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When the Numbers Don’t Add Up: A Closer Look at USDA’s Hemp Data Problem 

By Brad Truman 

There’s a common phrase in business, and Lord knows we’ve all heard it: garbage in, 
garbage out. It means even the most sophisticated models, strategies, or decisions are 
only as good as the data they’re built on. And if the data’s no good? Well, then, everything 
else wobbles.  

Recently, I’ve been digging into the USDA’s National Weekly Hemp Report for 2024 – the 
official publication meant to track and share pricing and import figures for the U.S. hemp 
industry. I did this exercise with the 2024 data because it’s the only full year of data that 
currently exists.  This task involved grabbing all the data from the USDA website, doing a 
few data tricks to extract that data from the pdfs, then importing it into a SQL database.   

On the surface, it looks like a brief but well-structured report. It’s certainly not a 
complicated data set.  There are 9 columns and, on average, 100-ish rows per weekly 
report – not exactly unmanageable. But after spending time importing the 2024 reports into 
a SQL database and running a few basic queries, I uncovered a pattern of errors that – 
frankly – should never have made it out the door. 

And before anyone dismisses this as nitpicking: I get it. Mistakes happen.  As a career data 
analyst, I’m depressingly familiar with how the best laid plans can still completely whiff on 
delivering the organizational data euphoria that you planned for.  I was more than happy to 
wave away a thing two but, what started as a standard input-data-output-dashboard 
project quickly turned into an exercise in spotting red flags.  Within two hours, I had 
uncovered several issues that pointed to a lack of basic data hygiene, broken formulas, and 
plain old carelessness — the kind of mistakes that would be unacceptable in any 
professional setting, let alone from the USDA.  Call me a jerk, but I feel like bar should be 
higher than “mostly right, most of the time.” 

 

What I Found 

I’ve done my best to explain the different types of errors, ranging from the annoying and 
insignificant to the alarming and large scale. Here are the main ones: 

Random Instances of YTD Totals That Don’t Add Up 

The year-to-date (YTD) figures in the weekly reports are supposed to be cumulative — a 
running total of the weekly import numbers. But in at least a couple of instances, the YTD 
numbers take unexplained leaps. 



For example, in the Hemp Fabric section of the July 3rd report, Belgium saw in increase in its 
YTD numbers (compared to the prior week’s report) without any weekly values to explain 
that increase.   

 

 

Another example, also relating to the Hemp Fabric section:  China, in the October 23rd 
report, shows no weekly values for the current week but shows a reduction of the YTD 
numbers from the prior week.    

 



 

While there are more examples of this type of thing happening, I’m going to assume that 
these were just uncommunicated corrections.  So, then why not put the corresponding 
corrected values in the weekly columns so that you can make sense of the YTD numbers 
decreasing?  It’s small and probably insignificant in the grand scheme of things but worthy 
of an eye roll. 

Australia vs. Austria 

In the June 19th report, Australia is listed in the Hemp Twine section. Starting the very next 
week, that line switches to Austria — but keeps the same YTD totals and continues as 
Austria in every report through the end of 2024. No new weekly values, just a country swap. 
That might sound like a harmless typo until you realize it means an entirely different nation 
is being represented. 

 

 

When I emailed Cornell and USDA about it, I received a reply from a representative at 
Cornell University, who kindly responded: 



“Thanks for your email - and for spotting what looks like an anomaly in this report! Here at 
Cornell we only archive the reports that USDA-AMS publishes, so we aren't able to help you 
ascertain which is the correct country - though I suspect it is supposed to be Australia, 
based on the current reports and the fact that Australia is a far bigger producer of the crop 
than Austria (as far as I am aware).” 

While I appreciated the response, it also highlighted the problem. Cornell archives the 
reports. USDA produces them. But no one appears to be actively checking them.  (And 
USDA did not reply to my email.) 

Inconsistent Country Names 

Across the reports (and, in one instance, within the same report), the same countries are 
referred to by multiple names — sometimes with commas, sometimes with parentheses, 
sometimes abbreviated. For example: 

• ALBERTA / ALBERTA, CANADA / ALBERTA, (CANADA) 

• DOMINICAN REP. / DOMINICAN REPUBLIC 

• CHINA (MAINLAND) / CHINA(MAINLAND) 

Here’s the example of a country – Alberta, Canada – being represented two different ways 
in the same report. (Side note:  I know Alberta, Canada is not a country – that’s just the way 
it’s represented in the ‘Country of Origin’ field in the reports.) 

 

 

At first glance, it might not seem like a big deal.  Heck, in many ways, it’s not! But for 
anyone trying to view this data in aggregate (which I argue is absolutely critical for the 
industry and the reason why I’ve undertaken this exercise), it becomes a mess of manual 
clean-up. From a basic data integrity standpoint, this is just really amateur. Even in Excel, 



there are basic ways to enforce consistent naming. Without taking steps to fix these 
inconsistencies ahead of time, they’ll break joins and make aggregations (like sum and 
average) useless.  I think this one irks me so much because of how blisteringly simple this 
is to avoid.  These aren’t subjective labeling choices — this is just not being bothered to 
adhere to the simplest degree of consistency.  I don’t think it’s too harsh to say that this 
kind of thing is so basic that, if it managed to make it into a presentation of any worth 
or value whatsoever, you’d be on the corporate don’t-trust-anything-they-show-you 
list before you could blurt out “USDA”. 

