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What Were OIG’s 

Objectives 

OIG’s objectives were to 
determine whether USDA’s 
internal controls were 
adequate to ensure agricultural 
research is prioritized and 
funded in accordance with 
Congressional mandates and 
the Department’s strategic 
goals and objectives.  

What OIG Reviewed 

We reviewed internal controls 
designed to ensure agricultural 
research is prioritized and 
funded in accordance with 
approved priorities, 
Congressional mandates, and 
the Department’s strategic 
goals and objectives.  We 
conducted fieldwork at OCS, 
REE mission area, FS, ARS, 
and NIFA between June 2014 
and April 2015.   

What OIG Recommends  

We recommended the 
Department develop and 
implement written policies 
and procedures, and establish 
internal controls over the 
prioritization of research 
activities supporting the Chief 
Scientist’s research priorities 
to ensure that the research 
priorities are properly 
identified, addressed, and 
coordinated. 

OIG reviewed the adequacy of USDA’s 
controls over prioritizing and funding 
research. 
 
What OIG Found 
 
The Under Secretary for Research, Education, and Economics (REE) 
serves as USDA’s Chief Scientist, and is responsible for ensuring that 
USDA’s research, education, and extension activities are coordinated 
and integrated across agencies and disciplines.  The Office of the 
Chief Scientist (OCS) was established in March 2010 to assist the 
Chief Scientist in identifying and prioritizing Department-wide 
agricultural research needs and funding, and to coordinate the 
research programs and activities of the Department.  In addition, we 
found the three principal USDA agricultural research agencies (the 
Agricultural Research Service, the National Institute of Food and 
Agriculture, and the Forest Service) have their own agency-specific 
strategic planning and budget processes that provide for prioritization 
and funding of agricultural research in accordance with Congressional 
mandates and the Department’s strategic goals and objectives.   

To assist in fulfilling her responsibilities, the Chief Scientist 
developed a Research, Education, and Economics Action Plan 
(hereinafter Action Plan) in 2012 to identify, prioritize, and coordinate 
Department-wide agricultural research needs.  We commend the Chief 
Scientist for the creation of the Action Plan, as it provides a 
foundation for prioritizing research across USDA’s agencies.  
However, the Action Plan’s effectiveness could be improved by 
establishing a system of internal controls, surrounding its 
implementation and maintenance.  Further, OCS needs to implement a 
formalized structure for monitoring and tracking responsible agencies’ 
significant research accomplishments in support of the Action Plan’s 
priority research areas.  We attribute the lack of proper staffing as the 
primary reason for the absence of a system of controls within OCS.   

OCS agreed with our finding and we accepted management decision 
on all three recommendations. 
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This report presents the results of the subject audit. Your written response to the official draft report, 
dated January 22, 2016, is included in its entirety at the end of this report. Your response and the 
Office of Inspector General’s position are incorporated into the relevant sections of the report. Based 
on your written response, we are accepting your management decision for all audit recommendations 
in the report, and no further response to this office is necessary.  
 
In accordance with Departmental Regulation 1720-1, final action needs to be taken within 1 year of 
management decision to prevent being listed in the Department’s annual Agency Financial Report. 
Please follow your internal agency procedures in forwarding final action correspondence to the 
Office of the Chief Financial Officer.  

We appreciate the courtesies and cooperation extended to us by members of your staff during our 
audit fieldwork and subsequent discussions. This report contains publically available information and 
will be posted in its entirety to our website (http://www.usda.gov/oig) in the near future. 
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Background and Objectives  

AUDIT REPORT 50601-0002-22       1 

 
Background  

The Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) estimated fiscal year (FY) 2015 budget for agricultural 
research is close to $3 billion.  USDA’s FY 2014-2018 Strategic Plan points out the importance 
that agricultural research plays within the Department: 

USDA provides leadership in creating and disseminating knowledge spanning the 
biological, physical, and social sciences through agricultural research, economic analysis, 
statistics, and partnerships with cooperative extension, and higher education institutions.  
The Department conducts research, education, and extension programming to reduce the 
costs of agricultural inputs and to improve crop and animal production efficiency and 
practices.  Research efforts lead to more thorough assessments of Americans’ nutritional 
needs; new methods for sustaining an agricultural economy; and a better understanding of 
how to enhance the natural resource base.  Research priorities include improving 
agriculturally important plants and animals, including those resilient to anticipated 
changes in climate. 

The majority of USDA’s research is performed under the purview of two agencies:  the 
Agricultural Research Service (ARS), which conducts research primarily in-house; and the 
National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA), which provides grants to fund research 
projects conducted by universities and other organizations.  ARS has over 7,000 employees, 
carrying out approximately 800 research projects in over 90 laboratories, and NIFA has 
approximately 350 employees associated with research activities. 

