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Mr. H ARRIS. The meeting will come to order.

| want to welcome everyone to our first subcommittee hearing of
the 118th Congress with the USDA'’s Inspector General. | am
pleased to be joined today by the subcommittee’s distinguished
ranking member, Mr. Bishop, and other members on the sub-
committee as we begin the fiscal year 2024 process, and | know
more Members will be filtering in.

| want to welcome our witnesses today, Phyllis Fong, the Inspec-
tor General, who is accompanied by Steve Rickrode, Acting Assist-
ant Inspector General for Audit, Jenny Rone, Assistant Inspector
General for Analytics and Innovation, and Kevin Tyrrell, Assistant
Inspector General for Investigations.

Ms. Rone, | understand you will be leaving at the end of the
month to become executive director of the Pandemic Response Ac-
countability Committee. | want to congratulate you on your new
role and thank you for your service at the USDA OIG.

Ms. Fong, it is good to see you again, and | look forward to hear-
ing your testimony today. We appreciate the crucial, independent
oversight your agency performs over all USDA programs and oper-
ations.

Given the unprecedented increases in funding USDA has re-
ceived over the last several years, this oversight is especially crit-
ical. Since the start of the pandemic, USDA has spent billions of
dollars to expand programs and initiatives that have not always
been authorized by Congress. Your agency serves as an important
check over USDA actions and decisions.

OIG’s work ensures that USDA is held accountable to Congress—
and, most importantly, to the American taxpayers.

)
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| appreciate the oversight work your agency has done regarding
USDA'’s COVID funding, and | am sure this subcommittee will in-
quire about oversight plans for the funds provided in the Infra-
structure Investment and Jobs Act and the Inflation Reduction Act
later this morning.

These two laws provided over $52 billion in additional dollars to
USDA, and monitoring these funds is going to be critical to prevent
fraud. | look forward to hearing more about your agency’s oversight
plans and needs to be able to effectively monitor these funds.

While | remain concerned about USDA spending, | have become
increasingly concerned that the Department has been stretching its
authorities beyond congressional authorization or intent, which
makes your agency's work even more important to maintain pro-
gram integrity throughout USDA.

Again, | appreciate you being with us and look forward to today’s
hearing.

| would also like to remind everyone that we will abide by the
5-minute rule for questions. Please make sure to push the talk but-
ton on you microphone before and after speaking.

| now turn to my colleague, Mr. Bishop, for his opening remarks.

Mr. B isHop. Thank you very much, Dr. Harris.

And | would like to also welcome each of our witnesses and
thank you for appearing before us.

As | stated in previous years, | have always been a big supporter
of your office. You are largely unsung heroes on the battle against
waste, fraud, and abuse. And | want to congratulate you for your
diligence over the years and want to probably inquire about your
work ongoing this year.

| have some concerns, and particularly, for example, in fiscal
year 2022, your audit work identified $388 million that could be
put to better use, and the office’s investigative work led to 240 con-
victions of individuals and entities that were engaged in criminal,
civil, and administrative wrongdoing.

| can understand how important this work is to America. Our
rural communities and agriculture industry affect the lives of every
single American almost every single day.

And USDA'’s programs help ensure that we continue to produce
the most abundant, the highest quality, the safest, and most eco-
nomical food and fiber anywhere in the industrialized world—food
for our families as well as materials for a wide range of American
industries, from construction to medicine.

Your work ensures that the more than $250 billion in annual ap-
propriations that our committee and Congress entrust to USDA are
used most effectively, including more than $77 billion in pandemic
response activities and $8.3 billion in infrastructure investments,
which will reshape our country and which will keep us at the cut-
ting edge in the decades ahead.

Realizing what is at stake, Congress has to be sure to provide
both oversight and the resources necessary for OIG to continue to
do your job.

As a great Nation, we can accomplish much, but it makes that
need for the OIG's services that much more important. | look for-
ward to working with my colleagues to continue to support your ef-
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forts, but | would also like to take the opportunity to ask about a
few cases where oversight is obviously needed.

| want to ask you about two cases where APHIS failed to monitor
funds to outside entities involving nearly $150 million, and three
cases where USDA hastily created programs but did not have prop-
er controls over more than $350 million in payments.

Thank you, and | yield back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you, Mr. Bishop.

I would like now to recognize Ms. Fong for her opening state-
ment.

Ms. Fong. Thank you, Chairman Harris, Ranking Member
Bishop, and all the distinguished members of this subcommittee.
We really appreciate the opportunity to be here today and to be the
leadoff hearing for this season’s appropriations hearings.

And let me just start out by thanking the subcommittee for your
support and your ongoing interest in our work. This has been a
constant. Your support has been a constant through changes in
leadership and administrations, and we look forward to working
with each of you on matters of interest.

And we truly appreciate the funding increase that you gave us
for fiscal year 2023. That will be put to good use in our oversight
activities.

Over the past several years, all of us have weathered the
coronavirus pandemic, and we have, in the IG’s office, continued to
provide oversight of USDA programs through that pandemic.

As you mentioned, our dedicated staff last year demonstrated
flexibility and innovation. We produced 32 audit and inspection re-
ports, reporting over $487 million, based on our audit and inves-
tigation results.

And as we move forward in 2023, as both of you have indicated
in your remarks as well, we find that we are challenged to provide
effective oversight to the rapidly growing portfolio at the Depart-
ment. As you all know, in the last 3 years alone, USDA received
billions and billions and billions of dollars for pandemic relief, in-
frastructure, and inflation reduction activities, in addition to the
annual budget and appropriations.

With funding streams like these comes the need for oversight to
ensure that programs are serving those for whom the assistance is
intended and that any fraud is addressed quickly.

At the OIG, in our office, from our perspective, when these fund-
ing streams are enacted we must quickly analyze them. We must
understand the programs that are affected. We must develop ap-
propriate oversight approaches, engage the Department’s managers
proactively to make sure that they are thinking about internal con-
trols. We have to handle hotline complaints if they come in. We
certainly plan a range of audits and inspections to look at those
program rollouts. And we must investigate any allegations of fraud
that we receive.

These funding streams, as you can imagine, are at different
stages of execution within the Department, and our activities con-
comitantly are at similar stages of planning and execution.

And of course we continue to be responsible in the I1G’s office for
the regular portfolio of work that we do. Every year we have statu-
tory mandates to perform financial statement audits, reviews of im-
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proper payments, reviews of IT security. If there are burnover
deaths in the Forest Service, we have a statutory mandate to look
into that.

So we continue to handle that caseload and to provide a level of
oversight to all of the Department’s programs, agencies, and offices.

To handle this workload, we will need the increased resources
proposed in the President’s fiscal year 2024 budget request.

We are developing new approaches. We know that we have to
work in a more agile way and use our resources as effectively as
we can.

So we are in the process of developing new ways to plan our
work, new analytics products, and a focus on timely reports to help
you all out and help decision-makers.

As you know, in our written statement for the record we summa-
rized many of the most recent reports that we have done, and we
look forward to discussing them with you during this hearing.

So in closing, | want to thank you all for your continuing sup-
port. We know that the request for fiscal year 2024 for our office
provides for an increase. And if we are able to obtain that increase,
we will use those funds to provide oversight of the infrastructure
and inflation reduction investments in several USDA agencies and
programs, among other priorities.

So that concludes my remarks, and we would be pleased to en-
gage in any questions that you might have.

[The information follows:]
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Statement by
Phyllis K. Fong
USDA Inspector General
Submitted to the Subcommittee on Agriculture, Rural Development,
Food and Drug Administration, and Related Agencies
Committee on Appropriations, U.S. House of Representatives

Introduction

Good morning, Chairman Harris, Ranking Member Bishop, and Members of the Subcommittee. Thank
you for the opportunity to testify about the Office of Inspector General’s (OIG) fiscal year (FY) 2022
oversight results and our plans for FY 2023. OIG’s mission is to promote economy, efficiency,
effectiveness, and integrity in the delivery of U.S. Department of Agriculture’s (USDA) programs. We
accomplish our mission through audits, investigations, inspections, data analytics, and reviews. Our work

advances the value, safety and security, and integrity of USDA programs and operations.

Over the last 3 fiscal years (2020, 2021, 2022), there has been a substantial influx of USDA program and
operational funds to address the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) response and recovery, and
initiatives under the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA) and the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA).
In addition to USDA’s more than $250 billion in annual appropriations, the Department received
approximately $77.5 billion for pandemic response and recovery activities, 'over $8.3 billion for
infrastructure investments, and $44 billion for inflation reduction activities. Over the same period, OIG’s
annual appropriation has averaged approximately $101.4 million with critical incremental increases from
the Subcommittee each year. OIG also received supplemental funding of $3.2 million for oversight of
COVID-19 response and recovery, and $27.1 million to provide oversight specific to Forest Service (FS)
programs funded in IIJA. We thank the Subcommittee for the significant increase in FY 2023 OIG
appropriations and recognize that $1.5 million is for oversight of USDA IIJA programs such as broadband
loans and grants, watershed and flood prevention operations, and a new bioproduct pilot program using

agricultural commodities.

Our work is grounded by our three mission goals articulated in our Five-Year Strategic Mission and
Diversity and Inclusion Plan—Fiscal Years 2020-2024: Goal 1 - Strengthen USDA’s ability to protect

public health and safety and to secure agricultural and Department resources; Goal 2 - Strengthen
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USDA’s ability to deliver program assistance with integrity and effectiveness; and Goal 3 - Strengthen
USDA’s ability to achieve results-oriented performance. We use a risk-based approach to plan our
oversight activities of the expansive USDA portfolio and prioritize our resources, within our budgetary
authority. Our program risk assessments consider various data points including program funding levels,
substantial increases in program funding, whether a program is new or is significantly changed, risk
indicators identified in previous audits or investigations, and other information including Congressional
interest. We also include 7-10 annual statutory audits, depending on the frequency required by law, in our
planning. Our FY 2023 Annual Plan also includes an enhanced data-driven approach to FS programs
funded within IIJA due to the supplemental funding OIG received for IIJA oversight.

In FY 2022, our oversight work resulted in monetary results totaling over $487.4 million. We published
32 audit and inspection reports and made 115 recommendations to strengthen and improve USDA
programs and operations. Our audit work during this period identified $388.2 million in questioned costs
and funds that could be put to better use. Our investigative work during the same period led to

240 convictions, with monetary results totaling approximately $99.2 million. In addition, we issued 3 data

analytics products and leveraged advanced analytics techniques in 54 of our audits and investigations.

My statement will highlight, by strategic goal, our FY 2022 achievements and our FY 2023 plans that
cover USDA programs and operations associated with appropriated funding, COVID-19 funding, and
injtiatives under IIJA and IRA.

Strategic Goal 1—Safety, Security, and Public Health

Within this strategic goal, OIG’s oversight work focuses on security and management of the Department’s
information technology (IT) resources, efforts to ensure that the Department is effectively protecting
consumers and the Nation’s agricultural resources, and activities impacting animal and plant health and

welfare. The following are highlighted FY 2022 achievements as well as FY 2023 plans within this goal:

* Asrequired by the Federal Information Security Modernization Act, OIG conducted its FY 2022
review of USDA’s ongoing efforts to improve its [T security programs and practices. We found that
USDA continues to take positive steps to improve its IT security posture, but many weaknesses
remain. The Office of Management and Budget (OMB) establishes standards for an effective level of
security and considers “Managed and Measurable” to be a sufficient level. However, we found the
Department’s maturity level to be at the lower “Consistently Implemented” level. Based on OMB’s

criteria, the Department’s overall score indicates an ineffective level of security. The Office of the
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Chief Information Officer (OCIO) generally concurred with our recommendations, and we reached

agreement on the planned corrective actions to address them.

OIG conducted an audit of the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service’s (APHIS) Plant Pest and
Disease Management and Disaster Prevention Program (PPDM). The program funds projects to
strengthen APHIS’ efforts to prevent, detect, and mitigate invasive plant pests and diseases. OIG
determined that APHIS could not provide an accurate record of the total number of PPDM projects
awarded in FYs 2018 and 2019 and their respective funding amounts. As a result, APHIS cannot
provide reasonable assurance that it effectively monitored more than $123.4 million in PPDM funding

for FYs 2018 and 2019. We reached agreement on all four recommendations in the report.

OIG initiated an investigation, based on allegations referred by the Food Safety and Inspection
Service (FSIS), that a New York seafood importer smuggled various catfish products into the U.S.
from prohibited countries. The Federal Meat Inspection Act requires inspection of fish of the order
Siluriformes (including species commontly referred to as “catfish”) by USDA’s FSIS. This
investigation revealed shipping containers with uninspected Siluriformes from prohibited countries
hidden in incorrectly marked packages and not manifested on shipping documents. The site
inspections conducted at the importer’s warehouse revealed Siluriformes from two prohibited
countries. Four principals of the seafood importer were sentenced for their roles in a smuggling
conspiracy. One principal was sentenced to 36 months of probation and ordered to pay a $25,000 fine.
The other three principals were each sentenced to 24 months of probation and ordered to pay a

$5,000 fine. This was a joint investigation with the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
Fisheries, Office of Law Enforcement and the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Immigration

and Customs Enforcement (ICE)/Homeland Security Information (HSI).

An individual in California was sentenced to 16 months in prison and 24 months of supervised release
for conspiring to violate the Animal Fighting Prohibitions of the Animal Welfare Act. The individual
was also ordered to pay a $25,000 fine for conspiring to sell, buy, possess, train, transport, deliver,
and receive game fowl intended to be used in animal fighting ventures. The investigation revealed
physical alterations and/or modifications performed on the game fowl, which were done to enhance
their fighting abilities. Additional evidence was recovered, including cockfighting paraphernalia, live
game fowl, medicines used to enhance the fighting abilities of the game fowl, various journals and
ledgers, and approximately $8,000 in cash. In total, OIG seized 367 game fowl roosters, while the

remaining game fowl, including 334 hens, were donated to an animal sanctuary. This case was jointly
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investigated with APHIS; Internal Revenue Service-Criminal Investigation; ICE/HS; FS; and a

California sheriff’s office.

During FY 2023, we plan to complete work on security testing of a select USDA network, security over
USDA mobile applications, and an inspection of APHIS Wildlife Services’ role in administering the
Mexican Wolf Recovery Program. We will also continue to investigate allegations of threats related to the

safety and integrity of the U.S. food supply, employee safety, and animal cruelty.
Strategic Goal 2—Integrity of Benefits

Our oversight focus within this goal includes assessing internal controls and identifying risk indicators
that support both OIG’s and USDA’s ability to detect and prevent program abuse and criminal activity.
OIG conducts a wide range of activities specific to this goal related to grant and contract management,
integrity of various benefit and entitlement programs that provide payments directly or indirectly to
individuals and/or entities, and spending transparency. The following are highlighted FY 2022

achievements as well as FY 2023 plans within this goal:

e We completed an audit of the Food and Nutrition Service’s (FNS) Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) waiver process. Certain statutes and program regulations provide FNS with the
authority to waive SNAP rules under specified circumstances. Our review found that the divisions
responsible for issuing waivers did not consistently document policies and procedures, and did not
meet Departmental recordkeeping requirements. According to FNS officials, this occurred because
some waivers were too unique for standardized, documented policies and procedures to be effective,
and procedures that were not formally documented were communicated to personnel through meetings
or emails. As a result, there is reduced assurance that approved waivers meet regulatory and statutory
requirements. FNS agreed with our recommendations and we reached agreement on both

recommendations.

e  We completed an inspection of COVID-19 The Emergency Food Assistance Program (TEFAP). We
determined what TEFAP flexibilities FNS made available to the States during the pandemic and what
FNS did to ensure States and Eligible Recipient Agencies (ERA) complied with administrative fund
requirements. We concluded that State agencies made 107 requests to FNS for flexibilities to provide
food to people in need during the pandemic. However, in 6 of 107 instances, State agencies did not
request flexibilities in writing, as required by Federal regulation. For 14 of 107 requests, FNS regional
office personnel did not ensure they provided written approval of the State agencies’ requests prior to

implementation, as directed by the FNS national office. Additionally, FNS approved a State agency’s
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request to implement an unallowable flexibility. Finally, we found that the management evaluation
(ME) reviewers did not support their determinations of State agency and ERA compliance or non-
compliance with Federal and FNS program requirements in their work papers. FNS national office
personnel could not identify a specific reason why the ME reviewers did not adhere to the ME review
guidance documentation requirements to support their determinations. FNS agreed with our

recommendations, and we reached agreement on the planned corrective actions to address them.

USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS) administers programs that create domestic and
international marketing opportunities for U.S. producers of food, fiber, and specialty crops. In
response to the COVID-19 pandemic, AMS established the Farmers to Families Food Box Program to
provide food to non-profits through regional and local distributors. In May 2020, AMS announced
awards for the first round of purchases— totaling up to $1.2 billion—for the period of performance
May 15, 2020, through June 30, 2020 (Round 1). We found that AMS designed the solicitation for the
Food Box Program according to the requirements of the Federal Acquisition Regulations and
Departmental guidance. Additionally, we found that AMS substantially adhered to the funding
allocation decisions described in the solicitation. Finally, while AMS established a panel to evaluate
the Food Box Program proposals, we found that the agency did not always award Round 1 contracts
in accordance with the specified requirements of the solicitation. AMS agreed with our

recommendations, and we reached agreement on the planned corrective actions to address thern.

To enhance spending transparency of significant USDA programs, we issued data analytics and
visualization products related to COVID-19 response and recovery. These products combine various
data sources and provide stakeholders with an interactive approach to examine program data and
impact. The products included a COVID-19 spending dashboard as well as data stories covering the

Farmers to Families Food Box Program and the Coronavirus Food Assistance Program.

In July 2018 and May 2019, the Secretary of USDA announced a trade mitigation package of up to
$12 billion and $16 billion, respectively, to assist producers impacted by increased tariffs. As part of
the trade mitigation packages, the Farm Service Agency (FSA) administered the Market Facilitation
Program (MFP), a direct payment, temporary assistance program for producers of covered agricultural
commodities. We did not identify any issues regarding producer eligibility and certifications, except
for issues with certified production and acreage amounts that affected payment accuracy. During our
review of 100 randomly sampled producers who received MFP payments, we found that producer

records did not always fully support the amounts claimed on producer applications. We also found



10

that, when performing a spot check of an MEFP producer, an FSA county official did not accurately
apply updated agency guidance on acceptable forms of production evidence. FSA agreed with our

recommendations, and we reached agreement on the planned corrective actions to address them.

We audited the Agricultural Trade Promoéion Program (ATP), which was a temporary, competitive
grant program administered by the Foreign Agricultural Service (FAS) and designed to aid in the
development of agricultural commodities in foreign markets by providing financial assistance to
eligible organizations for market promotion activities. OIG found that FAS awarded $300 million in
ATP funding to applicants who may not have been the most meritorious based on the announced
criteria and program regulations. Additionally, FAS did not maintain sufficient documentation about
the reviews performed on applications and the selections made, which impaired our ability to fully
evaluate those reviews and selections. The issues we identified in this audit were significant enough
that we were unable to attest to the merits of the 59 ATP grants FAS awarded in FY 2019, totaling
$300 million. FAS agreed with our recommendations, and we reached agreement on the planned

corrective actions to address them.

A recent audit evaluated the Department’s activities related to program coordination and measurement
of performance for assistance provided to beginning farmers and followed up on recommendations
made in a prior report. Although the Department measured beginning farmer and rancher activities by
tracking program funds expended, it did not establish outcome-based measures of performance. We
also evaluated the effectiveness of the Department’s activities related to program coordination and
followed up on recommendations made in our prior audit report; we did not identify findings related
to these aspects of our objectives. FSA agreed with our recommendation, and we reached agreement

on the planned corrective action to address it.

OIG initiated an investigation to determine if a market in Minnesota defrauded Government benefits
programs, including SNAP and the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and
Children (WIC). OIG determined that the storeowner and several employees exchanged SNAP and
WIC benefits for cash, ineligible items, and store credit. Previously, the storeowner also fraudulently
claimed U.S. Department of Labor (DOL) pandemic-related unemployment benefits while operating
the store and fedeeming SNAP and WIC benefits. The storeowner was sentenced to 30 months in
prison and 36 months of supervised release for fraudulently obtaining benefits through multiple
Government programs and was ordered to pay more than $4 million in restitution and to forfeit more

than $38,000 in cash and proceeds seized during the investigation. This case was investigated jointly
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with the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the DOL OIG, the Minnesota WIC Compliance Office, and
the State of Minnesota Department of Human Services OIG.

e A case, jointly investigated with the General Services Administration OIG and Department of
Defense’s Criminal Investigative Service, resulted in a New Jersey company agreeing to pay more
than $7.6 million under a consent judgment in conjunction with its role in a contract fraud scheme.
Additionally, the United States entered into a separate settlement agreement with two business owners
and a second related business under which the first business owner agreed to pay $120,000, the
second business owner agreed to pay $75,000, and the related company would pay $180,000 to
resolve claims alleging that they made, or caused to be made, false statements concerning the New
Jersey company’s status as a service-disabled, veteran-owned small business (SDVOSB). The
business owners of a New Jersey company fraudulently represented a related company as an
SDVOSB and used the status to obtain set-aside contracts from both USDA and the Defense Logistics
Agency, the Department of Defense’s combat support agency. The New Jersey company was awarded
a total of nine contracts to provide protective clothing (aprons) to USDA’s FSIS. These nine contracts
were valued at approximately $268,000. Overall, the owners defrauded the Federal Government by

making false claims and obtaining contracts totaling more than $16.5 million.

