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FLAWED FEDERAL LAND USE REPORT 
ENCOURAGES UNNECESSARY SPENDING

WENDELL COX AND RONALD D. UTT, PH.D.

The recent discovery of serious flaws in a U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) land use sur-
vey, which compiled data by sampling national 
land use trends, illustrates why extreme care must 
be exercised by the federal government in process-
ing, compiling, and reporting the data it derives 
from the decennial census now underway. Because 
the 2000 census utilizes both enumeration and 
sampling techniques, it is essential that both the 
process and the results obtained are screened to 
ensure that the type of errors plaguing the USDA’s 
National Resources Inventory (NRI) are not repli-
cated in the 2000 census. As the immediate 
response to the NRI’s release shows, the skewed 
results of error-plagued surveys can induce gov-
ernment to react with costly programs and regula-
tions that address problems which may not, in 
fact, exist.

PROBLEMS FROM A FLAWED SURVEY

On March 27, 2000, the U.S. Department of 
Agriculture warned visitors to its Web site that a 
“problem” had been discovered in a land use 

report released by 
Vice President Al 
Gore just three 
months earlier. A 
revised version of 
the survey, it 
advised, would be 
available in June 
2000. Although the 
March advisory 
stated that the 
“revised statistical 
processing is not 
expected to signifi-
cantly change any 
previously 
announced find-
ings,”1 by late April, USDA officials were admitting 
publicly that they “do not know how significantly” 
the findings would change.2

The flawed land use report, the 1997 National 
Resources Inventory,3 was removed from the USDA 
Web site shortly thereafter,4 but not before dozens 

1. U.S. Department of Agriculture, “Announcement,” accessed on March 27, 2000, at http://www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/NRI/1997/
summary_report/original/contents.html.

2. Diana Mastrull, “U.S. Study on Land Development Was Wrong,” The Philadelphia Inquirer, April 28, 2000.



No. 1368 May 8, 2000

of elected officials in the states and Washington, 
D.C., had rushed forward with a variety of costly 
land preservation schemes based on the survey’s 
erroneous data. Vice President Gore, claiming that 
there was a land use crisis, took the unusual step 
of releasing the report a day before its formal 
release by the USDA and Agriculture Secretary 
Dan Glickman.

At the press conference, the Vice President 
remarked: “These new figures confirm what com-
munities across America already know—too much 
of our precious open space is being gobbled up by 
sprawl.” He went on to advocate spending more 
federal money to preserve farmland and to support 
the land purchase provisions in his “Livable Com-
munities” plan, which heretofore Congress had 
largely ignored.

The well-publicized release of these flawed data 
may have had its intended effect: Congress has 
scheduled a May 2000 vote on H.R. 701, the Con-
servation and Reinvestment Act (CARA), which 
would authorize the spending of $3 billion per 
year to buy up environmentally sensitive land and 
to fund other conservation programs.

Potential victims of this needless spending will 
include more than just the federal taxpayer. The 
NRI report claimed that the amount of land lost to 
development in Pennsylvania was extraordinarily 
high, and it ranked that state second in the nation 
for land lost to development. This ranking may 
have led the Pennsylvania legislature to enact, and 
Governor Tom Ridge to sign into law, a $650 mil-
lion, five-year land preservation program within 
two weeks of the survey’s release. Similar concerns 
were raised in other states where the NRI survey 
also reported above-average land losses.5

The flawed NRI survey claimed that Texas led 
the nation in land used for development, with a 
reported loss of 2.1 million acres of farmland. In 

Georgia, where the metropolitan area of Atlanta is 
subject to the draconian growth-control demands 
of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), the 
NRI claimed that more than 1 million acres of pre-
vious agricultural land and open space had been 
developed, while Virginia was reported to have 
lost nearly half a million acres of rural land to 
development—doubling its rate for the previous 
five years.

Meanwhile, the report’s results assured Oregon’s 
state officials that their highly restrictive anti-sub-
urban land regulation policies for the Portland 
area had greatly reduced their development rate. 
(Oddly, however, the NRI survey also reported that 
rapidly suburbanizing Colorado and Arizona had 
developed land at a lower rate per new resident 
than Oregon had, despite its rigid growth-control 
boundaries).