Research budgets for ARS and NIFA totaled about $2.2 billion for FY 2015, accounting for an 
estimated 74 percent of USDA’s research funding.  Within USDA, ARS and NIFA are 
structurally located in the Research, Education, and Economics (REE) mission area. 

Although not organizationally aligned within the REE mission area, Forest Service (FS) has 
significant responsibility for USDA research, with a FY 2015 research budget of $275 million.  
FS research is conducted by its Research and Development office that works to improve the 
health and use of the nation’s forests and grasslands.  FS research employs approximately 
500 scientists in 67 locations, and its research is organized around seven strategic program areas:  
(1) wildland fire and fuels; (2) invasive species; (3) recreation; (4) resource management and 
use; (5) water, air, and soil; (6) wildlife and fish; and (7) inventory and monitoring. 

The REE Under Secretary serves as USDA’s Chief Scientist,1 and is responsible for ensuring 
that USDA’s research, education, and extension activities are coordinated and integrated across 
agencies and disciplines.  The Office of the Chief Scientist (OCS) was established in March 2010 

                                                 
1 Section 251 of the Department of Agriculture Reorganization Act of 1994 (7 U.S.C. 6971(c)(1)), as amended by 
section 7511 of the 2008 Farm Bill, Public Law 110-246, states that the REE Under Secretary shall hold the title of 
Chief Scientist of the Department. 



in accordance with the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act of 2008 (2008 Farm Bill),
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2 to assist 
the Chief Scientist in providing strategic coordination of the science that informs USDA’s and 
the Federal government’s decisions, policies, and regulations that affect all aspects of U.S. food 
and agriculture and related landscapes and communities.  The Director of OCS, along with a 
staff of senior advisors, assists the Chief Scientist in meeting USDA’s research responsibilities.3 

OCS includes six legislatively-mandated senior advisor positions (the 2008 Farm Bill calls these 
positions ‘division chiefs’), which lead research divisions on renewable energy and natural 
resources; food safety and nutrition; plant health and production; animal health and production; 
agricultural systems and technology; and agricultural economics and rural communities.  Senior 
advisors serve in OCS on temporary details ranging up to 4 years.  Senior advisor duties include 
assisting the Chief Scientist in identifying, prioritizing, and addressing emerging and on-going 
agricultural research, education, and extension needs.  Collectively, the six senior advisors and 
their respective divisions are to coordinate the research programs and activities of the 
Department. 
 
The Secretary of Agriculture has delegated authority to the REE Under Secretary to (1) provide 
the Secretary information on topics that can benefit from scientific input to ensure informed 
decision-making at the highest levels of Government, (2) facilitate the coordination and 
collaboration of science leadership within the Department on high priority science issues, 
(3) build partnerships within the scientific community, and (4) develop appropriate processes to 
protect and enhance scientific integrity in the Department. 
 
Although the Under Secretary, as the Department’s Chief Scientist, has the responsibility to 
identify, address, and prioritize USDA’s current and emerging agricultural research needs,4 the 
2008 Farm Bill does not give the Under Secretary budgetary authority over non-REE agency 
research budgets.  The 2008 Farm Bill authorizes funding for OCS’ operation through the 
transfer of funds from agencies within REE.  As of FY 2015, OCS’ funding was not a separate 
line item in the USDA budget.  For FY 2014, OCS expended $2,072,810; for FY 2015, OCS 
expended $699,306 through March 2015. 

In 2010, a former Chief Scientist developed A Roadmap for USDA Science (Roadmap),5 in order 
to establish USDA’s research, education, and extension agenda.  This document identified five 
USDA priorities:  bioenergy, climate change, food safety, international food security, and child 
nutrition.  In February 2012, the current Chief Scientist expanded on the Roadmap with a 
document titled, Research, Education, and Economics Action Plan.6  The REE Action Plan is 
organized around the leading priority areas for USDA science.  The Action Plan identifies and 
outlines focused efforts in mission-critical core areas.  The Action Plan identified seven goals 
that would support top priorities for USDA’s science and research program:  (1) local and global 
food supply and security, (2) climate and energy needs,(3) sustainable use of natural resources, 
                                                 
2 Public Law Number 110-246, June 18, 2008. 
3 Since 2012, 3 individuals have held the role of Director of OCS.  
4 Public Law Number 110-246, §7511(d) (2) (A). 
5 Public Law 110-246, § 7504, stipulated that the Under Secretary would prepare a roadmap for agricultural 
research, education, and extension identifying current trends and constraints. 
6 Research, Education, and Economics Action Plan, issued February 2012. 



