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Orientation Outline

• Purpose and history.

• How the system works.

• The preparation of the WASDE.

Purpose and History

Part 1

USDA’s Commodity Intelligence 
System

• Interagency commodity estimates 
committees (ICECs) are the foundation of 
USDA’s commodity intelligence system.

• The system provides comprehensive, 
current situation and outlook (S&O) 
information for the major agricultural 
commodities.

The System’s Clientele Groups

• Media and commentators.

• Decision-makers.

• University and extension 
analysts.

Media and Commentators

• ICEC estimates are carried by public 
media such as the financial wire services, 
radio stations, and farm press 
publications.

• They are also used by private analysts, 
commodity research groups, and 
brokerage firms as a basis for market 
analysis and forecasts.
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Decision-Makers

• Government decision-makers in USDA, 
other federal agencies, and the Congress 
rely on ICEC estimates when setting 
policies and making program and budget 
decisions.

• Private sector decision-makers, including 
farmers and agribusinesses, also rely on 
the ICEC estimates.

University and Extension Analysts

• ICEC estimates provide information to 
extension analysts for further 
dissemination to producers.

• USDA’s commodity intelligence system is 
used heavily as a basis for university 
research.

WAOB/ICEC Reports

• Monthly World Agricultural Supply and 
Demand Estimates (WASDE).

• Annual USDA Agricultural Baseline 
Projections.

• Weekly Weather and Crop Bulletin (A joint USDA 
and Department of Commerce Report).

Agency Information 
Products & Reports

• FAS production and commodity circulars.

• ERS commodity yearbooks and monthly 
newsletters.

• The quarterly trade forecasts.

150 Years of History
• Mid 1800’s  U.S. begins collecting agricultural commodity 

statistics.
• 1862  U.S. Department of Agriculture created.
• 1913  First annual situation report.

• 1923  First annual outlook conference.

• 1945  Secretary establishes an Outlook and Situation Board.

• 1963  Secretary establishes ICEC’s. 

• 1972  Russian wheat deal.

• 1973  First issue of Agricultural Supply and Demand Estimates.

• 1977  Secretary establishes the World Agricultural Outlook Board.World Agricultural Outlook Board.

• 1988  Secretary directs the WAOB to develop long-run estimates.

• 1997  Personnel and budget reductions prompt ERS to propose 
reduced commodity market analysis.

• 1998 Datatrac/PwC consultants study the ICEC process.

• 2000  Secretary reaffirms commitment to the ICEC process.

Recent Milestones-
The Soviet Grain Deals of the 1970’s

• USDA failed to predict an increase in import 
demand for U.S. grain stemming from crop 
failures in the Soviet Union.

• International merchants quietly bought up U.S. 
supplies before prices reflected the shortage.

• Embargos on U.S. exports were imposed to 
stabilize prices, which ran counter to farmers’ 
interests.

• The need for better information and coordination 
resulted in the establishment of the World Board.
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Export Sales Reporting Instituted 
in 1974

“What could not be disputed was the fact 
that the U.S. government still lacked a 
clear idea of what went on in its own grain 
markets.  That August [1973] Congress 
amended the Agriculture Act to establish 
a mandatory reporting system in the 
USDA.”

from Merchants of Grain by Dan Morgan

Recent Milestones-
The Datatrac Study of the Late 1990’s

• Reduced budgets and new farm bill prompted 
agencies to question resources devoted to 
WASDE.

• Datatrac and Price Waterhouse-Coopers were 
commissioned to study the structure and value of 
USDA’s commodity intelligence system.

• The study found that “The WASDE is recognized 
in the market as objective, independent, and the 
best forecast available.  No other government 
organization was found to produce a comparable 
market forecast.”

• The study recommended that the system be 
reaffirmed and strengthened.

Key Datatrac/PWC Findings

• “The existing WASDE/ICEC process is sound, 
provides adequate security, and produces a 
WASDE report that is regarded as reliable, 
accurate, and consistent by both internal and 
external stakeholders and users.”

• “…the Department can ill afford to run any 
significant risk of producing a single WASDE 
report that does not live up to the reputation 
expected by users and stakeholders.”

