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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Good morning, Larry, and thank you all for being with us today, and thank you again, Larry, for hosting us, as always.


“First, I'd like to wish you all a happy St. Patrick's Day.  We are pleased today that we have with us for the radio conference our chief information officer, Scott Charbo; and Keith Collins our chief economist.


"I also want to recognize that this week is National Agriculture Week, and National Agriculture Day is this coming Saturday, the first day of spring.


"This is a time for all of us to be mindful of those who provide food and fiber for our country and people all around the world, and to educate our citizens about the important contributions of agriculture.


"American farmers and ranchers provide a safe, abundant and affordable food supply; and they do it in an environmentally sensitive way.  They make a positive contribution to our balance of trade, and we are forecasting near-record agricultural exports of $59 billion in 2004.  


"Farmers and ranchers are the first and best stewards of the land, and they are symbolic of our unique American character.  We owe them our thanks, not only during Agriculture Week but every week of the year.


"Of course we try to educate the 290 million Americans who are not farmers and ranchers year-around about the importance of agriculture.  One of the ways we will be directly reaching some of the people who come to Washington, DC is through our new USDA Visitor Center.  And we are coming to you today from that center which is located at the north entrance of the Whitten Building in Washington, DC, instead of from our normal radio studios.


"There are a couple of reasons for that.  Many people have put in a lot of time and effort to complete this center, and this week it is now open to the public just in time for the tourist season.


"And second, the Visitors Center is the ideal place to discuss the topic that we want to focus on today in depth, and that is electronic government or what we refer to as E-Government.




"What E-Government means is, providing more of our services and programs over the Internet.  And our new Visitors Center is a state-of-the-art multimedia facility where you can learn more about agriculture and USDA in a user-friendly way.


"There are seven video stations that depict broad themes including science and technology, food safety, global markets, the environment -- to name a few.  There is also a large studio wall that will show live webcasts and video feeds as well as other programming.


"`Fascinating facts’ are displayed on flat panel monitors throughout the room, and there's a display featuring products that were made through USDA research efforts.


"There are Internet workstations where you can access more information about USDA and agriculture on-line.


"Not only is the way we present information high-tech, but the construction of the Center itself used the latest technologies to incorporate environmentally friendly materials.  For instance, the wall and graphic panels are made of formaldehyde-free wood fiber and wheat fiber materials.  The countertops are constructed from farmed timber wood fiber that uses organic binding agents.  And the lighting boxes are made from recycled plastic bottles.


"So we'd encourage anyone who stops by the USDA Headquarters right across from the Mall here in Washington to spend a few minutes a the Visitors Center.  We think it will be worth your time, and we hope it will help educate people about the importance of agriculture.


"In just a few minutes, our chief information officer, Scott Charbo, will explain how the latest feature of USDA's E-Government initiative works.  You can follow along with a step-by-step demonstration by logging on to our website at www.usda.gov and clicking on the webcast link.  


"Technology has helped provide American farmers and ranchers a competitive edge.  Two months ago I announced that E-Government will be a major focus for USDA this year.  The computer and the Internet are changing our lives in many ways, and the E-gov initiative will help unleash their fuller potential for farmers and ranchers.



This initiative also supports the President's Management Agenda, which is improving the operation of the federal government with an emphasis of results.  We began an initial redesign of the USDA website to focus more on our customers.  The "customer's statement" is the first of many new features that we will offer to better connect farmers and ranchers with USDA services and programs.


"Again, I want to thank you for joining us, and I now want to turn it over to our chief information officer, Scott Charbo, who is doing a tremendous job for the Department.  And I think you will see the benefits of this new technology system that we have developed.


MR. SCOTT CHARBO:  "Thank you, Secretary Veneman.  It's a pleasure to be here with you today.  It's also a pleasure to have everyone joining us.  


"And one of the first things that Secretary Veneman asked me to do when I came on board was to try to improve the delivery of programs and services and information to our customers out in the field, and using some of the technologies to better improve how we deliver information to producers and customers out there.




"So one of the first things that we did was to, we went out into the field and we did some focus groups.  We also started to exhibit some of these features at some of the farm shows across the country, and we asked people.  We asked them, how do you like what we're doing, and what can we do better, and what do you think of some of these new applications?


"And one of the results of that, the first one that we released here in December, is the new USDA.gov page.  That page represents a lot of those interactions with producers that we conducted in the field as well as a lot of hours internally with all the agencies and the staff departments within USDA to put this page together where it is very focused on customers coming to USDA for information rather than traditionally how we've been organized.