(4) nutrition and childhood obesity, (5) food safety, (6) education and science literacy, and 
(7) rural prosperity and rural-urban interdependence prosperity.  Each of the seven goals 
included strategies and actionable items, and designated specific USDA agencies that could 
potentially support the actions. 

The Chief Scientist chartered the USDA Science Council in September 2012 to also advise on 
priorities for USDA’s science agenda.  The Council is comprised of scientific leaders from 
across the Department, who meet at least four times a year to evaluate or develop science-related 
policies for USDA.  The Science Council facilitates cross-Department coordination and 
collaboration among all USDA agencies. 

Objectives 

Our objective was to determine whether the Department’s internal controls were adequate to 
ensure agricultural research is prioritized and funded in line with Congressional mandates and 
the Department’s strategic goals and objectives.  Specific objectives were to determine whether 
the OCS and the Department’s key agencies responsible to perform or administer research 
(ARS, NIFA, and FS) have adequate internal controls to (1) prioritize agricultural research and 
(2) ensure that research is funded according to approved priorities. 
 
We found that adequate agency-level internal controls exist within the three principal USDA 
agricultural research agencies reviewed (ARS, NIFA, and FS) to ensure agricultural research is 
prioritized and funded in line with Congressional mandates and the Department’s strategic goals 
and objectives.  Therefore, we have made no recommendations relevant to these controls.  
However, although the Chief Scientist promulgated an Action Plan with a Department-wide 
focus that prioritizes research at the Department-level, we found that improvements can be made 
by developing and implementing written policies, procedures, and internal controls that will 
ensure that these research priorities are properly identified, addressed, and coordinated. 
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Section 1:  Internal Controls over Prioritization of Agricultural 
Research 
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Finding 1:  OCS Should Establish Policies and Procedures to Prioritize 
Research 

Although the Chief Scientist has promulgated an Action Plan that has prioritized research 
throughout the Department, OIG found that OCS can build upon this initiative by establishing a 
system of internal controls, such as policies and procedures, which will ensure that those 
research priorities are coordinated and addressed across multiple agencies.  To date, these 
internal controls have not been put in place because OCS (originally titled the Research, 
Education, and Extension Office by the 2008 Farm Bill) was not fully staffed.  By establishing 
this Action Plan with appropriate policies and procedures, the Department can ensure that 
research decisions are coordinated and addressed, even as priorities shift over time and with 
administrations. 

The Under Secretary for REE is required by law to, “identify, address, and prioritize current and 
emerging agricultural research, education, and extension needs.”7  We found that the 
Under Secretary promulgated an Action Plan that establishes these priorities.  However, we 
found that OCS should take steps to develop written policies and procedures that formalize a 
system for coordinating and addressing the research priorities presented in the Action Plan. 

The Government Accountability Office’s (GAO) Standards for Internal Control in the Federal 
Government states that a key factor in improving accountability in achieving an entity’s mission 
is to implement an effective internal control system.8  An effective internal control system helps 
an entity adapt to shifting environments, evolving demands, changing risks, and new priorities.  
Policies and procedures ensure that the necessary activities occur at all levels and functions of 
the organization—not just from top-level leadership.  As noted in Office of Management and 
Budget’s Circular A-123, internal control includes processes for planning, organizing, directing, 
controlling, and reporting on agency operations.9 

Establishing internal controls such as written policies and procedures to formalize the process of 
conveying research priorities identified by the Chief Scientist is critical.  As times change, 
priorities will shift, and administrations will change.  The choice of research priorities is, 
therefore, fluid.  A strong system of internal controls will enable future administrations to 
promulgate the research priorities of their choosing, thus making the Department’s research 
program stronger and more effective. 

 
 
 
                                                 
7Public Law Number 110-234, §7511(d) (2) (A). 
8 November 1999, revised in September 2014. 
9 Office of Management and Budget Circular A-123, Management’s Responsibility for Internal Control,  
December 21, 2004. 



The Action Plan’s Development and Implementation Should Be Formally Established 

Under the 2008 Farm Bill, the Chief Scientist has specific responsibilities, including identifying, 
addressing, and prioritizing current and emerging agricultural research, education, and extension 
needs.  We found that USDA’s Chief Scientist has implemented a process to identify high 
priority science and research issues that USDA scientists and researchers need to address.  The 
end result of this process is the Action Plan.  In general, OIG commends the Chief Scientist for 
establishing this Action Plan. 

