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“A recent press report indicated that the U.S. Department of Agriculture inappropriately ‘leaked’ market-sensitive commodity projections to selected individuals prior to their public release at last week’s USDA Agricultural Outlook Forum held in Washington, DC. 

“These accusations inaccurately portray the process USDA uses to have its early-season projections reviewed by external reviewers.  USDA practice has been to provide its projections of next year’s markets in advance to carefully selected private sector analysts who agree to serve as external reviewers of the projections at the Forum.  This review process has been used since the mid 1990s.  Those analysts selected as reviewers must agree to hold this information confidential until publicly released at the forum.  USDA has no evidence that any analyst entrusted to perform this external review has violated this agreement.

“The practice was initiated to obtain a critical, third-party review of USDA’s preliminary outlook for the forthcoming season.  These projections are considered minimally market sensitive because they are based on publicly available information and developed well before the marketing season begins.  Consequently, these early projections are far more tentative than those that will be released in USDA’s first forecasts of the upcoming marketing year due May 10, 2002.  

“With the exception of the winter wheat seedings report, which was previously released in January, the numbers used at the outlook forum are not based on survey information and do not reflect official forecasts issued by the National Agricultural Statistics Service.  The May forecasts will reflect substantial additional information including forecast winter wheat production, the March 28 prospective plantings report and extensive additional information with respect to foreign prospects.

“USDA believes in the integrity of the review process used for the Forum.  Nevertheless, in order to avoid confusion and misperceptions in the public’s mind about the release of this information prior to public release, USDA will henceforth discontinue the practice of having its commodity outlook externally reviewed before public release at the Forum.”
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