CHECKING NRI DATA 
AGAINST OTHER FEDERAL DATA

Had officials at the USDA taken any time to 
review the NRI findings in advance of the report’s 
release, they most likely would have found that 
some, if not all, of the data were of questionable 
accuracy.

Indeed, the authors of this Backgrounder, who at 
the time were completing an urban sprawl and 
smart growth report on Pennsylvania’s develop-
ment trends,6 had contacted the USDA on Decem-
ber 17, 1999, just 11 days after the report’s release, 
to seek an explanation for some of the obvious 
inconsistencies between the just-released NRI 
report and a USDA report of similar scope, the 
Census of Agriculture, which had been released nine 
months earlier.7 Specifically, the authors ques-
tioned the NRI’s finding that the amount of land 
lost to development between 1992 and 1997 in 
Pennsylvania (1.1 million acres, of which 901,200 

3. See http://www.nhq.nrcs.usda.gov/NRI/1997/summary_report/original/contents.html.

4. Although the report appears again on the USDA Web site, it is accompanied by a warning about potential problems with 
the data.

5. See, for example, “Loss of Farmland Paves Way to Growth in South,” Sarasota Herald–Tribune, December 12, 1999, p. A11.

6. Wendell Cox, Ronald D. Utt, and Howard Husock, “How Smart Is ‘Smart Growth’? Implications for Pennsylvania,” Com-
monwealth Foundation, Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, April 2000.
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was farmland) was second only to that in Texas, 
which reportedly lost 2.1 million farm acres.

Such a finding for Pennsylvania made little 
sense and was markedly inconsistent with the 
state’s development trends. The U.S. Bureau of the 
Census reported that between 1990 and 1998, 
Pennsylvania had one of the slowest rates of popu-
lation growth of any state: Its population grew by 
only 1 percent over the period, compared with 8.7 
percent for the country as a whole. Only three 
other states—Connecticut, North Dakota, and 
Rhode Island—had slower population growth 
rates.8

Because housing production and other forms of 
development closely track demographic trends, it 
seemed highly unlikely that one of the slowest 
growing states could have one of the fastest rates of 
land converted to real estate development. As the 
Commonwealth Foundation, a Pennsylvania-
based think tank, noted, the NRI survey could be 
correct only if all of the homes constructed in 
Pennsylvania during that period had been built on 
5.3-acre lots.9

Apparent discrepancies of this magnitude 
between related federal data series should have 
given pause to some of the statisticians and offi-
cials at USDA and encouraged further review of 
the NRI numbers to ensure accuracy before the 
report was released. Unfortunately, this seems not 
to have occurred; nor, apparently, was the USDA 
concerned with disturbing inconsistencies 
between the findings of its NRI and those of its 
Census of Agriculture released in March 1999, 

which covered some of the same land use patterns 
and was conducted over the same period of 
time.10

Importantly, because the Census of Agriculture is 
based on an enumeration of farmland (in which 
every farm and its acreage is counted) and the NRI 
findings are drawn from a national sample, the 
Census data would have provided USDA officials 
with an excellent benchmark to confirm the accu-
racy of the NRI results before their release. Indeed, 
had they done so, they would have discovered that 
the results of the two surveys were vastly different 
on a state-by-state basis. (See the Appendix for a 
state-by-state comparison of the USDA Census of 
Agriculture and NRI findings.)

Pennsylvania and Texas offer the most obvious 
inconsistencies between the two reports. In the 
case of Pennsylvania, the NRI survey claimed that 
the state had lost 901,200 acres of farmland 
between 1992 and 1997, while the Census 
reported that only 21,600 acres of farmland had 
been lost—a figure much more consistent with 
Pennsylvania’s half-century history of very low 
population growth.

