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MR. QUINN:  Important issues of vital importance to agriculture and rural America are being discussed.  Congress is debating a new farm bill and trade promotion authority.  

Good afternoon, I'm Larry Quinn, speaking to you from the broadcast center at the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.


Our distinguished guests today are here to speak and take questions about these issues.  Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman, Senator Thad Cochran of Mississippi, and Senator Pat Roberts of Kansas.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: “Thank you very much, Larry.  I want to thank our Senators for being here today, and thank you very much for your leadership on the farm bill as we go through this process.  I also want to thank Senator Roberts for his leadership on the issue of  biosecurity, which has been so critical as we have tried to recover from the events of September 11th and prepare for anything that we might be dealing with in the future.


“I just this morning returned from a rally on Capitol Hill to promote trade promotion authority that is expected to be voted on in the House of Representatives tomorrow.  As you know, we've talked a lot about trade, and trade promotion authority is critical for our farmers and ranchers because the Congress really needs the President to have this authority so that we can be credible at the negotiating table.


“We need to enter into new trade negotiations so that we can tear down barriers that other countries have built that hurt our farmers and ranchers who need access to the international marketplace in order to continue to prosper.


“So we strongly urge Congress to join more than 100 food and agricultural organizations, 10 former U.S. Secretaries of Agriculture, both Republicans and Democrats, in supporting trade promotion authority.


“Also, today, and that is why I'm so pleased to have the Senators here with us, the Senate is beginning the floor debate on the farm bill or at least that's the latest word, and so it is an extremely critical time for American farmers and ranchers.  The administration remains committed to supporting forward-looking farm legislation that will bring long-term prosperity to America's farmers and ranchers.
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“It is critical that future farm policy provide a strong market-oriented safety net be pro-trade, promote effective conservation measures, enhance nutrition programs and strengthen core infrastructure systems that support and protect farmers and consumers.


“The long-term policy direction of the next farm bill will impact our farmers for many years, which is why we need to get it right.  The administration opposes Senate Bill 1731 because many of the policy approaches it proposes would ultimately work to the detriment of farmers and ranchers.  It would exacerbate overproduction and perpetuate low commodity prices, precluding a market turnaround.  It would threaten the financial health of the farm sector, compromise our efforts to expand our markets abroad and harm American consumers, especially those with low incomes.


“The administration supports the amendment being offered by Senators Cochran and Roberts.  Again, I want to thank you for your leadership for coming forward with this approach.  Their proposal is consistent with the President's principles for sound farm policy.  It provides a strong safety net for farmers in times of low prices by continuing the current marketing loan program for traditional program crops, while better balancing loan rates similar to the provisions in H.R. 2646, the House-passed bill.


“Cochran-Roberts also substantially increases the fixed decoupled payments as a trade-friendly alternative, providing a stable safety net for our producers.  It also establishes innovative new farm savings accounts that provide another risk management tool for a broader range of producers, and Cochran-Roberts would enhance conservation in a balanced way by improving the existing programs and providing incentives for greater environmental benefits on working land.


“Overall, the Cochran-Roberts amendment is responsible, effective farm policy that builds consensus and best helps our farmers and ranchers.


“Now I'd like to turn it over to our two Senators for some opening comments, and then we'll all take your questions.


“Thank you, again, for being here.

SENATOR COCHRAN:  “Madam Secretary, thank you very much for inviting us to join you.  I'm Thad Cochran from Mississippi, and I'm glad to be here with my good friend from Kansas, Senator Pat Roberts, to remind everyone that we do have an alternative to the Senate committee bill which, in our view, is going to probably, in the long run, hurt agriculture as much as it tries to help them.


“I know that is not intentional, but the fact of the matter is, when you look at where our problems are, the world economic situation, the fact that we are seeing a downturn in revenues from overseas sales of agricultural commodities, we need to do something about our trade opportunities, we need to break down barriers, as you pointed 

out, Madam Secretary, by enacting trade legislation that gives the President the authority 
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to negotiate agreements that serve American farming interests, and that's what the President intends to do.


“So I am hopeful that we can get Congress to adopt that legislation, but at the same time realize that there are programs at the Department of Agriculture which should be reauthorized, like the market assistance program that provides tools for the Department of Agriculture, and the U.S. Trade Representative, and farmer’s groups themselves to overcome unfair trade practices in the international community.


