USDA Science Nerds Kept Home
by DTN on October 24, 2012

CINCINNATI, Ohio (DTN) -- Dozens of top USDA scientists stayed at home this week rather than sharing their work with other agronomists and crop and soil scientists because of tighter government travel restrictions and a last-minute move by USDA to strictly enforce the rules.
The American Society of Agronomy, Crop Science Society of America and Soil Science Society of America are holding their annual joint meeting in Cincinnati. The event, known as the "tri-meeting," is the biggest annual scientific gathering for crop and soil science societies with hundreds of presentations and poster discussions on the latest research being conducted. This year's event has roughly 3,900 people attending from around the world.
More than 260 people from USDA were registered for the event, including 220 from the Agricultural Research Service. But those numbers were cut in half last week after USDA officials told the scientists they could not attend the meeting, even though many had been registered for months in advance and were presenting papers on their work.
Federal travel has come under scrutiny because of agency budget issues, but also because of a General Services Administration scandal over an extravagant meeting in Las Vegas two years ago that became public earlier this year. The GSA party prompted congressional hearings and caused administration-wide limits on travel.
Ellen Bergfield, CEO of the ASA-CSSA-SSSA, said the groups wrote USDA officials last summer to stress that the tri-meeting is one of the most important collaborative meetings held on agricultural research. USDA officials initially responded that they understood the importance of the work that goes on.
"We began hearing from our members that it was going to be a potential concern," Bergfeld said. "But all of the communications (we) were getting from USDA was everything was fine."
Then about two weeks ago there began to be rumblings that USDA would trim its list of attendees. By last Tuesday, lists were exchanged on the number of activities people were involved in and their roles in presentations.
"Apparently, this all landed on the (Agriculture) Secretary's desk so it ended up at that level," Bergfeld said.
Last Friday, USDA officials were telling scientists they could not go to the tri-meeting. Some researchers were not told until this past weekend that they could not attend. Some presentations were canceled on various panels because the primary researcher wasn't able to attend.
In response to questions from DTN, the USDA office of communications issued a statement from Gregory Parham, assistant secretary for administration at the department:
"USDA made the decision to prioritize attendance to scientists presenting scientific papers, leading research sessions and providing keynote speeches. In total, USDA sent approximately 200 participants to the Tri-Society meeting from across several department agencies. It is important to remember that Congress has reduced USDA discretionary budgets by approximately $3 billion -- or 12% -- since 2010. USDA has reduced travel costs and undertaken other efficiency processes to manage these cuts."
The ag scientists aren't the only ones affected by the administration's decision. Other scientific and professional groups have complained to officials about the way the travel policy affects scientific collaboration. One of the sticking points is that the White House Office of Management and Budget is requiring agencies to factor in a person's salary cost as part of the expenses for attending a professional meeting.
"We're dealing with an OMB ruling that doesn't understand or appreciate the importance of scientific collaboration," Bergfeld said. "That's to the detriment of our members who got caught up in this thing to no fault of their own."
Bergfeld noted that the tri-meeting isn't exactly a bunch of people howling at the moon all night. "We're a bunch of science nerds."
The Tri-Society also could face a financial penalty. In at least one hotel there were late cancellations on 50 rooms that the science groups had committed to fill. A conference consultant who works with the Tri-Society told DTN the travel restrictions have "wreaked havoc" on conference planning for a broad array of groups stretching into next year.
USDA wasn't the only federal agency to cancel travel for scientists to the tri-meeting. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers also canceled its contingent that had registered for the event.
Chris Clayton can be reached atchris.clayton@telventdtn.com
(CZ/SK)
© Copyright 2012 DTN/The Progressive Farmer, A Telvent Brand. All rights reserved.

