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Investing in the Future Through
Agricultural Research,
Education, and Economics

U

 

SDA leads the world in basic and applied research, as it looks for ways to solve
problems challenging America’s food and fiber production system, and for ways

to improve food supply, safety and quality.  Five major challenges face U.S. agricul-
ture in the next decade: (1) maintaining an agricultural system that’s highly competi-
tive in the global economy, (2) balancing agricultural production and the
environment, (3) providing a safe and secure food supply for all citizens, (4) main-
taining a healthy, well-nourished population,and (5) increasing economic opportuni-
ties and improving the quality of life of all Americans. USDA’s Research, Education,
and Economics (REE) mission helps meet these challenges.

Four USDA agencies make up the mission: the Agricultural Research Service
(ARS), the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service
(CSREES), the Economic Research Service (ERS), and the National Agricultural
Statistics Service (NASS). Together, these agencies have the Federal responsibility 
to discover and disseminate knowledge that spans the biological, physical, and social
sciences related to agricultural research, economic analysis, statistics, extension, and
higher education. 

 

■ Getting Your Money’s Worth

How does the responsibility translate into results that benefit Americans? In the
international trade arena, USDA research is an important tool for stimulating the

Nation’s economy. For example, the protocol developed for detecting corn seed bac-
terial disease early and accurately eliminates foreign quarantine barriers and rejected
shipments—keeping markets open for U.S. farm products. Another example: U.S.
rice establishes the quality standard for the most important small grain in the world.
USDA research advances in agricultural biotechnology can help improve crop quality
and yields of rice, as well as reduce losses from pest damage. This helps the United
States build an agricultural system that is highly competitive in the global economy.

REE is also rising to the challenge of balancing agricultural production and the
environment. For example, USDA agricultural research is behind Integrated Pest
Management, a system that relies on a variety of natural techniques as alternatives 
to chemical pesticides in order to reduce health risks, sustain natural resources, and
create new economic opportunities. USDA’s goal is to have IPM in practice on 75
percent of U.S. agricultural acres by the year 2000. Another example closer to 
home for many consumers is the research behind the development of biodegradable
100-percent-cornstarch cutlery, which is stronger and better for the environment than
petroleum-based plastic utensils.
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In an effort to meet the challenge of providing a safe and secure food supply for
all citizens, USDA researchers developed the first rapid test for identifying generic
bacteria on meat. It has cut the old 3-day meat quality test to detect 

 

E. coli contami-
nation down to 8 hours—a benefit for both industry and consumers.  In another area,
USDA is continuing research to understand the possible transfer of infectious diseases
from animals to humans—mad cow disease, for example.

REE is delivering on its commitment to a healthy, well-nourished population
with the production of a substance called Z-trim which can be used in many food
products as a fat replacement that tastes good. Another example: soybeans with a
reduced fat content that could eventually lead to a grocery shopping cart full of
“smart heart” products.

■ Delivering the Goods

How does USDA take these technologies and products from the labs to the 
marketplace? REE works with land-grant institutions and industry to move

research results into the marketplace to boost economic opportunities and improve
the quality of life for all Americans. REE works in partnership with the State agricul-
tural experiment station system, based at land-grant universities to carry out a bal-
anced program of fundamental and applied research. This critical connection—with
extension educators identifying and communicating agricultural, environmental, and
community problems to researchers at campuses and experiment stations—helps pro-
vide cutting-edge technologies and new products. 

USDA uses Cooperative Research and Development Agreements (CRADAs) 
to get many of its research accomplishments to farmers, business people, and con-
sumers. Under these agreements, USDA and its private sector partners agree to
develop certain technologies jointly so they can be commercialized. With more than
650 such partnerships, USDA leads all Federal research organizations in CRADA
activity. CRADAs combine government expertise with entrepreneurial ability, 
allowing government and small business to do more together than they could alone.
CRADAs maximize resources and deliver results, giving farmers and consumers
products they need, and giving small business and rural America Federal partnerships
that enhance products and stimulate the economy. 

USDA also collaborates with other Federal Departments. Several joint projects
have been initiated between USDA agencies and the National Laboratories operated
by the Department of Energy for research and development, technology transfer,
technology utilization, and technology commercialization activities. USDA has 
collaborated with the Department of Defense in investigating new methods to control
pests and reduce pesticide use, as well as finding ways to replace critical materials
that are not available from domestic producers. Cooperation with the Department of
Health and Human Services (DHSS) includes close coordination of human nutrition
research done by the two Departments. The CRADAs and the Federal partnerships
are examples of how REE can stimulate economic opportunity and improve the 
quality of life of Americans.
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