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US DA United States Office of the General Counsel

Department of 1400 Independence Ave. SW
Agriculture Washington, DC 20250-1400

September 30, 2021

Delivered via Electronic Mail

Re: Final Response for Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) Request No. 2021-DA-04879-F

This is the Office of Information Affairs’ (OIA) final response to the above-referenced FOIA
request, which sought a copy of the current plan for “Next Chapter USDA.gov,” the project for
ground-up rebuilding of the USDA . gov website, as well as a list of the 739 unique, public-facing
web domains at USDA. You limited your search to records since October 1, 2020.

Your request has been processed under the FOIA, 5 U.S.C. § 552.

A search for responsive records was conducted by the USDA Office of Communications (OC) as
well as the Office of the Chief Information Officer (OCIO). Responsive records totaling one
hundred four (104) pages were identified.

Following a review of the responsive records, the OIA has determined that certain information
contained therein should be withheld pursuant to 5 U.S.C. § 552(b)(5) and (b)(6) (FOIA
Exemptions 5 and 6). Below is an explanation of the information that has been withheld.

FOIA Exemption S - Deliberative

FOIA Exemption 5 protects from disclosure those “inter-agency or intra-agency memorandums
or letters which would not be available by law to a party other than an agency in litigation with
the agency.” One of the frequently invoked FOIA Exemption 5 privileges is the deliberative
process privilege. To fall within FOIA’s deliberative process privilege, the records must be both
pre-decisional and deliberative; the records must precede the adoption of an agency policy and
include the opinions, recommendations, or deliberations on a legal or policy matter.

In this instance, the OIA is withholding, under the deliberative process privilege, pre-decisional
intra-agency discussions and briefings on agency actions and programs on issues relating to
funding for the rebuild of the USDA .gov website. These items are pre-decisional in that they are
antecedent to any final agency decision. These items are also deliberative in that they reflect the
evolving, back-and-forth process between agency employees that is so integral to the Executive
Branch decision-making process; more specifically, the development of potential
recommendations made by agency advisors for use in making policy decisions.
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If these pre-decisional, deliberative communications were released to the public, USDA and
other Executive Branch employees would be much more cautious in their discussions with each
other, and in candidly discussing and providing all pertinent information and viewpoints in a
timely manner to agency decision-makers. This lack of candor would also seriously impair the
Department’s ability to engage in forthright, internal discussions necessary for efficient and
proper agency decision-making.

FOIA Exemption 6

Exemption 6 generally is referred to as the “personal privacy” exemption. It provides that the
disclosure requirements of FOIA do not apply to “personnel and medical files and similar files
the disclosure of which would constitute a clearly unwarranted invasion of personal privacy.”
Application of the exemption involves balancing the public’s interest in disclosure against
individuals’ privacy interests.

The information withheld under Exemption 6 consists of information used by USDA web
developers in creating, maintaining, and diagnosing errors in USDA web domains. This
information qualifies as “similar files” because it is information in which the USDA has a
privacy interest. The Supreme Court of the United States has held that the term “similar files”
was intended by Congress to be interpreted broadly. U.S. Dep’t of State v. Wash. Post Co., 456
U.S. 595 (1982). Moreover, releasing the information could subject the USDA to interference
with its web domains that would adversely affect the public’s access to online information on
USDA web pages. Because there is a viable privacy interest that would be threatened by
disclosure, Exemption 6 authorizes this office to withhold the information. Accordingly, we have
determined that the public interest in the information’s release does not outweigh the overriding
privacy interests in keeping it confidential.

You may appeal this response by email at USDAFOIA@usda.gov. Your appeal must be in
writing, and it must be received electronically no later than 90 calendar days from the date of this
letter. The OGC will not consider appeals received after the 90 calendar-day limit. Appeals
received after 5:00 p.m. EST will be considered received the next business day. The appeal letter
should include the FOIA tracking number, a copy of the original request, the OIA’s response to
your original request, and a statement explaining the basis of your appeal. For quickest possible
handling, the subject line of your email and the appeal letter should be marked “Freedom of
Information Act Appeal” and reference FOIA No. 2021-DA-04879-F.