However, OIG maintains that OCS should more formally establish this plan to ensure that 
research priorities are addressed throughout the Department and in future administrations.  In 
addition, OCS should implement a documented monitoring and oversight process designed to 
ensure that responsible agencies throughout the Department are addressing and reporting on high 
priority issues.  A more formal monitoring process could help ensure that the Action Plan 
conveys the Chief Scientist’s top priorities for USDA science and research.  By establishing the 
Action Plan through policy, procedures, and a system of internal controls, the Action Plan could 
continue beyond the current Chief Scientist’s term in office and continue to serve USDA’s 
research priorities for the foreseeable future. 

During fieldwork, we found that OCS could better monitor the responsible agency’s actions on 
research priorities found within the Action Plan’s actionable items.  OCS staff requested that 
participating agencies report accomplishments for work achieved under each broad goal and sub-
goal area, but not with sufficient detail to address the more accountable actionable item level.  
The accomplishments requested by OCS included quantitative data such as number of 
publications, inventions, and briefings held.  OCS also asked agencies to provide narrative 
highlights of accomplishments.  However, no one within OCS reviewed the reported research 
accomplishments to determine if the activities adequately addressed research priorities.  OCS 
simply compiled a summary report using the quantitative data the agencies reported. 

Along with a better monitoring process, the Chief Scientist should implement a reporting process 
that would provide for accountability of research actions taken by responsible agencies in 
support of high priority research areas.  Responsible agencies need to report research activity on 
their actionable items so the Chief Scientist has reasonable assurance that the research priorities 
(found within the Action Plan) are being addressed. 

The Chief Scientist told us that a plan was in place to meet with OCS employees to discuss the 
most effective way for agencies to report Action Plan research accomplishments and to 
incorporate those accomplishments into agency reporting systems.  We acknowledge this effort 
and note that the reporting system should include responsible agency/agencies’ activities to 
address actionable items. 
 
OCS Should Be Fully Staffed 
 
Given OCS’ Department-wide focus, we concluded that OCS should have been the office to 
coordinate the Chief Scientist’s research priorities across the Department.  However, OCS was 
not fully staffed and organized to implement such a formal set of policies, procedures, and 
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internal controls.  Only recently has OCS received Departmental approval to organize itself with 
permanent staff. 

When we began this audit, OCS had only one permanent staff employee other than the Director - 
a program assistant.  Of the six rotating legislatively-mandated senior advisors, four were in 
place and two positions were vacant.  We asked the OCS Director in place at that time
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10 for 
copies of policies and procedures that governed OCS’ operations and defined its roles and 
responsibilities.  We were told that none existed.  Other than the job responsibilities in the job 
announcements that the senior advisors applied for, senior advisors told us that there was no 
policy that defined their roles and responsibilities.  One senior advisor told us that projects were 
directly assigned by the Chief Scientist or Deputy Under Secretary, and there was a general lack 
of communication between OCS’s management (Director and the Chief Scientist) and senior 
advisors. 

After we completed asking our questions about the roles and responsibilities of OCS, the 
Chief Scientist directed the OCS Director to initiate a process to organize OCS using the 
Departmental Regulation (DR) that governs changes to organizational structures within USDA.11  
In January 2015, the Department approved the Chief Scientist’s plan to organize and establish 
OCS with a permanent staff.  The approved plan (dated December 9, 2014): 

· maintained the strategic alignment of OCS within REE, 
· provided for the transfer of staff from the REE mission area to OCS, and  
· included the addition of permanent full-time employees. 

The approved plan provided a mechanism for the hiring of employees and described a future 
OCS staffing structure consisting of 13 employees, including the six legislatively--mandated 
senior advisor positions and seven permanent full-time employees. 

We acknowledge that the OCS has made progress in formally establishing the office’s structure.  
However, going forward, it is important that the roles and responsibilities of each employee, 
including the senior advisors, be defined so that all clearly understand their responsibilities for 
ensuring that the Chief Scientist’s research and coordination  priorities are effectively developed, 
implemented, and monitored, and that activities are accurately reported.12 

Overall, OIG commends the Chief Scientist for the creation of the Action Plan, as we have found 
that it is a key document providing a foundation for prioritizing research across USDA’s 
agencies.  Its effectiveness can be improved by more formally establishing policies and 
                                                 
10 A new Director of OCS succeeded the Director in place when we began the audit.  The new Director was hired in 
October 2014. 
11 DR 1010-001, Organization, “describes the delegations of authority and procedures for making changes to 
organizational structures within USDA,” dated July 20, 2006. 
12 Public Law Number 110-234, § 7511(e)(3)(E), stated, “…each Division Chief shall— (i) assist the Under 
Secretary in identifying and addressing emerging agricultural research, education, and extension needs; (ii) assist the 
Under Secretary in identifying and prioritizing Department-wide agricultural research, education, and extension 
needs, including funding….” 



procedures so that the plan remains a living document, even as administrations and research 
priorities change. 