“Having said that about the trade situation, I think we do need to act to try to create a better environment with farm programs that will enable farmers to operate profitably, and that is what our amendment and substitute is designed to do.  We give a predictable level of constant support through payments to commodity producers that they know will be in effect under the law over the life of the bill.


“Ours is a 5-year bill so farmers can be sure of exactly the level of government support that they will be getting each year under this farm bill.  That differs considerably from the bill that the committee has reported out, on a partisan vote, I might add.  I mean, the whole thing to me was designed to try to make Republicans look bad and Democrats look good.  What we're trying to do is enact a bill that will become law and will provide a degree of certainty that farmers haven't had before that also recognizes the realities of the marketplace.  I'm hopeful that we can get a majority in the Senate to support our bill.  We're going to have an opportunity to begin debate on that this week, and we're working hard to try to put in place a farm policy that makes sense, that's within the budget.  It is also farmer-friendly in terms of rewarding conservation processes.  There's a strong conservation title in this bill.  So I think it's good policy, it makes good common sense, and it's going to be good for farmers.


“So thank you for inviting us to come to the Department with you today and talk about this legislation.

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “With that, I want to thank you.  This is Pat Roberts.  I have the privilege of representing Kansas in the Senate.  And I want to thank you, Madam Secretary, for allowing me and my good friend Thad to join you here today to discuss what we think is a better bill, a better farm bill.  And we intend to introduce that, as Thad has indicated, during the debate on the farm bill as of this week.


“Thank you for your kind words, and thank you for your support.  We look forward to working with you and President Bush on this most important piece of legislation.  It doesn't do you any good to pass a farm bill just to have an issue.  You need to pass a farm bill to have a farm bill.


“I want to get straight to the point.  We have a bill that is better for our producers.  We have an independent study, the FAPRI study that shows in terms of income to producers and prices down the road, improved prices down the road, our alternative is better for virtually every commodity.

-more-

-4-


“We are within the budget constraints that are agreed to by the President and the Congress, and that it is fully within our WTO obligation.  You raised a big issue of the presidential trade authority.  I call it "sell our product" authority, and you're not going to have any farm bill that is successful unless you're able to sell the product.


“This legislation, this farm bill, is certainly more consistent with those obligations and those responsibilities and those goals.  It's more market-oriented, it is more trade-friendly certainly of the two proposals the Senate will be asked to consider. 


“We maintained the loan rates at their existing levels.  We increased the direct payment that Thad has talked about that our producers will receive.  It's a consistent payment.  They and their lenders will know precisely what they're getting.  So under the banner of consistency and predictability, we think we have a better bill.


“And we allow the producer to set up an account at their local bank and receive a matching contribution from the USDA up to $10,000 on the money they have invested.  That's called a farm savings account.  Thad, we have been trying to get that done for six years, and so we have it in our bill.


“The idea is twofold:  We'll give the producer a direct payment right now when they need it and then when we get back to a stronger ag economy, they can begin to put more money away to have it to pull out in the down years.  We call it a counter-cyclical program, but it is voluntary, it is certainly voluntary and the farmer runs it.


“Quite frankly, I think we have a better bill, Madam Secretary.  I think the bill put forth by Chairman Harkin and Senator Daschle with every good intent--I'm not trying to challenge their intent, gets  “back to the future”, higher loan rates, higher target prices.  I think the reason we moved away from this type of program was in '96 was because the higher loan rates and target prices don't pay a producer when he needs the assistance most, and that's when he has no crop to harvest.


“So Senator Cochran and I think that we have the better alternative.  We're working very hard for a majority, and we'll see if we can get the job done this week.

MR. QUINN:
 “Thank you, and now we will begin our questions from farm broadcasters around the nation.  The first question will be coming from Tom Brand at KFEQ, St. Joseph, Missouri, and standing by is Stuart Doan from Yancy Ag-Network in Little Rock, Arkansas.  Tom Brand is also the president-elect of the National Association of Farm Broadcasters.  Tom, go ahead, please.

