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Background:
FSA Administrator, Teresa Lasseter met with Congressional Staff in January 2006 regarding challenges that Farm Service Agency was facing.  Reduced budget and staffing levels have created many concerns throughout the FSA Office structure including offices with 0, 1 or 2 employees and offices that currently share a manager.  Ms. Lasseter told Congress that she directed each state to conduct independent, local level reviews of operations within existing resources and report back to her.  With no time frame, no target numbers, and no national criteria, each state was asked to analyze operations and make suggestions for improvements.  
The charge to complete this analysis was directed to the State FSA Committee and the State Executive Director.  In Nebraska we had already acknowledged several serious challenges that we felt needed addressed including shared management offices and our smallest workload offices.  The State Committee and SED developed a transparent approach to the review of operations and communicated that process with Employees, County Committee Members, Congressional Staffs and numerous Ag Partners before the review of office structure began.  We also made our analysis an inclusive process, asking for input from nearly 250 farmer elected County Committee persons and 500 Nebraska FSA employees.  
Input:
During the months of February and March, 2006, we spent considerable time visiting with each Congressional Staff, all County Committees and our Ag Partners in a series of meetings.  The last two weeks of March we held our most important meetings.  The State Committee and State Executive Director traveled throughout the state to five locations and invited County Committee Members, County Executive Directors and Farm Loan Managers to listen to Nebraska budget and staffing challenges, the task at hand, and to ask for suggestions for our approach and criteria.  All Employees and County Committee Members were asked to complete surveys.     

Over 95% of employees submitted completed surveys.  From the surveys and by meeting with Employee Associations and top Nebraska FSA management, we learned three important facts.  Workload should be the most important criteria in determining office structure and location.  The recommended minimum sized FSA Office should be four people: a Manager and three Program Technicians and finally, serious concerns were expressed over the state’s 18 shared management locations.     
Public Comments:
The comments from 14 public meetings in addition to the input we received by letters, emails and phone calls were invaluable toward finalizing our plan.  We consistently heard concerns about the economic impact to the communities, the impact to producers and the strong reliance that producers have on FSA staff members.  These and other comments helped us in the final decision making process.  Our preference would be to maintain all current offices with adequate staffing.  Unfortunately, with continued reductions in authorized staffing, we cannot properly staff 81 locations.  
Final Criteria:
This guidance from our staff surveys became the foundation for the criteria that were used to analyze office operations.  The following criteria were used to analyze operations.  

1.  Office workload of FSA programs will determine office locations and staffing levels.

Based on program complexity and ability to serve producers each office would have its own manager and a minimum of three Program Technicians resulting in the following: 


a. The dissolution of shared management operations in Nebraska.


b. A minimum of four permanent staff members per FSA location.

2.  When possible, the FSA Offices would be located in Ag trade areas.

3.  Distance between offices would remain a factor. 



(The STC reserved the right to maintain an FSA location when an extensive commute existed for producers.)

A fourth criterion that was eliminated in the final process was the impact on FSA offices caused by urban sprawl.  
Proposal:  (Map Attached)
The final proposal identifies ten offices recommended for consolidation:
Banner County consolidated with Scotts Bluff County.
Boyd County consolidated with Holt County.
Dakota County consolidated with Dixon County.  

Deuel County consolidated with Garden County.
Frontier County consolidated with Red Willow County.
Garfield County (Burwell district including Loup, Garfield and Wheeler Counties) consolidated with Valley County.
Greeley County consolidated with Howard County.
Hitchcock County consolidated with Hayes County.
Sherman County consolidated with Buffalo County.
Thomas County (Thedford district including Thomas, Blaine, Grant and Hooker Counties) consolidated with Cherry County.
Producers Impacted:

Approximately 4,400 producers or 5.7% of all Nebraska FSA producers would be directly impacted by the revised proposal.  This figure is 30% less than the original plan to consolidate twelve locations.  An exception was made for Cherry County where workload supports just three employees.  Because of the distances producers are required to travel in that expansive county, (5,960 square miles) the State Committee chose to maintain an office in that location even though it did not meet the criteria of four full time employees per location.  
Staff Impacted:

Nineteen employees from ten consolidated offices would be reassigned to work in new locations.  Most would be in offices contiguous to their current duty station.  There would be one displaced CED from the Dixon/Dakota consolidation; however, there are vacant management positions throughout Nebraska.  In addition to the 19 permanent employees directly impacted by this plan, it is estimated that shifts in workload and the inability to reposition personnel for several years could result in up to (7) employees being relocated to meet workload demands.  In all, 34% fewer employees are impacted through this revised proposal.  However, this plan still meets our initial objective of improving efficiency and service to producers.  
Benefits of Proposal: 

The plan has several important benefits:

1.  The proposal maintains a strong FSA presence of 71 offices located throughout the state and provides a dedicated manager to each location.  

2.  Impacted producers choose which neighboring office to conduct business in.  FSA Staff would then be repositioned to meet resulting workload demands.    
3.  The proposal maintains all current FSA staff and provides County Committee representation from all 93 Nebraska Counties. 

4.  The proposal allows staff in consolidated offices more time to focus on serving producers and less time devoted to administrative functions.   

5.  The proposal creates larger staffed offices which enable staff to better manage and deliver the many programs FSA Administers.    

6.  The proposal addresses our most critical challenges in Nebraska - the challenges of operating offices with only one, two or three people and the ongoing concern regarding shared management operations. 

Coordination with NRCS and RD:

The proposal has been discussed with the USDA NRCS State Conservationist and the USDA State RD Director.  NRCS has conducted a review of operations and indicated a two-phase approach.  The first of which would be to consolidate four locations, three of which are common to FSA.  USDA Rural Development announced the closure of eight locations in Nebraska.  All agencies have communicated throughout this process and agency leaders have concurred with the FSA, NRCS and RD proposals.  In addition, Agency leaders have discussed and will work together to provide the opportunity for an Agency not present in a Service Center to provide service on a temporary basis to conduct a sign up or deliver a disaster program or complete other necessary work in order to deliver services to the producers.      
Summary:
The process conducted to define the criteria was very open and inclusive.  We sought input from Employees, County Committee Members, the Congressional Delegation and various Ag Partners.  We fully recognize the impact on staff and the communities that the proposed consolidations would have; however, we felt that the impact toward the agency and the producers we serve would be more severe by not doing anything at all.  I believe we are at a time where everyone believes that something needs to be done to address our challenges.  The State Committee and I feel that we did everything possible to first listen to those who we are impacting and then to act fairly and consistently with a service minded attitude.  
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