» OIG initiated an investigation, which revealed that a Minnesota producer submitted false statements to
obtain loans from FSA and the Commuodity Credit Corporation (CCC), converted collateral pledged to
FSA and CCC, and committed bank fraud by submitting false statements to various financial
institutions. The producer pled guilty to one count of conversion of CCC collateral and was sentenced
to 12 months in prison and 36 months of supervised release. The producer was also ordered to pay
$435,517 in restitution and was permanently debarred from USDA farm programs. Additionally,
subsequent to an agreement with the producer, all of the property and proceeds in which USDA had a

security interest were forfeited through abandonment and auctioned.

s To assist the Department with implementation plans for IRA-funded programs, we issued analyses of
the results of our prior work related to the National Resources Conservation Service (NRCS), FS,

FSA, and Rural Development.

During FY 2023, we plan to complete work on the status of FAS’ controls over the Market Access
Program and the McGovern-Dole Food for Education Program funding. In terms of IXJA oversight, we
plan to evaluate whether the review we are completing of the Rural Utility Service’s Rural E-Connectivity

Pilot Program—Award Process has implications for the control environment established for IIJA
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broadband funding. In addition, we plan to publish ITJA-related data products similar to those developed
for COVID-19 initiatives. IRA oversight plaas include completing work related to NRCS’ Environmental
Incentives Quality Program’s cost estimation process. We also plan to evaluate whether the review we are
completing of the Conservation Stewardship Program participant control of land has implications for the
control environment established for IRA funding. Finally, we will continue to investigate allegations
related to the integrity of USDA programs and are implementing a proactive strategy to investigate

allegations of contract fraud and other instances of potential fraud related to IIJA programs.
Strategic Goal 3-—Management Improvement Initiatives

In order to strengthen USDA’s ability to achieve results-oriented performance, we focus our oversight
activities on financial management, accountability, outreach activities, employee misconduct, and
criminal misuse of agency IT resources. The following are highlighted FY 2022 oversight achievements

as well as FY 2023 plans within this goal:

¢ OIG conducted an inspection to evaluate the Economic Research Service (ERS) Data Product Review
Couneil’s (DPRC) review process for data products to ensure their adherence to the six OMB quality
standards. OIG found that ERS had not performed any DPRC reviews since July 2019. An ERS
official stated that this occurred because ERS did not have the staff available to perform DPRC
reviews when the agency experienced a loss of approximately 75 percent of its personnel after USDA
announced that it would relocate ERS’ daily operations to Kansas City, Missouri. Meanwhile, ERS
did not have a compensating control for the lack of DPRC reviews. ERS agreed with our

recommendations, and we reached agreement on the planned corrective actions to address them.

*  We found that USDA was not compliant with four of the six Payment Integrity and Information Act
0f 2019 (PTIA) requirements for FY 2021. Five of the 17 high-risk programs reported did not fully
comply with PIIA requirements. We also found that USDA did not meet a fourth PITA compliance
requirement when the Department did not timely report the Risk Management Agency’s Federal Crop
Insurance Corporation as a high-risk program on paymentaccuracy.gov. Finally, USDA reported
improper payment information for FY 2021 that contained inaccuracies or that the Department could
not support with appropriate documentation. We also questioned whether USDA complied with OMB
criteria for improper payment reporting. USDA agencies agreed with our recommendations, and we

reached agreement on the planned corrective actions to address them.

* The purpose of the Geospatial Data Act (GDA) is to minimize duplication of geospatial activities

across agencies and improve collaboration, reduce waste, codify previous executive actions, and give
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Congress an oversight role for the Federal Government’s multibillion-dollar investments in geospatial
data. USDA is 1 of 16 covered agencies under the GDA. Although we recognize that USDA has made
progress toward complying with certain aspects of the GDA, we found that it was not compliant with
6 of the 13 covered agency responsibilities. Additionally, we determined that the designated oversight
entity, Enterprise Geospatial Management Office, did not have an accurate inventory of geospatial
assets. Without consistency, USDA is not completely fulfilling its role of improving Federal
management, coordination, and utilization of geospatial data, which can negatively impact
mission-critical business requirements of the Department’s infrastructure and emergency response
capabilities nationwide. OCIO agreed with our recommendations, and we reached agreement on the

planned corrective actions to address thera.

¢ OIG initiated an investigation to determine whether an FSIS employee applied for and received
Pennsylvania Pandemic Unemployment Assistance while being gainfully employed as an FSIS
Consumer Safety Inspector. The investigation determined the FSIS employee falsely claimed to be
unemployed due to the pandemic or a major disaster and received benefits based on this false claim
for about 1 year. The FSIS employee reaffirmed this unemployment status on a weekly basis and
ultimately received $37,555 in fraudulently obtained unemployment benefits. The FSIS employee
ultimately resigned, pled guilty to a criminal information charging the employee with wire fraud, was
sentenced to 10 months in prison and 24 months of supervised release, and ordered to pay

$37,555 restitution. This was a joint investigation with DOL OIG.

During FY 2023, we plan to complete work on the National Institute of Food and Agriculture’s
Agriculture and Food Research Initiative, the Apiculture Insurance Program, and required statutory audits
of USDA financial statements. We will continue to address allegations of senior management misconduct,
whistleblower reprisal complaints, and criminal use of USDA assets. Finally, as part of our oversight of
FS IIJA activities, we will focus on: grants to at-risk conumunities to develop or revise community
wildfire protection plans and to carry out eligible projects; hazardous fuels management activities; native
vegetation restoration and environmental hazards on mined lands mitigation; aquatic-focused landscape
scale restoration; legacy road and trail remediation; and wildland firefighter salaries and training. These

program areas collectively represent about 46 percent of FS’ IIJA funding.
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Conclusion

In closing, we would like to thank the Members of the Subcommittee for your continued interest in our
work. Your support enables OIG to perform effective oversight to strengthen USDA’s programs and

operations for the benefit of all Americans.

For FYs 2018-2022, OIG’s annual appropriations totaled approximately $500.8 million. During this
period, the potential dollar impact of OIG’s audits and investigations was $4.4 billion, resulting in cost
savings and recoveries of about $8.78 for every dollar invested. During this same period, OIG made
842 audit recommendations to improve USDA programs, and OIG investigations resulted in

1,805 successful convictions.

This concludes my testimony. I would be pleased to answer any questions you may have.
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Mr. H ArRRIS. Thank you very much, Ms. Fong, for your presen-
tation. And | will start.

Look, | would love to know what the President’s budget request
is for your operations.

Ms. Fong. OK.

Mr. H ARRIS. Oh, but that is a month late. So we have been wait-
ing a month for the President’s budget. This is his third term. |
can't figure out why it is a month late. But we have you here. And
again, | don't know, maybe you know something | don’t know.
What is the President’s budget request for your OIG office?

Ms. FoneG. It is my understanding that the request has been
transmitted to the Hill.

Mr. H ARRIS. Certainly not in the sense of the overall budget,
right? Because we don’t have the overall budget. It is March 9.
And, | don’t know, when is it going to be released?

Ms. FONG. It's supposed to be today.

Mr. H ARRIS. Oh, today. OK. And | think by law it was supposed
to be due February 9? February? | think so.

Anyway. So, again, | would love to discuss with you what the ad-
ministration thinks the OIG should be funded, but | don’t have the
information.

The Inflation Reduction Act did not provide any oversight fund-
ing, right? So it was $44 billion to the Department with no aug-
mentation to your staff. And | get that, because that is the same
way you approached Ukraine funding, $118 billion, no oversight.
But that is not the way we should shepherd taxpayer dollars.

In your professional opinion, how much of that $44 billion should
actually have included a little bit of oversight funding? What per-
cent of these kind of expenditures? Ballpark estimate. Do you think
you need to provide proper oversight?

Ms. FoNG. You ask a very good question. And when | look at the
history of supplemental funding that has been given to the Depart-
ment—disasters, American Recovery, IIJA, IRA, pandemic—we al-
ways believe, from our perspective, that there needs to be a level
of funding for oversight provided for audits and investigations.

Now, that level can range, and it has ranged in the past, from
nothing to point-zero-something percent. We are happy to work
with whatever the committee deems appropriate, but we do believe
that there is a need for oversight funds.

Mr. H ARRIS. And, look, | couldn’t agree with you more. | mean,
we are stewards of—these are not our dollars. These are taxpayer
dollars. We should never treat them as our dollars. We should treat
them as the dollars that hardworking American men and women
have gone, worked hard to earn, and have to turn over to a govern-
ment that they think—although decreasingly so—is actually deal-
ing with these responsibly.

So let me talk a little bit about the SNAP program, because that
is one of the programs that received a whole lot of additional fund-
ing.

Just conceptually, what is the incentive for a State to actually
properly manage those funds? | mean, is there a disincentive, if
they don't qualify people adequately? Is there a disincentive for the
States?
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Ms. FoNnG. The delivery mechanism for SNAP is very complex, as
you know. The Department provides the funding to the States who
then implement the program through determining eligibility of re-
cipients and managing and administering the program, and USDA
sets the policies, provides guidance and direction.

Over the years, there have been different kinds of incentives and
disincentives that FNS has had the authority to implement. As you
may know, we have done a body of work looking at some of those
prior incentives and disincentives, and found some challenges.
FNS, | think, has responded to those initiatives. And | would be
happy to talk in more detail about some of them.

Mr. H ARRIS. | would appreciate that.

Would you agree that one of the major incentives we could actu-
ally provide to a State is a cost share? | know the cost share ad-
ministrative costs, | get it. But actually cost share the program
itself, 10 percent, 5 percent, some what is affectionately referred to
as skin in the game?

States have no skin in the game right now, do they, financially,
except for the administrative costs?

Ms. FoNG. That is a very interesting thought. | don't think that
we have studied that aspect of it. | would be interested in taking
that back to my staff and mulling that over.

Mr. H ARRIs. All right. Well, thank you very much.

And | won't take up all my 5 minutes. | will turn it to Mr.
Bishop.

Mr. B 1sHopP . Thank you very much.

Ms. Fong, you have been quite busy over the last few years, and
| want to call your attention to two reports on programs from 2018
that were stood up very fast in timelines. The programs were in-
tended to alleviate the impact of increased tariffs on U.S. farm ex-
ports—the Agriculture Trade Promotion Program, ATP, and the
Market Facilitation Program.

For ATP, you found that USDA awarded $300 million to appli-
cants who may not have been the most meritorious because it did
not have proper controls over its grant programs and did not have
sufficient documentation about the reviews performed on applica-
tions and the selections made.

Your report concluded, quote, “We are unable to attest to the
merits of the 59 ATP grants USDA awarded in fiscal year 2019, to-
taling $300 million.”

For MFP, you found that producer records did not always fully
support the amounts claimed on producer applications, and you es-
timated that USDA overpaid an estimated 150,313 producers by
more than $57.2 million total. You had similar findings about the
Food Box Program.

| am sure that there was great pressure on the agencies admin-
istering these programs to get that money out fast, but taxpayers
also want their money handled prudently.

What tools do you have in your toolbox to get the agencies prop-
erly prepared to operate these programs, before mistakes are made
like those that were obviously made in 2018 and 2019 when these
programs were stood up?

Ms. FONG. Yeah. You pose an excellent question. And frequently
when funding comes down for new initiatives to respond to crises



17

or difficult situations, as the trade tariff situation was, there is tre-
mendous pressure from the industry and from the public to get re-
lief out as soon as possible, and there is certainly a priority on
that.

What tools we have in the IG’s office—as you know, we do not
run the programs ourselves. So our tools involve sitting down and
communicating with program agencies to say in the past these are
the aspects of your programs that we have looked at. We can offer
you some insights based on what we know about your programs.
We can offer you some thoughts about internal controls, things to
look out for in grant programs and loan programs, to make sure
that you are funding eligible recipients.

And then, of course, we have other tools to go in and do reviews
at the end and look at whether the assistance really was paid out
to people who were eligible and deserved it.

In the end, it is up to the program officials to take our advice
and our work and to make those decisions on program delivery.
And those are the tough decisions.

Mr. B isHop. OK. You earlier this year—thank you for that, and
we will go into that in a little bit more depth later on. But earlier
you released a report on the 2018 and 2019 operation of the Plant
Pest and Disease Management and Disaster Prevention Program
under APHIS, and you found some serious problems: that APHIS
couldn't provide an accurate total of the total number of awards it
made and how much each received, couldn’t provide reasonable as-
surance that it effectively monitored more than $123 million in
funding. A high risk grantee was identified by APHIS itself, but
then the agency failed to do any additional oversight of the grant-
ee. It had no means of assessing how successful the funding was
in accomplishing APHIS’ mission of protecting plants from disease
and exotic pests.

In my long service on the subcommittee, | have heard example
after example of agencies dropping the ball. Any thoughts on how
we can get ahead of this?

Ms. FonGg. And | think that is an excellent way to discuss one
of the products that we can do, one of the tools that we have in
our toolbox, which we can use where appropriate.

If we have done audit work and we have made recommendations
and we understand that the agency says they accept our rec-
ommendations and they are going to implement it and they say
they have completed action, we do have the ability and we have
done, we have gone into the agency again a number of years later
to just review whether or not that activity has, in fact, occurred
and has been effective.

So there are ways for us to go back and to also do additional
audit work if we determine it necessary.

Mr. BisHor. | think my time has expired, Mr. Chairman, so |
yield back the time that | don't have.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much, Mr. Bishop.

Mr. Valadao.

Mr. V ALADAO . Thank you, Chairman.

Inspector General Fong, | want to thank you and your colleagues
for being here today and for your testimony. | appreciate your will-
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ingness to come back and testify before this committee on its very
first hearing of the 118th Congress.

Over the past few years, Federal agencies have received more
funding than they can spend or know what to do with in a lot of
cases. They have received funds related to the COVID pandemic to-
taling $77.5 billion. An infrastructure bill provided more than $8.3
billion and the so-called Inflation Reduction Act provided $44 bil-
lion.

It is encouraging to learn from your testimony that through your
office’s work, through the audits and investigations, saw a potential
dollar impact of $4.4 billion through fiscal year 2018 through 2022.

Inspector General, can you expand on the cost savings recoveries
you mentioned in your testimony? What happens to those recovered
dollars? Are they being repurposed and spent?

Ms. FoNnG. That is an excellent question. And to answer that, |
need to just explain a little bit about what those dollar recoveries
represent.

So we do report dollar recoveries as results of both investigations
and audits. On the investigation side, those usually are in the form
of fines and restitution orders when a case has gone through pros-
ecution and there is a judicial order implemented.

Those fines and restitution orders can go into the Treasury Gen-
eral Fund or they can come back to the agency, depending on the
nature of the order.

On the audit side, many of our recommendations where we at-
tach dollars to them, they can be dollars that can be recovered if
there has been an inappropriate cost or a contract payment.

They can also be what you would call an avoidance, where if the
agency takes our recommendation, improves its delivery, they can
save money by not giving funds to people who don't deserve it, in-
stead taking those moneys and making them available for people
who are truly eligible.

So we call that funds to be put to better use. And those are
viewed as dollars for us. So | think you get a sense of the kinds
of things that we are reporting.

Mr. V aLabao . OK. Just the way it read, it sounded as if there
were dollars coming back. So they are really not coming back, they
are more just savings?

Ms. FonG. Some of them come back. Some of them don't.

Mr. V aLaDpAO . All right. Well, so with what comes back, how are
we making sure those dollars are spent responsibly? Is there any
oversight on that front?

Ms. FonG. OK. | will take a crack at that.

Where we make specific recommendations to an agency, say if we
think that there has been a contract overpayment or a grant that
shouldn’t have been made, our recommendations will frequently be
to the agency to review that transaction, and if appropriate, pursue
collection. So it then becomes the agency’s responsibility to engage
in debt collection if appropriate.

We don't normally track that ourselves. We could have further
dialogue with your staff if you are interested in more on that.

Mr. V ALADAO . | am. All right. Thank you.
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And then, in your testimony you also state you will continue to
investigate allegations of threats related to safety and integrity of
our U.S. food supply.

Inspector General, this is critical. Our growers across the coun-
try, many of whom are located in the Central Valley, work really
hard to ensure the safety and integrity of our food supply every
day.

It is an unfortunate reality that there are threats to such a vital
resource. As | have said many times before, food security, in my
opinion, is national security.

Inspector General, please explain to the committee your plan to
address and reduce these threats, and how will you hold certain
stakeholders accountable?

Ms. FoNnG. Much of the work that we do on food safety and secu-
rity in that sense comes to us as a result of allegations or com-
plaints to our hotline where an individual may become aware of a
situation where there has been contamination or some inappro-
priate activity at a food processing plant or at an agricultural loca-
tion situation.

When we get those allegations, we do take them extremely seri-
ously because contamination of the food supply is of the upmost im-
portance to all of us, at which point our investigation staff will
evaluate it, we will do whatever investigative work we need to do
to nail down what happened, and if appropriate, we will take that
to prosecution.

Mr. V ALabAo . We do see occasionally—and | am almost out of
time—but we do see occasionally where some of these threats push
for stronger regulations, and we always wonder how legitimate
those threats are. And obviously there is a huge cost to the indus-
try and ultimately the consumer. | want to make sure that we are
making appropriate decisions before we start to implement regula-
tions that might not be necessary.

Appreciate your time.

And | yield back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you.

Ms. Underwood.

Ms. UNDERWOOD . Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

And thank you to our witnesses for being here today.

| was incredibly disturbed by recent reporting from The New
York Times and The Washington Post, which told the heart-
wrenching stories of migrant children who work long hours in dan-
gerous jobs, often in violation Federal law. And while these reports
highlighted meat processing facilities, we know that child labor is
disproportionately more common throughout the entire agricultural
industry.

This industry is also disproportionately more dangerous. Young
workers are almost eight times more likely to be injured when com-
pared to all other industries combined.

And while DOL and HHS have a mandate to enforce our Nation's
labor laws and to protect migrant children, as the agency with the
greatest nexus to our food and agricultural sector, USDA has an
essential role to play here as well.
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Ms. Fong, at any point has the Office of the Inspector General
looked at the role that USDA does or could play in combating the
use of illegal child labor in the food and agricultural sector?

Ms. FoNG. That is an excellent question. We have been watching
and reading those articles, as you mentioned, and giving thought
to that. And as you point out, the Department of Labor has the pri-
mary and original jurisdiction to deal with workplace infractions
like that.

| do think you raise a good question as to exactly what the rela-
tionship is between USDA and food processors and DOL, and |
think that bears some further thought on our part.

Ms. UNDERwWOOD . OK. Well, we hope that you do continue to ex-
plore this, and when you come to a conclusion, report back to our
committee.

The deeply troubling recent reporting is more proof that our food
and agricultural industries are particularly at risk for illegal child
labor.

Of any Federal agency, USDA probably has the most exposure to
the operations of meat processing facilities. The child labor viola-
tions found by the Department of Labor at the end of last year oc-
curred at facilities that are inspected by USDA’s Food Safety and
Inspection Service, and those violations are just the ones that we
are aware of.

Are you aware of any instances in which FSIS staff have referred
suspected instances of illegal child labor to the Department of
Labor?

Ms. FONG. | am not personally aware. | think that is an excellent
question that should be considered.

Ms. UNDERwWOOD . Given the recent increase in reports and alle-
gations of illegal child labor in the food and agricultural industry,
will your office consider reexamining this issue and how it inter-
plays with USDA operations? So particularly, as those inspectors
are traveling to these sites, could this be part of the criteria, for
example, something that might end up in a report and have a re-
ferral to your office?

Ms. FonG. | think you raise some very, very good questions, and
we will definitely give some thought to that and get back to you
on it.