Recommendation 1 
 
OCS should develop and implement written policies, procedures, and internal controls governing 
the development, implementation, and coordination of the research priorities in the Action Plan. 

Agency Response 

In its January 22, 2016, response, OCS stated:  

The current Chief Scientist developed the 2012 REE Action Plan as an expression of 
policy supporting the Administration’s goals and to help guide each REE agency in its 
own strategic planning process and review of research priorities. Since implementation of 
the 2012 Action Plan, the OCS has had in place informal procedures for organizing and 
reporting significant research accomplishments; this was implemented through the 
establishment and operation of 12 cross-agency Goal Teams and periodic reporting 
requirements. OCS will develop a written document (i.e., policy) that includes a 
statement of intent, a set of principles, and procedures for how to identify and develop 
agricultural research priorities using, as models, the process followed in the development 
and implementation of the 2012 Action Plan and its subsequent revision. The document 
will describe that through interdisciplinary/interagency teams that are established for each 
Goal in the REE Action Plan, coordination and implementation of research priorities 
occurs. The document will also describe the coordination role for research priorities that 
the department-wide USDA Science Council provides. The procedures outlined in the 
policy document will serve to implement internal controls.  

This policy document will be made available to the incoming Chief Scientist for his/her 
consideration and implementation.   

OCS estimated that the policy will be finalized and implemented by July 31, 2016. 

OIG Position  
 
We accept OCS’ management decision for this recommendation. 
 
Recommendation 2 
 
OCS should develop and implement a reporting process that includes monitoring and tracking of 
significant accomplishments of research activities supporting the Action Plan’s research 
priorities and provides accountability for responsible agencies’ research activities addressing the 
Action Plan’s priorities.  The process should include reasonable assurance that the Action Plan’s 
research priorities are being coordinated and addressed. 
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Agency Response 

In its January 22, 2016, response, OCS stated: 

OCS is developing a formalized written reporting process that monitors and tracks 
significant accomplishments of research performed in support of the goals in the REE 
Action Plan. The process includes procedures for development of an annual REE Action 
Plan Progress Report. As part of the reporting process, the REE Goals Team will meet at 
least once a year to review research priorities as outlined in the Action Plan. This will 
help ensure that the Action Plan priorities are being addressed and that possible research 
gaps/needs are identified. The reporting process procedures will also outline a process for 
conducting periodic evaluations of the Action Plan and its priorities, and how the Plan 
can subsequently be revised if needed, to also help ensure research priorities are being 
coordinated and addressed. In addition, the reporting process will recommend that the 
Under Secretary conduct an annual review (by Action Plan goal) of progress supporting 
the Action Plan Goals with agency Administrators to facilitate coordination, 
accountability, and transparency. The OCS will encourage agencies to identify where in 
their own strategic planning and budget documents there is alignment with REE Action 
Plan Goals. This will serve to facilitate transparency and understanding of progress made 
on REE research priorities.  

OCS estimated that the formalized written reporting process and procedures for development of 
an annual REE Action Plan Progress Report will be complete by June 30, 2016. 

OIG Position 

We accept OCS’ management decision for this recommendation. 

Recommendation 3 

OCS should develop and implement written policies and guidance for defining the roles and 
responsibilities of each OCS employee, including senior advisors, so that all employees know 
what is expected from them.  Include responsibilities for ensuring that the Action Plan’s research 
priorities are effectively developed, implemented, and coordinated and that activities are 
accurately reported in a transparent way.  For senior advisors, ensure that defined roles and 
responsibilities include coordinating research activity across the Department and assisting the 
Chief Scientist to identify and address priority research areas. 

Agency Response 

In its January 22, 2016, response, OCS stated:  

OCS will develop official written Position Descriptions (PDs) for each permanent 
employee in the office and for each of the six Senior Advisor term positions designated in 
the legislation. These PDs will describe the duties, responsibilities, and qualifications for 
each position. The PDs for Senior Advisors will include duties and responsibilities for 
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ensuring that the Action Plan’s research priorities are effectively developed, 
implemented, and coordinated and that activities are accurately reported in a transparent 
way. The PDs will also specify duties related to supporting the Chief Scientist in 
identifying and addressing priority research areas. After drafting, a Human Resources 
(HR) specialist will classify the positions as per the PDs. 