QUESTION: “Thank you, Larry, and thank you, Madam Secretary, as well as Senators Cochran and Roberts for utilizing farm broadcasters and allowing us to help share your message during this important time, whenever we talk about trade promotion authority and also this new farm bill that hopefully we'll get something settled on before the end of the year.
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My question that I would have for you today would kind of be twofold.  We know the trade promotion authority is something that's going to come up tomorrow for a vote in the House.  I guess the first part of my question is how do those votes stand at this point in time, and what impact, how significant an impact will it be on a farm bill once it goes through committee, if we don't have that trade promotion authority?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: “Let me begin and then ask the senators to join in.  As I indicated, I just came from an event on Capitol Hill regarding trade promotion authority.  The chairman of the Ways and Means Committee, Chairman Thomas, was heading up this press conference, along with Chairman Combest from the Ag Committee because this is so important to agriculture, Chairman Dreier from Rules, as well as J.C. Watts, Jennifer Dunn, others who have been very active in the trade debate.


“They tell me that the vote is very, very close.  So we are hopeful that we will see trade promotion authority passed tomorrow, but again it's a very even vote at this point in time.  It is critical because trade is something that our farmers are so dependent upon.


“We export about 25 percent of the value of what we produce.  We export half of our wheat, about 40 percent of our cotton or more, about a third of our soybeans, about 25 percent of our corn.  So, if we don't have these export markets, if we don't continue to expand them, our farmers cannot prosper, and continue to grow and become more productive, and we know we have the most productive farmers in the world.  And so having access to overseas markets and continuing to expand those markets is critical for the future of our farm sector in this country.

SENATOR COCHRAN: “I might add that at hearings of our Agriculture Appropriations Committee earlier this year, we had testimony showing that several years ago the value of our exports from farm country in the U.S. was around $60 billion, and that has dropped to $53 billion this year.  Now that shows you, in real, hard, cold facts and figures, what the problem is.


“We do need to have better arrangements for selling our commodities in overseas markets.  We are losing money.  That means farmers are losing money.  So we've got to get busy.  We hope the Congress will see that this is a useful way to get us back on the right track; give the President some authority to specifically reach agreements that we can then approve and implement, but we don't reserve the right to change every line or make wholesale amendments to the agreements that the President has negotiated.


“He is on the side of American farmers too.  That's the point, and we need to provide him some leeway and some opportunity to get some better agreements.

SENATOR ROBERTS: “I would point out that this alternative farm bill that Thad and I have introduced, along with many other Republicans, and we hope some thinking 
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Democrats, is that it is more consistent with the WTO obligations and trade.  I don't care what kind of a farm bill you have, if you don't sell the products, if you're selling on the sidelines in regards to all of the bilateral trade agreements, you are not going to sell the products.


“My predecessor in the House, the Honorable Keith Sebelius, said, "Pat, if you don't sell it, you're going to smell it," and we've been smelling it.


“The EU now exports 17 percent of global commodities.  We export 18 percent.  If we don't get this authority, Madam Secretary, I will predict to you that we'll go to 17, they'll go to 18, we will continue to lose market share, and we'll be back with more emergency farm programs.


“So I hope the House can see fit to pass it.

MR. QUINN:  Stuart Doan, Yancy Ag Network, Little Rock, Arkansas.  You will be next with the question, and standing by is Keith Merckx [ph], Texas State Network in Arlington, Texas.


“Stuart, go ahead, please.

QUESTION:  “Thank you, Larry, and good morning.

A question for Senators Cochran and Roberts.  It would appear that your alternative bill, the success or failure of it on the floor, would depend, in large part, on how Southern Democrats come down on this issue.  In committee, Senator Harkin offered those folks some sweeteners to get them to vote for his bill.

“Have you and Senator Roberts, Senator Cochran, been able to talk to Southern Democrats?  Do you think you can count on their support for your bill.

SENATOR COCHRAN: “ I'm very hopeful that we can get support from across the aisle.  We have been talking to not only Southern Senators, but Senators from all around the country who have a strong interest in agriculture in their state.


“We think this is a better deal for farmers, and we are trying to persuade them to vote for the bill based on its merits, not just on the basis of what the Democratic leadership in the Senate wants them to do.  Now it's going to be hard to overcome all-out pressure from the Democratic leader when it comes to a floor vote on this bill.  
We've got a very closely divided Senate.  As you know, the outcome of the elections next year will determine whether the Democrats or the Republicans control the Senate.  Everybody has now come to understand how important that is because the party leadership decides the agenda.  And with the President in office from the opposite party, it affords an opportunity to frustrate confirmation of appointments, it drags out the consideration of the President's agenda.  So it really makes a big difference.