Ms. UNDERwOOD . It is very true that our laws fall far short when
it comes to protecting children, especially vulnerable migrant chil-
dren, from exploitive labor practices. And it is far past time that
Congress act to strengthen child labor laws, especially in the agri-
cultural sector. However, addressing this issue will take an all-of-
government approach that must involve USDA.

| hope we can work with your office, Ms. Fong, to better under-
stand how USDA can partner with the other agencies to eliminate
illegal child labor from our food systems.

Thank you, and | yield back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Mrs. Hinson.

Mrs. H INsoN . Well, thank you, Mr. Chairman and Ranking Mem-
ber Bishop, for holding this hearing today.

Inspector General Fong, it is great to see you. Thank you so
much for coming before our committee. | look forward to working
with you to make sure you can fulfill your mission for oversight at
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USDA to ensure that lowa taxpayer dollars and American taxpayer
dollars are being spent efficiently.

Throughout the past several years, as you referenced in your
opening comments, you have received a lot of additional dollars to
these departments.

So your work is especially vital to make sure that those dollars
are being spent in accountable ways, minimizing the waste associ-
ated with that, and ensuring that the Department is effectively
supporting and protecting American farmers and rural commu-
nities like those that | am proud to represent in northeast lowa.

My first question today. USDA is given the important task, of
course, of overseeing the purchase of agricultural land by foreign
entities under the Agricultural Foreign Investment Disclosure Act
requiring the disclosure of obviously foreign acquisition of Amer-
ican ag land. Failure to report that can result in penalties.

And recently an internal USDA memo revealed that the Depart-
ment did not assess a single penalty for failure to report foreign ac-
quisition of American agricultural land from 2015 to 2018, so we
had that 3-year gap there, even as the number of foreign acquisi-
tions increased substantially during that same period.

So that is really where my concern lies as we face these in-
creased threats from foreign actors, specifically the CCP.

Is your office conducting oversight of the USDA's enforcement of
these penalties?

Ms. FonGg. We have become aware of the issue, as you men-
tioned, and are aware of the work of the Congress on this matter.
And | think it is safe to say that we are reviewing the information
that we have to determine what we can do to be of assistance.

| think that the Department is required to file these reports an-
nually. We have not seen the most recent report yet, and we look
forward to seeing that to see if there has been any change in ap-
proach since the last one.

Mrs. H InsoN . | would just say, specifically, that is a huge con-
cern as we are looking to take on this big threat that China faces.
We have seen an increase—substantial increase—over the last 10
years of their intent to buy our land.

So that is something that we would be very interested in know-
ing what your approach is and what their response has been in
making sure that they are actually assessing those penalties and
reporting that information.

| want to move on another topic, cybersecurity, obviously very
important to agriculture. And in recent years we have seen some
cyber attacks that target critical infrastructure. They are severely
aimed at disrupting our food supply and our energy supply chains
as well.

In your testimony you noted your work with USDA to shore up
security of information technology resources, but also noted that
they are still operating with an ineffective level of security there.

So could you briefly describe some of the cybersecurity risks that
you may be looking to tackle and who the biggest perpetrators are?

Ms. FonG. We do, as you mentioned, an annual assessment of
the Department’'s cybersecurity profile, and the Department con-
tinues to be at a less than successful level there.
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As you might know, as we do those assessments we go into the
different agencies and take a look at their cybersecurity practices
to see how vulnerable they might be. We have pointed out many,
many recommendations over the years on things that need to be
addressed.

There are times when we become aware of cyber incidents
through the Department or otherwise, and we work very closely,
with an all-of-government approach, to make sure that the Depart-
ment is aware of the situation and addressing it.

Steve, | invite you to offer comments, if you would like.

Mr. R ICKRODE . So, as Phyllis said, we do have a robust approach
for assessing information security and technology at the Depart-
ment.

One of the things | wanted to highlight was recently, in the past
year or two, we also started doing engagements where we are look-
ing at what is the level of sophistication needed for someone to
come in and access certain parts of the Department, what is the
level of sophistication an actor would need to do that. We don't look
at it from a perspective of who it is, we look at it from what could
you do to get access to a system or past the firewalls of USDA.

We have a contractor that is working with us, and we have a
program now where during the year we periodically go to different
parts of the Department and do an assessment to look in what
would be the sophistication needed for a certain agency.

We have a body of work for that. Obviously, because of the na-
ture of it, we don't talk about it publicly because we would be re-
vealing how somebody could do that.

But we have started that work. It has been very productive. It
has been received very well by the Office of the Chief Information
Officer.

So we have modified our approach to act like somebody who is
trying to come in. And depending on the agency and depending on
different parts of the Department, we had varied results and varied
successes. And we do dialogue routinely with the Chief Information
Officer, sharing our concerns, sharing what we were able to do in-
side their platform.

We tie all of that also with the FISMA work we do in relation
to control. Phyllis talked about controls. We cover the aspects of
the controls that are needed based on guidelines, but then we also
do the real hard testing of posing as somebody coming in trying to
do something nefarious in the system.

Mrs. H INsoN . Well, we are a little sensitive to data breaches here
on Capitol Hill. So just please keep us informed if there is anything
we need to be doing at the Appropriations Committee there as well.

Thank you very much. | yield back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you.

Ms. Lee.

Ms. Lee. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman, and also to our
Ranking Member, for putting on this very important hearing.

The rising insecurities in the areas of food, agriculture, and eco-
nomic development is staggering and we must swiftly bring relief
to all of our communities.

So | want to thank you, Inspector General Fong, for your testi-
mony first of all, and for all of your colleagues for being here today.
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Couple questions | want to ask you, one specifically relating to
the State of California.

The glassy-winged sharpshooter pests, they are a serious threat
to grapevines, almond trees, and other crops. And | am hearing
concerns from our farmers that while the Glassy-Winged Sharp-
shooter Program has received increased funding, they are not see-
ing increased resources at the local level.

And of course without sufficient funding at the local level, the
glassy-winged sharpshooter will proliferate to a point where control
will be inhibited.

And | am wondering if you have assessed this issue and how can
we ensure that farmers have the support that they need to address
these pests that impact not only crop production, but the economic
viability of our farmers and the entire State?

Ms. FonG. We are becoming aware of that situation. It sounds
like a significant threat to agriculture in California.

At this time, we have not, ourselves, looked at that program. We
do routinely look at what APHIS is doing in terms of delivering its
overall portfolio. We don’t have any current information on how
that particular program is operating. Depending on how recently
the funding was made available, it could be at various stages of
execution.

But | think we would certainly take that question back and look
further into it as we plan our work over the next year and a half.

Ms. Lee. Thanks very much. And would you either call myself
or report back to the committee what you are finding? Because |
am hearing from a lot of farmers that the resources just aren’t
there at the local level. So it could be caught up in the bureauc-
racy, but also it could be other reasons, and we would like to know
so we can get the funding to them.

Secondly, Food is Medicine. Been working with Secretary Becerra
and USDA Secretary Vilsack to scale Food is Medicine, which is
the integration of food-based interventions into healthcare to ad-
dress food and nutrition insecurity.

Given the growing demand of organic and regenerative foods,
there needs to be a stepwise plan and investment to transition
from conventional farming. And in this transition, we have got to
make sure that BIPOC farmers and distributors across the supply
chain are not left behind and ensure that the sourcing and supply
chain for organic and regenerative regional, local, and hyper-local
sourcing is there.

So your assessment at USDA, | am curious about the programs
that account for nonmonetary benefits, building equitable and re-
gional organic and regenerative agriculture to supply the demand
for higher quality Food is Medicine in healthcare—and | am talk-
ing about the nonmonetary benefits—and the assessment of USDA
programs to work to ensure that we are not leaving the smaller
local and regional BIPOC-led organizations behind.

Because this is a new frontier. And we have been working on this
for many years, and we finally are able to look at some pilot
projects now, which of course reduce the incidences of diseases,
such as diabetes.

So this is a big deal, and | would like to find out how we are
assessing the outcomes of this.
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Ms. FONG. That is a very interesting question. And looking at it
from the perspective that we bring to the table at the IG’s office,
we have done quite a bit of work in the organics program to make
sure that that program is running effectively and the money is
really going to truly organic producers as opposed to producers who
say they are organic, but they are doing conventional agriculture.

We have also done a body of work looking at partnership, public
and private partnerships, outreach, and reaching out to new and
BIPOC and other kinds of farmers and ranchers. | don't think that
we have necessarily melded those two portfolios of work together.

So | think you raise a really interesting question. We have done
a lot of work in both of those pots. So | will take your thoughts
back as we engage in our planning process to see if there is any
way that we can meld those approaches.

Ms. LEe oF CALIFORNIA . Thank you very much. This probably is
cutting edge because we will have nonmonetary contributions and
benefits, and so we have to have a way of assessing that.

So thank you very much. Look forward to hearing from you.
Thank you.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you.

Mr. Cline.

Mr. C LINE . Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Thanks to our witnesses for being here.

For Ms. Fong. The OIG recently conducted an audit of SNAP
waivers. | want to go back to SNAP. You found that the divisions
responsible for issuing waivers did not consistently document poli-
cies and procedures and did not meet departmental record keeping
requirements.

According to FNS officials, this occurred because some waivers
were too unique for standardized documented policies and proce-
dures to be effective, and procedures that were not formally docu-
mented were communicated to personnel through meetings or
emails.

Did the OIG’s recommendations address these concerns? And are
you recommending that FNS still consider unique waivers in light
of this? Or will you be able to properly document them?

Ms. Fong. The topic of SNAP waivers is very complex, as the
program is. And we recognize that FNS has the authority to issue
waivers where appropriate, where it determines that there is a
need for a waiver, if the program delivery situation is such that the
regular approach is just not going to be effective.

So in looking at how those waivers are implemented, we have
wanted to see if the agency has a good way to make those deci-
sions, to make sure those decisions are documented and supported,
and that they are made consistently so that the States know what
to expect.

And I think that was the focus of our report. Basically, we found
that, yes, FNS has the authority to do these waivers and that the
States have the right to request them as appropriate.

But we really think, in order to make sure that these waivers are
being effectively and appropriately and legally issued, that FNS
really needs to tighten up its documentation and procedures. And
| believe FNS agreed to our recommendations.

Mr. C LINE . Thank you.
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The USDA is also currently in the middle of a new program put
in place during the pandemic, a pilot program that allows people
receiving SNAP benefits to purchase groceries online and then
have them delivered to their cars when they pull up in front of the
grocery store. Virginia has 18 retailers that currently participate in
this pilot program. More recently the USDA started to allow online
purchases to be made without a sighature or a photo ID.

Do you think that this type of verification is important? And are
there concerns within OIG with this change?

Ms. Fona. | will offer some introductory comments.

And, Steve, you can comment if you wish.

| am not familiar with that particular aspect of the program. |
know we did do a review of it, as you mentioned, and we were very
concerned about some of the privacy aspects of it to protect the per-
sonal information of participants in the program. | don’t remember
us looking at that particular aspect, though.

Steve, you might have more information.

Mr. RickroDE . So | would add, balancing the privacy concerns
versus my professional concerns as an auditor, obviously, | want to
make sure that | see identification that you are meeting the re-
quirements of whatever it is.

So | think there is a balance that is there that FNS has in re-
gards to having a social conscience as well as delivering program
benefits.

We have done work before with FNS that deals with—what we
are talking about is kind of like self-certification or no certification.
We have done work in the past with FNS. We have provided rec-
ommendations that talk about the certification process.

So professionally, yes, me as a professional auditor, | would like
to see some type of identification. But | also recognize that there
is also the privacy aspect of it. And that is a difficult balance that
the agency has to balance.

That would be my personal and professional comments.

Mr. C LINE . But you don't think that as people take advantage of
the SNAP program, that some ceding of that privacy concern needs
to take place? | mean, you are participating in a government pro-
gram. | would think that out of respect for the taxpayers that that
verification takes precedence.

Mr. RIckrRoODE . | would say yes. | think there is a need for more
of that type of information and disclosure.

I would also say | think there is a great opportunity here for
FNS to, in regards to outreach, share elements of the program and
to share that there should be some expectation of who is receiving
benefits.

Again, | think it is that balance of privacy versus program deliv-
ery. And, again, like | said before, me professionally, | would like
to see some type identification to receive those type of benefits.

Mr. C LINE . Thank you.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

Mr. Newhouse.

Mr. N EwWHOUSE . Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

| want to thank Ms. Fong and all of the witnesses and all of your
support staff behind you here for being with us today. | very much
appreciate your important work. Certainly things like congres-
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sional intent and efficient use of taxpayer dollars is one of the most
important tasks that all of us have. So thank you for your work in
that area.

Reading through the testimony and your verbal testimony as
well, 1 have got similar concerns to Mr. Bishop’s about the APHIS
program.

And let me just preface by | truly respect the work that is done
at APHIS, but | have got to say that your report came as a little
bit of a surprise, that APHIS apparently has little or no controls
on the critical work that they are doing, specifically with the Plant
Pest and Disease Management and Disaster Program.

In my area in central Washington State, my neighbors, growers,
huge challenges with pests, with diseases. And | can tell you, | am
a farmer myself, it is a constant battle to keep up with. Sometimes
| feel like the little Dutch boy with his thumb in the dike. And so
we depend on that work.

So a little bit about—questions about your findings and the cor-
rections that APHIS is making, and | am glad to see that. But do
you know or does APHIS know if there were any critical projects
that | guess you could say fell through the cracks throughout the
last few years? And are you confident that with the new systems
in place, that APHIS will no longer have these problems?

And, Ms. Fong, you touched on this. But in general—and this is,
| think, very critical—what does follow-up look like? After you
make your recommendations, how can you and how can we be con-
fident that action is taken, corrections are made, and then we can
move on as we intended?

Ms. FonG. | think that is an excellent point, that follow-up is a
responsibility that belongs to all of us. Certainly we in the IG’s of-
fice have a responsibility to make sure that our recommendations—
that we get a response to them, that if the agency agrees to follow
our recommendations that they take that to final action. And then
once that is accomplished, then for us to go in and reassess to see
in future work whether or not that has been effective.

Mr. N EWHOUSE . So you do go back and see?

Ms. FonG. We can, and we do.

Mr. N EwHOUSE . OK.

Ms. FoNG. But not in every case because of resource priorities.

But similarly, and | think you raise a very good point, it is the
responsibility of the Department program managers and policy offi-
cials as well to, as they run the programs, to say: Hey, what did
the IG find? Are we effectively implementing it? Have we really
dealt with the issues? Are there better ways to deliver the pro-
grams?

And, similarly, the committee in your jurisdiction has the ability
to ask the program managers the same questions: What are you
doing with the IG’s recommendations? What are you doing to im-
prove the programs is really the right question, because we may
not always make the most apropos recommendation. There may be
other things that the program people say: Hey, we could really ac-
complish this but in a different and better way. Which is always
a good result.

Mr. N EwHouse . So your confidence level is high then that they
will no longer be having these problems?
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Ms. FonG. | think it is trust, but verify.

Mr. N ewHouse . OK. Any critical projects you think fell through
the cracks?

Ms. FonG. Do you have any comments, Steve?

Mr. RICKRODE . The comments | would make was it would be
hard for us to determine if there were critical projects that fell
through the cracks because, as we said in our report, we can't get
a database of all of the work that was done. And for a period of
time, we worked with APHIS to get that database.

We also worked with them to reconcile—and just for some con-
text, APHIS has these projects in different parts of APHIS, and
they are sitting in various disparate systems. They are not in one
system.

So you go through the process of compiling all that into one data-
base. Then that is the first step. The first step is you have to rec-
oncile it, because sometimes you have various reasons why rec-
onciliations have to happen.

We tried to do that work with APHIS and along with APHIS for
a period of time and got to a point where we made a determination
that was just not going to happen.

So with that context, | think APHIS needs time to—because we
just recently issued this report—they need time to step back, iden-
tify where all those sources are, and then get that information into
one location and do the reconciliations that are needed. During that
process, then there could be the determination if things fell
through the cracks.

From an auditor's perspective, we can't do that work until we
know what all was actually to be in the database. So we weren't
able to do that work. That is why we have what we technically call
a scope limitation. We couldn’t complete some of our audit work.

So | think from a—I agree with Phyllis—from a verification—and
I know in speaking with APHIS, we did reach a management deci-
sion on all of our recommendations. We had multiple recommenda-
tions.

So APHIS will go through a process where they provide informa-
tion to the Office of CFO to verify they do the recommendations.
And | know this is one that my staff and us as OIG are definitely
waiting for that time to happen so we can come back and look, be-
cause we planned to do work and test those projects. We couldn’t
do it.

So we still want to do that work, but to do that, we have to have
a reconciled database that has all of those projects. So | can't tell
you if things fell through the cracks because | don't have a data-
base.

Mr. N EWHOUSE . Stay tuned.

Mr. R ICKRODE . Stay tuned. That is a good way to say it.

Mr. N EwHouse . OK. Well, thank you very much. Again, thanks
for your work.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

Mr. Franklin.

Mr. F RANKLIN . Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Inspector General Fong, thank you very much for you and your
staff, for your team being here today with us. | am a new member
to the committee and have the privilege to represent a Florida dis-
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trict that we think now may be the largest ag district east of the
Mississippi. So a lot of your work is vital to my constituents and
appreciate all of your hard efforts there.

A specific question, and a lot of my others have already touched
on. But first a more specific one that is near and dear and timely
for us.

In years past, after natural disasters USDA has worked with
State governments to set up block grant programs that ensure ap-
propriated disaster relief money gets in the hands of producers as
quickly as possible. My district, Florida 18, was recently devastated
by hurricanes lan and Nicole back to back.

Do you believe that USDA is able to effectively collaborate with
States like mine in initiating block grant programs that, at least
from our experience in the past, seem to have little to no waste or
fraud? And then can you speak to their successes in the past?

Ms. FoNG. Yeah. That is a very good question, and it brings to
mind a project that we did a couple of years ago in Florida, the
Florida citrus block grant program, as a result of the 2017 hurri-
canes. And in that instance, the FSA, the Farm Service Agency,
successfully partnered with Florida to deliver assistance to citrus
farmers.

Now, when we went in and took a look we found that there were
some challenges. But overall the program was effective. We did
point out a number of payments that should not have been made
to people who were not eligible, and there was a duplicate pay-
ment.

But that being said, the recommendations we made were to the
Department to work with Florida to find out what happened and
to take appropriate action.

So | think that is an example with your own State of where that
kind of block grant program can work.

Mr. F RANKLIN . Well, thank you. And we are in the process now
trying to get bill language through to allow money that was appro-
priated last year to be able to be released for that, because our cit-
rus growers are crying out for it.

My other question—and this is, | apologize in advance, this is a
“new guy” question from the end of the lectern when you get a lot
of questions, others that have been asked—but | am just curious
from a very macro level, looking through your background and your
history, this is not a political question at all, | promise you. But
you have had the opportunity to serve in a number of administra-
tions, both Republican, both Democrat, you have served under a
number of different Secretaries, a lot of career workforce in USDA.

So you could pretty much say, | would think, that you have seen
it all. Probably from your perspective there is nothing new under
the sun, maybe different variations of things that keep coming
around again.

But | am curious—and this is not throwing anything at—any
shade at Secretary Vilsack, it could be any Secretary—but if you
were to find yourself suddenly in the role as USDA Secretary,
knowing what you know over all the years, and you had to put to-
gether a hundred-day plan to create the most efficient, effective De-
partment as possible, from what you know, where would your first
priorities lie?
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Ms. Fong. Well, | will just start out by saying | don’t think |
have seen it all. | find that | am constantly in a learning mode.
And | can't imagine being the Secretary of Agriculture because that
is an incredible portfolio from a policy standpoint.

What | would say to address your comments, just based on my
own background and experience, which is coming from what you
would call the back office operation side of the Department, is that
I would personally want to make sure that the Department’s oper-
ations are as efficient and effective as they possibly can be.

And | am talking about things like financial management, cyber-
security, program delivery, measuring program delivery and how
effectively the programs are achieving congressional intent, and
strategic planning.

That kind of focus is what | would be wanting to spend my time
on. And then that would be overlaid with all of the challenges that
we see every day, as you know, with responding to the situations—
the pandemic, infrastructure initiatives, climate change, equity—all
of the big policy issues of the day as they intersect. That is where
the challenge and the fun can be.

Mr. F RANKLIN . All right. Thanks, Mr. Chairman. | yield back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Ms. Letlow.

Ms. LeTLow. Thank you so much, Inspector General, and for
your incredible staff and all that you do for communities like mine.

In Louisiana, | represent the Fifth District. | would argue it is
one of the largest agriculture districts on the west side of the Mis-
sissippi. But, yeah, it is an honor to do so. And they rely so heavily
on USDA programs. As you know, we have a lot of disasters in
Louisiana as well.

