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     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you very, very much for that kind introduction.  I really appreciate it.

[Audio break.]
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “……without being able to talk about particularly a number of the sanitary and phytosanitary issues.  I have to commend Bill Hawks for his leadership, with his counterpart, Mr. Trujillo, in really trying to cut the red tape and get to the issues that have been trade irritants.  And we were able, at that additional meeting, to talk about the fact that we had broken a logjam on stone fruit that's been there I think since I was in the USDA before, and we have continued this relationship.  Our folks have been working together and, indeed, today, we were able to have another productive meeting.
     “We have also established a consultative agreement on agriculture.  J.B. Penn has been involved in the Partnership for Prosperity, which is a broader effort looking at the relationship between our two countries for investment and cooperation, an initiative of President Bush and Fox.
     “And so what we've been able to do in these working relationships, I think, will also help all of you in the States do your jobs better, and we hope that we can get input as we continue to work together.
     “Another area in which we have been working closely is that of biotechnology and biotechnology regulation, and we have had discussions--David Hegwood has been leading that--to look at research issues, regulation issues, cooperation in the international arena in biotechnology because it is so important for the future of agriculture and for the future of trade, and so we are very pleased at the progress in that regard as well.
     “Today, we were able to talk about a number of issues that have been on the front burner on the phytosanitary area.  We talked about the finalizing action on classical swine fever, on ficus trees, on apples and apricots.  We have made significant progress on cotton pests, boll weevils and other cotton pests, potatoes and working toward cross-border trade on potatoes, the Karnal Bunt issues, avocadoes, harmonization of procedures, and I think Secretary Usabiaga will talk more about that today.  But I think it's significant that we're able to sit down and make this kind of progress. 

       “We have, also, during the time period of these meetings, we are working toward, through J.B. Penn and his team, looking at next January being the time when many of the tariffs come off from the products crossing the border because that will be the tenth year of the NAFTA.  And so we are working to make sure that the trade will flow freely and ensure that we won't get trade barriers that will stop the trade that will now be part of the Free Trade Agreement more completely.
     “Another part of the meeting in Mexico is that we've also established a strong working relationship with the Environment Minister in Mexico.  We met initially with the Environment Minister, Mr. Lichtinger, because he also has responsibility for biotechnology regulation, as it would impact the environment, just as similarly as we have in this country, where our Environmental Protection Agency is involved as well.
     “We had a meeting just last Friday where he brought up several members of 
his team and reestablished working relationships, joint research in forestry issues, joint research in measuring carbon sequestration, a new opportunity for farmers and ranchers, and joint work in the area of biotechnology regulation.
     “I think this is also the first time we have ever established, between the Department of Agriculture and the Environment Ministry, a partnership like this with working groups.  We have so many issues that overlap.  Of course, we have forestry in the USDA, but we have so many other issues that overlap and give opportunity for all of our ministries to work together.  And so we're going to be working together not only with the Ag and Trade Ministries, but also with the Environment Ministries with Mexico.  So we're very pleased about that.
     “I don't mean to undermine our relationship with Canada.  Obviously, that's a very strong one.  I was just in Canada the week before last--I'm losing track of my schedule--and talked also in Canada about how we can cooperate on issues.  We also have a cooperative agreement with them on a number of issues.
     “There are many common areas in North America that we can work on, whether it's looking at our regulatory processes, making sure they work in more synchronization or it's looking at our biotechnology regulation.  There's a tremendous amount of opportunity, and we're going to continue to work with our partners to make sure that's happening.
     “So I couldn't be more pleased with what is happening at the Federal level.  And when I look around this room and I think about some of these meetings that I attended when I was Secretary of Agriculture (of California), this is a remarkable turnout, a remarkable interest, and I can see that at the State level we have the same kind of cooperation and commitment for working together so that we will strengthen agriculture in all of North America and strengthen our trade relationships.
     “I want to spend--I know I'm supposed to stop.  I don't want to scare you.  But you [inaudible] did such a good job, I thought I'd touch on a few other issues.  I know that there's been a lot of discussion here about the fact that we just got a new farm bill in this country.  The President signed it early Monday morning, which meant we had to get up awfully early to get to the White House on time, and now we begin the hard part, and that is implementing this bill.
     “When you look at this farm bill, it makes significant changes in our farm program structure, our funding.  It's going to bring new stability to the farmers in the sense that there is now certainty in the funding.  They have had uncertainty because we've had these supplemental bills every year.
     “Some of the key provisions of the law is that it continues direct payments based on historical plantings and yields, it creates new countercyclical payments, it revises and rebalances loan rates for the marketing loan programs, but one of the most important things about this bill that I think a lot of people don't understand is it provides record levels of spending for conservation programs.
     “There is an 80-percent increase in conservation spending in this bill.  Eighty-five percent of that increase goes to conservation programs for working farmlands.  Now this is something that--you saw our book come out last year--that we have been very supportive of, and that is helping farmers on the land, not just using conservation programs to take land out of production.  So the conservation is a very important part of this bill.
     “For the first time ever, we have an energy title in the bill.  The President's energy plan had in it a strong commitment to renewable resources, renewable fuels and the like, and so we now have the ability, through this farm bill, to look at new opportunities for energy generation and development of energy sources from agriculture.  That isn't just fuel.  It's biomass.  We have several projects, on an experimental basis, looking at those kinds of issues.
     “We also have a number of investments in this farm bill in plant and animal disease productions, food safety, and important new programs in rural development, looking more futuristically at rural communities in this country.  We talked about in our Principles Book the fact that rural communities aren't just connected to agriculture, but they need a broad economic base to support agriculture.
     “This bill will look at, for example, opportunities for new value-added businesses, for broadband into rural communities.  So, obviously, there's a lot of important provisions in that regard.
     “It also provides new tools and expanded tools for expansion of trade opportunities.  When you look at the total amount of support in this bill, it is not much different from what we've seen over the last four years, in terms of this supplemental assistance that's been provided through supplemental appropriations.
     “I want to make something perfectly clear, and I made this point very strongly when I was in Canada speaking just after the farm bill had passed in Congress, but before it was signed by the President.  We remain committed to aggressively pursuing trade reform in the Doha Round.  I notice many people have questioned that, other countries, but we remain committed, and the farm bill does not change that in any way.
     “The U.S. is going to continue to provide strong advocacy and leadership toward this objective.  And as the President said when he signed the farm bill this week, he said it's not a perfect bill, but it does give much needed stability and certainty for producers, lenders, and our rural community.
     “So we begin the task of implementation, which we have already started, and because the bill and the timing are very complex, and there's many changes, it's going to be very challenging.  We have had staff that's been working on this for several months.  As I said, the President signed the bill on Monday.  On Tuesday, we launched our farm bill implementation website, which you can access at http://www.usda.gov.   There's an icon on it for the farm bill implementation.
     “Yesterday, we met with the employees, both at the Department and by satellite around the country, and talked about implementation, and the process, and announced the establishment of a working group consisting of our Chief Economist, our Chief Budget Officer and all of our sub-Cabinet to work to make sure this farm bill is implemented and make sure that we work through, as quickly as possible, the regulatory process and cut the red tape.
     “I do want to talk for a moment about homeland security, which has become such a critical issue in what we do every day throughout government.  And you look at the fact that food and agriculture is not constrained by political boundaries, and so what we do in North America is extremely important.  I think Mark did an excellent job of going through the efforts that North America has made together on the issue of homeland security.
     “One of the things I wanted to do is to talk about the fact that we have put additional resources into protecting the food supply, and we are working with the food supply, from producers, processors, transportation, to retailers, and every level to look at the vulnerabilities.  We're working closely, as you all know, with the State to look at where the vulnerabilities are.
     “Just a few months ago, the President approved $328 million for strengthening our efforts to protect our food supply against potential threats.  From that, we are going to be providing approximately $43 million to help States increase homeland security preparedness through grants and Federal, State and university partnerships.
     “We have been working closely with many of you here, as well as we have been working with the Office of Homeland Security, with HHS and the Food and Drug Administration to identify the highest priorities where we best need to find unlimited resources to provide the best protections and the best partnerships in terms of our use of resources.
     “I am pleased to tell you today that we are just a few weeks away from announcing these allocations in the form of grants and cooperative agreements with the states, and we appreciate the consultations that we've had with all of you in this process.
     “I want to give you a brief overview of what these funds will include.  There will be approximately $19 million to strengthen coordination in States, strengthen regional testing capabilities, create a sophisticated database for tracking activities and diseases, and added laboratory upgrades.
     “There will be $15 million for animal disease response in the form of cooperative agreements with States to help meet standards established by the National Animal Health Emergency Management System, which is a cooperative Federal, State and local effort, and this will also include building additional regional carcass disposal systems.