"So this is where we're going to start the demo today.  It's at www.usda.gov.  And this is our home page where it presents getting information directly by topic and also specifics.  You can see we still have our News, we still have where I want to provide direct information.  And if you scroll down the page you'll see an area called `Spotlights.’  You'll see the Healthy Forests Initiative here, and to the right of that is our link to the Customer Statement where we'll ask you to click on that link.  It will take you to our Customer Page.  


"If you look at the top where it says `What is the USDA Customer Statement?’  -- this page will describe that, but I'll ask you to click, take a tour of the Customer Statement.  The page should move to a demonstration page.  It's highlighted in yellow just to verify we're all talking from the same spot.


"And from here this is going to run through a demonstration of how a producer out in the field or a customer out in the field would begin to log into this statement of accounts across USDA.  So I'm going to ask you to click on to the Log In.  


"And this represents our certification or our issues of privacy and how we want to act with producers.  We just don't allow somebody to come in onto the Internet and access an ID and password.  But we've added an extra level of assurance here.


"It requires them to go into a service center agency with a form of ID like a driver's license or some other government-issued ID, and we verify that, yes, that is who you are.  And we will link your account to this product.  


"And that's the only step that you really have to do other than the initial log-in from the Internet.


"But from here we're going to represent a John Doe logging into the page, so I'll ask you to click on the login, and it will load the Customer Statement.  And what the Customer Statement is, is it's referencing seven to eight data warehouses across the Farm Service Agency and NRCS, and it brings that information around the producer or the customer, and it brings their information directly to them with just that click through their web browser from home 24 hours a day.


"I'm going to take you on just a tour here.  It represents a contact summary.  This is the name and address of a producer, and again we're using a demonstration here of a John Doe.  It will reference all the conservation programs that that producer is enlisted in, and if you highlight the area called the Environmental Quality Incentive Program, or EQIP, and you click on that link, it will bring up the details.  Those are actually the itemized payments on that contract with NRCS.  And that's available at that click.



"We've also given benefit summaries around payment programs.  We have the conservation plans.  One of the things we learned out in the field is, a lot of producers don't have copies readily available of their conservation programs.  These are the ones that have been filed through the NRCS, and we make them available through the Customer Statement.


"One of the features I want to point out here, if you move down to that area and you click on to the map it will load the image of that field.  And we're representing a sample.


"From here a producer can view their field.  They're able to pan through that image, zoom in, zoom out.  It's not available on this demo, but on the live account they're able to provide those features.


"We also give farm loan summaries.  We also provide the local USDA contact office information.  These are the offices that the producers work with.  One of the things we found out when we went out and talked to producers is that they deal often with multiple offices, and those offices can be far apart.  And that was one of the primary reasons of bringing this product together.


"We also list the different addresses that we have assigned.  One of the reasons we did that was, we want to make sure we're communicating properly and that those addresses are correct.  This allows a producer to see what's on record and then to make those changes with the County Office.


"I'm going to ask you to move back up to the top of the page, and I'll go over this area called Statement Features.  The Customer Statement is obvious.  It will bring you back to the Customer Statement.  There's an area that will allow you to print the statement.  


"I'll ask you to click on the Print USDA ID Card.  This is just a feature that allows it to bring this into a product to remember.  Often producers say they forget their ID or they forget their password.  This is a little card that they can print out that has their address that we have on file for them, and it has that ID on it for future usage with the statement or with other electronic programs that we'll bring on board.  And they're able to print that.


"The View My Land will allow them to bring up the image of the field again and pan or move throughout it.  The Download Map Data will take you to a link of our geospacial gateway.  This is a really nice application that brings in all of the spatial data, all the data that we have in USDA into one portal, and it uses a reference of land so you can drill down to your field.  And then it will provide you what information we have available on that land.


"So it will tell you what imagery we have, what water information we have, what soil information we have.  It's quite a useful tool for those of you who like mapping and GIS.


"That's a quick summary of what we have currently on the Customer Statement.  You can see at the top there's also some Help areas and Contact information.  I would like to point out that some of the features that we'll be bringing to this are we see in '04 we expect to have the crop insurance information here.  So it will also allow you to view what crop insurance information you have enrolled.  


"We also expect to bring in some of the typical data that you go to the County Offices for that identifies acreage on top of the maps.  Since we have the maps here digitally, we will be bringing what we call the common land unit or the COU data that will show exactly where that field enrollment is on the image.  And those are some new features that we're pretty excited about to come in the future with this product.



"It's a good product.  It's a very simple and easy-to-use product, but it's a great place to start and to begin to move forward with our E-Government initiative with producers.


"And with that, I'd like to turn it back over to Secretary Veneman.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you so much, Scott.  I think that you can all see if you've been able to log on and follow this demonstration the value of what we're going to be providing farmers and ranchers.  Scott has been, as he indicated, demonstrating this at various trade shows and has found tremendous interest for the customer statement and had people lined up to sign up for this service that they can access.