And | read through your written testimony, and there is one
thing | noticed: | see no mention of conducting oversight for USDA
disaster relief dollars. The fiscal year 2023 omnibus provided $3.8
billion in disaster relief for producers who suffered losses in 2022
and $10 billion for 2020 and 2021.

Louisiana’s Fifth District was one of the most affected disaster
areas and our communities are relying on this funding so they get
back on their feet and be able to provide food for America’s fami-
lies.

However, | repeatedly hear from my producers across my district
who believe their losses are covered, and when reading the legisla-
tive text they are. Still, when the USDA releases its disaster pro-
gram information, it does not include the covered losses provided
in the law.

So what role does the OIG play in ensuring congressionally ap-
propriated disaster relief actually makes it to those constituents
they are meant to serve?

Ms. FONG. That is a very interesting question. [Laughter.]

We have over the years. And we were there when Katrina hap-
pened——

Ms. LETLOW . Sure.

Ms. FonG [continuing]. And all of that assistance was rolled out
in providing oversight. And, of course, with the 2017 hurricanes,
and Sandy, and all of the disasters that have occurred over the last
10 to 20 years.
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We have a body of work in disaster oversight in the many pro-
grams that USDA offers. | think right now we are assessing the
funding that was recently appropriated to really understand which
programs are receiving the funding and how they plan to allocate
that. We have not started to look at that yet.

Ms. LeTLow . OK.

Ms. FonG. But | will definitely take that back as we plan our up-
coming work.

Ms. LETLOW . So it is the OIG’s responsibility for oversight?

Ms. FONG. To oversee, yes.

Ms. LeTLow . OK. Good. | look forward to that. OK.

And my follow-up is, when | travel through the district one of the
most common issues of my constituents is the access to high-speed
internet. The Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act provided $2
billion for USDA broadband programs. This included $1.9 billion
for the ReConnect grants and loans and $74 million for rural
broadband program loans. That is $2 billion from the IIJA alone.
Nearly an additional $1 billion has been provided for previous ap-
propriations and legislations for telecom programs.

So despite this record level of spending for various broadband
initiatives, | still have concerns that funding isn’t prioritized to
support communities with zero connectivity, many communities in
my district, as opposed to those who already have it.

So, for example, in fiscal year 2023, this subcommittee provided
an increase in funding of $1.5 million for oversight of USDA I1JA
programs, such as broadband loans and grants, Watershed and
Flood Prevention Operations, and a new Bioproduct Pilot Program
using agriculture commodities.

So do you believe the OIG’s current funding level is adequate to
properly conduct oversight over the billions of broadband dollars in-
tended to support people and communities living in districts such
as mine?

Ms. FonG. We would agree with you that the broadband pro-
grams are a priority for all of us. And from an oversight perspec-
tive, we see the need to provide oversight of that funding. We have
done work in it over the years and are aware of the challenges that
RUS faces in delivering those programs to make sure they hit the
people who need it most.

We currently have a review going on of ReConnect. | think that
report should be issued in the next couple of months.

Ms. LeTLow . Great.

Ms. FonGg. And we will make sure that you and the committee
get that report.

We will also take what we learn from that, because we are look-
ing at the funding and how it is being distributed to see what les-
sons we can learn to apply to the IIJA programs.

But rest assured, we are keeping our eye on broadband.

Ms. LeETLOow. Great. Is there any effort to prioritize those with
zero connectivity?

Ms. FONG. Steve, do you have any comments on that?

Mr. RIckrODE. | would say connectivity is obviously a
prioritization within RUS. There are criteria for connectivity. It
comes down to a lot of definitions.
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So | would say yes, as governance, there is a priority for those
who have no connection at all. But then you also have people who
have poor connection, no connection, and all of those pieces.

So, yes, RUS does have a priority for that, but it is also inside
all of the other buckets of their prioritization. Obviously in a pro-
gram there are eligibility requirements.

But, yes, there is definitely a prioritization for RUS for those
without connection.

Ms. LETLOW . Thank you. | have run out of time. | yield back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

And we have time for a second round of questions. So | will go
ahead and start.

Let me just say up front, just commenting on Mr. Cline’s testi-
mony, | would hope that most people would agree that one effective
tool against fraud in the SNAP program would be a photo ID. |
mean, come on. | mean, nobody questions us getting a photo ID for
a driver’'s license where we actually pay money to the government
and pay taxes when we drive our car. | don't know why anybody
would question the need for a photo ID when you are actually get-
ting something from the government. So | hope we can get past
that at some point.

Ms. Fong, with regards to the budget, | understand the process
works, you probably had to submit a request to the Department for
what you wanted, right, in the President’s budget? Was your home-
work in on time?

Ms. Fong. | think it was.

Mr. H ArRrIS. OK. Knowing you, | imagine it was. It was probably
a little early.

But when you talk about your costs, what are personnel versus
nonpersonnel costs?

Ms. FoNnG. Yeah. Within our budget, personnel is the vast major-
ity. It is about 78, 79 percent of our budget.

Mr. H ARRIS. Seventy-eight percent. So if you got a $10 million
bump, that means you would go out and you would spend another
$8 million or so in personnel.

How fast can you hire that? | mean, look, we are in a tight job
market. Can you ramp up to conduct effective investigations?

Ms. FoONG. Yeah, that would be a challenge. We do have a num-
ber of personnel tools that we could use. We would look at tem-
porary hires as appropriate. We can also consider the use of con-
tractor support in the meantime.

We would probably cobble together an approach short-term, mid-
term, and long-term, which is actually what we are doing with our
IIJA situation where we received an appropriation for Forest Serv-
ice oversight from another subcommittee to look at Forest Service
programs. And we are looking at different ways to ramp up our hir-
ing.

But you are right, it is not something you can do overnight.

Mr. H ARRIS. Right. And that usually—whenever a whole bunch
of resources are put somewhere it sometimes becomes a challenge
to actually spend all those resources.

And that is why the OIG office is so important when we backed
up the dump truck of money in the last few years and poured it
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out. We need oversight and | appreciate the oversight that you
have done.

| wanted to comment on the Commodity Credit Corporation, but
this is going to be a squabble between us and the Secretary. |
mean, the Secretary, | think, is using it for unauthorized programs
by Congress. | think he is using it as a slush fund.

But | don't think you get involved in that. We may come back
and ask you about the Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commod-
ities. Whether or not you plan to look at these 141 pilot projects
that were awarded—again, because it wasn't an authorized pro-
gram by Congress. | don't know what they are doing over there.
But hopefully you would provide some oversight on that.

There was one program | did want to ask you about. The USDA
awarded approximately $670 million as part of the COVID supple-
ment plan to 14 nonprofit organizations and one Tribal entity
under the Farm and Food Workers Relief Grant Program.

My understanding is that the United Food and Commercial
Workers Charity Foundation, a union charity foundation, received
over $141 million. But there were certain instances, when non-
union workers went to sign up for the payment because they were
one of the entities that distributed payments, union representatives
were on hand to recruit workers to sign union authorization cards.

That seems like using Federal taxpayer dollars as bait to conduct
a union-organizing activity, which is clearly in violation of the law.
Clearly in violation of the law.

Are you aware of this happening? Are you undertaking any in-
vestigation of this?

Ms. FonG. No. | personally am not aware of the situation. | rec-
ognize that the program is there. It exists. It is there to help work-
ers defray the costs of COVID equipment.

That is an interesting wrinkle. And it may be that perhaps our
staffs should get together and just have a conversation about that.

Mr. H ARRIS. So you would agree that the purpose of the program
is not to unionize farm workers?

Ms. FoNG. My understanding is it is to provide COVID relief
payments.

Mr. H ARRIS. That was my understanding as well.

| am just going to follow up briefly on the nutrition spending, be-
cause—because your testimony is, for instance, that FNS waivers
were not properly documented.

Again, give me an idea. | mean, is this because States really
don’t have an incentive to conduct this program with regard to
American taxpayer dollars?

Ms. FoNG. | am not sure that our work would conclude that.

Mr. H ARRIS. OK. | get where you are going. But | am very con-
cerned that we are—that the States—and, again, | worked in a
State legislature before. We were always happy when the Federal
Government came up with a program where 100 percent was paid
for by the Federal Government. Because that was money coming
into the State. We actually encouraged the most to come in as pos-
sible. And to me, that encourages fraud and abuse. But, anyway,
that is just my editorial comment.

Mr. Bishop.

Mr. B 1sHoP . Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman.
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With respect to SNAP and the emergency pandemic relief that
all of the States seemed to have had a great need for, we were in
the throes of an emergency. So it is somewhat understandable that
they didn’t quite have time to really organize it in order to get the
help out in that emergency.

But we have to depend on you to make the recommendations and
to identify problems. And hopefully, with this committee and Con-
gress, we can get it right going forward.

| want to go back to the area that Mr. Newhouse and | were ex-
ploring earlier.

Last year, you released a report on the Cattle Health Disease In-
cident Response Program of APHIS, which is a program that, as its
name suggests, that is devoted entirely to health issues involving
the $106 billion cattle industry in the United States. It annually
receives over $100 million in discretionary funds from this sub-
committee.

The report found many basic problems. One, it did not track co-
operative funding agreements, so it had no assurance that the
funds were used properly. It identified problems with its animal
traceability program but did not manage those risks. It did not use
appraisers to determine the compensation for the cattle that was
destroyed due to disease. And it lacked documentation for many of
the payments that it made.

APHIS agreed with each of your nine findings, and that is good.
But is there a point person in each agency who is responsible for
ensuring that the agreed-upon decisions are actually implemented?

Ms. FonG. | think our position would be that it is the head of
that agency, the administrator, who is ultimately responsible for
that agency’s implementation of actions.

Mr. B isHoP. So we need to hold the agency heads accountable,
is what you are suggesting, if we want to assure some account-
ability?

Ms. FoNnG. That is the action official.

Mr. B i1sHoP. OK. Now, virtually every year since | have been on
the subcommittee we get into disagreements over the then-current
administration’s report card on improper payments. It isn't a par-
ticularly valuable argument because | don't think any of us knows
the ins and outs of what an improper payment is.

As an example, improper payments can be too high or too low,
such as a SNAP beneficiary not getting what he or she is eligible
for.

Let me suggest we set aside that annual fight, and let me ask
you to look at the broader picture over time.

Over the years, are agencies getting better or worse at dealing
with this issue of improper payments?

Ms. Fong. Well, that is a really good question. And | like to look
at what the Department reports every year to get a sense for the
trends. And what | think we are seeing is that, on a very micro
level, the Department is still not in full compliance with the Im-
proper Payment Act requirements. So that is at a very micro level.

We are also seeing, as we go into different programs, that there
are instances of improper payments being made in various pro-
grams, and that can vary from year to year.
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| am also keeping an eye on the overall improper payment rate
that the Department reports. And we saw the overall rate increas-
ing for a number of years. Then it came down significantly in 2021.
| understand it is starting to go back up again in 2022.

| am not really sure what is driving it because each year dif-
ferent programs’ rates vary. So one year it could be—this agency,
with its programs, the rates are going up. The next year, their
rates could come down, but another agency could go up. So there
is fluctuation.

We are also keeping an eye on the, in particular, the nutrition
programs, because it has been several years since the nutrition—
the SNAP program, especially, has reported an improper payment
rate. And we want to just watch that to see where that is going.

So those are the comments that we can offer at this point.

Mr. B iIsHoP. So you haven't seen a trend in terms of the SNAP
program with improper payments, or you just haven't had an op-
portunity to look into it?

Ms. FoNG. Yeah, there has not been—SNAP has not reported an
improper payment rate for a few years because they need to get the
methodology down. We hope that we can see a rate reported short-
ly, in some future year, so that we can start tracking how that is
going.

Mr. B isHop. Thank you. My time has more than expired, and |
yield it back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you, Mr. Bishop.

Ms. Wasserman Schultz.

Ms. WASSERMAN ScHuLTz . Thank you, Mr. Chair. | am glad we
are here kicking off the Federal Government funding process today,
and the USDA is a great place to start.

So many American families rely on the programs provided by the
Department. From farmers to single mothers raising her two kids,
these programs matter.

Back home in Broward County, where | am from, we have
150,000 households that use USDA’s Supplemental Nutrition As-
sistance Program.

Mr. Chair, in your home State of Maryland, you have 772,700
Maryland residents, or 13 percent of the State population, that are
on SNAP. These are popular programs, and they are good invest-
ments for Congress, yet Republicans demand that we cut funding
levels.

Groceries are 11 percent more expensive than they were a year
ago, and your solution is to cut funding for nutrition assistance? It
is inexplicable.

This attempt to save roughly $146 billion in discretionary spend-
ing would seem more sincere had Republicans not just torn a huge
hole in the budget by handing huge tax cuts to billionaires. In fact,
if you add up the tax cuts from the last three Republican tax re-
forms—and you will need a big calculator to do this math—Repub-
licans added more than $4 trillion to our Nation’'s debt for tax
breaks that benefit just the top 1 percent, and that was just made
even more clear in our presentation from CBO yesterday. Yet now
we are lectured on fiscal responsibility.



35

Your budget shows your true values. And it is clear that, while
Democrats put people over politics, Republicans value the wealthi-
est 1 percent.

But putting that aside, | want to talk specifically about citrus.
For more than a century, Florida has been a leading citrus-pro-
ducing State, with more than 500,000 acres of citrus groves pro-
ducing 70 percent of the Nation’s orange juice.

Not only are citrus fruits delicious—something | think we can all
agree on here, even if we can't agree on everything—but they are
also rich in vitamins and minerals, making them a vital part of a
healthy diet.

The citrus industry is also essential for our State’s economy, con-
tributing $6.76 billion to Florida’s economy in 2020 and supporting
over 45,000 jobs.

Unfortunately, the industry faces significant challenges. Citrus
greening disease has decimated citrus trees across Florida, result-
ing in significant crop losses and reducing yields, forcing it to in-
vest in new technologies and research to combat this devastating
disease.

Despite these challenges, the citrus industry remains resilient
and continues to innovate to ensure its survival. Growers are
adopting new production techniques, investing in research, and
working together to fight citrus greening.

In recent years, the Farm Service Agency has provided relief
funding to the citrus industry through the Florida Citrus Block
Grant.

My question is, in 2021 you released a report reviewing the Flor-
ida Citrus Block Grant program, correct?

Ms. FoNG. That is correct.

Ms. WASSERMAN ScHULTZ . And can you share with us what your
overall conclusions were in that report?

Ms. FonG. Yes. We found that overall the program was a good
partnership between the Department and Florida, but that there
were some improper payments made to producers who were not eli-
gible or who had not complied with some of the requirements, and
there was duplicate payment.

So we asked the Department to go back and work with Florida
to fix those issues.

Ms. WASSERMAN ScHuULTz . Thank you. So it sounds like those
were more minor, run-of-the-mill things than egregious problems,
typical of programs like that.

But the block grant provided industry-saving money and was im-
plemented well generally by the agencies in the State of Florida,
correct?

Ms. FoNG. Yes.

Ms. WASSERMAN ScHuLTz . Unfortunately, we still need that
block grant. Congress appropriated $3.7 billion in aid for agricul-
tural losses due to Hurricane lan, but the citrus industry isn't eligi-
ble for that funding, Mr. Chairman.

My colleague Representative Scott Franklin and | introduced
H.R. 662, the Block Grant Assistance Act, to fix this and save our
industry vital to the State of Florida and our economy.

We all hopefully love Florida orange juice. | am not seeing any
Californians. Oh, | am sorry. | am sitting next to one. They produce



36

good oranges too, but they are eating oranges, and ours are juicing
oranges.

And so we want to make sure that the health of the citrus indus-
try remains vital from the Pacific to the Atlantic, and | urge my
colleagues to join us in this effort.

Thank you so much. | yield back the balance of my time.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you.

Mr. Cline.

Mr. C LINE . Well, at least she ended talking about something she
was working on that was bipartisan because, boy, howdy. When
she blew in and just lit up this room with very, very pointed re-
marks about the fact that somehow Republicans are responsible for
President Biden being one month late——

Mr. H ARRIS. Would the gentleman yield 30 seconds to me?

Mr. CLINE . Just a second. Yes, sir. Mr. Chairman, | will always
yield.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

Just as a reminder, it was the Democrat-controlled Senate, Dem-
ocrat-controlled House, and Democrat President who signed in
slashing the food stamp program last year because they were the
ones who cut the COVID extensions.

| yield back. | yield back to the gentleman.

Mr. CLINE . And | would say that now, as a member of the Budg-
et Committee in addition to the Appropriations Committee, we
have been waiting and waiting and waiting and waiting for the
President’s budget. And finally, we see it today. And what do we
see? We see deficit spending into perpetuity, and we see tax hikes
to pay for that deficit spending.

So forgive me for being a little bit—a little bit—just not very
anxious to hear the kinds of comments coming from the gentlelady
from Florida about past Republican acts when Democrats have
been in control of Congress for so many years.

| am pleased to hear her support for block grants, because those
can serve as an effective way to deliver funds more specifically to
the localities where it is needed, but not encumber these end users,
whether they be farmers or whether they be recipients of
broadband or you name it, with the regulations that find their way
down from Washington.

In fact, | think, as a long-time proponent of block grants, you are
going to see the increased use of block grants at the Federal level.
| think, in particular, the Budget Committee, as we seek to actu-
ally be proper stewards of taxpayer funds here in Appropriations,
the Budget Committee is going to look to put forward a budget that
achieves balance, that doesn't waste taxpayer funds, actually
prioritizes taxpayer funds to the areas where it is needed the most,
and make sure that we don’t have the waste that is all too com-

monly found in many Federal programs.

The USDA has come today with a reputation for finding that
waste and for making corrections. And | want to commend you for
targeting, in many different areas, the waste that has been seen
in other—in some programs.

But we would like to work with our colleagues on both sides to
make these necessary changes so that taxpayer funds are used ef-
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fectively. But if all we are going to get is just a bunch of political
diatribes, then it makes me much less interested.

But let me just go ahead and get back to the conversation we
were having.

The Agricultural Trade Promotion Program was a temporary
competitive grant program administered by Foreign Ag Service and
designed to aid in the development of agriculture commodities in
foreign markets by providing financial assistance to organizations
for those activities.

You found a great deal of issues with that. You were unable to
attest to the merits of the 59 ATP grants that were awarded in
2019 totaling $300 million.

You were talking about corrections. Is this program still in exist-
ence? Because it was designed to be a temporary program. And
post-COVID, what is the current status?

Ms. FonG. And | will just offer some comments.

Steve, you might have more detail.

This program was set up to deal with the consequences of the
tariffs situation a number of years ago. So | think that they have
sent—distributed all the funding that they were given at this point,
because that was—the purpose of it was that specific situation.

In terms of the recommendations, they go both to that program
and overall to the controls that FAS, the Foreign Agricultural Serv-
ice, would have in delivering its programs. We are looking at a
number of FAS programs. And | think this is maybe the first one
out of the box.

Mr. C LINE . Thank you.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

Ms. Lee.

Ms. L ee of California. Thank you again, Mr. Chairman.

Let me ask you about hemp and cannabis research.

Given the fact that so many States have moved forward with me-
dicinal and recreational use of hemp and cannabis, what is the cur-
rent status of your assessment and recommendations on the pro-
duction of hemp and cannabis? And what are the implications for
farmers and USDA oversight and regulations? And also, finally,
what is USDA doing to better support small to medium businesses
and minority farmers in hemp production?

Ms. Fong. This is a fairly new program for the Department and
for us as an oversight office. So we are starting work in that area.
We have got a couple of projects that are going on. We are looking
at the Agricultural Marketing Service, their implementation of the
domestic hemp program. And | think our report is due out early
next year.

We also have another project going on in the Risk Management
Agency to look at the hemp crop provisions in risk management.
That one will be out hopefully in the fall of this year. And that will
be our first assessment of how those programs are going.

Ms. L ee of California. Do you have a special lens, though, to look
at small- to medium-sized businesses and minority farmers in
hemp production? Because, once again, we could see some huge
gaps, and then we will be told that you can't do any closing the
gaps or repairing the damage of the gaps that have arisen because
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we didn’t take action to make sure that it was inclusive in the pro-
duction.

Ms. FoNG. | think both of those programs—both of those reviews
are in process. We can take your comments back to our teams to
see what they are seeing. | don’t know if the program performance
measures would measure that. So that is certainly an aspect that
we could inquire about.

Ms. Lee of California. Yeah. Because if you don't measure it,
then when we try to make sure there is some equality in the busi-
ness, you will say you don’t have the data to be able to determine
whether or not we should repair the damage or whether or not
there is equal treatment and equal access to the production.