OCS will also develop a reference document for all office staff to help guide them in each 
of their roles and responsibilities in the OCS. This will be in the form on an “Onboarding 
Manual” that will be provided to each staff member as part of common/formal new 
employee orientation. The Onboarding Manual will include an overview of staff and 
agency coordination roles and procedures, administration management procedures in the 
office, and additional background information useful in understanding roles and 
responsibilities. 

OCS estimated that the official written PDs and reference document for staff will be completed 
by June 30, 2016. 
 
OIG Position  
 
We accept OCS’ management decision for this recommendation. 
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Scope and Methodology   
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The 2008 Farm Bill established OCS to ensure a Department-wide focus in coordinating 
agricultural research.  Our audit work focused on USDA’s controls for prioritizing and funding 
research.  We tested whether agencies funded the research priorities established in the Action 
Plan.  Our scope included FYs 2012-2014. 
 
We first conducted survey fieldwork at OCS, the REE mission area, and FS’ Research and 
Development national office from June through July 2014.  At REE and OCS, we identified and 
assessed whether adequate control processes for prioritizing Departmental research were 
established.  We visited the FS’ Research and Development division to review the control 
structure on how an agency outside the REE mission area coordinated its research with OCS. 

In FY 2015, we estimated that agricultural research across the Department was funded at 
$2.987 billion.  ARS ($1.057 billion), NIFA ($1.160 billion), and FS ($275 million) comprise 
83 percent of FY 2015’s estimated agricultural research funding. 

Audit fieldwork was conducted between August 2014 and April 2015 at the REE mission area 
office, OCS, FS’ Research and Development division, ARS, and NIFA.  These agencies were 
selected for further review since they had the largest percentage of research funding.  Our audit 
work included an evaluation of whether FS, ARS, and NIFA had controls for identifying and 
funding high priority research areas consistent with the Action Plan and in coordination with 
OCS.  After evaluating these controls, we conducted audit tests to determine whether each 
agency was addressing research priorities for which it was assigned full or partial responsibility 
in the Action Plan.  The FY 2012 Action Plan contains a total of 231 agricultural research-
oriented actionable items spread across seven goals.  At each selected agency, we determined 
which goals and actionable items applied to that agency, excluded any that pertained to non-
research oriented priorities (e.g., education or science literacy), and then non-statistically 
selected 10 actionable items to test while ensuring that at least 1 item was selected from each 
overall goal that included the agency in its actionable items.  To test, we reviewed the agency’s 
listing of research projects that supported the chosen actionable item to ensure the project 
adequately accomplished the chosen research priority, and could be linked to USDA’s Strategic 
Plan. 
 
To accomplish our objectives, we: 

· Reviewed laws, regulations, and formal delegations of authority concerning the 
establishment of OCS and its role in coordinating Departmental research; 

· Documented the organizational and funding structure for OCS; 
· Evaluated the research and science priorities outlined in USDA’s and REE’s strategic 

plans; 
· Analyzed GAO and OIG reports pertaining to research functions at USDA and its 

agencies; 
· Reviewed USDA’s FY 2013 Performance and Accountability Report and its Strategic 

Plans for FY 2010-2015 and FY 2014-2018 for performance measures, goals, objectives, 
or issues related to research prioritization and funding; 



· Assessed the number of USDA and agency programs involved with research or science 
activities and compiled their budgetary information;  

· Reviewed Action Plan (February 2012 and March 2014) to identify the performance 
measures established by OCS; 

· Interviewed officials from USDA’s REE mission area and OCS regarding Department-
wide control systems and procedures for identifying high priority research topics, how 
OCS coordinates with USDA’s agencies to develop the priorities, and how the 
Department ensures those priorities are funded;  

· Identified REE’s and OCS’ key controls for prioritizing and funding research or science 
activities;  

· Reviewed FS’, ARS’, and NIFA’s regulations, policies, procedures, and other guidance 
pertaining to their controls for prioritizing and funding agricultural research; 

· Examined FS’, ARS’, and NIFA’s Federal Managers’ Financial Integrity Act of 1982 and 
Government Performance and Results Act reports for weaknesses related to research 
prioritization and funding; 

· Interviewed officials at FS’ Research and Development division, ARS, and NIFA about 
their control systems for prioritizing and funding research and Departmental and OCS 
involvement in their research planning and budgetary processes; 

· Tested a non-statistical sample of 30 (10 per agency) of 231 research priorities from the 
Action Plan to ascertain whether the selected agencies had documentation supporting the 
research, and traced the selected action plan priorities to the USDA Strategic Plan. 

During the course of our audit, we did not rely on or verify information in any agency electronic 
information system and we make no representation regarding the adequacy of any agency 
computer systems or the information generated from them. 