The Netherlands Vanishing Act 

One of the clearest examples of sloppy data handling (and therefore incorrect information) 
in the USDA’s National Weekly Hemp Report comes from the September 11th edition. In the 
Hemp Fabric section of the prior week’s report (September 4), Netherlands is listed as a 
country of origin, showing small year-to-date totals. 

 

But in the September 11th report, Netherlands disappears entirely from the table. This was 
clearly a mistake, and its removal causes a chain reaction: the YTD values for Netherlands 
shift to Romania, YTD values for Romania shift to United Kingdom, YTD values for United 
Kingdom shift to Vietnam, and YTD values for Vietnam end up being displayed as the YTD 



columns’ Grand Total row. 

 

The next week, in the September 18th report, Netherlands reappears as if nothing had 
happened, with the table restored to its prior format and values correctly representing the 
right country. There’s no footnote, no correction notice, and no acknowledgement that the 
data for September 11 was scrambled. This kind of uncorrected, report-level error not only 
creates immediate confusion but also renders the affected week’s data entirely unusable 
for any serious analysis.

 

 

The April 17th Report: HUH?! 

Umm… how is this a published report?  I mean, WHAT? DEAR GOD, HOW?  Ok.... I stepped 
away. I’ve meditated. I won’t scream-type.   

So, I started to notice some very strange numbers in the April 17th report.  In an attempt to 
isolate the issue, I whipped up a quick SQL query that allowed me to compare the April 17th 
report values side-by-side with values from the two weeks before (April 3rd and April 10th) 
and the values from the two weeks after (April 24th, and May 1st).  And, it helped me make 
sense of… absolutely nothing. 



The April 17th report stands out as a complete, drop-dead, throw-away anomaly. In 
nearly every case: 

• The YTD values jump significantly and inexplicably without any tie, relevance or 
relation to the weekly values. 

• The out-of-whack YTD totals don’t carry forward into the April 24th or May 1st 
reports, or any future reports for that matter. 

• Instead, later reports – starting with April 24th – revert back to the YTD figures from 
April 10th – and continue on as if the April 17th report never happened. 

 

 

 

This is a single example of the pattern that plays out repeatedly across all market 
categories and countries. While I have highlighted Lithuania in the above screenshots, you 
can compare values for Alberta, Canada, British Columbia, Canada, China and Colombia 



as well.  They each have utterly unexplainable jumps on the April 17th report that snap back 
to sanity in the April 24th report.  

In my opinion, this completely invalidates the data from that week. And, I think you’re being 
wildly forgiving if, after viewing the widespread what-the-f*** happening in this week’s 
report, you still give credence to anything you see in any week’s report after that.   

This was where I stopped looking at the data.  There’s no point in attempting to find 
additional errors or inconsistencies because 1) I very likely would and, 2) the totality of 
these errors puts this data source (not just this week – this entire data set) well into the do-
not-trust-for-ANY-business-purpose territory.   

Why This Matters 

If this were a private spreadsheet passed around a small team, these issues would be 
annoying but manageable.  But this is the USDA — one of the most authoritative 
agricultural institutions in the world. The agency’s data serves as a foundation for 
investment, policymaking, supply chain decisions, and media reporting. 

And in the case of hemp, a federally legal crop that’s still working to gain legitimacy, 
accurate data isn’t just helpful — I’d dare to call it mission critical. 

When that data is sloppy, contradictory, or simply wrong (like, super wrong) – and no one 
publicly corrects it – the message is clear: this industry isn’t being taken seriously.  And I 
think it’s almost more damaging for a reputable and respected entity such as the USDA to 
be putting this stuff out.  I mean, they clearly found it worth reporting.  So, why not do a 
little better job making sure it’s accurate. They have the clout and status that lends 
legitimacy to just about anything they undertake (I’m not saying they’re batting 1000 but, 
generally, they’re great at what they do.).  That clout and legitimacy leads people to make 
decisions on this kind of data.  And, when it’s this easy to poke holes in their data, it means 
people might be making bad decisions – something those willing to invest in this industry 
really can’t afford, at least if we want to see it reach its maximum potential.   The hemp 
industry’s success depends on honest reporting and double-checked data, and I would 
posit that the USDA should be at the top of the chain providing that quality data.  

 

What Needs to Happen 

It’s a bit frustrating to see these kinds of mistakes being made at this level.  And I’m not 
writing this to take cheap shots or be a data diva.  I’m writing it because I care about the 
future of hemp — and because I know how easy some of these fixes could be. 



Here’s what USDA should implement immediately: 

• Basic data validation: Prevent obvious outliers or reversions from slipping through. 

• Consistent naming conventions: Enforce uniform country names. 

• Public changelogs: If a mistake is made, own it – and note it clearly in the report 
archive.  Same for true-ups or updates – let people know what changes have been 
made and why. 

• Responsive communication: If stakeholders reach out about errors, someone 
should answer. 

• Partner with someone *ahem* whose expertise it is to do this right. 

The hemp industry doesn’t need razor sharp, precise data.  But it does need data that tries 
a little harder to be correct, not data that feels like an afterthought. 

 

We can’t build a strong market on weak foundations. If the USDA wants to be a trusted 
partner in hemp’s future, it starts with one simple thing: 

Get the very uncomplicated data more right. 

 