And so | would hope you would have that as a criteria and look
at it within that context because, otherwise, just like with so many
other programs that affect small minority-owned businesses, we get
way down the road, and zero. And then we are told: Well, you can't
do anything based on trying to help because you are using race as
a factor.

Ms. FonGg. We will take that back to the teams and see what we
can find out.

Ms. L ee of California. Thank you very much. | yield.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

| want to thank Ms. Fong again, and everyone—I am sorry. |
should have yelled over here.

Before | thank everybody, let me give Mrs. Hinson a chance to
ask one last round of questions.

Mrs. HiNnsoN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. | will be brief. But |
just wanted to touch on something that | have kind of heard a
theme about from some of my colleagues today, and that is just,
how do we follow through and make sure the intent—the congres-
sional intent of the law is actually being enforced.

| want to focus on a specific USDA program that got some pretty
good plus-ups in the CRP program, Conservation Reserve Program.
It raised the payments for certain conservation practices. The 2018
farm bill, which obviously top of mind since we are in a farm bill
year, established a statutory cap on CRP payments to 85 percent
of the county’s average rental rate.

But | have been hearing some concerns about that, specifically
that these increased payments have pushed CRP over that statu-
tory cap, potentially leading to a situation where maybe the Fed-
eral Government is actually outbidding someone, including maybe
a young or beginning farmer, for productive agricultural land.

So what can your office do to, | guess, ensure at this point that
USDA is following the law here, especially when it comes to CRP
and how these payments are administered?

Ms. FoNG. That is an interesting question. | think we have work
going on in CRP right now.

Steve, | am going to ask if you have any comments.

And | don't know if we are looking at that particular issue. But
certainly, whenever we look at a program, the first question we ask
is: What are the congressional requirements? What is the legisla-
tive provision that we are looking at to measure against?

So, Steve, you may have something to offer on that.
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Mr. RickroDE . | would reference, we recently did an inspection
that talked specifically about the Conservation Reserve Program
payment calculations. It is a very good informational report that
walks through some of the things you are showing with charts that
show the increase of the amounts, how the program works.

| would reference taking a look at that. And we can provide that
to you if we need to. So that is the comment | would add.

And in that report, we didn't make any recommendations be-
cause we didn’t find anything that was noted for recommendations.
But it does give a good synopsis of the program. It talks about the
payments. It shows the variability and the increase or decrease
over a period of time.

So | would reference that report. And we can get that to you.

Mrs. H INsoN . That would be great on follow-up if you could get
that to our office.

Mr. R ICKRODE . Sure.

Mrs. H INsoN . Just because, | think it goes without saying, the
price of farmland is rising very rapidly. In States like lowa, we
have great farmland, great producers, and | think we need to be
doing everything we can to make sure these programs are helping,
not hindering that opportunity, especially as we look at trying to
get that next generation into farming.

And then one real quick question to wrap up today.

| think we agree, broadband connectivity is obviously a huge part
of what you do. And in terms of opportunities for our rural commu-
nities, it can be the true equalizer for them.

USDA programs like ReConnect obviously serve an important
role in building out that infrastructure. So you noted your office’s
plans to do a complete review of ReConnect.

And | would just ask, what can Congress do and USDA do to en-
sure that that funding for broadband deployment is reaching the
communities that need it the most? What is your advice there or
general thoughts?

Ms. FonG. | think what | would suggest is that our reports
should be coming out in the next month or two, and if there are
recommendations and findings there, that we share that with you
and the committee, and then take the dialogue from there as we
plan future work.

Mrs. H INsoN . OK. Thank you. | appreciate it.

| yield back, Mr. Chair.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

And, Mr. Bishop, do you have some remarks before | close?

Mr. BisHop. Yes. Thank you very much, Mr. Chairman. Very
briefly.

This has been very enlightening, but it also has lifted up for the
subcommittee the problems that we have in actually having a re-
sponse from the agency to your recommendations. And it suggests
that perhaps, as we draft our bill, we might want to put some re-
port language in there to designate or to put some requirements
that the various agencies have a point person that reports directly
to you in response, in reaction to the recommendations and to the
implementation of the agreements. And we might want to consider
putting some timetables and some specific direction to the agencies
to do that.
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Would that be helpful to you, being able to know to what extent
your recommendations are being followed?

Ms. FonG. | would welcome the chance to work with you and
your staff, the subcommittee and its staff, on any language in that
area, because we do have established relationships within each of
the agencies where at the staff level we have constant communica-
tion going on.

And there are statutory requirements and other requirements
that agencies, when they receive one of our reports, they have to
respond within a certain number of days as to whether or not they
agree with us and what they are going to do.

So there are some systems that do exist right now. And | think
maybe what might be useful is a dialogue between our staffs as to
what is working and what perhaps poses challenges.

Mr. B i1sHoP. | agree with you. But as | understand it from your
testimony today, there have been recommendations, and in many
instances the agency has agreed with them, and they have agreed
to comply, but have not yet in fact done so.

So | guess our frustration is how we get them to respond so that
you don't just make a recommendation and it goes unanswered, or
they agree to do something and they don't in fact do it.

So we welcome your assistance in developing that language that
we can perhaps put in. And, of course, that would include dialogue.
But we do want to be able to relieve all of our frustration in having
some real response to your recommendations.

Ms. FonG. | look forward to that.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much.

And | echo the gentleman from Georgia’s sentiments. It is a good
point.

You know, it is great. Again, all of you do a great job. You are
the first line of protection for the American taxpayer that our dol-
lars are spent correctly, the way Congress intends them to be
spent.

But the agency does have to provide adequate feedback that
when they agree with your recommendations, that they are fol-
lowing the plan of implementation.

Ms. Fong and everyone, thank you all for being here today. This
was very helpful. We look forward to some of the follow-up that
was discussed.

Ms. Rone, good luck in your next endeavor.

Ms. RoNE. Thank you.

Mr. H ARRIS. There may be some members that would also like
to submit questions for the record. Please submit any questions for
the record to the subcommittee staff within 7 days.

In closing, again, thank you all very much for coming before us
this morning, and we look forward to working with you as we con-
tinue the fiscal year 2024 agriculture appropriations process.

The subcommittee is adjourned.

[Questions and answers submitted for the record follow:]
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UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE
OFFICE OF THE INSPECTOR GENERAL
QUESTIONS FOR THE RECORD
HOUSE AGRICULTURE APPROPRIATIONS SUBCOMMITTEE HEARING
MARCH 9, 2023

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY CHAIRMAN ANDY HARRIS, M.D.

Increased COVID Spending

This administration has dramatically accelerated federal spending during its tenure and President
Biden has now spent more in his first two years than President Trump did during his last two
years at the height of the pandemic. Official estimates from the Congressional Budget Office
(CBO) show that, since January 2021, legislation signed by President Biden has set in motion a
record $3.37 trillion in new spending.

There was recognition that early in the pandemic wide scale relief was needed; however, this
administration has continued spending well beyond COVID-19, including the American Rescue
Plan Act (ARPA) and the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act passed in March 2021, costing
in excess of $2.5 trillion

Billions of these resources have been directed to the USDA and therefore subject to oversight of
the IG. Iknow the IG had been given some additional resources for work in this area, but
unfortunately, and to no fault of this Committee, the Inflation Reduction Act did not provide
oversight funding for the $44 billion in new spending. However, your most recent Semi-Annual
Report to Congress indicates you will thankfully monitor the legislation.

1. The Semi-Annual report identified some of the work being done with the COVID-19
pandemic. Could you please provide some detail on what the IG is continuing to work on, or
highlight active investigations and complaints related to the American Rescue Plan or the
Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act? Needless to say, with such significant increases in
spending there is a corresponding likelihood of fraud or abuse that can occur.

Response: As it relates to the COVID-19 pandemic, USDA OIG has provided oversight
through the Office of Audit, Office of Investigations, and the Office of Analytics and
Innovation. In May 2023, OIG’s Office of Audit issued an inspection report to determine
what prevention measures the Forest Service (FS) implemented due to COVID-19 to
protect employees and the public at recreation sites, and whether those measures were
implemented within established timeframes.! We found that FS identified a framework
of measures to respond to COVID-19 at recreation sites, including temporary closure of
recreation sites, development of cleaning protocols for recreational facilities, social
distancing, use of personal protective equipment, and posting of signage. FS also
provided regional officials with decision-making authority and flexibility to implement
additional measures based on their operational needs. FS’ framework of prevention

! Inspection Report 08801-0001-22, COVID-19—Forest Service’s Response to the Coronavivus Pandemic at
Recreation Sites, May 2023.
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measures was disseminated to the regional offices, national forests, and recreation sites
with the expectation that the measures would be implemented immediately. We did not
find any indication that the measures FS developed and communicated were not
implemented timely.

As of May 15, 2023, OIG audit staff are also currently conducting three additional
inspections? related to the oversight of COVID-19 funding. Our ongoing work includes
reviewing key aspects of the Agricultural Marketing Service's (AMS) administration of
the Farmers to Families Food Box Program;® determining whether the Farm Service
Agency (FSA) provided timely and accurate Coronavirus Food Assistance Program direct
payments to eligible recipients;* and reviewing key aspects of the Food and Nutrition
Service’s (FNS) funding and administration of Pandemic Electronic Benefits Transfer
agsistance.’ Final reports for the ongoing inspections are anticipated for issuance later in
Fiscal Year (FY) 2023,

In addition to the three ongoing COVID-19 inspections, OIG has an ongoing audit to
determine if: (1) the Rural Utility Service awarded Rural E-Connectivity Pilot Program
funding to eligible applicants and projects, and (2) the evaluation criteria were accurately
used to score and rank applications when awarding funds.® OIG plans to also issue a
COVID-19 informational report’ later this FY.

The Office of Investigations receives and reviews complaints concerning pandemic-
related funding and remains committed to pursuing investigations as appropriate. From
FY 2021 through March 2023, the Office of Investigations concluded three investigations
concerning the Coronavirus Food Assistance Program. All three investigations focused
on individuals that submitted applications for assistance that they were not entitled to
under the terms of the program. Two of the investigations resulted in criminal
prosecutions of individuals for submitting false claims and theft of government money.
One individual was sentenced in Georgia to 30 months of confinement, 3 years of
supervised release, and ordered to pay restitution of $248,739. A second individual in
Louisiana was sentenced to 36 months of probation and ordered to pay restitution of
$76,274. A third individual was not prosecuted but was ordered to pay $141,647 to
USDA in bankruptey proceedings in Washington.

2 In contrast to audits, inspections are systematic and independent assessments of the design, implementation, and/or
results of an agency’s operations, programs, or policies. Inspections include evaluations, inquiries, and similar types
of reviews that do not constitute an audit, such as responses to specific Congressional, Secretarial, or agency
questions or requests for information which do not warrant performing an engagement in accordance with
Government Auditing Standards. A key aspect of inspections is their flexibility that generally allows for timelier
reporting of results. Conducting inspections also allows for a more agile approach for reviews because the scope
and specific objectives of the inspections may be modified as OIG obtains new information on the subject program.,
* Inspection Report 01801-0001-22, COVID-19—Farmers to Families Food Box Program Administration

* mspection Report 03801-0001-31, COVID-19—Coronavirus Food Assistance Program—Direct Support

5 Inspection Report 27801-0001-23, COVID-19 - Food and Nutrition Service’s Pandemic Electronic Benefits
Transfer.

© Audit Report 09601-0001-23, Rural E-Connectivity Pilot Program (Reconnect Program).

7 Informational Reports contain informational facts regarding a topic or event. Informational reports do not provide
an analysis or interpretation of information and do not provide recommendations.
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The Office of Investigations and Office of Analytics and Innovation are working together
on a proactive analysis to detect fraud, waste, and abuse in USDA Food and Nutrition
Service (FNS) feeding programs, such as the Child and Adult Care Food Program
(CACFP), Summer Food Service Program (SFSP), and National School Lunch Program
(NSLP) Seamless Summer Option (SSO). We analyzed state-level feeding program
participation data from the COVID-19 waiver period to identify states with exceptional
participation increases, which may indicate fraud, waste, or abuse. We are currently
analyzing feeding program institution level participation data for those states with
exceptional increases. Our major goals are to determine whether any significant increases
for existing sponsor/facility participation or new sponsors/facilities are legitimate and not
fraudulent. This work was initiated, in part, due to a large-scale fraud scheme involving
COVID funds provided for CACFP and SFSP, which resulted in a sponsor/facility
receiving and disbursing $3.4 million in CACFP and SFSP funds in 2019, which grew
significantly in 2021 to nearly $200 million.

The Office of Analytics and Innovation launched a new data product called Data Stories.
This product’s purpose is to enhance transparency of significant USDA programs using
data analytics and visualizations while integrating data storytelling methods.

In June 2022 the Office of Analytics and Innovation published its first Data Story, which
focuses on USDA’s Farmers to Families Food Box Program (Food Box Program). Using
unaudited data from USDA’s Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), U.S. Census Bureau
data, Housing and Urban Development Opportunity Zone data, and other data sources, OIG
explored the program (distributors, food boxes, and recipients) and enabled readers to
examine the data in different ways.

In December 2022, the Office of Analytics and Innovation published a second Data Story
which focuses on the USDA Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (CFAP). Utilizing
unaudited data, this product was developed to enhance transparency of the CFAP 1 and
CFAP 2 programs. These programs provided payments to agricultural producers to help
address the economic hardships created when COVID-19 disrupted the agricultural supply
chain. This CFAP data story enables the reader to explore both programs and how they
evolved from inception to the end of February 2022 in response to changing pandemic
conditions.

As it relates to the Infrastructure Investment and Jobs Act (IIJA)? funding, USDA OIG has
provided oversight through various projects within the Office of Audit and the Office of
Analytics and Innovation. As of May 15, 2023, OIG’s Office of Audit has ongoing and
planned engagements to provide oversight of programs receiving IIJA funding. Six
inspections,” five that are ongoing and one that is planned, provide oversight of FS

8 Public Law No. 117-58 signed on November 15, 2021.

9 Inspection Report 08801-0001-21, ILJA—Hazardous Fuels Management; Inspection Report 08801-0001-31, JLJ4—
Capital Improvement and Maintenance-Legacy Road and Trail Remediation Program; Inspection Report 08801-
0002-22, IVA—Collaborative Aquatic Landscape Restoration Program; Inspection Report 08801-0002-24, 1174
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programs receiving IIJA funding. The inspections all share common objectives to review
program information for transparency and disclosure, perform data analytics on relative
data sets for integrity and quality, inspect key aspects of the internal control environment,
and review the implementation of the program. For each of these engagements, OIG may
issue multiple reports, which could include informational and data analytic reports'® in
addition to the final report. As of May 15, 2023, one Informational report was issued
related to the Community Wildfire Defense Grant Program to share information, promote
transparency, and identify how the FS plans to utilize the ITJA funding.!! All six final
reports are anticipated for issuance in FY 2024,

In addition to the six inspections of FS programs receiving IIJA funding, the Office of
Audit has four ongoing or planned engagements to provide oversight of non-FS programs
funded by IIJA, as follows:

¢ Our ongoing Rural E-Connectivity Pilot Program audit is anticipated for final report
issuance later in FY 2023. We discussed the objectives of the audit above where
we discussed a related COVID-oversight informational report to be issued.

* Our ongoing inspection of the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative (AFRI) will
determine whether NIFA designed and implemented adequate internal controls to:
(1) properly select AFRI grant recipients based on a system of peer and merit
review, and (2) monitor AFRI projects’ compliance with grant agreement terms and
conditions, and fulfillment of their stated objectives.’? We anticipate issuing the
final report later in FY 2023.

¢ One ongoing inspection will review and report information about the new NIFA
Bioproduct Pilot Program authorized by IIJA for transparency and disclosure.”* We
expect to issue this report later in FY 2023.

s We also plan to begin an inspection of NRCS’ Watershed and Flood Prevention
Program funding later in FY 2023 with the anticipation of issuing the final report in
FY 2024. We are still finalizing the specific objective of this engagement.

The Office of Analytics and Innovation (OAI) is developing a data stroli!* on broadband
connectivity, including IIJA-funded programs, that OAI will publish when completed. OAI
is utilizing a geographic information systems (GIS) mapping software called ArcGIS. The
data story contains background information and context on broadband connectivity across

Community Wildfire Defense Grant Program for At-Risk Communities; Tuspection Report 08801-0002-41, IIJ4—
Restoration Projects on Federal/Non-Federal Land; and IlJd—Federal Wildland Firefighter Training, Salaries,
and Expenses.

10 Data Analytic Reports present metrics, analyses, conclusions, and interpretations of information in an accessible,
digestible visual format.

" informational Report 08801-0002-24 (IN1), IIJA-Community Wildfire Defense Grant Program, April 2023.

12 Inspection Report 13601-0002-22, Agriculture and Food Research Imitiative.

13 Ingpection Report 13801-0001-22, [1J4-Bioproduct Pilot Program.

4 A data stroll uses data visualizations and offers users the opportunity to walk through and explore data and
information on their own.
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the United States that will provide users with a solid understanding of the various internet
terminologies before they explore the data on their own. The objectives of this product are
threefold: 1) raise awareness of broadband, 2) provide context that can supplement related
work, and 3) provide transparency on funding as it relates to broadband.

Nautrition Spending and Improper Payments

Over the past few years, all of USDA’s nutrition programs — SNAP, WIC, Child Nutrition - have
been greatly expanded both in terms of benefit levels and eligibility. More than $150 billion has
been provided through COVID assistance and the American Rescue Plan programs. I have
shared my concerns before that when you see this level of spending, it’s going to invite waste,
fraud and abuse.

2. Ms. Fong, do you believe the level of fraud and abuse has increased with billions of dollars
flowing through these programs?

Response: Based on the information we provide in response to Question 3 below,
concerning improper payments in USDA programs, we would conclude at this time that
the level of fraud and abuse has remained at a consistent level.

3. What are you seeing in terms of improper payments in USDA’s nutrition programs?

Response: The Payment Integrity Information Act of 2019 (PI1A) requires federal
agencies’ inspectors general (IG) to annually determine and report on whether the
agencies under their jurisdiction have complied with specified criteria—including
reporting improper payment estimates for certain programs. IGs’ annual PIIA compliance
reports help ensure that agencies’ improper payment estimates are accurate, reliable, and
complete and that Congress has information on agencies’ efforts to address improper
payments.

OMB M-21-19% is OMB’s most recent guidance for agencies implementing the
requirements of PIIA, and OMB Circular A-136'6 provides guidance for agencies specific
to reporting within the Agency Financial Report (AFR) to fulfill PIIA reporting
requirements. In addition, the agency must publish any applicable payment integrity
information required in the accompanying materials to the AFR on paymentaccuracy.gov.
This information is provided by the agency to OMB through the annual data call and is
then published on paymentaccuracy.gov.

In our most recent compliance review, issued May 22, 2023, we evaluated the FY 2022
data reported on paymentaccuracy.gov for phase 2 (“high risk”) FNS programs.!” Asa
result of that review, we reported that all FNS programs that reported improper payment
rates for FY 2021 and FY 2022 improved and met the established reduction target rate.

15 OMB M-21-19, Transmittal of Appendix C to OMB Circular A-123, Requirements for Payment Integrity
Improvement, March 5, 2021,

16 OMB Circular A-136, Financial Reporting Requirements, June 3, 2022,

7 Audit Report 50024-0003-24, USDA ’s Compliance with Improper Payment Requirements for Fiscal Year 2022,
May 22, 2023 -
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We also acknowledged in the report that, Food and Nutrition Service’s (FNS) Summer
Food Service Program (SFSP) and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
did not report improper payment rate information in FY 2022; however, the Department
and the Agency consider both programs to be in Phase 2 and susceptible to significant
improper payments. FNS considered and reported SNAP and SFSP as Phase 2 programs,
in part, due to their size—over $71 billion and nearly $11 billion in outlays, respectively,
in FY 2022. SNAP continued to operate under a waiver that also applied in the prior
year. SFSP’s reporting of an improper payment rate is contingent upon a study delayed
due to COVID-19.

4. USDA did not report SNAP improper payment information in fiscal year 2020 and 2021.
Do you expect they will publish this information for fiscal year 20227

Response: In OIG’s FY21® and FY22 compliance reviews,'? we acknowledge that FNS
did not report improper payment information on paymentaccuracy.gov. According to
FNS? Quality Control Policy Memo 2101, “... the agency assessed its statutory
requirements in light of the QC flexibilities provided to States by Section 4603(a) (2) of
the Continuing Appropriations Act, 2021 and Other Extensions Act (PL 116-159). FNS
has completed this review and has determined that the agency cannot establish national
and State level payment error rates for Fiscal Year 2020 and 2021. Because of incomplete
data sets that do not reflect the full fiscal year value of allotments issued by States, FNS
cannot determine underpayment and overpayment error rates. FNS therefore has
determined the agency cannot establish national and State level payment error rates for
Fiscal Year 2020 and 2021, and as such, cannot assess liability amounts for those federal
Fiscal Years,”?

