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One of the usual roles for a discussant  is to point 
out common e l emen t s  in a ser ies  of co l lec ted  papers.  
That  is not necessary  in this case since all papers are 
re la ted  to the 1987 Census of Agr icu l tu re ,  and they are  
all impor tan t  to e i ther  the conduct  and evaluat ion  of 
the 1987 Census or to plans for upcoming agr icul tura l  
censuses. 

I t  might be helpful to start with an explanation of 
my perspective in reviewing these papers. Even though 
my Agency is responsible for all ongoing off ic ial  
agricultural statistics, we are not in competit ion with 
the Census of Agricul ture. We support the conduct of a 
good quality Census on a regular basis since county 
coverage of all agricultural commodities and farm 
characteristics is not feasible through any other means. 
In fact)  the National Agr icul tura l  S ta t i s t ics  Service 
(NASS), did work coopera t ive ly  with the Census'  
Agr icu l ture  Division in list  construct ion)  edit ing) and 
evaluat ion of the 1987 Census.  Thus, I hope to serve as 
an eva lua tor  and not as a cr i t ic .  

Also, it is impor tan t  to point out two fac to r s  
influencing the Census of Agr icu l tu re .  Firs t ,  the 
Agr icu l ture  Census is not a "census" in the sense tha t  a 
comple te  list of all units is avai lable and a comple te  
and accu ra t e  repor t  is rece ived  from each unit. 
Instead,  the Census of Agr icu l tu re  requires  many of the 
f ea tu res  of l a rge-sca le  sample surveys (nonresponse 
ad jus tment ,  duplicat ion removal ,  imputa t ion ,  e tc . ) .  
Secondly) many "farms" do not consider themse lves  as 
fa rms  and some nonfa rmers  will repor t  themselves  as 
farms.  Thus) special  care  is needed in list deve lopment  
and in edit ing procedures .  If it were  not for these  two 
factors)  these papers might not be needed.  

I found these  papers to be well conceived and well 
prepared.  I will comment  on each of them in turn.  

The Class i f ica t ion Tree  Methodology approach used 
for cut t ing the size of the  mail list was a very logical 
approach for mee t ing  the mailing l imi ta t ions  imposed 
by the Off ice  of Managment  and Budget.  It probably 
was the best  choice under the c i r cums tances  but it 
would have been in te res t ing  to include a discussion of 
any other  a l t e rna t ives  which were  considered.  

Drawing evaluat ion samples  from the "model  drop 
file" was an ex t r eme ly  good decision. The resul ts  of 
tha t  evaluat ion  will be impor tan t  in de termining  the 
success of the farm probabil i ty  ca lcula t ion  approach.  
Those resul ts  may provide addit ional  informat ion  on the 
e f f ec t s  of changes in agr icu l ture  since 1982 such as the 
" farm crisis," cont inued specia l iza t ion  within the farm 
sector ,  and changes in government  farm programs.  

The paper has a good explana t ion  of the model 
deve lopment  methodology.  However)  I fe l t  tha t  more  
explanat ion could have been included on the use of the 
half sample to prune the " t rees"  ( t ree  re f inement ) .  

I do have one other  comment  or question on the 
c lass i f ica t ion t r ee  approach.  The approach worked here 
because resul ts  from ear l ie r  questions (1982) were  
avai lable  to use in t r ee  deve lopment  and r e f inemen t .  
Will the sample  evaluat ion resul ts  or the  regular  mail 
resul ts  provide any informat ion  on what  core  set  of 
questions would be most  valuable if this approach must  
be r epea ted  in the fu ture?  

The paper on Coverage  Evaluat ion Es t imat ion  comes 
back to the ear l ier  point tha t  not all sample units can 
be found for the Agr icu l tu re  Census and the re  are also 
overcounts  present .  It is essent ia l  to e s t i m a t e  the 
ex t en t  of incomple teness  and overcount ing and I 
applaud Agr icu l ture  Division for devoting a s t rong 
e f fo r t  to it .  The key question is whether  any evaluat ion  
e f fo r t  can ever  de te rmine  the "whole Truth." 

There  are  several  t ruths  that  are  known about 
Agr icu l ture  Census coverage .  The amount  of 
incomple teness  varies by S ta te  due to differ ing 
mixtures  of types of farms,  sizes of farms) l i t e racy  
ra tes ,  a t t i t udes  toward government ,  e t c .  Overcounted  
farms are  likely much d i f fe ren t  than fa rms tha t  are 
missed s ta r t ing  with the fac t  tha t  they are  usually 
larger .  The goal of coverage  evaluat ion  is to provide as 
much quant i f iable  informat ion  at the lowest  geographic  
level possible. 

