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     MR. FLEISCHER:  All right, troops.  The President today will hold a round

table discussion and give remarks on the farm bill and trade promotion

authority, highlighting his commitment to passing a good bill and getting trade

promotion authority enacted into law.  He'll participate in a round table with

South Dakota farmers and then his remarks will be before 500 agricultural

leaders assembled at the Dakota Ethanol.  The President's remarks will cover

economic security, the need for a new farm bill, the importance of ethanol and

his commitment to renewable fuels and trade.

     After that, the President will host a fund-raising reception this evening

for Congressman John Thune.  It is expected to raise $350,000, which should make

it the largest fund-raiser in South Dakota history.

     And with that, let me introduce Agriculture Secretary Ann Veneman, who can

share with you a little bit more information about what the President will

discuss today.

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I couldn't hear everything that Ari was saying.

But basically, the President today is -- we're going to an ethanol plant and

that gives him the opportunity to highlight the importance of value-added

opportunities for agriculture, and also the important role that agriculture can

play in renewable energy.  That was a highlight of the energy policy report that

the task force put out -- the President's energy task force put out.  It is

something that's highlighted also in the energy bill.  There's a renewable fuels

standard in the energy bill which the President supports, and it would provide

substantial new opportunities for ethanol in this country.

     Obviously, the President is concerned about getting a farm bill as quickly

as possible.  And we've been working closely with the House and Senate

conferrees to try to get a farm bill as quickly as possible. 

-more-

 There has been a compromise proposal that's been introduced that has been agreed to on a

bipartisan basis by all of the House conferees and it has also been agreed to by

the Senate Republicans, but the Senate Democrats have not agreed to that.

     And, finally, the other piece of legislation in addition to energy, the

energy bill and the farm bill that's pending in the Senate that is of great

importance to agriculture as well as a lot of the rest of the economy, and that

is trade promotion authority.  We've had over -- well, almost 100 agriculture

groups express their support for trade promotion authority, because as you know,

agriculture is one of the areas in our economy where we have a trade surplus.

It's important that we continue to open up new markets for agriculture because

we simply grow much more than we can produce in this country -- I mean, than we

can consume, rather.  And we want to continue to open up new markets and

maintain those markets that we have open, which has obviously taken a fair

amount of time recently as well.

     So I think that there's a lot of messages that the President will be

focusing on today.  All of these pieces of legislation are extremely important.

In addition, farmers and ranchers care very much about the tax bill and the

extension of the death tax elimination.  We obviously last week celebrated some

of this as we talked about tax day.  I did an event talking about the death tax.

And one of the things the farmers and ranchers say is, you know, how do we do

estate planning when this thing could kick back in in 10 years?  And that's a

real important point when you look at farmers and ranchers.

     So they care a lot about getting that permanent elimination of the death

tax.  That's another thing I think the President feels very strongly about, and

he particularly feels strongly about it when it comes to our farmers and

ranchers and being able to pass the farms and ranches to the next generation.

     MR. FLEISCHER:  Not everybody at once, please.

     Q    Does the President have any concerns about making such an aggressive

push for ethanol?  I mean, a lot of people raise concerns in the Northeast about

increased full costs there.  MTBE, which is another fuel additive that was mixed

in, turned out to be, you know, an environmental hazard.  And there are some

people who think that ethanol isn't necessarily the cleanest burning additive to

dump into gasoline.  Do any of these things concern him?

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think the President has been a very strong

supporter of ethanol for quite some time.  I come from California, where the

MTBE problem really came to the forefront in the beginning.  And, you know,

something that we were going to solve an air quality problem with ended up

creating a water quality problem -- the alternative is ethanol.

     And while the governor out there has made a big deal about the increase in

the price of gas, our economists in the USDA say that there are greatly

exaggerated impacts, that the systems are coming together to be able to

transport ethanol.  We've seen a tremendous amount of new capacity coming on

line in ethanol. 

-more-

 We're seeing new technologies, you know, new efficiencies.