We conducted this performance audit in accordance with generally accepted government 
auditing standards.  Those standards require that we plan and perform the audit to obtain 
sufficient, appropriate evidence to provide a reasonable basis for our findings and conclusions 
based on our audit objectives.  We believe that the evidence obtained provides a reasonable basis 
for our findings and conclusions based on our audit objectives. 

AUDIT REPORT 50601-0002-22       11 

 



Abbreviations 

12       AUDIT REPORT 50601-0002-22 

 
ARS ...............................Agricultural Research Service 
DR .................................Departmental Regulation 
FS ..................................Forest Service 
FY .................................Fiscal Year 
GAO ..............................Government Accountability Office 
NIFA .............................National Institute of Food and Agriculture 
OCS ...............................Office of the Chief Scientist 
OIG ...............................Office of Inspector General 
PDs ................................Position Descriptions 
REE ...............................Research, Education, and Economics 
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Research 
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Office 
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Washington, DC 20250-0110 
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January 22, 2016 

AUDIT 
NUMBER: 50601-0002-22 

TO: 
	

Gil H. Harden 
Assistant Inspector General for Audit 

ATTN: Kim Green 
Director, Office of the Chief Scientist 

FROM: Catherine E. Wotelci, Ph.D. 
Under Secretary 
Chief Scientist, USDA 

SUBJECT: Office of the Inspector General (OIG) Official Draft Audit Report — "Department's 
Controls over Prioritization and Funding of Agricultural Research" 

USDA's Chief Scientist and the Office of the Chief Scientist (OCS) appreciate the opportunity to 
review and comment on this official draft report. We have reviewed the report and have responded to 
each of the recommendations. 

General Comments 

We appreciate OIG's procedural recommendations and will implement them as proposed in our 
responses below. 

We are pleased to note that OIG's report did not identify any significant deficiencies in how 
USDA's Chief Scientist and her supporting office, OCS, are ensuring that research priorities 
across USDA are properly identified, addressed, and coordinated. OIG's report also found that 
adequate internal controls exist within the principal USDA agricultural research agencies to 
ensure agricultural research is prioritized and funded in line with Congressional mandates and 
the Department's strategic goals and objectives. During the audit process, OIG offered 
recommendations on formally establishing the OCS's structure within USDA. We appreciated 
and have followed this guidance. 

We are particularly pleased that OIG has commended the Chief Scientist on her creation of the 
Research, Education, and Economics Action Plan (the Action Plan) as providing a solid 
foundation for identifying, prioritizing, and coordinating research across USDA's agencies. The 
legislation establishing the Chief Scientist and the OCS (the Food, Conservation, and Energy Act 
of 2008 (2008 Farm Bill)) does not identify any criteria for determining how USDA, REE, or 



OCS identify, prioritize, or coordinate intramural and extramural research. As such, we believe 
that the Chief Scientist and the OCS through A Roadmap for USDA Science (the Roadmap) and 
the Action Plan are fully meeting the statutory requirements of the 2008 Farm Bill. 

One of the challenges for the OCS, as noted in the OIG report, are legislatively-mandated 
staffing restrictions that the office faces with regards to senior advisor positions. In accordance 
with the legislation establishing the office, senior advisor positions are to be filled only through 
term (temporary) appointments. These individuals, often considered to be among the top experts 
in their respective fields, serve on a rotational basis with a statutory maximum length of four 
years. However, in practice most Senior Advisors only serve a one-year term, and finding a 
continuous source of replacements is very difficult, and often negatively impacts other agencies 
within USDA. We concur with OIG in the belief that short-term assignments for these positions 
could have adverse effects on the Chief Scientist and the OCS's ability to fulfill their 
responsibilities. However, getting agencies to commit to the maximum four-year period is 
extremely difficult because agencies cannot fill the vacated position of the person on detail to the 
OCS. Amending the legislation these as permanent positions would greatly improve the 
coordination of the Chief Scientist's science and research priorities across the Department. 

Recommendation 1 
The Office of the Chief Scientist (OCS) should develop and implement written policies, 
procedures, and internal controls governing the development, implementation, and coordination 
of the research priorities in the Action Plan. 

Agency Response 
The current Chief Scientist developed the 2012 REE Action Plan as an expression of policy 
supporting the Administration's goals and to help guide each REE agency in its own strategic 
planning process and review of research priorities. Since implementation of the 2012 Action 
Plan, the OCS has had in place informal procedures for organizing and reporting significant 
research accomplishments; this was implemented through the establishment and operation of 12 
cross-agency Goal Teams and periodic reporting requirements. OCS will develop a written 
document (i.e., policy) that includes a statement of intent, a set of principles, and procedures for 
how to identify and develop agricultural research priorities using, as models, the process 
followed in the development and implementation of the 2012 Action Plan and its subsequent 
revision. The document will describe that through interdisciplinary/interagency teams that are 
established for each Goal in the REE Action Plan, coordination and implementation of research 
priorities occurs. The document will also describe the coordination role for research priorities 
that the department-wide USDA Science Council provides. The procedures outlined in the 
policy document will serve to implement internal controls. 

