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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you.  And welcome to all of the reporters who are on today.  We appreciate you joining us on a Friday afternoon.  It's 6 o'clock here already, our day is winding down here.





	But we did have a very productive first meeting of the Klamath Working Group, which is chaired by Secretary Norton, and includes myself and Secretary Evans from Commerce.  That, of course, is because of their jurisdiction over NOAA and the salmon issues, and then also Mr. Connaughton who runs the Council for Environmental Quality.





	I think that we certainly all agree that farmers and ranchers in the Klamath Basin have suffered economic hardship due to the scarcity of water, and the President, as you know, has made a strong commitment to resolve the issues in this region, and collectively, we were all there today along with several assistant secretaries and other senior level people within the departments represented.  We were all there working toward this goal.





	We are announcing today a series of actions that will enhance water quality through conservation and water availability through the Department of Agriculture.  In addition, hopefully, you can obtain the press release on our website, which talks about some of the other issues that the other agencies are dealing with as well.





	The Agriculture Department will provide more than $1.6 million to accelerate the delivery of conservation, technical and financial assistance for irrigation, water management, filter strips and creation of wildlife habitat to improve water quality and result in a water savings of up to 30 percent in certain cases.





	In addition, we will extend the sign-up period for the Emergency Conservation Program through September 2002.  This program will give farmers and ranchers additional opportunities for financial assistance in obtaining adequate water supply for livestock.  Then the USDA will work with farmers and ranchers to explore opportunities for delaying loan repayments or rescheduling in hardship cases due to the situation there.





	And then we will through the U.S. Forest Service, which is also under the jurisdiction of USDA, to begin 22 special projects in the Fremont National Forest to provide more than 20 miles of stream improvement and so forth, which will help with water quantity as well, and stream improvement quality issues.





	So that in a nutshell is what we announced today.





	In addition, I might add that USDA has in the past year, the 2001 actions that we took included distributing $20 million to 1,100 producers through the Klamath Basin Water Conservation Program.  These funds were through emergency supplemental appropriations, and the assistance was directed to qualified agriculture producers who did not receive expected deliveries of irrigation water.





	We also provided $2 million in 2001 in emergency watershed protection funds, and another $2 million in the Emergency Conservation Program.  So we have been very proactive in trying to assist the farmers in Klamath, and we're now working very closely with our other agencies to assure that we're doing everything we can to assist the area through the coming year.





	MS. HARRISON:  Thank you, Secretary.  We'll now open it up for questions, and again, just a reminder, if you would state your name and your media outlet, that would be very much appreciated.  So we'll take to first question.





	QUESTION:  Evan Slack, Denver, Colorado, also and Oregon.  Any estimate, Madam Secretary, at what level of income to the agricultural producers will you reach here in 2002 compared to say the year 2000?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I don't have figures on the level of income, but I think that one of the important things to recognize about this year, last year was a very drought-stricken year.  This year, well, one of the things we did learn from the briefings at the meetings is the snow pack is over 100 percent of normal.  Now that doesn't necessarily mean that all the water is going to be available, but indeed it should lessen the impact of the water shortage to farmers in that area.  I think it's difficult at this point to predict what that will mean for farmers income.





	QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, this is Katie Frasier with the Associated Press.  Wondering if you can talk a little bit about these 22 special programs that the Forest Service is going to start?  I've been feverishly trying to find my map on my desk, and I'm not finding it, but I think these are downstream from the Klamath Basin, and so I'm wondering what the goal is of these, how they'll impact the actual basin?





	





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I think they're upstream from certain parts of the basis, although I could be wrong on that.  My understanding is that basically by stream improvement, improving the stream flows and so forth, that you can improve the quantity and the quality both of the water, so that these are special just area by area projects within the forest on streams.





	In addition, there will be about 45 miles of roads to provide for meadow enhancement and spring protection, which should also enhance water quality in the forest region.





	QUESTION:  Hi.  This is Michael Milstein of the Oregonian in Portland, and I did this--by point of information, I talked to the forest supervisor and the projects are upstream of the basin.





	I wonder if you could--these are mostly short-term things that you've announced today.  Is the administration any closer to having kind of a long-term vision for the Klamath Basin in terms of how to address the bigger picture issues of quality and quantity and demand reduction sort of over the whole landscape?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Exactly what this working group is intended to do is to bring all of the participating agencies together and really look at the long-term solutions for the region, and that's what we're committed to do, and that's what our folks are going to continue to work to try to not only look at what happens in the year 2002, and we're coming upon the irrigation season just in a few weeks, but also to look at the longer-term solutions for the region, and there have been a number of things proposed in terms of water use and water availability, and protecting.  Obviously, there is the need to protect the fish, the tribes and the farmers in the region, and we need a win-win-win solution for all of the interested parties in this.





	QUESTION:  Do you have any sort of timeframe on when you would like to have something down for--to begin work on?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think it will be a staged process.  I mean, obviously, we want to be prepared for the upcoming irrigation season, and to prepare a longer-term plan, you know, in a relatively short amount of time, but the working group just met for the first time today.