“So a lot is at stake, not just the provisions of the farm bill, when it comes time to vote on final passage of our amendment or the bill itself.  But we hope that people will not use this as an opportunity just to make a political statement or try to 
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embarrass the President's party or make Republicans look bad; we hope the Senate will set aside those considerations, look at what's best for individual farmers.  They don't farm as Republicans and Democrats.  They're just farmers.  And we ought to rise above partisan politics in this process and do what's right for American agriculture.

SENATOR ROBERTS: “Let me point out, too, if I could, that there's an outfit at the University of Missouri called the Food and Agriculture Policy Research Institute.  Now the acronym for that is FAPRI, and most farmers and ranchers understand, and most members of Congress understand, they are very accurate in their projections.


“Rice, in your part of the country--I'm talking to Stuart--$2 million more, in regards to rice, and the projections are, both for price down the road for the rice crops and in terms of direct assistance, our bill is better.  So we're having what we call meaningful dialogue with our Southern friends across the aisle.

MR. QUINN:  “Keith Merckx of Texas State Network in Arlington, Texas, will be next, and Cyndi Young from Brownsville Network is standing by.


“Keith, go ahead with your question, please.

QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.


“Madam Secretary, and Senators Cochran and Roberts, thank you for allowing us to bring you our questions today.


“Now, obviously, there's already a farm proposal being considered, and the administration has made no secret that it would like to see action withheld until next year.  That said, isn't it a little late to be introducing a new bill or alternative bill or is this really just a tactic to delay action on a bill so that no action can be taken before the Congress adjourns for the year?
SENATOR ROBERTS:  Let me just take that right off.  This is Senator Roberts.  We had a statement of support, if I reach over in front of the Secretary here and read it, the Bush administration's support of Cochran-Roberts, a summary of message and facts about the Cochran-Roberts' alternative proposal.  So I think that lays that to rest right away, and I think most of us would prefer to get a farm bill done, in the odd-number year, as opposed to an even-number year.  It does get a little political in an even-numbered year, even more so than where we are today.


“In addition, the Democratic leadership is moving ahead with this bill.  So, rather than sit there and simply oppose something that we think is counterproductive in the long run, and simply vote, I guess, on the other side, if you want an issue, you can have an issue, but we think we have a better policy bill.  We need something as an alternative that we felt, in committee, represented a better bill for farmers, and so that's why we've introduced it.
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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Let me just make a comment about delaying the bill versus going forward.  The administration did talk about the fact that the farm bill does not expire until next year, and we talked about having enough time for a thoughtful approach where we could get good policy.


“We also said that if the Senate was going to move forward, we would be a part of that negotiation and discussion, and we have been a very active participant in the administration.  As the Senate committee process moved forward, it became clear that there were going to be a number of problems and issues with that bill.  And so we have commended, certainly, the work of Senators Cochran and Roberts in coming forward with quite a thoughtful approach to the farm bill, which the administration is in a position to support.

MR. QUINN: “Our next question comes from Cyndi Young of Brownsville Network, Jefferson City, Missouri, and following her will be Joe Wary [ph] from Mid-America Ag Network in Kansas.  Cindy, go ahead with your question, please.

QUESTION: “Thank you, Larry, Madam Secretary, Senators.  Kind of as a follow-up to the question just asked, what is the reality of a Senate version of a farm bill passing, then going through conference committee and getting a presidential signature by the end of the year?

SENATOR COCHRAN:  “This is Thad Cochran, Cyndi.  I think the more likely bill to get conferenced successfully with the House is the alternative Senator Roberts and I are offering.  And the reason I say that, there are too many differences between the Harkin bill or the Senate committee bill and the House-passed bill to successfully resolve and get to the President for his signature any time soon.  But I think our bill, which uses a lot of the same sections as the House bill for our basic approach to rural development, nutrition assistance, conservation, a lot of the other titles to the bill besides just the commodity programs, would be a lot easier to resolve with the House.


“The House has taken the initiative on this issue.  They moved forward earlier in the year, got a commitment from the Republican leadership in the House to take the bill up, and it was done and it was passed.  And you have to respect the decision made by the House of Representatives.  And now we are trying to work with them to get a bill that can be resolved successfully in conference and that the President will sign.  