You may seek dispute resolution services from the OIA’s FOIA Public Liaison, Mr. Harald
Fuller-Bennett. Mr. Fuller-Bennett may be contacted by telephone at 202-239-4522, or
electronically at Harald. FullerBennett@usda.gov or USDAFOIA@usda.gov.

You also have the option to seek assistance from the Office of Government Information Services
(OGIS). Please visit https://www.archives.gov/ogis/mediation-program/request-assistance for
information about how to request OGIS assistance in relation to a FOIA request.

Provisions of the FOIA allow us to recover part of the cost of processing your request. In this
instance, no fees will be charged.
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If you have any questions regarding the processing of this request, please contact Ms. Susan
Ruppel at 540-257-6467 or electronically at susan.ruppel@usda.gov or USDAFOIA@usda.gov.

For additional information regarding USDA FOIA regulations and processes, please refer to the
information available online at www.dm.usda.gov/foia.

The OIA appreciates the opportunity to assist you with this matter.
Sincerely,

Alexis R. Graves

Director

Office of Information Affairs

Enclosure: Responsive Records (104 pages)
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Section I. Identification

1. List the name of the Agency/Mission Area or Staff Office requesting funding.
a. Office of Communication/Digital Communications Division

2. What is the name of this investment?
a. USDA.gov Next Chapter

3. What is the benefit of this investment to the USDA?

a. This comprehensive process is a ground-up rebuild of the USDA.gov website
leveraging technological advances since the last version to improve usability. By
ensuring the new website works better for the user, USDA reaches the public with
relevant information about USDA programs and policies. Research indicates that
slow load times, broken links and outdated website architecture that requires more
than 2.3 clicks to reach the desired information result in users abandoning the
transaction by leaving the website. In many cases, the alternative requires calls to
USDA call centers or field offices, resulting in a higher transaction cost for USDA
versus self-serve through USDA.gov.

b. Through website redesign and content modernization, USDA looks directly at how
we can sunset or consolidate underutilized websites, and all agencies are asked to take
a full look at their content and records retention during the process.

4. What is the total capital amount requested for this investment?

a. $1,000,000 is the current estimate, which captures the scope of a website redesign
including analysis, user research, market research, development, information
architecture and taxonomy design, and theming/branding. This figure comes from
preliminary market research based on information from agencies on their costs and
extrapolating to a project the size of USDA.gov.

5. Describe this investment in detail.

With more than 739 unique, public-facing web domains, the USDA web presence is
complicated, making it more difficult for the public to navigate and quickly find the
information they need. Website technology evolves very quickly, and USDA.gov
undergoes a redesign and rebuild every five years to ensure its websites follow the
most current Federal and industry best practices, meeting the requirements of the
IDEA Act, Federal Web and Accessibility Standards, and the USDA Digital
Playbook requirements.

Through an iterative process, USDA developed a common Drupal web architecture
used across the Department to ensure a common look-and-feel and to provide
customers a consistent experience as they seek information from different program
areas and agencies. This consistency requires a strong foundation based on research
developed while working with customers and employees. An integral part of
successfully meeting customer needs will require user-lab testing to ensure actual
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users behavior matches USDA’s projections. Partnering with the Department of
Health and Human Services user experience lab, USDA ensures the proper delivery
of assistance, resources, information, and programs to our customers. The research
will cost $46,900, based on 2018 costs of $32,000 and assuming a 10 percent annual
cost escalation. This is a non-capalized expense.

Applying the research, OC will contract for Information Architecture and taxonomy
creation. Based on a Market Survey and a similar, smaller project, the cost of this
major section is $150,000. This is the other non-capitalize expense.

Leveraging research and current industry best practices, USDA essentially sunsets the
current version and launches a newly build website with the newly evolving
technologies and improved customer delivery. USDA staff will create the design,
theming, and branding of the USDA.gov Next Chapter, a cost already reflected in
OC’s staffing plan.

After the IT Consolidation in Fiscal Year 2020, OC no longer has dedicated staff
resources to perform this work so, unlike the 2017 redesign, the work cannot be done
in-house and will need to be contracted out. The entire website is reevaluated to
ensure it meets a strong level of good usability user experience, from new code
development and functionality to new design and branding. The work done on
USDA.gov is then replicated throughout the Department by sharing code with those
on the common platform, research, and design elements. OC ensures that outdated
content is minimized, in turn reducing hosting costs for the Department and agencies.