For Texas, the differences are more extreme. 
Whereas the NRI survey found that Texas had lost 
2,105,400 acres of farmland between 1992 and 
1997, the Census of Agriculture reported that Texas 
had gained 421,600 acres of farmland during the 
same period. Assuming that this is correct, the 
USDA Census of Agriculture would rank Texas fifth 
among the states that gained farmland, just behind 
Wyoming, Nebraska, Oklahoma, and Utah. 

7. A copy of the query to the USDA can be found at http://www.demographia.com/db-nri-coxemail.htm. The USDA did not 
respond to the query or offer an explanation for the discrepancies cited. The USDA Census of Agriculture is available at http:/
/www.nass.usda.gov/census.

8. U.S. Bureau of the Census, “State Population Estimates and Demographic Components of Population Change: April 1, 
1990 to July 1, 1998,” December 31, 1998; accessed on October 27, 1999, at http://www.census.gov/population/estimates/
state/st-98-2.txt.

9. Mastrull, “U.S. Study on Land Development Was Wrong.”

10. Data from the NRI survey and the Census of Agriculture overlap in several areas and can be used to cross-check each other. 
Historically, the NRI data for the agriculture classifications of cropland, agriculture reserves, pastureland, and rangeland 
track comparatively closely with those of the Census of Agriculture’s farmland classifications. At the national level, the NRI 
data were within 0.3 percent in 1992 and 0.2 percent in 1997. However, very significant differences are found in the 1997 
state-by-state data. Because the NRI survey, and not the Census of Agriculture, has been withdrawn for revision, it can be 
presumed that the USDA considers the Census data to be largely correct.
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Because the USDA announced that the NRI results 
were subject to possible error but made no men-
tion of any similar problems associated with the 
Census of Agriculture, it must be assumed that 
Texas most likely did experience a gain in farm-
land, not the massive loss claimed by the NRI sur-
vey.

Surely, someone at USDA should have noticed 
the extreme differences in results for Texas, with 
one USDA survey indicating it a top gainer of 
farmland and the other reporting it as the nation’s 
biggest loser. Moreover, the conflicting activities 
(farmland lost to development and land becoming 
farmland) allegedly occurred over the same period 
of time. Obviously, something is profoundly amiss 
in data collection at the USDA, as its subsequent 
withdrawal of the NRI survey from its Web site 
indicates.

Other notable discrepancies between the NRI 
and Census involve Georgia. While the NRI 
reported a loss of 720,000 agricultural acres, the 
Census of Agriculture found that Georgia added 
nearly 650,000 acres of farmland. A comparison of 
the data with population growth would have 
shown that the number of new acres the NRI 
alleged had been developed would require the 
dedication of nearly four acres for each new 
household in Georgia—an extremely large lot size 
even for sprawling Atlanta.

Virginia’s NRI-reported loss of 300,000 farm-
land acres is well in excess of the 70,000 the Cen-
sus of Agriculture reports. The anti-suburban, 
growth-control model for Oregon did not fare as 
well in the Census: 32 states had better perfor-
mances in terms of farmland preservation. 
Another questionable implication of the NRI find-
ings is that California’s 1.3 million new residents 
required 700,000 acres of new development—less 
than the 1.1 million acres consumed by Pennsyl-
vania’s 30,000 new residents.

CONTROLLING THE RISKS IN 
SAMPLING

Mistakes, of course, can be made when dealing 
with large volumes of data, but errors of this mag-
nitude are hard to explain, given the many oppor-
tunities to cross-check the results with other 
federal data and surveys. Apparently, such essen-
tial cross-checking was not done by the USDA for 
the National Resources Inventory of land use, and 
the consequence of this failing is that states such as 
Pennsylvania have already committed to vast 
expenditures of money to solve a problem that 
may not exist.

Although sampling can be a powerful and cost-
effective tool for deriving accurate information 
about large populations and collections of data, 
that same power can also serve to magnify and 
exaggerate relatively small errors in the sampling 
process and/or in the procedures used to process 
and compile sampled information. Because of the 
possibility that small errors can lead to big mis-
takes, it is essential that samples be properly 
designed, professionally managed according to 
generally accepted scientific principles, relentlessly 
cross-checked against alternative sources of data, 
and subjected to simple common sense and good 
judgment.