And we think that ethanol is a renewable source of energy that can help us

produce more energy here at home, and that's certainly an important thing, so

that we're not so dependent upon foreign sources of energy for everything we do.

     Q    It will make gas prices higher in the Northeast than it will when

you're closer to the places where the stuff's being produced in the Midwest?

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  We have not seen the numbers on exactly what would be

projected.  But I can tell you, I've had extensive conversations with our

economists about what it would do to California, because when we did not give

the California waiver, there was a lot of talk about -- you know, the governor

was talking about very high increases and we're talking about pennies, not dimes

and quarters and dollars.

     Q    How close are we on the farm bill?  And is Senator Daschle doing all

that he can do?

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, as I mentioned, the farm bill, there was a

compromise proposal that was put on the table.  It was agreed to on a bipartisan

basis by all the House conferees.  It was also agreed to by the Senate

Republican conferees, and it's been the Senate Democrats who have said that

they're not willing to sign onto that.

     Now, after that happened, then a vast majority of the major farm

organizations sent letters saying they supported this compromise and let's go

forward with this compromise or something near it and get this farm bill done.

So, you know, we're hopeful that we can get people to come together very

quickly, because if we don't get people to come together quickly and agree on a

compromise, it's going to be very tough for USDA to implement this bill for what

they call the 2002 crop year crops, because they're already going in the ground.

So, again, there's -- Chairman Combast has worked with his counterparts on the

Democrat side in the House and then the Senate Republicans have agreed to that.

But we don't have consensus yet.  And we're hopeful that we can get that

consensus as quickly as possible.

     Q    Do you feel like the Democrats in the Senate are working with you, or

working towards something?  Or are they dragging their feet?

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, you know, it has gone up and down, where

sometimes you think they're working with you and everybody's at the table and

you're working out compromises.  And there have been two or three times during

this conference process where they believed they had an agreement on something

fairly major in terms of a piece of it, particularly the commodity title, and

then the Senate Democrats have pulled back.  And so it's been kind of a

continuous story like that.  And I think there's concerns raised about whether

or not there's really a real desire here to help farmers or whether there's a

little politics being played.  But we just think we need to move on and get this

thing done as quickly as possible.

-more-

Q    Will the President bring this up with Senator Daschle today?  Senator

Daschle is coming out to this event.  Will they meet?  Will he bring this up, in

terms of getting the Senate Democrats to move?

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  -- what they're scheduled to do in terms of meeting.

     MR. FLEISCHER:  The Senator is going to be at the larger event.  So if at

the event the President and the Senator have any chances to talk, I'll keep you

filled in.

     Q    Was he invited by the President?

     MR. FLEISCHER:  Yes.

     Q    Why isn't he with us?  Usually the members --

     MR. FLEISCHER:  He didn't request to come out on Air Force One.  He was

invited -- he was told the President was traveling on April 1st.  April 15th, he

was invited to the event.

     Q    I don't understand, why isn't he flying Air Force One?  They chartered

a plane, Daschle and Johnson?

     MR. FLEISCHER:  He didn't request to go on Air Force One.

     Q    He didn't request it?  Would he have been welcome to, the two of them?

     MR. FLEISCHER:  If he had requested it, I'm sure it would have been taken a

good look at --

     Q    Usually you invite the members of the delegation.  It's not like

Congressman So-and-so calls you up and --

     MR. FLEISCHER:  It all depends.  It all depends.

     Q    How often does it depend?  That doesn't sound like the normal

protocol?

     MR. FLEISCHER:  I haven't heard any complaints from anybody in South

Dakota.  I don't think Senator Daschle -- I don't think Senator Daschle is

complaining.

     Q    The President did invite Daschle to come along with him on the plane,

right?

     MR. FLEISCHER:  Again, they didn't make any request to come on the plane.

And, like I say, I haven't heard any --

     Q    -- extend to members --

     MR. FLEISCHER:  I haven't heard any complaints from Senator Daschle.
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