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MEMORANDUM FROM THE SECRETARY

TO:

Subcabinet and Agency Heads

SUBJECT: 
USDA Ethics Program

Attached is a copy of the memorandum which I have issued to all employees reminding us of our requirement to maintain and uphold the highest ethical standards in performing our official duties.  Over the next few months, the Department of Agriculture will undergo an audit by the Office of Government Ethics (OGE).  I am aware that USDA underwent such an audit in 2002 and that OGE noted numerous program deficiencies.  

Through the hard work of agency personnel, the deficiencies of 2002 have since been addressed and I believe that our ethics program stands stronger today.  However, for this audit, I want to ensure that our programs, both at headquarters and at mission levels are in as sound a condition as possible.  While not every mission ethics program will be reviewed by OGE, I believe that this is an excellent opportunity for all missions and agencies to review their respective ethics programs, both in terms of current effectiveness and long-term strength.  To that end, I am requesting the following:

· That all mission areas and agencies undertake, in coordination with the USDA Office of Ethics, a full review of their ethics programs to identify any programmatic weaknesses, including, but not limited to:

· Whether mission and agency ethics programs are properly situated within the organization so as to improve access to decision-makers and involvement in decisions;

· Whether sufficient personnel and budgetary resources have been provided to

operate an efficient and effective ethics program;

· Whether pay grades for experienced ethics advisors are adequate in order to ensure retention of their expertise;

· Whether ethics personnel receive the necessary training to perform their tasks

successfully; 

· Whether agency managers are held accountable, through performance elements or otherwise, for ensuring staff compliance with their ethical requirements; and 

· Whether new program issues require new organizational ethics approaches in order to ensure that the approach of USDA is consistent and defensible.

· Missions and agencies establish and implement “pre-employment” screening and counseling procedures to afford employing agencies and prospective USDA employees an opportunity to assess and address potential conflicts of interest concerns prior to appointment.  This is essential in terms of non-career positions, but should also apply to key career positions within the mission area and agency.  It is not unusual for agencies to hire highly-qualified individuals to perform tasks that immediately place them in a conflicting environment.  This is not only unfair to the new employee, but is wasteful of taxpayer dollars. 

· Missions and agencies establish and implement standard procedures to ensure that all separating employees meet with their ethics advisors to (1) obtain guidance concerning the rules governing both seeking outside employment and Federal post-employment restrictions, and (2) fulfill termination financial disclosure requirements as set forth by regulation.

It is my goal to make the USDA Ethics Program a model for the Federal government and increase the public's confidence in the integrity and effectiveness of our programs.