The NRI debacle not only illustrates the pitfalls 
of what can happen if careless errors creep into the 
sampling process, but also illustrates the risks the 
federal government confronts in ensuring the 
absolute accuracy of the 2000 decennial census, 
for which sampling is an important component in 
identifying the many descriptive characteristics of 
the U.S. population. It also illustrates the impor-
tance of conducting a full companion enumeration 
to benchmark the accuracy of the sample. Had it 
not been for USDA’s companion census of land 
use conducted by enumeration, these sampling 
flaws in the NRI might never have been discov-
ered. For this reason, a detailed, independent 
investigation should be conducted to determine 
the nature of the errors and ensure that such errors 
are not repeated in the decennial census now 
being conducted by the Census Bureau.
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WHAT CONGRESS SHOULD DO

To ensure that the flaws of the sampling process 
used in the 1997 National Resources Inventory sur-
vey are not replicated and the causes of the errors 
are fully understood, Congress should:

1. HHHHoooolllld d d d oooovvvveeeerrrrssssiiiigggghhhht t t t hhhheeeeaaaarrrriiiinnnnggggs s s s wwwwiiiitttth h h h tttthhhhe e e e UUUUSSSSDDDDAAAA’’’’s s s s pppprrrroooo----
ffffeeeessssssssiiiioooonnnnaaaal l l l ssssttttaaaafffff f f f aaaannnnd d d d lllleeeeaaaaddddeeeerrrrsssshhhhiiiipppp to determine how 
the mistakes were made, why they went unde-
tected prior to the NRI’s release, and why they 
remained unacknowledged even after outside 
information had been received within two 
weeks that pointed out a discrepancy. At the 
same time, Congress should postpone any fur-
ther consideration of H.R. 701, the Conserva-
tion and Reinvestment Act, until such hearings 
can be held and the USDA provides a revised 
and accurate inventory of land use later this 
summer.

2. HHHHoooolllld d d d oooovvvveeeerrrrssssiiiigggghhhht t t t hhhheeeeaaaarrrriiiinnnnggggs s s s wwwwiiiitttth h h h UUUU....SSSS. . . . BBBBuuuurrrreeeeaaaau u u u oooof f f f 
tttthhhhe e e e CCCCeeeennnnssssuuuus s s s pppprrrrooooffffeeeessssssssiiiioooonnnnaaaal l l l ssssttttaaaafffff f f f aaaand nd nd nd lllleeeeaaaaddddeeeerrrrsssshhhhiiiipppp to 
determine the extent to which similar errors 
may occur in the decennial census and what 
measures are being taken to prevent them.

3. RRRReeeeqqqquuuueeeesssst t t t tttthhhhat at at at tttthhhhe e e e UUUU....SSSS. . . . GGGGeeeennnneeeerrrraaaal l l l AAAAccccccccooooununununttttiiiinnnng g g g 
OOOOffffffffiiiicccce e e e ((((GGGGAOAOAOAO) ) ) ) ccccoooonnnndudududucccct t t t aaaan n n n iiiinnnnddddeeeeppppeeeennnnddddeeeennnnt t t t rrrreeeevvvviiiieeeewwww 
of the process by which the USDA conducted 
the initial NRI survey and other federal data 
collections. Congress should also request the 
GAO to suggest appropriate safeguards to 
ensure that similar problems do not emerge in 
the compilation of the 2000 decennial census.

