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U.S. AND MEXICO REACH AGREEMENT ON POTATOES

NOGALES, Ariz., May 17, 2002 -- Following meetings yesterday in Arizona between top U.S. and Mexican agriculture officials aimed at strengthening trade relations, U.S. Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman and Mexican Secretary of Agriculture, Livestock, Rural Development, Fisheries and Food Javier Usabiaga, announced an agreement in principal on a protocol that would reopen U.S. table stock potato exports to Mexico. As part of the agreement, USDA will complete a risk analysis in June for a proposed rule to allow Mexico mini tuber potatoes into the United States.

 “Last month we pledged to work together on various issues that would increase trade and strengthen relations on both sides of the border,” said Veneman.  “This agreement is a significant achievement and will provide an important export market for American potato farmers.”

The negotiated protocol addresses several measures, including the application of sprout inhibitor, sealing of trucks at origin and traceability of potato shipments, to address Mexico’s phytosanitary concerns about nematodes and viruses.  The Mexican potato market is valued at $30 million annually to the United States.

“We continue to have very positive discussions on a wide-range of issues,”said Usabiaga. “Our two teams are working well together and this agreement demonstrates that we are making progress on a number of important issues that will further expand trade between our two countries.”

The potato agreement comes one month after the two secretaries signed a memorandum of understanding establishing a Consultative Committee on Agriculture to better address trade issues and resolve disputes.  The committee’s primary purpose is to work together on NAFTA implementation, sanitary and phytosanitary issues, cross-border partnerships on animal health and food safety, and biotechnology and research cooperation.  Last month, as a result of those meetings, agreement was reached to allow California stone fruit exports to Mexico during the 2002 shipping season.  

Veneman and Usabiaga announced the agreement while attending the 2002 Tri-National Accord Meeting.  Following remarks and questions from the audience, the two secretaries toured U.S. and Mexican border inspection facilities where they discussed ways to further work together in improving cooperation and increasing food and agricultural trade.

“The working relationship between our two countries continues to produce results,” said Veneman.  “Both President Bush and President Fox understand the importance of our trading partnership and want to see exports grow.  Our progress today moves us forward in the right direction.”
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Since the implementation of the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA), farmers, ranchers and consumers in Mexico and the United States have benefitted in many ways.  Two-way agricultural trade between the two countries has doubled since 1993, reaching nearly $13 billion in 2001, a record high.  In addition, investment between Mexico and the United States has also reached record levels.  Mexican investment in the U.S. food industry has grown from $300 million in 1997 to more than $1 billion in 2002.  U.S. investment in Mexico reached $5.7 billion in 2000, up from $2.3 billion in 1993.
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