After final user experience testing, USDA staff will switch over the new USDA.gov

Next Chapter system while simultaneously sunsetting the current USDA.gov. The
staff costs associated with this phase is already reflected in OC’s staffing plan.

h(5) DPP
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ppdfs3.ess.usda.gov
origin.drupal.fns.usda.gov
preprod.nrcs.usda.gov
usda.gov
apps.fas.usda.gov
origin2.www.fsa.usda.gov
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search.ams.usda.gov
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Avg. Session Duri % Mobile Sessions Unique Pagevie Pageviews Bounce Rate Total Tags

786.38 1.31% - 222 222 0.00%
100.57 n/a - - 665 0.00%
421.94 n/a - 222 222 0.00%
256.31 17.30% 222 222 222 100.00%
162.69 4.86% 222 222 222 100.00%
233.05 2.75% 222 444 444 0.00%
767.87 0.37% 222 2,218 3,106 0.00%
955.72 0.83% 222 444 665 0.00%
213.87 12.03% 222 444 444 0.00%
668.19 16.05% 222 222 222 100.00%
215.83 9.23% 222 665 665 0.00%
126.93 n/a 222 222 222 100.00%
178.18 18.18% 222 222 222 100.00%
35.00 n/a 222 222 222 100.00%
10,204 43,699 150,175 4.35%

16,859 37,932 57,674 57.89%

25,510 25,510 25,510 100.00%

32,830 62,998 98,712 67.57%

45,474 86,955 150,840 55.12%

59,449 85,846 120,450 56.72%

65,660 98,933 120,894 73.31%

65,660 110,468 154,168 28.72%

72,536 72,536 72,536 100.00%

91,613 122,890 193,209 51.09%

95,162 205,631 345,158 58.74%

114,017 282,604 375,548 46.11%

114,905 262,196 333,623 59.65%

132,651 137,309 151,062 85.62%

173,466 170,361 170,361 98.21%

194,318 203,191 204,078 98.17%

332,514 526,166 660,591 71.71%

395,290 387,083 387,083 97.92%

481,579 677,450 846,036 69.65%

558,109 1,334,936 1,796,329 37.24%

1,155,037 2,395,475 3,193,819 58.08%

2,346,009 4,535,188 5,827,533 66.03%

2,566,280 3,627,706 4,384,347 75.68%

3,432,502 6,478,364 8,329,927 53.23%

5,603,491 10,683,256 15,918,520 36.89%

7,347,470 12,933,659 17,623,679 60.94%

9,792,634 14,024,588 16,894,766 73.12%

13,842,693 17,227,502 25,120,437 54.23%

14,053,203 23,843,841 32,249,854 42.79%

36.27 51.27% 444 665 887 50.00%
98.00 9.15% 444 1,996 2,440 50.00%

531.38 n/a 444 665 887 0.00%




756.44

119.89

434.16

561.23
157.71

27.44
218.39
429.95
203.12
450.15
802.16

234.36
80.42
123.28
1253.52
127.70
174.50
54.16
1054.87
624.49
776.08
177.06
196.18
221.28
86.84
192.06

136.02

42.98
222.17
209.44

225.98
107.39
101.67
274.32
215.74
276.85
675.06

n/a

n/a

n/a

1.06%

1.79%

27.92%
1.80%

10.78%
0.08%
24.66%
1.18%
1.90%

15.02%
12.18%
12.68%

75.45%
17.61%
0.08%
0.39%
4.27%
0.05%
18.97%
11.32%
26.61%
11.62%
14.84%

9.95%
0.24%
15.43%
7.99%

22.79%
43.02%
10.83%
21.70%
35.21%

7.96%

0.63%

444
33,586,342
222
222
222
665
222
887
222
1,109
1,109
1,109
1,331
1,331
1,553
1,553
1,553
222
1,775
1,996
2,662
3,106
3,993
4,658
4,880
4,880
5,102
5,102
5,546
5,767
6,655
8,873
9,317
444
444
11,535
12,200
13,088
15,306
444
17,746
23,513
27,506
27,728
28,393
30,612
31,055