Market Information Needs Ever Greater

• Globalization.

• Market-oriented government programs.

• Complex pricing strategies.

• Product diversification.

• Integration and contracting.

• Remote buying and selling.

How the System Works

Part 2

Operating Principles

• Timeliness – adherence to schedule and 
equal access to information.

• Reliability – based on sound, accurate 
analysis.

• Objectivity – not biased by financial or 
political agendas.
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ICEC’s in the USDA Organization
Secretary

Chief Economist

WAOB Chairperson

ICEC Chairpersons assigned by WAOB

Wheat Feed
Grains

Oilseeds Rice

CottonDairyPoultryMeat
AnimalsSugar

Agency
members assigned by

AMS, ERS, FSA, and FAS

Coordination Responsibilities of the 
WAOB

• Chairs the ICEC’s.

• Clears outlook and situation material 
published by FAS and ERS.

• Oversees weather, climate, and remote 
sensing activities.

• Coordinates long-range supply-demand 
estimates (the baseline).

Interagency Commodity Estimates 
Committees

• Draw on all relevant expertise within 
USDA.

• Construct country and global supply-
demand estimates.

• Ensure accuracy and consistency.

Agencies Participating

• World Agricultural Outlook Board.

• Economic Research Service.

• Foreign Agricultural Service.

• Farm Services Agency.

• Agricultural Marketing Service.

Participating Agency Responsibilities
and Contributions

• FAS contributes attache intelligence, foreign 
production & trade data and analysis, maintains 
the PS&D database. 

• ERS contributes economic analysis of all types 
and prepares the long-range foreign baseline.

• FSA provides expertise on farm policy, farm 
program activity, and CCC commodity inventory 
activity.

• AMS shares information on domestic prices, 
quality distribution, producer marketing 
arrangements, and transportation.

ICEC’s Embody Cross-Agency Input

AMS

Coordinate

ERS

FASFSA

Teamwork

InterpretAnalyze

Consensus

Develop commodity market information 
and forecasts for agricultural commodity 

decision-makers

ICEC

ICEC

IC
EC

IC
EC
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The Preparation of the WASDE

Part 3

How Information is Incorporated into 
the WASDE Estimates

• Information must be gathered, screened, 
and assembled into a cohesive whole.

• Preparing the WASDE is like putting 
together a complex puzzle—often the 
pieces don’t fit very well.

Because of their responsibility to 
provide “early warning” intelligence, 
the ICEC’s cannot afford to overlook 
any source of information.

Sources of Information

• USDA Attache 
Reports

• Official Country 
Reports

• Weather Analysis

• Remote sensing

• U.S. Crop & Livestock 
Surveys

• Trip Reports

• Media Reports

• Industry Information

Screening Information

• Reliability of source.

• Balance sheet relationships.

Screening Information: 
Reliability of Source

• Is this source providing consistent data, 
good supporting information?

• Does the source have a political or market 
agenda?

• What is the source’s track record?

• How many different sources confirm the 
same information?
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Screening Information:
Balance Sheet Relationships

• The balance sheet is a simple but 
powerful tool:
– supply = demand?
– imports = exports?
– yield is consistent with history?  with 

weather?
– stocks:use ratio reasonable?

Verifying Estimates with 
Economic Analysis

• Economic analysis is essential for assembling 
and verifying estimates.

• Analyze data relationships to see if they are 
consistent with economic principles, models, and 
past behavior.

• Does “the story” make sense, both for individual 
estimates and in the aggregate?

• ERS is the primary agency responsible, but in 
practice, most committee members contribute to 
varying degrees.

Lock-Up Procedures

• Decisions on the most market-sensitive estimates 
are reserved for lock-up.

• The ICEC’s receive NASS U.S. production and 
stocks estimates in lock-up.

• The lock-up schedule is timed so that the 
Secretary of Agriculture can be briefed at 8:15 
a.m. and the WASDE released at 8:30 a.m.

• Lock-up security eliminates all access to the 
outside world, except in cases of extreme 
emergency.