OIG can only assess reported information on paymentaccuracy.gov against the PPIA
requirements. At this time, all we have related to whether FNS will publish FY 2022 data
is referred to in the policy memo above. In addition, our most recent compliance review
was issued on May 22, 2023. Therefore, this question would be best answered by FNS
and OCFO.

Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities

Through the Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities, USDA is investing over $3.1 billion
to expand so-called "climate-smart" commodities. This initiative was not authorized by
Congress, making oversight by both this Subcommittee and the Inspector General especially
important.

13 Audit Report 50024-0002-24, USDA's Compliance with Improper Payment Requivements for Fiscal Year 2021,
June 2022.

19 Audit Report 50024-0003-24, USDA ’s Compliance with Improper Payment Requirements for Fiscal Year 2022,
May 22, 2023.

20 FNS’ Quality Control Policy Memo 2101, Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)—Quality Control
(OC) Ervor Rate Announcements for Fiscal Year (FY) 2020 gnd FY 2021, February 19, 2021,
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Under the program, USDA selected 141 pilot projects with awards ranging from $271,000 to $95
million.

5. Will the IG's office evaluation of this program include how USDA selected the 141 projects,
as well as extend into how each of the 141 individual recipients spend their funds to achieve
the stated purpose of the program?

Response: As of May 26, 2023, OIG does not have any current work related to an
evaluation of the Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities program, including how
USDA selected the 141 recipients or how they spent their funds. During our annual
planning process, OIG performs risk assessments to identify the highest risk USDA
programs in order to determine how to allocate our limited oversight resources. We will
consider the Climate-Smart Commodities program as we plan our future work.

However, we do plan to begin an audit of Climate Hubs later in FY 2023. We will
review the effectiveness of USDA's Climate Hubs in coordinating and communicating
climate-based research. While both Climate Hubs and Partnerships for Climate-Smart
Commodities appear to build a network of information, Climate Hubs research and
disseminate information developed in-house among several of USDA’s agencies while
the Partnership for Climate-Smart Commodities makes grants to entities to complete this
work (plus perform market building activities) outside of USDA.

6. It will take several years for the pilot projects to be implemented and completed. However,
the process by which USDA developed this unauthorized program and selected award
recipients should be investigated now. From a timing perspective, does the IG plan to audit
how USDA established the program and awarded grants to industry partners soon?

Response: As discussed in our response to the previous question, OIG does not have any
current or planned work related to the Partnerships for Climate-Smart Commodities, but
we will consider this program as we develop our future audit plans.

Inflation Reduction Act — Lessons Learned

The Inflation Reduction Act provided $43 billion in new funding for USDA, some of which was
intended for entirely new programs and purposes. Given these new challenges, the role you play
in oversight of taxpayer dollars is more important than ever.

7. How is the IG’s office identifying fraud in IRA programs, particularly as USDA expands
into new functions?

Response: Professional standards require that all OIG audit engagements, including
those in program areas receiving IRA funding, include an assessment of fraud risk that is
significant within the scope of the engagement objective(s). Evaluating fraud risk is an
ongoing process throughout OIG’s engagements. If information comes to our attention
indicating that fraud may have occurred, we consider revising engagement procedures to
determine the likelihood that fraud occurred and its effects on findings. Furthermore,
0OIG’s Office of Investigations continues to engage with stakeholders in furtherance of
information sharing initiatives to identify allegations for assessment as well as reporting

.
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such instances to the Hotline Unit for assessment. For example, the Department
approached OIG regarding some information it planned for public release to help avoid
scams regarding certain IRA funds. The IRA provides assistance for farmers, ranchers,
and forest landowners who experienced discrimination in USDA’s farm lending
programs prior to January 1, 2021. The Department developed information to warn the
public about potential scams regarding the application process, and worked with OIG to
include information about the availability of OIG’s Hotline for reporting any potential
scams. '

8. Are you paying special attention to areas in which OIG has already identified weaknesses in
past reports?

Response: OIG is paying special attention to areas in which OIG has already identified
weaknesses in past reports. As part of our oversight responsibility, OIG reviewed the
results of prior OIG and GAO engagements that were relevant to the funding provided by
IRA. We identified findings and recommendations that FSA, FS, NRCS, and RD may
wish to consider to ensure their activities and programs funded by IRA continue to
operate effectively with the proper contro] environment.* OIG communicated these
reviews in separate memoranda released to each agency in January 2023.22

s A total of three OIG reports were issued related to FSA’s USDA Assistance and
Support for Underserved Farmers, Ranchers, and Foresters, funded by IRA. For the
two reports with recommendations, one still had an outstanding recommendation.®
We also noted two GAO reports that FSA may want to consider, which include
findings and recommendations relevant to the funding provided by IRA.

s A total of five OIG reports were issued related to two FS activities/programs funded
by IRA.* According to OCFO, all recommendations for the five reports have been
implemented. OIG also noted five GAO reports that FS may want to consider, which
include findings and recommendations relevant to the funding provided by IRA.

¢ A total of nine OIG reports were issued related to four NRCS activities/programs
funded by TRA.* According to OCFO, recommendations for eight of the reports have
been implemented and two recommendations related to the ninth report were not yet

21 ' We limited our review to prior OIG engagements with recommendations tracked by the Office of the Chief
Financial Officer (OCFO).

2 prior OIG Audits Relevant to Farm Service Agency’s Inflation Reduction Act Funding, January 2023; Prior OIG
Audits Relevant to Forest Service’s Inflation Reduction Aet Funding, January 2023; Prior OIG Audits Relevant to
Natural Resource Conservation Service's Inflation Reduction Act Funding, Jarmary 2023; and Prior OIG Audits
Relevant to Rural Development’s Inflation Reduction Act Funding, Jamuary 2023.

2 OIG recommended that the Department develop and implement outcome-based measures to track and report on
program performance related to beginning farmer and rancher programs and activities. This recommendation
remains open as of April 26, 2023. Audit Report 50601-0010-31, Beginning Farmers, September 2022.
 National Forest System Restoration and Fuels Reduction Projects and Competitive Grants for Non-Federal Forest
Landowners.

2 The Environmental Quality Incentives Program; the Regional Conservation Partnership Program; the
Conservation Stewardship Program; and the Agricultural Conservation Easement Program.
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implemented.?® OIG also identified three GAO reports with findings and
recommendations relevant to the funding provided by IRA.

* A total of three OIG reports were issued related to three RD activities/programs
funded by IRA.*” Only two reports included recommendations, all of which have
been implemented according to OCFO. OIG also identified two GAO reports with
findings and recommendations relevant to the funding provided by IRA.

In addition to the IRA memoranda issued, OIG is currently working on two ongoing audits
of NRCS programs where we have previously identified weaknesses. One ongoing audit
will evaluate NRCS’ Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP) payment schedule
process, including its methodology for cost estimation, and ensure applicable corrective
actions taken in response to prior audit recommendations remain effective.?® In the other
ongoing audit, we will determine if NCRS ensures Conservation Stewardship Program
participants maintain control of land.?’ We have expanded the scope of these audits to issue
an IRA-related informational report. >° We plan to issue the Conservation Stewardship
Program informational report later this FY, and we issued an IR A-related informational
report for EQIP in March 2023.*!

Finally, OIG is working on three ongoing engagements related to FS programs that
received IRA funds,”? although they are not programs where OIG has identified
weaknesses in the past. Our objectives for these engagements are to review program
information for transparency and disclosure, perform data analytics on relative data sets for
integrity and quality, inspect key aspects of the internal control environment, and review
the implementation of the program. Our plan is to address any potential effect our results
could have on IRA funds assigned to these three programs in separate reports, as
applicable. We anticipate releasing final reports on these engagements in FY 2024,

9. The IRA included over $3 billion to provide relief for distressed Farm Service Agency
direct and guaranteed loan borrowers. After providing the first phase of assistance, USDA is
telling producers who did not meet the eligibility criteria that future phases of assistance will

26 The open recommendations are: (1) obtain and review additional supporting documentation for the questioned
$632,687 in Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP) payments made without adequate documentation
and recover any payments that are determined to be ineligible for technical assistance expenses; and (2) request the
return of previously issued RCPP technical assistance payments of $60,357 to partners for ineligible expenses.
According to OCFO, the first recommendation remains open as of April 26, 2023, while the second recommendation
has subsequently been implemented since the issuance of this memorandum. The open recommendations pertain to
Audit Report 10601-0004-31, NRCS Regional Conservation Partnership Program Controls, June 2018.

# Electric Loans for Renewable Energy; USDA Assistance for Rural Electric Cooperatives; and the Rural Energy
for America Program.

2 Audit Report 10601-0008-31, Environmental Quality Incentives Program—Cost Estimation Process

% Audit Report 50601-0005-23, Conservation Stewardship Program-Participant Control of Land.

30 Informational Reports are reports that contain strictly informational facts regarding a topic or event, without
providing further analysis. Informational reports do not provide an analysis or interpretation of information and do
not provide recommendations.

3 Audit Informational Report 10601-0008-31(IN1), Environmental Quality Incentives Program, March 2023.

32 Inspection Report 08801-0001-21, ILJ4-Hazardous Fuels Management, Inspection Report 08801-0002-41, I1JA4-
Restoration Projects on Federal/Non-Federal Land, and Inspection Report 08801-0002-24, I1J4-Community
Wildfire Defense Grant Program for At-Risk Communities.
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provide additional opportunities for borrowers as circumstances change. What is USDA
doing to avoid creating perverse incentives for borrowers to become delinquent on their
FSA loans so they become eligible for future loan relief payments?

Response: As noted in the response to the prior question, OIG issued a memorandum in
January 2023 identifying the results of prior OIG and GAO engagements that were
relevant to these IRA-funded programs. This memo noted findings and recommendations
that FSA may wish to consider to ensure its activities and programs continue to operate
effectively with the proper control environment. We do not have a current or planned
FSA engagement to identify what USDA is doing to avoid creating incentives for
borrowers’ delinquencies in order to become eligible for future loan relief, but we will
consider this topic as we plan our future engagements.

Of the funding provided in IRA, over $19 billion was for the Natural Resources Conservation
Service (NRCS) for work conducted through the Environmental Quality Incentive Program,
Regional Conservation Partnership Program, Conservation Stewardship Program, and
Agricultural Conservation Easement Program. All four of these programs have been identified in
past audits for wasteful spending, improper payments, and inadequate internal controls.

10. What is USDA doing to engage NRCS on the front end to prevent similar issues taking
place with IRA funding?

Response: As noted in response to question number 8 above, OIG issued a memorandum
in January 2023 identifying the results of prior OIG and GAO engagements that were
relevant to these IRA-funded programs. This memo noted findings and recommendations
that NRCS may wish to consider to ensure its activities and programs continue to operate
effectively with the proper control environment. OIG is also working on ongoing audits of
EQIP and the Conservation Stewardship Program, and we have expanded the scope of both
audits to issue IRA-related informational reports.

FSA Tracking of Foreign Land Ownership

USDA is tasked with tracking of foreign land ownership under the Agricultural Foreign
Investment Disclosure Act. The law requires foreign investors to file a form with the Farm
Service Agency (FSA) in the county where land is purchased. Foreign investors who fail to
report their land purchases or file false or misleading information can be fined.

From 2000 to 2011, USDA assessed fines against 331 foreign investors. However, since 2012,
USDA has only assessed 8 penalties despite foreign acquisitions reported to USDA increasing
from 911 parcels of land in 2012 to over 6,000 parcels purchased in 2021.

11. Is the IG’s office investigating this lack of enforcement of the law, including why no
penalties were assessed from 2015 to 20187

Response: While OIG does not have ongoing or planned engagements in the FY 2023
Annual Plan to review the tracking of land ownership, we perform risk assessments
during our annual planning process to identify the highest risk USDA programs to

10
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determine how to allocate our limited oversight resources. We will consider FSA's
tracking of foreign land ownership as we plan our future work.

OIG Audits, Investigations, and General Information Requests

12, Please provide a table showing the financial statement audits OIG contracts for and those
conducted in-house, as well as the cost of each audit for fiscal years 2018 through 2022,

Response: 0IG's Office of Audit performs five financial statement audits each vear. The
audits of USDA’s consolidated USDA’s consolidated financial statements, RD, and FCIC
are conducted primarily by OIG personnel with contractor support for some portions,
including credit reform review. Audits of CCC and NRCS are conducted by independent
public accounting firms that are overseen by OIG personnel to ensure compliance with
Generally Accepted Government Auditing Standards.

The following table represents the total costs associated with financial statement audits
for fiscal vears 2018 through 2022 and includes contract expenses as well as OIG
salaries.

USDA

Consolidated fn-House
and Closing o $3,941,771 | $3.724,771 | $3,552.490 | $4,690,108 | $4,357,008
Package™*

Rural
Developmentss | HOUSC 16 074,527 | $2,006,309 | $2,192,605 | $2.584,543 | $2.443.886

Federal Crop

Insurance In-House

Corporation®**
Food and

o - . AT e
Nutrition In-House 1,573,410 | $1.417.589 | $1.318.069 N/A N/A

i
13
s
v
s

$1,574,995 | $1,502 $1,959,691 1 $2,135,522 | 82,116,219

&

)
~d

Service

Commodity
Credit Contract

. $1,478,136 | $1.441,530 | $1,327,171 | $1,411,565 | $1,421 888
Caorporation

Y Actual costs for several audits decreased between FY 2019 and FY 2020, which we atiributed to the following:
{13 no travel across all audits in FY 2020 due to COVID-19; (2) a maodification for CCC was necessary for
additional work in FY 2019, which increased the price (this did not oceur in FY 2020); and (3) auditor cost per day
was less in FY 2020,

11
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Natural

Resources N

Conservation Contract 1 ¢y 456,449 | §1436,511 | $1.229.340 | $1,481,919 | $1.390.059
Service

" Prior 1o FY 2019, we issued two reports from our audit work on USDA’s consolidated financial staterments: (1)
USDA’s Consolidated Financial Statements; and s Closing Package Financial Statements. Beginning in
FY 2019, a separate audit and report of USDA’s Closing Package Financial Statements was no fonger required,
leading to decreased costs in FY 2019 and FY 2020,

" The audit was performed by OIG: however, the credit reform review was performed under contract,

* Starting in FY 2015, FCIC's financial statement audit was performed in-house and the estimation insurance
claims methodology section of the audit was performed under contract.

T FY 2021, the NS audit was incorporated into the Consolidated Audit; therefore, it is no longer a standalone
audit,

13. Please provide a table showing the amount of funds expended for public accountants hired
under contract for fiscal years 2018 through 2022

Response: The Office of Audit hires independent public accounting firms to perform
work of varying levels associated with the annual financial statement audits, For
example, public accountants perform the entive financial statement audit for CCC and
NRCS, but they perform only a portion of the financial statement audit. specifically the
credit reform reviews, for RD and USDA Consolidated. Public accounting firms perform
IT general application control work, which support the financial statement audits, and the
system reviewed during the year determines which agencies are allocated the associated
contracting costs. Public accountants also perform the mandatory Federal Information
Security Modernization Act (FISMA) audit of OCIO and OIG, Information Technology
Department.

In addition to their work refated to the {inancial statement audits, public accountants have
bheen hired in prior years to perform attestation engagements in accordance with
government auditing standards for agencies such as FNS and OCFO, although OIG has
not expended funds for such services in recent years. Contracted 1T consultants have also
been hired to perform OCIO oversight reviews of USDA’s implementation of the
Continuous Diagnostics and Mitigation projects in FY 2016-2018 and network security
testing in more recent years.

The table that follows identifies the total amount of funds expended for public
accountants to perform the above-described roles under contract for fiscal years 2018
through 2022.




Insurance
Corporation®

5

In-House®

o
I3

06,744

53

$272,348

£
Lh

9,160

Commodity
Credit
Corporation

Contract

$1,384,074

$1,279,095

$1,347.060

$1,359.613

Rural
Development’

In-House

$233.013

$398,140

$392,171

$343,980

Natural
Resources
Conservation

Service

Contract

$1,379,349

$1,152,984

$1,396.949

UshDA
Consolidated*

In-House

$393,675

$449.429

$169.230

$143,084

$530,628

Office of the
Chief
Information
Officer-FISMA

EX

Contract

$693,613

$707.480

$721,625

$736.048

$602,721

Food and
Nutrition
Service

Contract

NA

NA

Office of the
Chief Financial
Officer ¥**

Contract

$288.791

$279.321

NA

Office of the
Chief
Information
Officer-IT
Consulting
EETE

Contract

$247,204

NA

NA

Office of
Inspector

(eneral

Contract

$146,928

M OIG s Office of Audit conducts the In-House audits, although OIG may contract out portions of the audit, for
example credit reform reviews, to a public accounting firm. Contracted engagements are conducted primarily by an
independent public accountant. However, the Office of Audit monitors the contractor’s work to ensure it complies
with Generally Accepted Government Auditing Standards.

' The term In-House in this table is referring to work Office of Audit does to monitor contracto
with Generafly Accepted Government Auditing Standards.  The amount listed is what w
the independent public accountants.

comp!

otk to ensure it
s expended for
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(Information
Technology
Division)

" Prior to FY 2020, the total cost for the [T general application control work was reported under the USDA
Consolidated audit. Beginning in FY 2020, this ¢ as based on the system reviewed, and wasg aliocated to each
respective ageney based on the system reviewed. The systems reviewed vary each FY, which in part accounts for the
variation in cost between years.

“OIG signed a new contract for FISMA in FY 2022 with a lower overall cost.

" For FY 2020, there was an adverse opinion, which delayed the report and required more time. Andit report
11403-0003-12, Independent Service Auditor’s Report on the National Finance Center's Description of its Payroll
and Persunnel Svstem and the Suitability of the Design and Operating Effectiveness of its Controls for October 1,
2018, 1o June 30, 2020, November 2020 FY 2021and FY 2022, the OCFO contracts were executed and funded
by the Department; therefore, all ¢ re paid at the Departmental level, not by the Office of Audit.
"Expenditures were first made in FY 2022 under a contract executed in FY 2021 to perform network security
testing.

14, What was OIG’s cost of performing audits of Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC)Y
financial statements in fiscal vear 20227 What was the reimbursement from CCC?

Response: The actual contract cost of performing audits of Commeodity Credit
Corporation (CCC) financial statements in fiscal year 2022 was $1,359,613, There was
no reimbursement amount from CCC and as such, the full $1,359,613 was funded by
OIG’s general appropriations.

15, Please provide a status report on all current findings of material weakness sinee 2018,

P
Specifically, please list the finding, OIG™s recommendation and the current status.

Response:

Finding 1: Improvements are needed in overall financial management.
Recommendation: Since USDA has actions planned and in progress, we are
making no further recommendations herein, N/A
Finding 2: Improvements are needed in overall Information Technology
Security Program.
Recommendation: ight new recommendations were issued based on
security weaknesses identified in the FY 2018 FISMA report, The
Department concurred with our findings and recommendations. As a result,
e are making no further recommendations in this report




Finding 1: Improvements are needed in internal control over financial
reporting.
Recommendation 1: Implement effective undelivered order (UDO)
monitoring controls at the program level, whereby the responsibility for
assessing the accuracy and validity of open obligations resides at the program
level, and the accounting execution, if necessary, as a result of the
programmatic monitoring resides with the CCC accountants.
Recommendation 2: Provide necessary training to the County field offices’
personnel over the requirements of OMB A-11 for recording obligations, and,
where necessary, ensure program handbooks are up to date regarding
execution and related accounting, to ensure consistent understanding and
recording of obligations in accordance with OMB A-11 across all field
offices.
Recommendation 3: Implement effective automated and/or manual controls
to evaluate the relationship between a Conservation Reserve Program (CRP)
annual rental contract and CRP cost share contract; and develop and
implement data analytic routines and management review controls related to
program UDO populations to identify and correct for abnormalities in the
data.
Recommendation 4: Strengthen management controls related to the annual
Agriculture Risk Coverage/Price Loss Coverage {(ARC/PLC) UDO
caleulation to ensure that it is performed at a level of precision to include
relevant and accurate data elements, such as enrollments and crop prices that
reflect the documentation submitted by the producer and approved by
management,
Recommendation §: Implement processes, procedures, and controls to
ensure accurate recognition of adjustments to delivered orders are input into
the accounting systems and perform periodic reviews of the accounting
events to validate the results of recorded transactions.
Recommendation 6: Implement effective auntomated budgetary funds
controls within its accounting systems to ensure that a funds control violation
does not oceur.
Recommendation 7: Implement effective internal controls to review and
reconcile the general ledger account inter-relationships, between borrowing
authority and other budgetary accounts. In addition, we recommend CCC
record borrowing authority at the appropriate program level to prevent
abnormal balances, which assist in meaningful account review and
reconciliation.