"We would urge all of you who are interested in this to visit your USDA Service Center. At your service center you can register to use the Customer Service Statement.  And it is fast, it's easy, and it's a powerful new tool for our agriculture operation all across the country.  So we're very excited about really moving our service delivery systems in this direction.


"In addition to the Customer Service Statements, as you know we are putting more and more of our applications on-line so that producers can quickly access and fill out applications.  And this is another important component of our E-Government.



"We hope this leaves a legacy for how we will do business with our customers in the future.  And so we are very pleased to be able to demonstrate this today by this radio-bridge and to bring this to you during our Agriculture Week activities this week.


"So thank you again all of you for joining us today."


LARRY:  "Before we begin our questions, I must remind reporters that we won't know you have a question to ask us unless you push "1" on your telephone pad.  Please do that so that we will know that you have a question, and we'll register that so that we can call on you.


"Presently I'm looking for questions, and so push "1" and you ask a question.  But I do have a question that's just popped up here, and the first question is from Gary Wergin who is with WHO in Des Moines.  Gary, go ahead with your question, please."


QUESTION:  "Well, we are going out to new highs in the soybean market again this morning.  I was wondering if either Ms. Veneman or anybody else there would be able to comment on the latest stock report that said we were still going to have 125 million bushels left over.  Are we realistically going to have that, or are we going to run out of soybeans sometime this summer?"


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "I'm going to have Dr. Collins comment on that."


DR. KEITH COLLINS:  "Thank you, Madam Secretary.  Thanks for the question.  It's a good question.  It's something we've been struggling with.  As you noted cash market soybean prices are now running about $10 a bushel.  We're at the highest level we've had in 15 years.  Soybean oil prices are at the highest level since 1985.  


"You mentioned our current projected carry-over level for soybean stocks of 125 million bushels on September 1 of 2004.  That would be the tightest market in 30 years.  


"So you ask if we can go below 125.  Well, we're already predicting the tightest market in 30 years.  The answer is, we could go below 125.  But for right now, based on historical relationships of what the market needs to carry out for working stocks, we are using 125 million bushels.


"Of course that requires our export pace to slow down, and it requires our domestic crushing pace to slow down because we've been running at very high levels at both of those exports in domestic crush, and we would run out of soybeans.



"But I would point out to you, in the first quarter of the year soybean exports were way above a year ago.  If you look at our current pace of soybeans, we're now running about 80 million bushels below last year's pace, so in fact soybean exports are slowing down.  And we expect soybean crush to slow down as well, particularly as the South American harvest is completed and those soybeans start to get into the world market.


"Madam Secretary, or Larry, back to you."


LARRY:  "Thank you very much, Dr. Collins.  And I do have another caller that has just popped up on the screen here.  And remember to ask a question you need to push "1."  I may have lost that caller.  I did have Peter Shinn from NAFB on the line.  If Peter is still there, please go ahead.  His name dropped off on me here.  Call back in or push "1" again.  If you hit it twice, you will nullify your request.  So don't hit it twice.  So Peter, are you there?  Or maybe you'll need to push again.


"I don't see a question from him right now.  


"But Madam Secretary and Scott, you both have seen how farmers are reacting to this Customer Statement.  What has been the response initially?"


MR. CHARBO:  "Yes.  We launched the product at the Commodity Classic this year.  It was a great show, the best show that we had all year with it, and we think it's because of the Customer Statement.  Our booth was full the entire time with producers at the show wanting to register.  We've shown, I believe it's about 15,000 visits to the page so far.  Yes, about 15,000 actual visits to the page so far.  So we believe that the response is positive, and it will only grow as we begin to roll the E-government things out, and we're encouraging producers to visit the offices in order to get enrolled with the product and continue the usage of it."


LARRY:  "Thank you, Scott.  


"And now we have a question from Gary Truitt from Brownfield Network.  Gary, if you'll stand by here we'll bring you up for your question.  Go ahead, Gary."


QUESTION:  "Madam Secretary, earlier this week you announced additional testing on cattle in response to the BSE situation and additional surveillance there.  Has there been any response from some of our foreign customers, particularly the Japanese who of course insisting that we test all of our cattle?"


"But this is obviously a step in the right direction.  Any response to the additional steps that you've announced, and any chance that we're going to see some movement in opening these markets as a result of the steps that you announced earlier this week?"


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you for that question.  It's an important one.


"And as you indicated we announced a very aggressive testing program on Monday of this week in response to the find of BSE in December.  As you know, we announced some very aggressive actions following the December 23 announcement that we had found the BSE.




