Lessons Learned from USDA’s Handling of the Shirley Sherrod Resignation

Secretary Vilsack asked the USDA Acting General Counsel (AGC) to review how USDA handled the Shirley
Sherrod resignation on July 19, 2010, to identify what mistakes were made by USDA in the handling of the
Shirley Sherrod matter and how those mistakes could be avoided in the future. The AGC examined five
issues and developed appropriate recommendations. Secretary Vilsack accepts all of these
recommendations and has tasked his staff to integrate them into future decision making:

Issue #1: Whether an appropriate process was used to determine the response to Mrs. Sherrod’s remarks.

Recommendation: USDA mishandled the Shirley Sherrod controversy by asking for Sherrod to resign before
fully investigating the facts surrounding her remarks to the NAACP. The AGC recommends that resignation
protocol be based on existing best practices.

Issue #2: Whether appropriate USDA officials were consulted prior to the decision to accept Mrs.
Sherrod’s resignation.

Recommendation: Key senior officials at USDA were not consulted before the Secretary decided to accept
Shirley Sherrod’s resignation. The AGC recommends that a new policy based on the principle of “mission
area equities” be instituted within the Office of the Secretary to ensure that a broader group of senior
officials participates in the pre-decisional consultative process.

Issue #3: Whether USDA communicated appropriately with Mrs. Sherrod prior to accepting her
resignation.

Recommendation: Shirley Sherrod was notified of Secretary Vilsack’s decisions on July 19, 2010 without an
opportunity for a deliberative conversation. The AGC recommends that the Department’s communications
protocol emphasize principles of courtesy and respect when interacting with political appointees regarding
performance issues with a chance for their side of the story to be heard by senior officials.

Issue #4: Whether email and other communications systems timely alerted senior USDA officials to the
existence of Mrs. Sherrod’s comments to the NAACP.

Recommendation: Early notifications of the Sherrod controversy were mishandled or not treated with
sufficient urgency. The AGC recommends that new procedures be created to ensure that when priority
information first becomes known, it is immediately brought to the attention of USDA’s senior staff.

Issue #5: Whether the travel status of key USDA officials, including Secretary Vilsack, contributed to the
mishandling of the Shirley Sherrod incident on July 19, 2010.

Recommendation: The absence of key officials from USDA Headquarters on July 19, 2010, aggravated
USDA’s ability to respond appropriately to the Sherrod controversy. The AGC recommends that a
comprehensive review of travel policies at USDA be conducted to ensure there is adequate coverage of
duties and appropriate delegations of authority are in place when senior officials are in travel status.