Finding 1: Improved Accounting and Controls a
and Undelivered Orders (Repeat Condition).

Yes

Yes

NA
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Recommendations 1: (1) Develop and implement a process that S
agreement progress to ensure all signed agreements have been recorded in the
financial system; (2) Monitor open obligations to ensure that they are
recorded in the appropriate period of and Hquidated timely; and (3) Provide
adequate training to personnel related to the documentation requirements for
support. (Repeat recommendations)

Finding 2: Improved Accounting and Controls are Needed Over Expenses
(Repeat Condition).

Recommendations: (1) Design, implement, and document policies and
procedures that include documented internal controls which provide support
that NRCS has reviewed the transactional data and assumptions used in its
entity-wide expenses accrual process; (2) Design, implement, and document
policies and procedures that include documented internal controls which
provide support that NRCS has reviewed all expenses excluded from its
entity-wide accrual policy and evaluate the need for any additional accruals;
and (3) Provide additional guidance and/or training to employees over the
recording of transacti ith future economic benefits

Finding 1: Improvements are Needed in the Review of the Estimated 1
Calculations. '

Recommendation 1: We recommend that management develop change
controls over the program production model used to caloulate actuarial
orojections to avoid inadvertent modifications to the model.

R % s e i i
Finding 1: Improvements are needed in overall financial
Recommendation: Since USDA has actions planned and in progress, we are

Departient concurred with our findings and recommendations. As a result,
we are making no further recommendations in this report.

N

Finding 1: Material Weaknesses in Internal Control over Financial Reporting
Recommendation 1: Complete implementation of effective monitoring
controls of UDOs at the program level, whereby the responsibility for

5 S

making no further recommendations herein. N/A
Finding 2: Improvements are needed in overall Information Technology

Security Program.

Recommendation: Three new recommendations were issued based on

security weaknesses identified in the FY 2019 FISMA report. The N/A
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assessing the accuracy and validity of open obligations resides at the program
level, and the accounting execution, as a result of the programmatic
monitoring, resides with the CCC accountants (FPAC Business Center)
{Repeat recommendation from Audit Report No. 06403-0001-11, November
2018).

Recommendation 2: Implement effective processes, procedures, and
controls to ensure undelivered and delivered orders, accrued liabilities, and
accounts receivable are accurately recognized for newly enacted programs,
such as the MFP. Further, when new programs are implemented, CCC should
develop manual monitoring procedures to compensate for system weaknesses
during the vear of implementation, if such weaknesses exist.
Recommmendation 3: Implement effective automated budgetary funds
controls within its accounting systems to ensure that funds control violations
do not oceur. (Repeat recommendation from Audit Report No. 06403-0001-
11, November 2018).

Recommendation 4: Implement additional controls to ensure that all relevant
general ledger accounts are included in the SF-132 reconciliations to prevent,
detect, or timely correct misstatements in the consolidated financial
statements.

Recommendation 5: Strengthen the management review controls to validate
the completeness and aceuracy of the data being used in the period-end grant
accrual estimation methodology. This process should be refined to include a
more thorough review and analysis using other source documentation utilized
by CCC’ partner agency. (Repeat recommendation from Audit Report No.
06403-0001-11, November 2018).

Recommendation 6: Implement consistent monitoring procedures and
enhance policies and controls related to the assessment of new sites or
changes in current sites to determine if recognition and disclosure
requirements are met

- SR R s R SR
Finding 1: Improved Accounting Controls are Needed Over
Undelivered Orders (Repeat Condition).
Recommendation 1: Refine and implement necessary enhancements to
FMMI processes to better address the reliability of period of performance
data.
Recommendation 2: Develop and implement a process that tracks
agreement progress to ensure all signed agreements have been recorded in the
financial system. (Repeat recommendation)
Recommendation 3: Monitor open obligations to ensure that they are
recorded in the appropriate period and liquidated timely. (Repeat
recommendation)

J 1

Ibligations and

N/A

N/A

Yes
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Recommendation 4: Provide adequate training to personnel related to th
documentation requirements for support. (Repeat recommendation)

Finding 2: Improved Accounting Controls are Needed Over Expenses and
Related Accruals (Repeat Condition).

Recommendation §: Implement policies and procedures for requiring
negative responses from responsible parties, monitoring expense accrual
responses and reviewing the relevant population for completeness and
accuracy.

Recommendation 6: Establish policies and procedures over the monitoring
of IPAC/INTR responses from responsible parties to ensure appropriate
follow-up is conducted.

Recommendation 7: Implement and enforce deadlines for follow up
procedures over expenses and related accruals,

Recommendation 8: Enhance policy and control procedures for the
accuracy and consistent application of period end accruals. (Repeat
recommendation)

Recommendation 9: Provide adequate training to personnel relating to the
accrual policy. (Repeat recommendation)

Recommendation 10: Provide additional guidance and/or training to
employees over the recording of transactions with future economic benefits.
(Repeat recommendation)

Recommendation 11: Assess service and subservice organizations’ SOC
reports and adequately document review of such reports and the internal
control environment impact, if any.

Recommendation 12: Appropriately align knowledgeable resources to
identify and assess the complementary end user controls that are integral to
the effective internal control operations of its service organizations. (Repeat
recommendation)

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

Finding 3: Improved Entity Level Controls are Needed

Recommendation 13: Design and implement effective controls to ensure
that transactions are accurately recorded and that the related supporting
documentation are readily available.

Recommendation 14: Identify the appropriate resources and provide
guidance to ensure that such resources understand their roles, responsibilities
and are adequate for the needs of the agency.

Finding 1: Improvements are needed in overall financial management,
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Recommendation: Since USD: ons planned and in progress,
making no further recommendations herein.

We arce

Finding 2: Improvements are needed in overall Information Technology
Security Program.

Recommendation: Nine new recommendations were issued based on security
weaknesses identified in the FY 2020 FISMA report. The Department
concurred with our findings and recommendations. As a result, we are making
o further recommendations in thi

this repott,

Finding 1: Material Weaknesses in Internal Control over Financial Reporting.
Recommendation 1: Update its SOP and provide necessary training related to
the review of obligations recorded at year-end.

Recommendation 2: Continue the design and implementation of effective
processes, procedures, and controls to accurately identify those ARC/PLC
contracts that are approved at fiscal year-end within CCC’s financial systems in
order to only obligate activities related to approved contracts.
Recommendation 3: Continue the design and implementation of effective
automated budgetary funds control within its accounting system(s) to ensure
that funds control violations do not occur. (Repeat Recommendation)
Recommendation 4: Implement effective processes, procedures, and controls
yver the ARC/PLC year-end accrual to ensure the completeness and accuracy of
the underlying data.

N/A

Finding 2: Compliance and Other Matters.

Recommendation 5: Implement the recommendations presented in Exhibit I, to

resolve the instances of noncompliance with FEMIA,
NRCS Finsnci .

Finding 1: Improved Controls are Needed Over Obligations and Undelivered

Jrders (Repeat Condition).

Recommendation 1: Refine and implement necessary enhancements to FMMI

processes to better address the reliability of the period of performance

lata. (Repeat Recommendation)

Recommendation 2: Develop and implement a process that tracks agreement

progress to ensure all signed agreements have been recorded in the general

ledger. (Repeat Recommendation)

Recommendation 3: Monifor open obligations (USSGL accounts 4801,

Undelivered Orders — Obligations, Unpaid, and 4802, Undelivered Orders -

Obligations, Prepaid/Advanced) to ensure that they are recorded in the

appropriate period and liquidated timely. (Repeat Recommendation)

Recommendation 4: Provide adequate training to personnel related to the

documentation requirements for support transactions. {Repeat

Recommendation)

N/A

N/A

N/A

N/A

19
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Recommendation 5: Develop and implement a process that ensures NRCS {
utilizing a complete and accurate obligation population for the calculation of the
corporate accrual, and formally document an analysis of any differences that are
identified from the review,

Finding 2: [mproved Controls are Needed Over Expenses (Repeat Condition).
Recommendation 6: Enhance policy and control procedures for the accuracy
and consistent application of period end accruals. (Repeat Recommendation)
Recommendation 7: Provide adequate training to personnel relating to the
accrual policy. {Repeat Recommendation)
Recommendation 8: Provide additional guidance and/or training to employees
over the recording of transactions with future economic benefits. (Repeat
Recommendation)
Recommendation 9: Implement policies and procedures to perform a quarterly
analysis over open obligations marked for review that received no responses
from responsible parties to determine if a material amount is being omitted
from acerued expenses.
Recommendation 10: Design, implement, and document policies and
rocedures to ensure that internal use software is completely and accurately
recorded in the general ledger. Such policies and procedures should include a
requirement for vendor invoices to be in sufficient detail to provide
management with information needed to determine whether incurred costs
satisfy the capitalization criteria, as required by Federal Accounting Standards
Advisory Board.
Recommendation 111 Assess the competency of personnel who monitor the
service organizations and their performance. NRCS management should
appropriately align knowledgeable resources to identify and assess the
complementary user entity controls (CUECS)) that are integral to the effective
internal control operations of its service organizations. Identification and
assessment of CUECSs should include consideration of the following: Are there
ECs identified by the service organization that are relevant to the
Are the CU identified, implemented and operating effectively at
s and If the service auditor's report cannot be relied on (i.e.. if there is an
uncovered subservice organization), what compensating controls, if any, are
needed? (Repeat Recommendation)
Recommendation 12: As part of their assessment of service and subservice
organizations” Service Organizations Controls (SOC) reports, determine
whether controls at the service organizations are suitably designed and
implemented 1o prevent, or detect and correct, processing errors that could
result in a material misstatement in NRCS' financial statements.

N/A

N/A

Yes

N/A

Finding 3: Improved Entity Level Controls are Needed (Repeat Condition)
Recommendation 13: Design adequate monitoring controls around its annual

N/A

risk assessment process to better address transactions with higher risk of error

20
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and to better facilitate availability of documentation related to these
transactions; specifically, controls over completeness and accuracy related to
the data used in monitoring controls. (Repeat Recommendation)
Recommendation 14: Identify the appropriate resources and provide guidance
to ensure that such resources understand their roles, responsibilities, and are
adequate for the needs of the agency. (Repeat Recommendation)
Recommendation 15: Consider the structure of the agency and establish
reporting lines and organizational structure to define, assign, and limit
authorities and responsibilities.

Recommendation 16: Establish policies and practices to: evaluate competence
and address shortcomings of personnel; attract, develop, and retain individuals;
and plan and prepare for succession.

Recommendation 17: Hold individuals accountable for their internal control
over financial reporting responsibilities in the pursuit of NRCS® financial
eporting objective.

Recommendation 18: Evaluate and communicate deficiencies in internal
control over financial reporting in a timely manner to those parties responsible
for taking corrective action, including senior management and those charged
with governance, as appropriate.

Recommendation 19: Continue to review and revise as necessary its internal
control program to plan, perform, monitor, and report and communicate a
comprehensive, adequate, and appropriate internal assessment of the operating
effectiveness of internal controls. Establish clear timelines to implement and
close corrective action plans and provide adequate training to process owners to
create relevant and attainable plans that can be successfully completed within

Finding 1: Improvements are Needed Over the Insurance Loss mation
Process.

Recommendation 1: Perform a risk assessment to identify critical data inputs
and risk points within the indemnities estimate model, identify areas in the
nodel execution process that can be prone to manual error, and design
procedures to evaluate the completeness and accuracy of eritical data inputs and
respond to the risk of errors within the model execution process.
Recommendation 2: Review, update and document policies, procedures, and
controls (including reviewing official roles and responsibilities) to review any
model! program or data preparation query changes to validate the
appropriateness of the changes.

Recommendation 3: Design a review checklist to include a secondary review
or validation to ensure completeness and accuracy of files used in the model
execution process.

Yes

Yes

o
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Recommendation 4: Perform and document a formal assessment on the
reasonableness and appropriateness of the critical inputs for its insurance loss
cstimates.

Recommendation 5: Enhance documentation related to the methods, mputs,
and assumptions used in its insurance loss estimates, including their relevance
and reliability for financial reporting objectives. Periodically, evaluate and
formally document its evaluation of the continued appropriateness of critical
methods, inputs and assumptions that support the accounting estimates.
Recommendation 6: Create and maintain process docamentation supporting
the process and assumptions used for the Dairy Revenue Protection Program
DRRP) estimate and periodically, evaluate and document the appropriateness
of the eritical methods, inputs, and assumptions u

Finding 1: Improvements are needed in overall financial management.
Recommendation: Since USDA has actions planned and in progress, we are
making no further recommendations herein.

N/A

Finding 2: Improvements are needed in overall Information Technology
Seeurity Program.

Recommendation: Sixteen new recommendations were issued based on
security weaknesses identified in the FY 2021 FISMA report. The Department
concurred with our findings and recommendations. As a result, we are making
no {i mendati

22
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Finding 1: Material Weaknesses in Internal Control over Financial Reporting
(Repeat Condition).

Recommendation 1: Design and implement effective processes, procedures,
and controls to validate the amounts for CRP contracts approved at fiscal year-
end.

Recommendation 2: Continue the design and implementation of effective
processes, procedures, and controls to accurately identify those ARC/PLC
contracts that are approved at fiscal year-end within CC(C’s financial systems in
rder to only obligate activities related to approved contracts.
Recommendation 3: Design and implement effective processes, procedures,
land controls to validate the ARC/PLC enrollment report (and the resulting
approved acres) used in the year-end ARC/PLC UDO caleulation.
Recommendation 4: Design and implement effective processes, procedures,
and controls to ensure timely grant project close-out, including the
deobligations of remaining funding that will not be utilized.

Recommendation 5: Design and implementation of effective automated
budgetary funds control within its accounting system(s) to ensure that funds
ontrol violations do not occur. {Repeat Recommendation)

Finding 1: Improved Controls are Needed Over Obli d Undelivered
Orders (Repeat Condition).

Recommendation 1: Monitor open obligations to ensure that invalid or
>xpired obligations are deobligated timely.

Recommendation 2: Provide additional training to control owners responsible
for the review and approval of obligations and establish mechanisms o enforce
mccountability of control owners’ adherence to ensuring obligations are posted
in the general ledger with the correct accounting information,
Recommendation 3: Identify and implement solutions to address current
system limitations preventing the proper recording of budgetary transactions.
Recommendation 4: Review the business rules used for the automated process
used to make adjustments to the recorded obligation activity to verify correcting
entries are recorded to correct general ledger accounts and to determine the root
cause for incorrect entries tdentified during the FY 2021 audit.
Recommendation 5: Enhance internal communication to ensure that
information is provided to control owners timely and prevent delays in the
ecording of obligations and unfilled customer orders.

gation

Finding 2: Improved Controls are Needed Over Expenses (Repeat
Condition).

Recommendation 6: Provide adequate training to personnel relating to the
accrual policy. {Repeat Recommendation)

N/A

Yes

g
L
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Recommendation 7: Provide additional guidance and/or training to emplo

over the recording of capitalizable expenditures.

Recommendation 8: Establish mechanisms to enforce accountability of control
perators in ensuring the existence, accuracy, and timeliness of expense

activity.

Recommendation 9: Design and implement procedures that enable

management to completely and accurately acerue for expenditures that are

incurred but not recorded as of period end. If the process involves an estimate,

then additional procedures (i.¢., retrospective review) over the estimate should

be performed.

Finding 3: Improved Entity Level Controls are Needed (Repeat Condition)
Recommendation 10 Continue to review and revise as necessary its internal
sontrol program to plan, perform, monitor, and report and communicate a
comprehensive, adequate, and appropriate internal assessment of the operating
effectiveness of internal controls. This includes establishing clear timelines to
implement and close corrective action plans and provide adequate training to
process owners to create relevant and attainable plans that can be successfully
sompleted within one year.

Finding 1: Improvements are Needed in Overall Financial Management.
Recommendation: Since USDA has actions planned and in progress, we are
making no further recommendations herein.

N/A

Finding 2: Improvements are Needed in Overall Information Technology
Security Program.

Recommendation: Seven new recommendations were issued based on
security weaknesses identified in the FY 2022 FISMA report. The Department
concurred with our findings and recommendations. As a result, we are making
no further recommendations i

Finding 1: Improved Controls are Needed Over Obligations (Repeat
Condition).

Recommendation 1:

Fnforce stringent deadlines for the closeout of open obligations that have been
narked for further action.
Recommendation 2:

Strengthen policies and procedures to identi
sbligations (1.e., with no activity for multipl

fy, review, and analyze static
@ quarters}.
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Recommendation 3:
[mprove process to record deobligations of undelivered order balances when the,
oo0ds or services have been fully delivered or delivery is not expected to occur

16. Please provide a table showing the amount spent for confidential operational activities for
{iscal years 2018 through 2022,

Response:
| Fiseal Year J‘;‘“Aﬂ"ailableﬁ& | Spemt
018 TTUSs000| 538595
2019 $125,000 $19.928
2020 $125.,000 $26,336
2021 $125.000 $27.233
2022 $125,000 $20,864

17. Please provide a table showing the number of audit reports, investigative reports,
indictments, convictions, and lawsuits filed for fiscal vear 2022.

Response:
Audit Reports——Final 20
Audit Reports—Interim 2
Inspection Reports 6
Final Action Verification Reports 0
Infrastructure Memoranda 2
Reports of Investigation 114
Indictments 257

D
o
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Convictions 240

Civil Lawsuit 1

18. How were the indictments resolved, and what percent led to convictions? Please report for
the latest data available.

Response: For all cases closed in FY22, INV’s conviction rate was 99.2%. For cases
closed in the first half of FY23, INV’s conviction rate was 99%.

19. Please provide for the record the amounts transferred to OIG from the Department of Justice
Assets Forfeiture fund for fiscal years 2018 through 2022. Provide an explanation of the use
of these funds by OIG.

Response: The Comprehensive Crime Control Act of 1984 established the Department of
Justice Assets Forfeiture Fund to receive the proceeds of forfeiture. The Attorney General
is authorized to use the Assets Forfeiture Fund to pay any necessary expenses associated
with forfeiture operations such as property seizure, detention, management, forfeiture,
and disposal. The Fund may also be used to finance certain general investigative
expenses. Since USDA OIG is a member of the Department of Justice Assets Forfeiture
fund, we receive an annual allocation. The amounts received for FY 2018 through 2022
are noted in the below chart.

Fiscal AFF Allocation Expense Categories
Year Amount
2018 $1,313,000 8 Expense Categories: Asset Management & Disposal, Case-

Related Expenses, Joint Law Enforcement Operations, Special
Contract Services, Training & Printing, Other Program
Management Expenses, Contracts to Identify Assets, and
Investigative Costs Leading to Seizure.

2019 $1,219,000 7 Expense Categories: Asset Management & Disposal, Case-
Related Expenses, Joint Law Enforcement Operations, Special
Contract Services, Training & Printing, Other Program
Management Expenses, Contracts to Identify Assets, and
Investigative Costs Leading to Seizure.

2020 $1,053,000 7 Expense Categories: Case-Related Expenses, Joint Law
Enforcement Operations, Special Contract Services, Training &
Printing, Other Program Management Expenses, Contracts to
Identify Assets, and Investigative Costs Leading to Seizure.

2021 $1,114,000 7 Expense Categories: Case-Related Expenses, Joint Law
Enforcement Operations, Special Contract Services, Training &

26
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Printing, Other Program Management Expenses, Contracts to
Identify Assets, and Investigative Costs Leading to Seizure,

2022 $1,130,000 7 Expense Categories: Case-Related Expenses, Joint Law
Enforcement Operations, Special Contract Services, Training &
Printing, Other Program Management Expenses, Contracts to
Identify Assets, and Investigative Costs Leading to Seizure.

20. Please provide for the record amounts transferred to OIG from the Department of Treasury
Forfeiture Fund for fiscal years 2018 through 2022. Provide an explanation of the use of
these funds by OIG.

Response: USDA OIG does not receive an annual aflocation from the Department of
Treasury Forfeiture Fund since we are not a member. However, we do receive funds from
the Department of Treasury through the granting of petitions as noted below.

21. Please provide for the record amounts transferred to OIG through the granting of a Petition
for Remission or Mitigation for fiscal years 2018 through 2022.

