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This discussion of papers from the session on 
"Research and Methodology for the 1982 Census of 
Agriculture" was requested to represent that of a 
researcher or planner who uses the Agricultural 
Census. Overall, these papers are impressive. 
They show both the methodical concern and d i l i -  
gence by bureau professionals in their efforts to 
provide high quality agricultural data. Since 
these papers are interrelated, some comments made 
about one of them may easily apply to several of 
tile others. 

The f i r s t ,  on "Record Linkage for the 1982 
Census of Agriculture Mail List Development Using 
Multiple Sources," provides such examples. The 
mailing l i s t  of farms from which the census is 
based is basic to a representative census. The 
more complete the mail l i s t ,  the less there is 
which must be approximated by estimation tech- 
niques or caught by other controls, i f  at a l l .  
Since the major component of the mail l i s t  is 
those farms responding in the last  census, the 
completeness of each mail l i s t  has repercussions 
for future censuses so far as ongoing farms are 
concerned. Therefore, an investment of resources 
for  procedures and techniques to develop any mail 
l i s t  w i l l  have both immediate and long-range 
payoffs. The mail l i s t  edi t  program described in 
th is  paper appears to be one good example of such 
an investment. 

I t  is noted in the f i r s t  paper and in the 
second one, "Coverage Evaluation for the 1982 
Census of Ag r i cu l tu re , "  that special emphasis is 
placed on obtaining data from farms expected to 
produce over $10U,O00 in sales each year and 
which consequently produce the abundance of agr i -  
cu l tu ra l  market goods. In addit ion to receiving 
l e t te rs  and questionnaires, nonrespondents from 
such farms are telephoned to e l i c i t  the i n fo r -  
mation. This improves the accuracy of the census 
regarding the s ign i f i can t  production uni ts .  This 
is qui te desirable.  However, th is  natura l ly  
tends to bias the to ta ls  against smaller economic 
sized farms. One resul t  of such a pract ice over 
recent cenSuses is to perhaps i n f l a t e ,  to some 
degree, the data underlying s t ructura l  trends 
toward fewer and larger farms. S t i l l ,  there can 
be l i t t l e  doubt in the overal l  v a l i d i t y  in th is  
trend since i t  has been in ef fect  much longer 
than these pa r t i cu la r  procedures for covering 
large farm nonrespondents. 

Whether greater at tent ion to large farms has 
contr ibuted another, more recent type of struc- 
tura l  trend is not so clear.  This is the ten- 
dency towards the "disappearing middle" where 
there are fewer and fewer farms in the middle of 
the farm-size d i s t r i b u t i o n .  Such a potent ia l  
bias against adequate counts of ~Jdd-sized farms 
is fu r ther  hinted in response rate data in the 
paper on, "Evaluation of the Effectiveness of 
Data Col lect ion Procedures for the 1982 Census of 
Agr icu l tu re , "  which reports that farms grossing 
$1U,UOD-$99,999 had response rates of at least 
four percent less than the adjacent smaller or 
larger sales groups. 

In any event, the prel iminary coverage 
evaluation f inds that ,  overa l l ,  91 percent of 
the nat ion's farms were included in the mail 

l i s t .  Among them, 99.5 percent of the farms 
se l l i n~  $2,500 or more were covered whereas only 
71.5 percent of those se l l i ng  less were included 
in the census. In such ways, the f indings of the 
coverage evaluation underscore the need for 
supplementary area sampling at the state level 
and the need for better small farm coverage. 
Such sampling and coverage would help assure that  
the numerous operators of smaller farms would be 
as well represented as large farm operators. 
While i t  is pleasing to have highly accurate 
counts of the large farms, addi t ional  a t tent ion 
to smaller farms would enhance the evenness of 
the data and the overal l  representativeness of 
farm a c t i v i t y  from state to state.  

The th i rd  paper on data co l lec t ion  e f fec t i ve -  
ness also reports an 84 percent return from those 
farms on the mail l i s t s .  This percentage is in 
response to an i n i t i a l  mailout plus as many as 
six fol low-ups to those who did not respond from 
late December 1982 through late June 1983. 
Experiments examined region, questionnaire 
length, and fol low-ups by l e t t e r  only versus 
l e t t e r  and questionnaire during early fol low-up 
mai l ings. These experiments generally found that 
the procedures used in the Agr icu l tu ra l  Census 
were more e f fec t ive  than those a l ternat ives 
checked. This is reassuring. Nevertheless, 
fu r t i le r  experimentation is encouraged. Experi- 
mentation is the most systematic research design 
for  e l iminat ing much of the guesswork about how 
to increase response rates. One new experiment 
would be to include census questionnaires with 
each fol low-up beyond the f i r s t  reminder card. 
This might be ine f fec t i ve .  However, a farmer who 
receives a fol low-up l e t t e r  without a question- 
naire may no longer have the or ig ina l  question- 
nai re and could become jaded to fu r ther  data 
co l lec t ion  attempts. 