“Hearing from the Secretary that she and the administration support the Cochran-Roberts alternative, that's another reason to vote for our bill and to reject the committee bill.

MR. QUINN:  “Our next question from Joe Wary, Mid America Ag-Network in Wichita, Kansas, followed by Gary Wergin at WHO in Des Moines.  Joe, go ahead with your question. 

QUESTION:  “Okay.  Thank you, Larry and Senators Cochran and Robert.  
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We appreciate your being on with us today.  My question is directed mainly towards the Secretary of Agriculture.  Ms. Veneman, regarding Federal crop insurance, the current Senate bill would take money from that.  Is this accurate?  And, if so, are you in favor of that? 

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  By the current Senate bill, you're referring to the committee-passed bill?

QUESTION:  Correct. 

SECRETARY VENEMAN: “We are looking at a balanced approach here.  I mean there's commodity programs, there's crop insurance, there's conservation, there's testing and disease prevention.  There are a number of rural developments.  When you address the farm bill, you have to take it all together, which is why when we put out our policy book, we said that you need to look at the whole array of programs and then describe how the balance should be structured that's in the best interests overall of the most farmers and ranchers that we have.  And so that's what our principles say.  As to where crop insurance is ultimately going to come out in the bill, I'm not sure at this point, but again it needs to be a balance of all these different provisions to see what is in the overall best interest of the farmers and ranchers.

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “If  I could, Joe, I think I put the peanut in your head to ask that question, so I'd better respond.  Yes, the committee bill as introduced by Senator Harkin does take money from the crop insurance reforms that it took us 18 months to pass in the last session of Congress.  If there's anything that we need to do, it's give our farmers more tools they can use individually with their own individual decision-making to protect themselves from the market gyrations we have to go through.


“Now you know how long it took Bob Kerry and myself and Thad Cochran and myself and others to finally pass a crop insurance bill.  Of all things to find an offset with, the Harkin bill does take away in the late years more coverage to farmers with regards to crop insurance to hand out to other programs.  So the answer to your question is yes and no.  Yes, they take and they rob crop insurance money and, no, we shouldn't be for that.  I feel very strong about that. 

MR. QUINN:  “Our next question comes from Gary Wergin, the agriculture network in WHO.  Following Gary will be Colleen Callahan from Illinois.  Gary, go ahead with your question. 

QUESTION: “Good morning from Iowa, Senators.  We've got the Iowa Cattlemen Association meeting as we speak.  I'm calling from the convention center where they are meeting.  Just up the road, the Soybean and Corn Growers are putting together their policy.  They're monitoring this all very, very closely.


“Question on two commodities.  Soybeans.  Under the House bill, it was largely viewed that soybeans got shorted, at least relative to the other crops.  And how do you deal in your version, your alternative, with that sticky issue of dairy?
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SENATOR COCHRAN:  “For the first time we're going to provide a level payment, a constant payment to soybean producers, trying to help ensure a predictable level of support from the Federal government.  And unlike the Democratic bill, the committee bill, which has a declining level of support over the life of this bill, our bill protects income at the level of $5.92 a bushel.  We think that is something that soybean producers all around the country are going to applaud.


“I know in my state of Mississippi, they like that.  And we are glad that our bill can include that predictive level of support.

MR. QUINN:  “Our next question will be--Senator Roberts?

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “Well, I just wanted to say that our support in regards to soybeans is the same as the House bill and it's constant until 2006.  If you go to the other bill as introduced by Senator Harkin, those payments decline.  And so we just don't think under the banner of consistency again, and predictability, that that's the proper approach.

MR. QUINN:  “Our next question will be from Colleen Callahan who is with WMBD, Peoria, Illinois, and she's the president of the National Association of Farm Broadcasters.  She will be followed by Bob Hoff.  Colleen, good morning, and go ahead.

QUESTION:  “Good morning, and thank you very much, Larry, and Madam Secretary and Senators.


“First of all, to Ms. Secretary, thank you for taking time recently from your hectic schedule coming back from the World Trade Organization talks to join us at our convention to talk about WTO and food safety issues.  And if I may depart for just a moment from farm policy and from trade, a question about food safety as it may eventually come into policy.  I know Jim Moseley is working to safeguard the nation's food supply as part of his responsibilities, and our senator here in Illinois, Dick Durbin, has proposed that even before September 11th one food agency, one that would oversee the food policy in the United States.  