Response:
Petition Fund | 2018 2019 2020 2021 2022
Department of | $1,823,141 $6,510,896 $149,572% $0.00 $314,184
Justice
Department of | $469,418 $172,452 $548,894 $223,055 $644,179
Treasury
Total $2,292,559 $6,683,348 $ 698,467 $223,055 $958,363

* OIG previously reported $43,633 for the FY2020 Department of Justice Petition Fund, however that amount was
reported in error.

22. Please describe the pay scale for OIG employees. How many are entitled to Law
Enforcement Officer Pay? How many receive Law Enforcement Availability Pay?
Response: OIG currently has 130 Criminal Investigators (GS 1811) who are entitled to
an additional 25% in Law Enforcement Availability Pay (LEAP) and are entitled to a
premium pay that is paid to Federal law enforcement officers.
23. Please provide a table showing the allocation of OIG’s resources and the percent of each

that went towards investigations and audits of each USDA agency for fiscal year 2018
through 2022,

Response:

27
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AUDIT WORKLOAD TABLE FY18 - FY22 SHOWING DIRECT TIME %

ENS (Other than
SNAP)

Total - FNCS

5.6

8.48

} FY18 FY19 FY20 Fy21 i Fy22
Farm Ifma'aciion and Conservation ] |
| FSA (includes C(f?C} 3.59 6.94 13.53 10.62 6.40
FPAC
RMA 6.70 4.00 4.24 10.70 1128
NRCS 6.14 4.76 1.87 1.20 1.27
Total ~ FPAC 16.43 15.70 19.64 22.52 18.95

Total - Food Safety 6.53 9.22 4.51 2.63 198
Markiting and Reguiptory Programs:. S
AMS‘ - T 3.25 1 6.12 3.90 4.39 8.01
APHIS 1.56 2.91 1179 8.57 6.65
GIPSA® 1.87 0.06
Total - MRP 6.68 9.09 15.69 12.96 14.66

A final rule published November 29, 2018 {83 FR 61309), eliminated GIPSA as 4 stand-alone agency and
amended 7 CFR part 2 to include new delegations of authority from the Under Secretary for Marketing and

Regulatory Programs to the AMS Administrator.
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AUDIT WORKLOAD TABLE FY18 - FY22 SHOWING DIRECT TIME %

RD 3.89 392 3.61 4.63
RHS 312 5.75 2.66 0.78
RUS (no RTB) 0.41 0.96 0.62 146

Total - RD 7.44 10.63 6.89 8.06

A

Total - TFAA 1.58 0.0 2.54 3.83

OASCR 0.94 3.38 1.37
OO 1.52

OALJ

OBPA

FY18 FY19 FY20 FY21 kY22
Total - NRE 7.95 2.7% 4.3 3.30 2.53
Research, Education and Economics

ARS T 0.01 0.78 0.02
ERS 0.03 0.34 114
NIFA 2.63 0.70 0.03 2.51 292
NASS
REE 2.92 0.18

Total - REE 2.64 151 2.97 3.03 4.06

29
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AUDIT WORKLOAD TABLE FY18 - FY22 SHOWING DIRECT TIME %
FY18 FY19 FY20 Fy2i FY22
oC
OCFO 1.93 5.57 1.68 6.36 3.50
OCIo 0.13 0.13 0.30 0.68 029
OES
OIG (Internal) 2.02 10.96 21 10.19 8.32
QJO
OHSEC (Disaster
Mgmt.)

OTHER (inc. OGC) 1.34 2.36 2.57 2.51

Total — Other 29.42 34,41 34.96 36.66 38.54
OIG Total 100 160 100 100 100

INV WORKLOAD TABLE FY18 - FY22 SHOWING DIRECT TIME %

T

YIS % FY19 § Fv20 1 FY2L ; FY22

Farm Producftim anid Ci’ﬂnservtktio(z‘ g [; x
T E— kxz.ﬂ)s ‘ 11.49 13.18 15.06 11.25
FPAC 0.09
RMA 420 5.61 6.51 9.33 8.87
NRCS 1.02 1.06 0.69 0.62 1.02
Total - FPC 18.17 18.16 20.38 25.01 21.23




FNS (Other than
SNAP)

Total - FNCS

71

6.88

41.13

SIS
Total - Food Safety 3.46 250 3.97 4.50 298
Marketing and Regulutory Programs
AMS ‘ T 394 3.42 5.08 5.68 6.94
APHIS 8.65 9.40 12.96 16.67 22.58
Total - MRP 12.13 12.82 18.04 22.35 29.52

RBS

RHS

RUS

Total - RD

Total - NRE 2.47 323 3.78 2.28 2.40
Research, Education and Ecoromics
ARS k 2.00 1.46 0.47 0.53 1.26
ERS 0.01
NIFA 0.40 0.01 0.40 0.35 0.29
NASS
Total - REE 2.40 1.47 08.87 0.89 1.55
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THURSDAY , MARCH 23, 2023.

MEMBERS’ DAY

Mr. H ARRIS. | call the hearing to order. | want to thank all of
you for coming to today’s hearing to receive testimony from our col-
leagues. | look forward to hearing more about the projects and pro-
grams in the agriculture appropriations bill that are important to
each of your districts and to communities across the country. Your
input will be critical as we work to fund the agencies under this
subcommittee’s jurisdiction.

| look forward to working with Ranking Member Bishop to ac-
commodate these priorities as best we can as the fiscal year 2024
appropriations process moves forward.

Thank you again to each of our colleagues who have taken time
out of your busy schedule to speak with us today and to bring
issues important to your community to our attention.

Ranking Member Bishop, | yield to you for any opening remarks
you would like to make.

Mr. B i1sHop. Thank you, Chairman Harris, | am looking forward
to hearing testimony from our colleagues on both sides of the aisle,
and from Ohio to Hawaii, on the agencies under our subcommit-
tee’s jurisdiction. As | have often noted, these agencies conduct
vital work that touch the lives of every American.

We look forward to hearing from you on your thoughts on the ap-
propriations process, the programs, and the issues that affect your
district and your constituents. Your input is invaluable to us, as we
draft the fiscal year 2024 bill.

| want to thank every member who has taken time out of their
day to speak to us today, and we appreciate your interest in the
work of our subcommittee, and with that, Mr. Chairman, | yield
back.

Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you, Mr. Bishop. And first | would like to rec-
ognize Dr. Schrier for 5 minutes.

THURSDAY , MARCH 23, 2023.
WITNESS

HON. KIM SCHRIER, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE
STATE OF WASHINGTON

Ms. ScHRIER. Thank you, Mr. Chairman. Chairman Harris and
Ranking Member Bishop, | really appreciate the opportunity to
share my priorities and concerns as a representative of Washing-
ton’s 8th Congressional District.

| would like to speak with you today to respectfully request con-
sideration of the following priorities in fiscal year 2024: Ag role de-

(83)
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velopment, Food and Drug Administration and related agencies ap-
propriations hill.

The first topic is agriculture research facilities, and | would ask
for generous funding here, along with my colleague from Kansas,
Representative Tracey Mann, and a strong group of bipartisan
members, | will be sending a letter to the committee urging $500
million in investments for agriculture research infrastructure as
authorized through the Research Facilities Act in Section 7503 of
the 2018 farm bill.

| sincerely appreciated the committee’s efforts to include $2 mil-
lion in initial funding within the 2023 omnibus bill and request
further consideration to help address our deferred research mainte-
nance backlog.

This funding will support competitive grants to land-grant uni-
versities and non-land-grant colleges of agriculture for facility con-
struction, alteration, acquisition, modernization.

And without these investments, many from the 1950s and the
1960s, the U.S. really risks losing its competitiveness and ability
to properly recruit and train the next generation of world-class re-
searchers. This investment will reposition the U.S. as a leader glob-
ally.

Second, | want to make a note of the importance of the Commu-
nity Project Funding to my district and districts across the country.
The fiscal year 2023 bill included $3 million for the development
of a new food distribution center for the Chelan-Douglas Commu-
nity Action Council, which provides support for individuals experi-
encing food insecurity in rural areas.

And | ask that you consider Community Project Funding submis-
sions for the 2024 bill that bolster our Nation’s food system and the
economic success of rural America, especially at a time when food
prices are so high.

Next, | want to touch on the importance of funding Federal nu-
trition assistance program. Recent data show that 34 million peo-
ple, including 9 million children, in our country, are reporting food
insecurity.

Rates are the highest in homes with children in rural areas and
among communities of color, and these programs are more impor-
tant than ever now with prices so high at the grocery store.

As a pediatrician, | cannot overstate the importance of ensuring
our children not only have access to food, but have nutritious food
because poor nutrition is linked to chronic diseases such as diabe-
tes and heart disease in young and old people.

| ask the committee to provide the necessary funding to ensure
kids have access to nutritious food, including support for WIC,
SNAP, TEFAP, GusNIP, and more.

This year, | want to call special attention to the Supplemental
Special Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children, or
WIC. And | urge the committee to consider the long-standing bipar-
tisan commitment to fund this program at a level that can serve
projected increased caseload.

Falling short of this could result in local agencies imposing wait-
ing lists for the first time in 25 years and result in young children
and families not getting proper nutrition.
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In addition, sustaining the increased issuance for fruit and vege-
tables is particularly critical for boosting the consumption of
healthy foods and curbing childhood and later adult obesity.

And next, | want to specially mention the Specialty Crop Re-
search Initiative and Specialty Crop Block Grant Program. These
fund research that supports hundreds of specialty crop farmers in
Washington State.

Past funding projects have supported efforts to combat fungicide
resistance in wine grapes, precision irrigation for fruit growers, and
pest prevention in onions. These are especially critical to the farm-
ers in my district at a time with changing climate and changing
threats.

In the past several years, | have worked hard to make sure spe-
cialty crop researchers have access to the resources they need and
was pleased that my fix to allow waiver authority for SCRI was in-
cluded in the last four appropriations bills.

Until a permanent fix is enacted, the 2020 language restoring
the waiver authority has to be included in the annual appropria-
tion bills, please.

Lastly, I want to call attention to Little Cherry Disease. This
poses tremendous threat to cherry growers in my district. It is a
disease that spreads by insects and by roots, and the only cure is
to uproot those trees, and we are seeing tremendous crop loss.

So thank you for your leadership during this process and thank
you for your consideration of the needs in my district.

[The information follows:]
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Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much, Dr. Schrier. Just as we have
talked about before, in your paragraph, you say kids have to have
access to nutritious food including WIC and SNAP, but as we
know, WIC is nutritious food because we actually have what we
call a formulary for. But we don’t have that for SNAP, and hope-
fully we can work on making the SNAP products that are available
more nutritious as well as we seek to fight things like childhood
obesity.

Ms. ScHRIER . | stand ready to work with you on that. Thank you.

Mr. H ARRIS. Oh, we are going to take you up on that, thank you.
Thank you very much for taking the time to testify today.

Mr. B 1sHopP . Thank you very much.

Mr. H ARRIS. Representative Tokuda, you are recognized for 5
minutes.

THURSDAY , MARCH 23, 2023.

WITNESS

HON. JILL N. TOKUDA, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE
STATE OF HAWAII

Ms. TokubpA . Good morning, Chairman Harris, Ranking Member
Bishop. Mahalo for this opportunity to testify today on behalf of
Hawaii's Second Congressional District. As a member of the Agri-
culture Committee, | recognize the important role agricultural pro-
ducers play in our economy and our lives.

We rely on farmers and ranchers across our Nation every day for
the food we eat, the clothes we wear, and the fuel we need to keep
this country running.

However, farming is a hard way to make a living. From long
hours to erratic weather to workforce shortages, we ask farmers to
do so much, while too many are just scraping by to get to the next
planting season.

Farmers in Hawaii face the same challenges by those on the con-
tinent, but we also have to manage them on islands with very lim-
ited land and access to inputs, in the middle of the Pacific Ocean,
2,500 miles away from the West Coast, with new invasive pests
and disease feasting on our year-round growing season, threatening
more and more crops each year.

You play a critical role in ensuring that our country’s farmers,
ranchers, and producers and researchers have the support they
need to keep going. Thank you for your significant contributions
and investments in agriculture in fiscal year 2023.

Today as we focus on fiscal 2024 during a much-anticipated farm
bill year, | would like to highlight a few programs that have been
critical in Hawaii and humbly ask for your continued support.

First, thank you for consistently providing funding for the Micro-
Grants for Food Security Program, since it was authorized in the
2018 farm bill. The program provides micro-grants to small pro-
ducers and community organizations in Hawaii, Alaska, and the
Territories, to increase the quantity and quality of locally grown
food in food insecure communities like ours.

As a result of the pandemic and high cost of food in these areas,
demand for the program has greatly outpaced current funding.
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Last year, with significant levels of food insecurity existing on all
of our islands, only 8 percent of micro-grant applications were able
to receive funding.

| request that you fully fund the Micro-Grants for Food Security
Program in fiscal year 2024 at its authorized level of $10 million
to ensure the program can fully help those that are looking to pro-
vide food for themselves and their communities.

Next, minority-serving institutions play a vital role in increasing
access to education and agriculture and related sciences to make
our Nation’s agricultural sector more competitive.

The University of Hawaii is a Native Hawaiian-Serving institu-
tion and land-grant university. In addition to essential capacity
funding, the Alaska Native-Serving and Native Hawaiian-Serving
Institutions Education Competitive Grants Program has been crit-
ical to carrying out education, applied research, and community de-
velopment programs that would otherwise struggle to receive fund-
ing.

For example, UH has been a world leader in tropical flower vari-
ety development which is critical to Hawaii's flora culture industry.

Fully funding the ANNH program at its authorized level of $10
million is desperately needed to meet the increased challenges we
face today, such as expanding research to support Hawaii's indige-
nous and traditional staple crops, like kalo, or taro, and 'ulu, or
breadfruit, to be more resilient to climate conditions, pests, and
disease.

Furthermore, direct specialty crop research funding has been es-
sential for iconic Hawaii agriculture industries like coffee and mac-
adamia nuts which we all enjoy.

Thank you for your support for the Coffee Plant Health Initiative
and Macadamia Nut Tree Health Initiative which have played a
key role in combating invasive disease like coffee leaf rust and
pests like tropical nut borer.

| ask for your continued support for these initiatives and ask for
your help to add funding for threats to our avocado industry and
dealing with the impacts of the spittlebug which have both been
recognized through report language in the last two Congresses.

Lastly, as | have highlighted multiple times today, invasive spe-
cies threaten agriculture producers in Hawaii and across our coun-
try. Investments in prevention are a matter of national security,
and are significantly cheaper than mitigation efforts like expensive,
ungulate perimeter fences and losses once species and diseases are
introduced.

Funding for programs like the Agriculture Quarantine Inspection
Program and the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service is
critical to our food security and agriculture industry.

Chairman Harris, Ranking Member Bishop, our farmers and
ranchers work in service to our country every day, making it pos-
sible for us to have food on our tables. We need to help them put
food on theirs.

The threats and opportunities to agriculture and our ability to
feed and fuel our country are real, and | look forward to working
with you and the subcommittee on issues facing our agriculture
producers. Mahalo.

[The information follows:]
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Mr. H ARRIS. Thank you very much, Representative. Let me just
ask you a question because invasive species are a problem every-
where. In my district, we have the spotted lanternfly, we have blue
catfish. | mean, you mentioned the coffee leaf rust and the tropical
nut borer. Are we being successful in controlling those invasive
species, or where do we stand with those?

Ms. TokupA . Right now we are losing the fight, quite frankly,
and we need to do more to be able to research how we are going
to help our farmers keep more of their crop. | literally have stared
at coffee fields that once | could not see through them because the
leaves were so lush. | can see to the back of their properties. They
are anticipating that sometimes less than a third can actually go
to market at this point.

So our farmers are barely hanging on at this point, and much re-
search is needed, support for those crop losses are required, and
quite frankly, looking forward at what threats could come next is
something we have also got to do.

Mr. H ArRrIs. OK. Thank you very much. Thanks for taking the
time today.

Mr. B 1sHopP . Thank you very much. What you highlight is typical
across agriculture in America, and we fully support it. Mahalo.

Ms. TOKUDA . | invite you to come to Hawaii anytime to join us
in the fight for agriculture. Mahalo.

Mr. H ARRIS. Mr. Bishop, we might have to do a field trip out
there.

Mr. B 1IsHOP . Sounds good to me.

Mr. H ARRIS. Maybe have a hearing on those invasive diseases.

Mr. B 1sHOP . Sounds really good to me.

Mr. H ARRIS. Mr. Flood, you are recognized for 5 minutes.

THURSDAY , MARCH 23, 2023.

WITNESS

HON. MIKE FLOOD, A REPRESENTATIVE IN CONGRESS FROM THE
STATE OF NEBRASKA

Mr. FLoob. Thank you, Chairman Harris, Ranking Member
Bishop, and all the members of the subcommittee. | am grateful for
this opportunity to come before you today and highlight an impor-
tant project to promote cutting-edge ag research in the United
States, the Midwest, and my home State of Nebraska.

You may already be aware of this program, it was championed
by my predecessor, Mr. Fortenberry. Specifically, | would like to
call your attention to the U.S. Department of Agriculture Ag Re-
search Service National Center for Resilient and Regenerative Pre-
cision Agriculture.

Agriculture plays a tremendous role in the Midwest region of the
United States. The seven State region of Nebraska, lowa, Kansas,
Minnesota, Missouri, North Dakota, and South Dakota accounts for
more than 30 percent of the Nation’s $487 billion in ag production
output and is home to 411,000 farms and ranches.

Although the Midwest region accounts for just 14 percent of the
Nation’s land mass, 80 percent of the land in these States is in ag
production. In total, the region accounts for more than 40 percent
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of U.S. crop land, nearly 20 percent of U.S. pastureland, and nearly
30 percent of total U.S. agriculture sector production.

However, our Nation is a critical juncture in advancing precision
agriculture. In the next two decades, experts predict that U.S. agri-
culture will transition from mechanized agriculture, using large,
diesel-powered tractors and the like, to digital agriculture, using
highly networked, small, robotic implements utilizing high input
data.

On-farm decisionmaking will be guided by these digital tools for
targeted, precision, enterprise-level management.

These technological changes, coupled with rapid growing world
production demanding increased food production, means that our
producers must adopt 21st century regenerative management prac-
tices that promote resilience of our soil, water, and natural re-
sources.

As the Nation’s ag systems move from mechanized to digital agri-
culture, the Federal Government must invest in precision agri-
culture research to guide and drive this change.

The National Center for Resilient and Regenerative Precision Ag-
riculture is a planned $110 million facility, co-located, USDA/ARS
lab facility of 120,000 square feet with a 15,000 square-foot green-
house, adjacent to a $50 million State and philanthropically funded
University of Nebraska Ag Tech Accelerator Building.

This facility will be the first of its kind to utilize a hub-and-spoke
model focused on regenerative and precision agriculture which will
bring together scientists from highly productive and nationally re-
nowned land-grant universities with ARS scientists across the Na-
tion, to ensure the United States remains the leader in feeding and
fueling a growing world.

The existing ARS units in Lincoln will join two new research
units in this facility, housing over 150 people when completed. Con-
gress has already appropriated planning and design funds as well
as funds for the greenhouse construction with groundbreaking ex-
pected in 2024.

The full USDA/ARS lab building will be constructed when Con-
gress has appropriated the total funds for the project. | am here
today to ask the committee to continue its support for this impor-
tant and much-needed facility.

Conveniently the Midwest region is home to 18 public research
universities, eight of which are land-grant institutions and drivers
of game-changing research in a variety of disciplines.

Constructing this center in close proximity to existing ARS facili-
ties and strong land-grant universities will amplify capabilities and
collaborations and benefit the entire Nation.

This project has received continued support from the administra-
tion and USDA officials. It is specifically included in the USDA’s
budget book for fiscal year 2024.

Dr. Chavonda Jacobs-Young, Under Secretary for Research, Edu-
cation, and Economics, and chief scientist at the USDA, has repeat-
edly expressed the Department’s support for this facility.

She stated, quote, “I will continue to promote and advance for
the cost effective and timely development of this new facility to en-
sure that it will be open for business as soon as possible, end quote.
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This project has also garnered support from State leaders in Ne-
braska. In 2022, the State legislature passed, and the governor
signed into law, $25 million to be matched by private philanthropic
funding to construct the University of Nebraska companion facility
for the National Center.

Most importantly, this project has strong community support.
Several commodity stakeholder groups and community organiza-
tions in my home State have sent letters in support of the National
Center and demonstrated their support through continued advo-
cacy.

All in all, the National Center boasts diverse and robust support
from across the region, the Midwest region, the State of Nebraska,
and the local community.

| thank you very much for the opportunity to present, and | yield
back.

[The information follows:]
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