"On December 30th we announced some aggressive actions including removal of specified risk materials from the food supply -- which is the most important thing we can do to protect public health.


"In addition we announced that we would appoint an international panel of experts on BSE to really look at our whole investigation, our surveillance, and to make some recommendations.


"One of the things that that panel recommended was that we conduct a broader and more expanded testing program for a period of about a year to determine the prevalence of BSE in our cattle populations.  So as a result of that we had our experts, our technical experts working with our statisticians, to come up with a scientifically valid testing program, which we then had reviewed, by the International Panel as well as our experts who have done the Harvard Risk Assessment.


"All of them validated this as a scientifically-reasonable way to move forward with surveillance in this country, at least for this specified period of time.


"We are hopeful that this will create some interest on the part of some of our trading partners to look at reopening markets.  We have heard, we've seen differing statements from various Japanese officials about whether or not they are closer to looking at opening up the markets.  They have insisted as you know on 100 percent testing because that's what they do in Japan.



"The International Committee Report specifically stated that such testing of 100 percent of animals is not scientifically based.  So we have continued to discuss with the Japanese; this surveillance plan will be something that we're discussing with them in some detail.  Our agriculture counselor who is resident in Japan has been in day-to-day contact with the Japanese, and as well as our officials here in Washington have been in regular contact by phone and with visits with the Japanese.  And we will continue to pursue this market very aggressively because it is our number one market.


"I should add however that our number two market, Mexico, we have succeeded in opening to some degree.  About two-thirds of our trade will be reinstated with the market-opening measures that Mexico announced about a week and a half ago."


LARRY:  "All right.  If we have any other questions, please press "1."  If not, Madam Secretary, do you have any closing comments?  I do see one more question coming in.  Here's Stewart Doane from Clear Channel Ag Net.  Stewart, just a moment.  We'll bring you up and let's have your question, please."


QUESTION:  "Thank you, Larry.  Good morning to all who are assembled there.


"Secretary Veneman, I understand that you and your senior staffers had an opportunity to visit with an Iraqi delegation yesterday.  This so happened to be a day USDA announced a pretty significant wheat sale to Iraq.


"I'm wondering if you and your team were able to glean any additional information from the Iraqis about their needs short-term and whether or not U.S. farmers -- both wheat, rice and others -- can expect yesterday's purchase to be the first of many more."




SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, as you know this was a tender through the World Food Program for U.S. wheat.  We're very pleased that we are able to sell our wheat in the Iraqi market once again as we did in the late '80s and early '90s.  We do have some expectation that we may continue to develop that market.  We know that the World Food Program will be going out for additional tenders of wheat, and we will look forward to competing for those tenders.


"So I know that as well the rice industry in the United States is very eager to get into the Iraqi market and have been having a number of discussions with Iraqi officials.


"We did have a very impressive Iraqi delegation here yesterday.  They were not from the central government of Iraq in Baghdad.  Rather, they were from the southern area of Iraq, and many representing agricultural interests in this part of Iraq where Saddam Hussein had so devastated agriculture in the region.  He took away land from the farmers and gave it to family members.  They destroyed crops.  They avoided or they stopped water-flows so that they couldn't irrigate their crops.  The list of atrocities was just phenomenal that these people told us about yesterday.


"And one of the statistics that they told us is, not only did Saddam Hussein kill a million people; he killed a million plants and trees that were part of the Iraqi agriculture.  


"And so this delegation was eager to have us at USDA work with them as they rebuild their agriculture and they find ways to create in that part of the world, a part of the world that's the Fertile Crescent where the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers are that we hear so much about from history.  This is a very productive area and one, which certainly has suffered under the regime of Saddam Hussein. 


"But it was so impressive to see and hear these people and how they are trying to rebuild their country and how much they appreciate the help of the United States in this effort."


LARRY:  "Secretary Veneman, any closing comments as we close this conference during National Agriculture Week?"


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, I want to thank all of you for joining us today.  It has been our pleasure to be able to visit with you during National Agriculture Week.  It is a time as I indicated before that we should all express our thanks to our farmers and ranchers all throughout this country for the tremendous job that they do day in and day out and year in and year out to provide the most abundant, nutritious, affordable and environmentally friendly food supply in the world.


"And so we're very proud to be able to be a part of this great industry in our country.  


"We're very excited too that we at USDA are able to provide new tools like we've demonstrated today that we have developed here to provide greater E-government opportunities, ways for farmers and ranchers to better manage their business operations through these web-based tools.  


"So I again want to thank all of you for joining us today.  It's been a pleasure to visit with you during this week of National Agriculture Week.  Thank you very much."


LARRY:  "Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman.  


"I'm Larry Quinn bidding you a good morning from Washington."