	One of the things that the working group that will be working when the cabinet members aren't meeting, the level below us, will be looking at a timetable and specific actions that they will be working on pursuant to that timetable, so that will be one of the first orders of business.





	QUESTION:  Is there any prospect of additional money above and beyond this today?  I mean most of the estimates for wetland restoration and that sort of thing are quite a bit more than the $1.6 million, and also do you know, has the administration taken any position on the $175 million amendment that's been added to the farm bill to provide that money to Klamath?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, we are working with the Conferees in the farm bill and looking at what assistance would be most beneficial to the area.  That's one of the things that we discussed in the meeting today is how to really look at the proposals that are proposed now in legislation that's pending in the farm bill, and to determine how the legislation, as proposed, fits into the long-term solutions that our working group--the short and long-term solutions.





	In addition I think it's important to point out that this farm bill, whether you look at the Senate version or the House version, includes significant more funding for conservation programs in both versions of the bill, and that's a very positive thing, and I think as we move forward, we will be looking at how those conservation programs can continue to be used to assist the farmers in that region.





	QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, Ashleigh Redding with the Northern Ag Network.  What kind of input will you be seeking from the farmers and those in the fishing community from that region?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think input from the community is extremely important as we look at solutions for the area.  And that is another thing that the working group talked about today, is how do we solicit input from the farmers in the region, from the interested parties, the communities?  Certainly this administration believes it is extremely important to get community involvement, particularly when you have issues like this that impact a broad range of people within the community.  So there will be a process for public input and community input as we go through looking at the various options that we will consider.





	QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, this is Aly Bay with Capital Press in Sacramento.  Obviously, this issue has I guess worn on some people's nerves.  Can you talk a little bit about how this new cabinet group might help to mend fences?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think it's--I know that it has been a very, very difficult time for the farmers in the Klamath Basin.  It's, I think, been very frustrating not having access to the irrigation water they've needed.  We have, in the administration, attempted to do everything we can within our program availability to assist.  As I mentioned, USDA specifically put over--put out $20 million in direct assistance to farmers who have suffered the losses, along with conservation programs that we were involved in.





	In addition, the Interior Department also had some assistance that they provided over the past year.  I mean we're committed to doing everything we can to solve this problem, not only for the short term, in part providing assistance, but also for the long term.





	As I mentioned before, hopefully this problem will not be as acute in the coming year as it was in the past year, simply because Mother Nature has been much more kind to us in terms of snow pack for the coming year.





	QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, this is Lyle Aarons with KKRB and KFLS Radio in Klamath Falls, Oregon.  Just curious if there was any discussion in regards to the Klamath Tribes and their rights.





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Absolutely.  As I mentioned, the tribes are one of the considerations.  The farmers certainly have a strong interest.  So do the tribes, as well as trying to deal with the environmental issues that are involved here, but certainly there is a strong recognition within the working group that the tribes are a very interested party and have issues that we need to address as we go forward in our deliberations.





	QUESTION:  Just to follow up a little bit on this.  We have two judges' rulings that have agreed with the tribes that they do have rights to all water from the lake, from time immemorial, and in fact giving them control over whether or not the Bureau of Reclamation is allowed to release any water for irrigation.





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, we had among the people in the meeting today lawyers who are helping us to address those very issues and will be part of the deliberations of this group.





	QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, Ashleigh Redding with Northern Ag Network again.





	With the National Academy of Sciences Committee saying that their studies on the restrictions, the report they came out with that said last year's water conservation measures were not necessary.  Will there be any kind of reimbursement for those farmers due to that scientific report?





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I have to say that I have not reviewed the report itself in detail, but my understanding of that report is that it did not come to such specific conclusions.  It questioned the basis upon which the decisions were made, but was not prescriptive in terms of what the National Academy thought was wrong with the science, and so it leaves up in the air as to specifically what kind of measures should be taken in the future; in other words, it doesn't say here is where the science is wrong.





	I have not heard any discussion at all about any kind of compensation to the farmers as a result of that.  As I indicated, there has been a fair amount of assistance to farmers through the supplemental appropriations from last year, but I have not heard any discussion of the kind of remedy you are talking about.





	MS. HARRISON:  Let's take one more question, hopefully, from someone who hasn't asked one, and then we'll wrap it up.





	QUESTION:  This is Lee with the Herald and News in Klamath Falls.





	I was wondering if you could characterize President Bush's view on how competing interests for water issues should be addressed.





	SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, the President has directed this group.  I mean, he formed the group, he directed the group to work very closely together to try to come up with solutions that are in the best interests of keeping our farmers and ranchers in that area with the supply of water they need to grow crops, and I think that's extremely important.  He's absolutely committed to the farmers in the area.  He understands that they've suffered significant economic hardship due to the scarcity of water, and we're directed to do everything we can to enhance both water quality and quantity for the farmers and ranchers in the Klamath Basin, and that's at his direction and his belief that we want to continue to go forward to find the best solutions that we possible can.





	MS. HARRISON:  Great.  Thank you all very much for joining us this afternoon.  We'll continue to provide information for you about what the group is doing as we go from here.





	So have a good weekend to everyone.





	[End of Briefing.]