“I'm just curious for reaction from you, Madam Secretary, on that, as from the senators as well.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, this has been a debate that's been going on for a number of years, and I can tell you a couple of things about this. 


“One is on Friday, many of you may have seen that we released our risk assessment done by Harvard University on BSE, which showed that we had a very low risk of getting BSE in this country.  But the reason I bring that up is because BSE is an issue that impacts animal health and food safety.  So one of the things that has been very important in our Department is to have that intersection between meat inspection and meat safety and animal health, which is why it's so important that those two agencies are both under the jurisdiction of the Department of Agriculture.
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“One of the things that we've been doing is we've been working very closely with FDA on their food safety surveillance.  We've had meetings with Secretary Thompson about how we better coordinate.  We are now reviewing all of our programs from a coordination standpoint.  The important thing here is not where authorities are located, but rather how well they're operating, and we're doing everything we can to make sure we have the strongest food safety system in this country that we can possibly have.


“Both of the Senators that we have here today have been big supporters of food safety, Senator Cochran on the budget side, Senator Roberts has been very proactive on the biosecurity issues, and I think we all feel strongly about the importance to our food and agriculture systems, to our farmers and ranchers that food safety has to be a very, very high priority in this country.  Food safety, and test and disease prevention and eradications that can hurt so many of our crops and livestock commodities.

MR. QUINN:  “Our next question will be from Bob Hoff,  Northwest Ag Information Network in Spokane, Washington.  Suzanne Hubbard will be standing by.


“Bob, go ahead, please.

QUESTION:  “Thank you.  I believe both the Harkin bill and, Senators, your substitute would extend the marketing loan program to peas, lentils and chickpeas, important crops out here in the Northwest that, in some cases, have suffered acreage losses because they don't have an LDP, and the House bill doesn't have this.  I am wondering, to the Senators, how committed you are to seeing this provision is in any final bill coming out of a conference, and then to the Secretary if you are supportive specifically to extending the LDP to these pulse crops.

SENATOR COCHRAN:  “Well, you are correct in that our alternative does extend the marketing loan program to some new crops.  We are also showing that this bill that we are pushing has some added protections for loss of income, for loss of markets, and that's that farm savings account that Senator Roberts described a while ago.


“It will provide benefits to specialty crop growers that do not now have the protection of commodity programs the same that commodity programs do under current law.  The same thing applies to livestock producers.  They don't have the same protections, but they will be eligible to participate in the farm savings account.  We're trying to help ensure that every aspect of agriculture is improved and the likelihood for making a profit in an agriculture activity is enhanced by the passage of the Cochran-Roberts substitute.

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “Bob, if I might, Senator Mike Crapo, who is a member of the Senate Agriculture Committee, was absolutely insistent, as we are, to protect the folks that you are talking about.  And on dry peas we have a loan rate of $5.83, on lentils $11, large chickpeas $15, and small chickpeas $7.  So Mike has worked very hard on that, along with Larry Craig and others up there in the Northwest.
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“And I might add, since you're from apple country, that Ann Veneman is really a pioneer in this effort in regards to food safety.  I think you all remember the alar scare of quite a few years ago, and the apple industry suffered about a $600- million loss on some targeted attack by a rather radical environmental organization.  And she was instrumental in getting the EPA, the FDA, and the USDA to set up a task force with State Departments of Agriculture and everybody involved in agriculture to respond to any food safety crisis within 24 hours.


“I think that is the way to handle it, rather than to reinvent the wheel and simply create a new agency.  But we are protecting these Northwest crops not only with these support prices, but with the new farm savings account.

MR. QUINN:  Madam Secretary?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Can I just add to what Senator Roberts just said as well.  I think one of the things that we did in our policy book is, you know, a lot of these food safety and pest and disease issues are usually taken for granted.  I think with the foot-and-mouth disease scare that we had earlier this year, with BSE coming to the forefront, with the 9/11 events, it's an opportunity to look at this farm bill not just as a commodity support program, but the broader range of issues.


“I think we have heard a lot more discussion about so many of these different issues that impact our farmers and rural communities, from conservation to rural development, to pest and disease and food safety.  We really think that a good approach to farm policy needs to include all of these elements and bring them together in a consensus way.

MR. QUINN:  “Our final questioner today is Suzanne Hubbard, who is at KKOW Pittsburgh, Kansas.