665
77,418,060
222
222
222
1,775
222
12,644
1,331
1,775
1,553
3,771
2,662
1,331
1,553
5,546
1,553
222
4,215
1,996
8,873
8,651
4,880
6,877
11,091
22,626
24,844
13,975
8,873
10,426
9,760
10,426
27,506
444
444
22,182
12,866
37,045
15,084
444
37,266
47,692
535,926
46,139
103,370
115,348
143,520

887
HHHHHH
222
222
222
2,662
222
12,644
1,553
2,440
1,996
4,880
2,662
1,331
3,549
6,211
1,553
222
5,546
1,996
8,873
9,982
4,880
8,207
13,975
25,953
39,706
17,302
11,313
12,422
11,978
16,637
36,157
444
665
24,401
12,866
48,136
15,084
444
55,012
60,114
786,587
52,350
127,771
167,255
387,526

0.00%
53.63%
100.00%
100.00%
100.00%
33.38%
100.00%
0.00%
0.00%
59.96%
40.04%
40.04%
49.96%
100.00%
57.12%
0.00%
100.00%
0.00%
25.01%
100.00%
74.98%
0.00%
100.00%
61.91%
54.55%
13.63%
21.74%
60.88%
56.00%
73.09%
76.66%
67.50%
57.14%
100.00%
50.00%
82.69%
96.37%
42.37%
98.55%
100.00%
35.00%
56.60%
45.97%
65.60%
61.72%
13.77%
22.86%




158.39
104.97
171.27
117.74
189.62

74.12

161.05

105.80

192.00

226.31

347.38
190.55
122.25
139.79
298.41
118.26
261.17
110.56
228.58
224.15
197.19
346.24

78.57
162.69
113.14
148.63
140.34
178.92
176.56
134.91
111.15
102.30
230.70
167.67

61.40
174.36
127.93

95.31

6.31%
15.27%
19.03%

6.44%

1.15%

6.06%

18.80%

45.73%

45.44%

14.88%

47.77%
50.11%
50.95%
46.00%
26.33%
38.83%
13.36%
37.47%
24.39%
35.31%
25.09%
30.18%
47.30%
17.02%
17.68%
19.51%
24.26%
11.38%
20.79%
16.56%
21.01%
24.33%

9.26%
36.53%
11.66%
22.83%
24.31%

3.20%

37,266
37,932
43,699
45,474
47,470
63,885
665
108,028
887
145,295
887
289,924
1,109
364,013
2,662
6,655
7,098
9,317
9,982

76,973
51,907
95,162
195,870
126,218
101,152
1,331
122,890
1,996
238,017
887
588,720
1,109
413,480
5,102
29,724
7,098
13,531
18,190

103,370
59,892
139,971
255,097
294,138
135,534
1,331
131,985
2,662
284,822
887
1,375,308
1,109
447,419
16,637
35,492
7,098
20,630
31,055

57.14%
92.98%
45.69%
42.93%
49.53%
55.56%
33.38%
91.79%
50.06%
72.82%
74.97%
0.08%
100.00%
96.71%
8.34%
69.99%
100.00%
64.28%
48.89%




128.61
306.37
488.00
329.11
590.32

45.45
136.25
278.50
179.47
111.88
418.12
123.34
122.49
110.19
174.21
177.57

91.84
117.19
198.18
279.42
209.30
162.35
165.67
286.81
186.46
164.74
255.18
429.53
355.62
164.32
868.93

82.44
333.83
180.67
140.16
357.98
193.97

53.93
251.49
162.87

61.50

59.24

56.37
129.88
122.72
888.91
201.59

19.03%
0.23%
11.30%
1.30%
19.60%
6.53%
27.62%
0.66%
10.68%
14.87%
16.76%
14.65%
33.34%
8.04%
13.45%
6.78%
54.09%
2.56%
10.92%
6.70%
2.72%
4.25%
7.71%
27.47%
14.22%
16.92%
16.93%
0.61%
1.00%
15.09%
0.02%
9.85%
17.18%
9.64%
17.65%
2.79%
5.44%
97.30%
33.29%
13.72%
10.80%
98.30%
98.82%
0.32%
25.64%
0.36%
11.82%