     “There's $50 million for additional research for rapid detection systems, $4.5 million to help States with animal disease surveillance, to assist with animal health monitoring, sample collections, producer education materials.
     “There is $4.3 million for plant test and disease detection.  Our fiscal year 2003 budget includes significant increases in this area.  This funding will be used to develop cooperative agreements to enhance the Cooperative Agriculture Test Survey or what we call the CATS program, and then there's $1.7 million to enhance and develop better geographic information systems to help track and monitor pests and diseases as potential threats.
     “So we're in the process of making our final decisions, and we are planning to make announcements over the next few weeks.  In addition to our homeland security efforts at home, of course, we're also cooperating with our partners in North America.
     “In March, in Monterrey, President Bush and President Fox announced a 22-point agreement to build a Smart Border for the 21st century.  We are looking at joint action plans, we're looking at technology that will help us embrace this bilateral cooperation.  In fact, we were just discussing in our meeting this morning some of the new technologies that will allow us to better integrate our inspection systems at the border between Mexico and the U.S.
     “We all have an interest, all of us, whether we are State Secretaries and Commissioners or Directors of Agriculture or at the national level.  We all have an interest and responsibility working with the private sector, our universities and other partners to make sure that we protect the agriculture and food supply in North America for our consumers.
     “We share more than just a 7,500-mile border and an exclusive economic zone of 3 million square miles.  We share a common interest.  We want to continue to work together on these important issues facing agriculture, particularly that of trade, homeland security, on a bilateral, on a regional and on a global level.
     “We recognize the strength of this North American relationship.  I believe it gets stronger all of the time, and we want to thank the members of NASDA for the important role that you are playing to make sure that our North American relationship works as well as it possibly can with the food and agriculture sector.
     “Thank you all very much for the opportunity to be here today.”
     [Applause.]
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