Through these kinds of experiments, response 
rates and qua l i ty  of the data should improve 
while costs and time needed for fol low-ups may be 
minimized. And, such data co l lec t ion  experiments 
could provide useful s c i e n t i f i c  and s t a t i s t i c a l  
information for other survey researchers as a 
by-product of the improved census data i t s e l f .  

The fou r th  paper, "Computer Assisted Telephone 
Interv iewing During the 1982 Census of Agr icu l -  
t u re , "  describes yet another innovation that has 
been adopted by the census. Prel iminary results 
suggest that computer assisted interv iewing 
y ie lds  better response rates with less c le r i ca l  
time than did standard telephone fol low-ups. 
Shortcomings in computer training time and super- 
visory t ime should not be taken too cautiously 
since this was a novel effort .  Such drawbacks 
may decrease as experience is gained. 

The final paper on, "Comparability of Data from 
the Censuses of Agriculture," serves to remind us 
that one purpose of the Census of Agriculture is 
to establish trends in addition to the cross- 
section descripLions. Th is  presents a dilemma: 
the greater the quality of a cross-sectional cen- 
sus at one point of time, the lower the quality 
of trend data. Why? Improved farm definitions, 
mailing l i s ts ,  census intervals, data collection 
procedures, and response categories introduce 
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inconsis tenc ies wi th resu l ts  from e a r l i e r  less-  
advanced censuses. As the paper s ta tes,  "Such 
comparisons are va l id  in measuring real change 
when equivalent  procedures are used." This paper 
goes a step beyong the normal census resu l ts  in 
order to es tab l i sh  a ref ined estimate of the 
number of farms in the U.S. 

The Census and i t s  Ag r i cu l t u ra l  D iv is ion  are to 
be commended, again, for  t h e i r  e f f o r t s  to t r y  to 
at least approximate data qua l i t y  that  was sac r i -  
f i ced  by budget cuts at c r i t i c a l  times during 
recent years. I t  is qu i te  unfor tunate that  funds 
were not provided to the Bureau that  would have 
enabled i t  to perform t imely  and needed 
a c t i v i t i e s  such as the s ta te - l eve l  area sampling 
conducted in 1978. Excel lent  data on agr i -  
cu l tu ra l  production and on those people wi th the 
s k i l l s  to provide food and f i b e r  are of v i t a l  
importance to the social  we l l -be ing  of the nation 
and i t s  social  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  Sound po l icy  and 
s c i e n t i f i c  data require appropr iate funding 
levels from the federal budgeting process. 

S t i l l ,  there are new needs for  data. The f i r s t  
of these may require extra budgeting; the other 
two should require l i t t l e  add i t iona l  e f f o r t .  One 
need is for  be t te r  small farm data. What happens 
on small farm operations in small places is of 
s ign i f i cance  to many households fo r  consumption 
as well  as extra income in local areas. With 
be t te r  coverage of smaller farms, other types of 
research and planning oppor tun i t ies  to ass is t  

smal ler operations may be rea l ized.  At least  
there would be more data to serve as a basis for  
f u r t he r  s c i e n t i f i c  research. 

A second need is for  a publ ic-use sample of 
farm un i ts .  Present ly ,  the Census aggregates 
ind iv idua l  farms in to  county un i t  s t a t i s t i c s .  
County aggregates are, of course, d i f f e r e n t  from 
ind iv idua l  farms. Sc ien t i s t s  are now reaching 
satura t ion  levels on what can be learned from 
county data alone. Moreover, they cannot 
independently a f ford  to obtain farm-uni t  data 
comparable to that  which now ex is ts  unreported 
in the Ag r i cu l t u ra l  Census. To repeat such 
e f f o r t s  is cost ly  and i n e f f e c t i v e .  The time has 
come to f u l f i l l  t h i s  major data need. Publ ic-use 
sampling is already done elsewhere by the 
Bureau. 

A t h i r d  need is fo r  panel data on farm un i ts .  
L i t t l e  is known about the rate of entry and ex i t  
from farming and the explanat ion for  such rates 
in d i f f e r e n t  regions and states.  Analyses which 
could show surv ival  or f a i l u r e  of farms from one 
census period to the next--a long wi th character-  
i s t i c s  associated wi th farm success or f a i l u r e - -  
are of great s c i e n t i f i c  and po l icy  importance. 
Understanding these changes seems espec ia l ly  
c r i t i c a l  at t h i s  social and economic juncture for  
farmers, communities, and nat ional needs. 

I t  is hoped that  fu ture  sessions of papers w i l l  
report  these developments in the a v a i l a b i l i t y  of 
Census of Agr i cu l tu re  data. 
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