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Allison Scheetz: Welcome to the Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy Podcast, a 

production of Oxford Journals and the Agricultural and Applied Economics Association.  

Today’s podcast features a discussion between Spiro Stefanou and Joshua Woodard, 

about a recent featured article published in AEPP.  If you are interested in reading the 

article or learning more about AEPP, visit aepp.oxfordjournals.org. 

Spiro Stefanou: Welcome to the Applied Economic Perspectives and Policy Podcast 

series.  I’m Spiro Stefanou, Managing Editor of the Journal and Professor and Chair of 

Food and Resource Economics at the University of Florida.  Today we will focus on the 

recent featured article, “Horizons in Data Science for Agricultural and Applied Economics 

Research,” authored by Joshua Woodard, Assistant Professor and a Zaitz Family Faculty 

Fellow of Agricultural Business and Finance at Cornell’s Dyson School.  Today we have 

Josh Woodard with us.  Josh, welcome to our podcast. 

Joshua Woodard: Thanks for having me.  I appreciate it. 

Spiro Stefanou: In your article, you note that our “ability to meaningfully manage and 

use data has not kept pace with our ability to generate data” across many branches of 

science.  These big data management considerations can translate analysis into 

outcomes that keep regulators and policymakers up-to-date.  At the core though, this is a 

daunting data management challenge.  Today we are talking about your efforts to 

articulate some of the practical challenges, current efforts, and the opportunities 

regarding data management and warehousing for agricultural and applied economists.  In 

the past, researchers typically cobbled together a database to address the research or 

policy questions from several sources, and then off we went.  Why isn’t this good enough 

still? 

Joshua Woodard: So thanks again for having me out.  And that’s a very good question.  

So typically in the past, like you mentioned, when someone wanted to perform a study we 

would have to go to several different data sets at a point in time and download slices of 

different data sets and then combine them manually.  So this leaves a lot to be desired in 

the current environment, particularly because these data sets and the processing 

involved to get them ready, integrate them together, can be very cumbersome.  And so 

there’s also other issues with that in that it really slows down the ability of researchers to 

tackle new questions.  And there’s also issues with data.  So replication and validation of 

research is also at stake with this issue, because most studies that get done, if the data 

management is done manually with, and not against a detailed and reliable system, then 

most studies basically never get replicated, or it’s too difficult to do so.  So with our 

efforts, we started off basically doing this as an internal endeavor to facilitate our own 
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research and to keep our own research organized and make sure that we could replicate 

and update it.  And the effort essentially grew out of those initial efforts, and then we 

eventually made it public and then developed some metadata standards.  And so that is 

what’s brought us to where we are today. 

Spiro Stefanou: So you take on this case of data coming from a constellation of public 

and even private sources.  Agricultural economists routinely access data from agencies 

separately.  For example, USDA data collected by the National Agricultural Statistics 

Service, the Risk Management Agency, the Economic Research Service, Ag Marketing 

Service, Ag Farm Service Agency, Natural Resources, Conservation Service.  Then their 

interests in connecting these data with weather data, say, from NOAA, future market data 

from the Chicago Mercantile Exchange, and so on.  Can you walk us through an example 

of the data complex if one were interested in researching questions, say, relating to 

changing land use? 

Joshua Woodard: Sure, that’s a great question.  And what you just described, the data 

that you would need in order to facilitate a study on that, would have to come from a 

variety of different distinct data sources that would all be on different spatial and temporal 

scales and also in different formats.  For example, some of the data would be perhaps 

stored in county clerk offices in PDF files that would need to be programmatically 

converted somehow.  Other data literally are coming from satellites and are really 

massive, large data sets that would require advanced GIS technologies in order to be 

able to start to process and use those data.  So basically the problem is if everyone is 

replicating this data sourcing and integration procedure over and over and over again for 

different subsets, of different data sets, it results in a lot of waste and a lot of 

opportunities for basically making mistakes, but it’s also more than, more than that, it 

also, having systems to be able to deal with this, increases our ability as a research 

community to tackle new questions and take full advantage of the data sets that are 

available today. 

Spiro Stefanou: You are calling for data warehousing and data integration systems.  

Health data warehousing and integration initiatives have already started with some 

growing success.  Where do we stand now, and where should we be headed with 

agricultural and natural resource data systems warehousing and integration? 