3ust two days before  this meet ing)  NASS re leased  
the f irst  repor t  which reviews the United S ta tes  cur ren t  
agr icul tura l  s ta t i s t ics  in light of the 1987 Census of 
Agr icu l ture  resul ts .  This repor t  conta ined final 
e s t ima te s  of Land in Fa rms  and Number  of Fa rms  by 
S ta tes  for the period 1979-87. All avai lable  1987 
Census of Agr icu l tu re  coverage  informat ion  was used. 
The relat ionship be tween  Census numbers  and official  
NASS es t ima tes  in this repor t  does vary by S ta t e  based 
on in t e rp re t a t ion  of incomple teness  and overcount ing.  

The coverage  evaluat ion  paper praises the NASS 
area  f r ame  sample as an independent  basis for coverage  
evaluat ion.  It is a proper f r ame  for this purpose and 
additional screening work was done on Agr icu l tu re  
Division's behalf  to increase  sampling ra tes  in heavily 
populated areas .  However ,  the paper perhaps could 
have gone f a r the r  in describing the use of the a rea  
frame data. As stated, all area frame records not on 
the Census mail l ist were mailed a Census form. I 
assume that stringent folIowup procedures were used to 
ensure a report for each of these records but those 
procedures are not described. 

The paper on the 1985 and 1986 Census of 
Agr icu l ture  t e s t s  i l lus t ra tes  the need for more  
cognit ive research .  In one followup tes t ,  I1 of 60 
people did not even open the envelope containing the 
survey form and only 15 of the remaining sample  
s t a r t ed  to fill it out.  We need to know what  it takes  to 
get  people to open envelopes and to fill out survey 
forms.  This may be even more impor tan t  in the fu ture  
since some di rect  mail opera t ions  have s t a r t ed  using 
mailings which look like government  payment  envelopes  
or t e legrams .  Adverse  reac t ions  to these  approaches  
may make respondents  even more  likely not to respond 
to inquiries in the fu ture .  

Cogni t ive  research  should not focus only on 
nonrespondents .  Why did other  individuals open, 
comple te ,  and mail survey forms prompt ly?  Can 
addit ional  e f fo r t s  focus on fur ther  developing the 
fac to rs  that  lead to posit ive act ion? 

This paper indicates  the need to have adequa te  
money and s ta f f ing  to get  closer  to the goal of a 
comple te  census. One of the t es t s  set  out to con tac t  
120 people but only one week was avai lable  for the 
tes t ing.  Over t~0 percen t  (51) of the 120 people could 
not be found during tha t  week.  Since they couldn't  be 
found quickly, they a lmost  surely differ  in some way or 
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other from the 69 contacted and we cannot ful ly accept 
the results from the 69 interviews conducted. 

This paper also illustrates the need for extreme care 
in planning and conducting tests. Results were 
invalidated in one comparison test since different 
mailing request statements were inadvertently used. 
Agriculture Division personnel are to be applauded for 
their " t ruth in advertising" in reporting those facts 
rather than just including the results as calculated. 

The paper on Screening for Agricultural Act iv i ty  
again points out the need for more cognitive research 
and for full attention to consistency in planning 
operations. For example, i t  shows that asking for a 
range of responses in one questionnaire but an absolute 
number in another screening questionnaire invalidates 
comparisons. 

The concept of screening to reduce response burden 
sounds good and Office of Management and Budget 
guidelines under the Paperwork Reduction Act define 
certain actions which must be taken. However, I feel 
that  practical experience has shown that asking a few 
additional direct questions is not really a "burden" to 
respondents.  It probably takes less time to answer a 
series of direct questions about different commodities 
than to grasp the ramifications of a complicated 
instruction that  groups many commodities together .  
Perhaps stat ist ical  agencies should be more proactive in 
determining a true definition of response burden. 

I do have one major concern with this paper. It 
deals with the National Content Test (NCT) for the 
next decennial census. Farming operations are a rare 
item in the population at large and the NCT 
reinterviewing found only 105 of 2,789 operations as 
inscope for agriculture. (See table.) 

The paper uses  the classic misclassification 
approach of counting the off diagonal answers and 
dividing by the total units to derive an "error rate" of 
2.6 percent. However, I contend that, since the purpose 
of an agricultural act iv i ty screener is to find those few 
operators with agriculture, the appropriate error rate is 
58.1 percent based on the fact that only 00 out of the 
105 inscope (for agriculture) operators were picked on 
the NCT. Census officials need to determine i f  the 
screener should even be used. 

This paper also includes some interesting results on 
the problems associated with the use of optical mark 
reader forms. This section should be read carefully 
since i t  deals with the cognitive aspects of what 
respondents will report. 

In conclusion, these papers cover important aspects 
of the Agriculture Division's efforts to provide the best 
Census data available under tight budget and personnel 
l imitations. Al l  of these results should be studied 
carefully in planning upcoming Census activit ies. 

This discussion covers personal views of the 
discussant and does not necessarily ref lect views of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture or the National 
Agricultural Statistics Service. 

Actual 

In=Scope 

Out-of=Scope 

Totals 

National Content Test Error Rate 

NCT Totals 

In=Scope Out=of=Scope 

04 61 105 

11 2,673 2,680 

55 2,734 2,789 

Error Rate  

Percent  

(5s.1) 

2.6 
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