there IS always the chance 

that a crunch w!ll develop m whIch ERS IS eIther 

seriously weakened, dIsmembered, or totally 

destroyed 


In the JudgJnent of thIS wnter, the future of ERS 
depends upon how the leadershIp and the profeSSIOn
al personnel of ERS perceIve therr Agency If they 
hold the vIew that the prOVISIOn of economIC mfor
matlOn, mtelligence, and analysIS to the Nation IS 
1ffiportant, then they WIll be motIvated to do hlgh
quahty staff work and the chances are good that 
therr staff work WIll, m fact, be of a hIgh qualIty. 
In thIS connectIon, I have m mmd more than the 
willmgness of a few profeSSIOnals to run a computer 
printout over to the OffIce of the Secretary late on 
a Friday afternoon, I have In mind the perceptIOn 
on the part of alI ERS profeSSIOnals of the Import
ance of all research activIties outlined under the 
nme pOints In the second sectIOn of thIS artICle 

If, further, the leaders and the profeSSIOnals of ERS 
hold the vIew that dOing staff work Is'excltlng, 
whIch It can be, then the chances are good that they 
will be creatIve m therr staff efforts and that therr 
fmal product WIll be of excellent qualIty Where 
thIS IS the case, we can expect the good WIll toward 
ERS on the part of the many and dIverse pubbcs 
and clientele groups to metamorphose mto a feehng 
that the work of ERS IS mdlspensable to therr actIVI
ties and operatIOns In such an atmosphere, ERS may 
expect to survIVe and prosper because such a strong 
feehng on the part of those relymg on the staff work 
of ERS cannot help but be transmItted to the budget 
declslOnmakers m the AdmmlstratlOn and m the 
Congress 

But, If the leaders and profeSSIOnals of ERS hold the 
VIew that staff work IS drudgery that must be en
dured (as teachmg IS often VIewed m universItIes) to 
Win the free time to undertake speCIalIzed, dlsclplme
Oriented research (that they hope WIll be published 
m some learned Journal and thereby WID for the 
authors the plaudIts of therr economIst peers), then 
It IS certam that ERS staff work WIll be of medIocre 
qualIty and WIll be so VIewed by user groups In such 
an atmosphere, the future of ERS IS not bright The 
current good will toward ERS WIll WIther away, and 
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ll'and,when the crunch comes to dlSInember or de
stroy ERS, there will be little or no support for It 
ERS has never had a special mterest group to fight 
Its budget batties, and m the scenario under consid
eratIOn, the general support for ERS would be too 
weak to make any difference to those WIeldmg the 
dlsmemberment knives m Washmgton 

In conclUSIOn, the future of ERS ,belongs to the 
leaders and professIOnals WItiun It. As of 1983, the 
Agency has an observable base of good will on which 

, to build But, thiS base IS soft, It does not represent 
a power base which can be used to expand the activ)
ties of ERS m the next few years and to protect It m 
penods of adverSity. 

How then IS ERS to build on Its base of general good 
wtll? It must do so m the same way that such a base 
was created III the rust place It must proVide eco
nomic mformation, mtelhgence, and analysIS to the 
diverse clientele groups m such forms and at such 
tunes as meet,the needs and expectatIOns of those 
groups and publics The leaders and profeSSIOnals of 
ERS must.become so profiCient m proVldmg staff 
work to the natIOn that,such swi work becomes 
Indlspensable.to the operations and actiVities of Its 
diverse chentele groups and pubhcs In such an 
atmosphere, there Will be no questIOn about the 
sUIVIval of ERS In such an atmosphere, It WIll grow 
and prosper And, It Will grow and prosper because 
It IS proVldmg'a much needed servlCe 
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