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[Applause.]

SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you, very much, Ambassador Danilovich for that kind introduction, and thank you for your support of the initiative that we have taken on science and technology, and particularly our Sacramento conference and the support that you've given with your colleagues that you work with here in Costa Rica.


"Mr. President, I am truly honored to be in your country once again, having been here, as Ambassador Danilovich said, just two years -- just two years ago this week -- for your inauguration -- and I remember that with great pride that I was able to participate in that and meet the members of the cabinet that you had appointed at that time.  Thank you for your excellent remarks.


"I also want to say thank you for to Director General Brathwaite for hosting us here at IICA today, for assuming the leadership role that IICA has in the region, and to take the initiative to tie that with the follow-on to the science and technology conference.


"Ambassadors, fellow ministers, and cabinet officials, distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen, it is a great pleasure to be here today to open the first follow-up regional meeting since last year's ministerial conference and expo on agricultural science and technology that we held in California.  Thank you, to all of you, for participating today in this conference.  It is a very special honor and privilege to have so many distinguished visitors, so many distinguished participants in the audience today.


"I want to especially thank Minister Coto, Minister Gutierrez and Director General Brathwaite for co-hosting and making the arrangements for this event today.  And thanks to the Costa Rican government, the U.S. Agency for International Development, the U.S. Department of State and the Inter-American Institute for Cooperation in Agriculture for their strong support of this conference.


"Some 200 participants are here today from the Americas, including nearly 20 agriculture and science and technology ministerial level representatives or their designates from countries of Central America, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic.  In addition, numerous others are watching these proceedings via webcast.


"Why are we here?  We are close neighbors in this hemisphere, connected by many strong bonds including culture, commerce and a  strong love of freedom and democracy. 
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 We are all appreciative of the essential nature of agriculture and the importance of having an efficient food system.  We all recognize that our agriculture today faces increasingly complex issues.  And, as leaders in this dynamic industry, we must find ways to successfully address these issues by working together and sharing knowledge and our experiences.


"One of the greatest challenges before us is to improve the lives of millions of people around the world through better diets and improved nutrition.  And one of the most efficient means of doing that is through science and technology, making new knowledge, techniques and products widely available throughout the hemisphere to improve agricultural productivity, to increase and improve food production.


"We are here today to continue the efforts that were begun last year in Sacramento, exploring ways to use science and technology to boost agricultural productivity in an environmentally sustainable way.


"At the Sacramento conference, 119 ministers from developing countries, economies in transition and developed countries, identified key priorities for guiding us towards this goal. These priorities included:  making applied research and technology accessible to farmers; revitalizing local and national research capacities and promoting public-private partnerships; facilitating the benefits of technology through supportive policies and regulations; and paying special attention to water quality and availability.  And we need to integrate programs to address the HIV/AIDS crisis and to achieve rural economic growth and food security.


"All of the participants in Sacramento agreed to work together on follow-up activities to achieve our ultimate goal, and that is reducing hunger and malnutrition, and improving people's lives around the world.


"These activities began last year and have continued to the present.  They include a dialogue among the ambassadors comprising the entire Washington diplomatic corps.  Through this effort, a separate African regional group was also formed, which is focused on some of the issues specifically related to agriculture in Africa and how science and technology can provide solutions.


"We have launched an historic new initiative to promote the transfer and adoption of new technologies to improve global food availability.  We have named this new initiative after Norman Borlaug, the Nobel laureate, the father of the Green Revolution.  And many of you who were in Sacramento will remember his inspiring and informative speech he gave to that conference.  It is called the Norman E. Borlaug International Science and Technology Fellows Program.  And I happy to announce here today that this program will fund the scientific training and exchange this year of several Central American researchers, policymakers and university faculty at U.S. universities, USDA and other government agencies, international research centers and other non-profit institutions and private companies.


"This conference taking place here at IICA is another follow-on from that activity, and we will host, or help to host, another conference next month in Africa, a ministerial conference to harness science and technology and increase productivity in Africa, to focus on food security, reducing hunger, addressing water quality and availability, and improving nutrition in West Africa.
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"We are very pleased with the progress since the conference last June.  And we are pleased with the commitment that other countries around the world are making to maintain the momentum in finding technology and policy-based solutions to global food insecurity.


"I would be remiss if I failed to identify several other USDA activities in your countries aimed at trade capacity building, developing and promoting agribusiness and research, agribusiness investment and collaborating on research.  These activities include technical training in agriculture and agribusiness related topics for approximately 200 Western Hemisphere private and public sector officials this year under USDA's Cochran Fellowship Program; collaborative research and exchange activities in the region to improve watershed management and protect the environment, provide the rural poor with access to potable water, and supplement the nutritional needs of HIV-positive individuals; technical assistance to promote food security through better cold-chain practices and technology, and regulation of animal slaughter and meat and poultry processing; analysis of chemical residues on fruits and vegetables; and to better manage the region's environmental and natural resources.


"We've had trade missions to identify investment opportunities between horticultural producers and U.S. supermarkets.  Famine and early-warning networks in Central America are monitoring, analyzing and delivering early-warnings of assessments and of potential threats to food security.  And school feeding programs and educational improvement programs are being conducted under USDA's Global Food for Education Initiative.


"Finally, we are working to improve the national systems for gathering and analyzing agricultural statistics and market information, and we continue to work cooperatively on pest eradication programs, including med-fly eradication.


"I know that many of you are involved directly in these activities and we appreciate the spirit of cooperation and joint participation.


"Over the next two days, you will hear presentations by nearly 35 leaders and experts from private industry, academia, research centers and non-governmental organizations throughout the Americas.  They will facilitate discussions on a wide variety of topics.  These will range from the role that conventional and emerging technologies play in increasing agricultural productivity and promoting economic growth in the rural sector to policies and institutions needed to increase access to science and technology, as well as to address the state of agriculture research and development in the region.


"During these sessions, keep in mind the overarching objectives of this conference; that is, to improve food security through the application of science and technology; to bolster agricultural productivity in an environmentally sustainable way; to strengthen knowledge of policy, regulatory and institutional frameworks that facilitate technology transfer and indigenous research and development; to promote understanding of a broad range of conventional and state-of-the-art technologies, including biotechnology that can boost productivity and international competitiveness and that are appropriate to the region; to explore ways to forge public-private partnerships to improve technology transfer, market infrastructure and agribusiness linkages, and to promote a regional system of cooperation for research and development in agricultural science and technology.
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"At the conclusion of last June's ministerial in Sacramento, we were all filled with a renewed sense of hope and promise.  We knew that although there was far to go in reaching our stated objectives, we were committed together, hemispherically and globally, to find ways of raising agricultural productivity to benefit hungry people throughout the world.


"I look forward to our discussions here today as we focus on what we can do, how our 10 countries, close neighbors in this hemisphere, can meet our goals and share what we learn with other countries.  Thank you very much."  

[Applause.]
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