546.53 0.20%

278.39 1.57%
57.80 97.38%
49.67 98.90%
82.43 98.28%
73.75 98.50%
1195.96 1.60%

15.80 52.06%
1228.39 n/a

50.92 97.25%
455.65 0.99%
1645.38 n/a

45.88 98.93%

417.15 0.72%

206.00 0.25%

383.43 0.49%
67.16 98.48%
65.35 98.71%

315.05 0.26%

395.08 2.41%

197.77 n/a

114.71 95.35%
16.79 4.59%

509.93 0.73%

169.25 3.76%

931.98 n/a
32.05 96.02%

1173.86 n/a
742.31 n/a
2661.66 2.66%

106.72 95.63%

267.68 n/a
27.39 97.56%

337.89 1.84%

315.27 n/a

129.12 n/a
59.00 99.32%

109.07 n/a

593.72 0.75%

167.02 3.03%

619.66 n/a
76.61 96.23%

390.48 3.03%

367.25 3.03%

131.43 5.15%

746.61 2.08%

25.63 96.63%



139.25 n/a
47.34
610.75 n/a
414.12 n/a
29.06
1362.94 n/a
401.62
41.41
95.58 n/a
222.79 n/a
720.53 n/a
24.59
174.47
42.08 n/a
284.11 n/a
101.09
196.97
10.23
362.21 n/a
6.61 n/a
176.21 n/a
34,58 n/a
7.42
130.04
199.09
409.48 n/a
20.95 n/a
466.05
472.33
172.10 n/a
493.15 n/a
156.80 n/a
1111.06
137.39 n/a
4754.65 n/a
69.41 n/a
636.50 n/a
716.06 n/a
110.20 n/a
276.93 n/a
1461.64
1719.57 n/a
113.38 n/a
193.00 n/a
192.83 n/a
557.25 n/a
795.00 n/a

97.40%

1.52%

5.17%
25.00%

97.30%
5.56%

94.12%
6.45%
25.81%

95.83%
95.83%
30.43%

4.76%

4.76%

22.22%

7.14%



408.00 n/a
150.09 n/a
3.36 n/a
592.00 n/a
10.82 n/a
117.91 n/a
183.10 n/a
505.20 n/a
49.20 n/a
206.10 n/a
1062.50 n/a
332.70 n/a
683.44 n/a
580.00 n/a
10.56 n/a
147.50 n/a
543.38
722.88 n/a
417.13 n/a
75.50 n/a
424.75 n/a
162.57 n/a
872.86 n/a
274.14 n/a
9.57 n/a
1830.14 n/a
134.00
527.71 n/a
91.29 n/a
205.33 n/a
661.00 n/a
569.17 n/a
1.80 n/a
0.00 n/a
188.00 n/a
95.40 n/a
0.00 n/a
639.40 n/a
209.80 n/a
160.80 n/a
235.40 n/a
39.60 n/a
0.00 n/a
143.20 n/a
923.80 n/a
213.00 n/a
12.00

12.50%

42.86%

75.00%



59.75 n/a
102.50 n/a
420.00 n/a

16.75 n/a
607.75 n/a
139.50 n/a

18.75 n/a
788.75 n/a

15.50 n/a
801.00 n/a

26.75 n/a

1033.50 n/a

95.75

0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
7.33 n/a
521.33 n/a

18.33 n/a

27.33 n/a
350.67 n/a

97.00 n/a

2450.67 n/a
931.33 n/a
19.33 n/a
0.00 n/a
4.67 n/a
0.00 n/a

96.67 n/a

341.00 n/a

5119.50 n/a
355.00 n/a
1565.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a

10.00 n/a
156.00
346.00 n/a

1366.00 n/a

90.00 n/a

571.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a

365.50 n/a
0.00 n/a
9.50 n/a

50.00%

50.00%



34.50 n/a
0.00 n/a
4963.00 n/a
839.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
2374.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
1119.50 n/a
2869.00 n/a
10.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
38.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
119.00 n/a
4730.00 n/a
1668.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
30.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
17.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
27.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
753.00 n/a
498.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
34.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
212.00 n/a
889.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
1391.00 n/a
671.00 n/a
675.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
6693.00 n/a
0.00 n/a



0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
218.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
104.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a
0.00 n/a





















Same Instance Tag