“Suzanne, go ahead with your question.

QUESTION:  “Senator Roberts, Senator Cochran mentioned that your bill is very similar to the House bill, but what is the bottom-dollar difference between your bill and the House bill?

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “Well, the basic point is that the House bill does go back to target prices and loan rates.  As I have indicated, we always had an historical debate as to whether the loan rate should be a market-crediting device or an income- protection device.  What the House bill does is certainly raise that loan rate up, but you have a cap on the protection that you receive.


“So, in Kansas, as you know, Suzanne, out West, more particularly, and also in your part of the country in Southeast Kansas, you can get into all sorts of weather problems, not have a crop, and then you don't get any assistance.  So we really feel that our approach of continuing the direct payments is a better way to go.
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“Additionally, in regards to income assessment to wheat producers, and I am a little interested in that or extremely parochial, and that's about $1.3 billion more for our Kansas farmers in regards to our wheat producers and more for the sorghum producers.  So the farmers down there in good old K-cow country, they're going to be better off under this alternative.

SENATOR COCHRAN:  “I can confirm that row crop farmers in Mississippi like the Senate alternatives that Cochran and Roberts are introducing because it does provide a predictable level of support, it protects income at a certain level so that those who engage in those agriculture pursuits can know what the government is going to do for them, and not to them, during the life of the farm bill.  It is not going to depend upon the vagaries of the weather so much.


“And we provide assistance through the combined crop insurance, disaster relief that can be ad hoc relief when there are genuine emergencies will also be available, but it will not be the same kind of guessing game that we have seen in the past, whether Congress is going to act, to what extent are the benefits going to be made available, how friendly is the President going to be for agriculture.  Our bill, and the House bill, too, provides some dramatic improvements in the benefits that will be made available to production agriculture.

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “Suzanne, let me just say that we don't have a final CBO score--that's the Congressional Budget Office--but the indications are that the total funding for both the House Bill and our alternative are very similar, and so there shouldn't be much difference in the investment in agriculture, it's just how it's used and the predictability that it would provide our Kansas farmers, and it is certainly more beneficial to the wheat producers.

MR. QUINN:  “It is time for some summary comments from all of you.


Senator Cochran, would you like to make some remarks?

SENATOR COCHRAN:  “Well, the first remark is we have to go back to the Senate to vote, I think, pretty soon, and so my remarks will be very brief.


“I want to thank the Secretary for the hard work she has committed to trying to help shape a new farm bill.  This Department of Agriculture has gotten involved.  There have been members of the administration team up in the Senate at our committee hearings and our committee markup sessions, giving advice, making observations, but being a positive influence in this process.  I think it shows what you can do when you do work together.  We've been very happy to see that kind of response from this Department of Agriculture in the development of the Cochran-Roberts alternative.

SENATOR ROBERTS:  “Well, I, too, want to thank the Secretary, and I especially want to thank the farm broadcasters for taking time out of your busy schedules because you're our voice out there in farm country, and I know all of our farmers and ranchers really pay attention to you.  So thank you for the job that you do.
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“Basically, if we want a bill that we can conference with the House bill, if we want a bill that will be signed by the President, if we want a bill that is more consistent, more predictable, that will provide more income assistance when farmers truly need it, and also has a better projection for farm prices, we'll pass this alternative.


“We don't need to go back to the future or back to the past, where almost every decision is made in Washington, as opposed to being on the farm.

MR. QUINN:  Madam Secretary?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, I, again, want to thank both Senators for being here today and for their tremendous leadership in farm policy this year.  I believe that we will come out with a good farm bill because of the leadership of these two gentleman we have here with us today.


“I, also, believe that it's important, since agriculture has always been an issue that has been bipartisan, it's important that we find a way to achieve consensus in the best interests of our farmers and ranchers, not only on a good farm bill and farm policy, but also on our trade and our trade promotion authority.  That also is an economic issue for this country.


“It shouldn't be based on party disputes, and I think that we want to do everything that we can to achieve consensus on the best policies that we can for our farmers and ranchers.

MR. QUINN:  “Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman, Senator Thad Cochran of Mississippi, and Senator Pat Roberts of Kansas, thank you all for being with us today for this farm policy discussion.


“This is Larry Quinn bidding you a good afternoon from the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.”

[End of Briefing.]