This policy document will be made available to the incoming Chief Scientist for his/her 
consideration and implementation. 

Estimated Completion Date: The policy will be finalized and implemented by July 31, 2016. 
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Recommendation 2 
OCS should develop and implement a reporting process that includes monitoring and tracking of 
significant accomplishments of research activities supporting the Action Plan's research 
priorities and provides accountability for responsible agencies' research activities addressing the 
Action Plan's priorities. The process should include reasonable assurance that the Action Plan's 
research priorities are being coordinated and addressed. 

Agency Response 
OCS is developing a formalized written reporting process that monitors and tracks significant 
accomplishments of research performed in support of the goals in the REE Action Plan. The process 
includes procedures for development of an annual REE Action Plan Progress Report. As part of the 
reporting process, the REE Goals Team will meet at least once a year to review research priorities as 
outlined in the Action Plan. This will help ensure that the Action Plan priorities are being addressed 
and that possible research gaps/needs are identified. The reporting process procedures will also 
outline a process for conducting periodic evaluations of the Action Plan and its priorities, and 
how the Plan can subsequently be revised if needed, to also help ensure research priorities are 
being coordinated and addressed. In addition, the reporting process will recommend that the Under 
Secretary conduct an annual review (by Action Plan goal) of progress supporting the Action Plan 
Goals with agency Administrators to facilitate coordination, accountability, and transparency. The 
OCS will encourage agencies to identify where in their own strategic planning and budget documents 
there is alignment with REE Action Plan Goals. This will serve to facilitate transparency and 
understanding of progress made on REE research priorities. 

Estimated Completion Date: June 30, 2016 

Recommendation 3 
OCS should develop and implement written policies and guidance for defming the roles and 
responsibilities of each OCS employee, including senior advisors, so that all employees know 
what is expected from them. Include responsibilities for ensuring that the Action Plan's research 
priorities are effectively developed, implemented, and coordinated and that activities are 
accurately reported in a transparent way. For senior advisors, ensure that defined roles and 
responsibilities include coordinating research activity across the Department and assisting the 
Chief Scientist to identify and address priority research areas. 

Agency Response 
OCS will develop official written Position Descriptions (PDs) for each permanent employee in 
the office and for each of the six Senior Advisor term positions designated in the legislation. 
These PDs will describe the duties, responsibilities, and qualifications for each position. The 
PDs for Senior Advisors will include duties and responsibilities for ensuring that the Action 
Plan's research priorities are effectively developed, implemented, and coordinated and that 
activities are accurately reported in a transparent way. The PDs will also specify duties related 
to supporting the Chief Scientist in identifying and addressing priority research areas. After 
drafting, a Human Resources (HR) specialist will classify the positions as per the PDs. 

OCS will also develop a reference document for all office staff to help guide them in each of 
their roles and responsibilities in the OCS. This will be in the form on an "Onboarding Manual" 
that will be provided to each staff member as part of common/formal new employee orientation. 
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The Onboarding Manual will include an overview of staff and agency coordination roles and 
procedures, administration management procedures in the office, and additional background 
information useful in understanding roles and responsibilities. 

Estimated Completion Date: June 30, 2016 
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To learn more about OIG, visit our website at 
www.usda.gov/oig/index.htm 

How To Report Suspected Wrongdoing in USDA Programs

Fraud, Waste, and Abuse

File complaint online:  http://www.usda.gov/oig/hotline.htm
Click on Submit a Complaint
 
Telephone: 800-424-9121
Fax: 202-690-2474

Bribes or Gratuities 
202-720-7257 (24 hours a day) 

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all of its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, 
national origin, age, disability, and where applicable, sex (including gender identity and expression), marital status, familial status, 
parental status, religion, sexual orientation, political beliefs, genetic information, reprisal, or because all or part of an individual’s income 
is derived from any public assistance program. (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.) Persons with disabilities who require al-
ternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center 
at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write to USDA, Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, 
1400 Independence Avenue, SW., Stop 9410, Washington, D.C. 20250-9410, or call toll-free at (866) 632-9992 (English) or (800) 
877-8339 (TDD) or (866) 377-8642 (English Federal-relay) or (800) 845-6136 (Spanish Federal-relay). USDA is an equal opportunity 
provider and employer.
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