Joshua Woodard: That’s a good point, and I think a lot of other fields such as 

bioinformatics and health data are in some ways quite a bit ahead in this realm.  So right 

now, the state of data in agriculture and agricultural economics from the publicly available 

data standpoint is basically that you have a lot of independent, a lot of different agencies 

and data sources, each independently publishing their data.  So our, we, have started 
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this effort at Ag Analytics to start pulling a lot of that together, and as part of that, what we 

do is not only make the data that we’ve sourced and curated available through 

convenient APIs, but we also make our source code available for how we scraped and 

processed the data before we load it into our system so that other people can validate it 

and reuse our scripts. 

Spiro Stefanou: What is the down-side?  Are privacy concerns already out the window 

with all this warehousing of data at such fine levels? 

Joshua Woodard: That’s a great question.  So what we have worked on mostly so far is 

the publicly available data.  So the privacy concerns are not as big of a consideration 

there.  But looking forward, a lot of the administrative data that are collected by different 

agencies could be very valuable for answering analytical questions if we were able to join 

them together.  But of course, there’s a lot of different privacy considerations and other 

regulatory considerations if one were to want to join those data together.  So in that 

realm, privacy is very much a consideration, and how to do that is still an outstanding 

question, I think.  When it comes to non-government data, there’s already a variety of 

different companies that are collecting massive amounts of data on farmers in the course 

of doing their business.  And so there have been some innovations terms of establishing 

different standards and rules for what a company should be doing or not doing with these 

data.  And that will continue to evolve, I think, over the next several years. 

Spiro Stefanou: So what is this private/public interest in doing this data warehousing?  

You mentioned the private sector is stepping in.  Can they take care all the needs that we 

may have in integrating these systems? 

Joshua Woodard: So currently the government does have particular mandates to make 

data available and presumably to make it available in convenient and readily usable 

forms, but how that’s actually implemented is a different question, of course.  So as it is 

currently, the USDA, for example, does not have necessarily a mandate to pull all of the 

different data from different agency, from the different sub-agencies of the USDA under 

one roof as far as the public data go.  And the private sector basically would need to 

have, of course, profit incentives in order to make such a system freely available to 

people.  And so what we can say is that it hasn’t actually happened yet in terms of having 

a privately funded data warehouse that houses all of these types of data we use.  Now, 

there are other private companies that do have data platforms, and some of them are 

open data platforms, but some of those are more focused on stock prices and other 

markets, and not as much on the markets that we’re working in. 
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Spiro Stefanou: There’s a private and public set of interests here.  An example could be 

the weather data.  There are two large and maybe others, firms that deal with weather 

forecasting for the public’s interest.  We know them as, there’s the Weather Channel, 

weather.com.  There’s AccuWeather.  They take data that, much of it’s supplied from 

U.S. government sources, and they feel that the government shouldn’t be in the weather 

forecasting business.  This is something in the private sector that they can do.  And they 

actually think, you know, “Maybe the government should stay out of that business.”  Do 

we see conflicts like that coming up in the agricultural data issues here, data 

warehousing? 

Joshua Woodard: Sure.  So that’s a great question.  And clearly there’s a lot of different 

incentives that play here.  So the government does have certain mandates to make data 

available, but they may not be in the best position to figure out what are the best ways to 

organize the data in open data systems.  Now, private companies also have a stake in 

this, but their incentives are also somewhat different.  So in my mind, when it comes to 

making these publicly available data available in a way that is appropriate for research, 

that’s something that the land-grant university system, I think, is in a good position to 

serve.  And that’s really the approach that we’ve taken, and with our aganalytics.org 

project, is that we have a significant amount of expertise in how these data and systems 

should be structured to best facilitate research.  And so think there’s a lot of advantages 

of having researchers actively involved in structuring these systems and figuring out how 

to best make data available to the public and to the research community. 

Spiro Stefanou: Josh, many thanks for taking time to share your insights into the 

emerging challenges that will surely impact all of us in the future. 

Joshua Woodard: Thank you.  Appreciate it. 

Allison Scheetz: The article discussed today, “Horizons in Data Science in Agricultural 

and Applied Economic Research,” was authored by Josh Woodard, Assistant Professor 

and a Zaitz Family Faculty Fellow of Agricultural Business and Finance at Cornell’s 

Dyson School.  It could be found in Volume 38, Issue 3, of AEPP.  

If you have any feedback or questions, please send an e-mail to 

podcasts@oxfordjournals.org.  If you are interested in learning more about AEPP or 

signing up for free content alerts, visit aepp.oxfordjournals.org.  For more information 

about the agricultural and Applied Economics Association, go online to aaea.org.   
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The music featured in today’s episode is the song “Forward,” by Northbound.  And you 

can find it on freemusicarchive.org.  Thanks for listening. 

 