4. GGGGiiiivvvve e e e sssseeeerrrriiiioooouuuus s s s ccccoooonnnnssssiiiiddddeeeerrrratatatatiiiioooon n n n tttto o o o rrrreeeessssttttrrrruuuuccccttttuuuurrrriiiinnnng g g g aaaall ll ll ll 
ffffeeeeddddeeeerrrraaaal l l l ddddatatatata a a a ccccoooollllllllececececttttiiiioooonnnn, , , , ccccoooommmmppppililililaaaattttiiiioooonnnn, , , , aaaannnnd d d d 

rrrreeeeppppoooorrrrttttiiiinnnng g g g acacacacttttiiiivvvviiiittttiiiieeeessss within a single independent 
and apolitical federal agency. This has been 
proposed by Senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan 
(D–NY) in S. 205, which would create an inde-
pendent commission to study such restructur-
ing, and by Representative Edward Royce (R–
CA) in H.R. 2452, which would create a fed-
eral statistical service as part of a comprehen-
sive restructuring of the U.S. Department of 
Commerce. During the 104th Congress, Rep-
resentative Steve Horn (R–CA) introduced 
H.R. 2521 to consolidate all federal statistical 
functions in a single, independent government 
agency. If data collection and reporting were 
removed from political influence, higher stan-
dards of professionalism could prevail and 
public confidence in the integrity of the 
reports and results would increase.

Given the many suspicions and concerns now 
surrounding the 2000 decennial census and its 
declining rate of citizen compliance, it is essential 
that every effort be made to maintain high confi-
dence in the integrity of the nation’s basic statistics 
and data. Had an independent institution been 
created earlier, much of the acrimonious debate 
and diminished public confidence in the current 
census could have been avoided.

—Wendell Cox, Principal of the Wendell Cox Con-
sultancy in St. Louis, Missouri, is a Visiting Fellow at 
The Heritage Foundation. Ronald D. Utt, Ph.D., is 
Senior Research Fellow in the Thomas A. Roe Institute 
for Economic Policy Studies at The Heritage Founda-
tion.
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Source: U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1999.

National Resources Inventory
Change

 Alabama  253.6  -484.1
 Arizona  -8,170.9  -289.6
 Arkansas  237.3  -585.6
 California  -1,280.2  -467.3
 Colorado  -1,348.8  -99.3
 Connecticut  0.6  -32.1
 Delaware  -9.6  -31.0
 Florida  -311.9  -1,026.7
 Georgia  645.6  -722.1
 Hawaii  -149.7  -32.1
 Idaho  -1,638.8  -163.4
 Illinois  -45.5  -445.7
 Indiana  -507.8  -246.1
 Iowa  -179.9  -301.8
 Kansas  -582.9  -258.9
 Kentucky  -331.6  -347.2
 Louisiana  39.0  -322.7
 Maine  -46.7  -58.9
 Maryland  -68.6  -173.3
 Massachusetts  -8.1  -60.7
 Michigan  -215.4  -874.7
 Minnesota  327.7  -257.5
 Mississippi  -63.6  -743.0
 Missouri  279.3  -720.3
 Montana  -1,034.7  -189.9
 Nebraska  1,132.3  -117.2
 Nevada  -2,854.4  -16.1
 New Hampshire  29.1  -16.7
 New Jersey  -15.0  -126.0
 New Mexico  -1,062.2  -527.6
 New York  -203.5  -652.5
 North Carolina  186.4  -473.0
 North Dakota  -78.8  -179.4
 Ohio  -144.9  -772.5
 Oklahoma  1,075.7  -427.4
 Oregon  -160.2  -332.0
 Pennsylvania  -21.6  -901.2
 Rhode Island  5.7  -4.3
 South Carolina  120.9  -474.1
 South Dakota  -473.2  -118.9
 Tennessee  -46.7  -644.2
 Texas  421.6  -2,105.4
 Utah  2,400.2  -227.9
 Vermont  -16.4  -40.1
 Virginia  -68.8  -296.8
 Washington  -546.3  -249.1
 West Virginia  188.3  -165.4
 Wisconsin  -563.4  -372.6
 Wyoming  1,212.6  95.6
 United States  -13,694.2  -18,078.8

Census of Agriculture
Change

C h a n g e  i n  A g r i c u l t u r a l  L a n d :  1 9 9 2  t o  1 9 9 7 ,  I n  T h o u s a n d s  o f  A c r e s ,  
C o m p a r i s o n  o f  C e n s u s  o f  A g r i c u l t u r e  a n d  N a t i o n a l  R e s o u r c e s  I n v e n t o r y

APPENDIX


