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MR. QUINN:  “This is Larry Quinn from the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.  Welcome to today's media conference. Our topics for discussion today include the Conservation Reserve Program, the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, and of course implementation of the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002.

“Also USDA just issued a new crop production report this morning, and perhaps we'll have a few comments on that.

“Our guests today are Keith Collins, USDA's chief economist; Bruce Knight, who is chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service; and joining us by telephone connection from California is Jim Little, administrator of the Farm Service Agency.

“Good morning, Jim.

MR. LITTLE:  [No response.]

MR. QUINN:  “We'll begin with opening statements by our participants here.  First, Keith Collins.

MR. COLLINS:  “Well, thank you, Larry, and good morning everyone.  Today, you're going to hear from the Department's leadership in the area of farm programs and conservation.  I think I'll just mention a crop report that Larry just referred to.  We had one this morning and it was released at 8:30.

“I think it was significant because it did show some of the results of the drought we've had in the Western Plain States.  We lowered our wheat production estimate for this year by 63 million bushels.  We also, because of the wet weather in the Eastern Corn Belt, lowered our corn production forecast for 2002 by 285 million bushels.

“Taken together, these two changes will reduce carryover stocks for those two commodities, and as a result of that we think we're looking at a little bit stronger prices for the upcoming season.

“We raised our wheat price forecast from $2.80 a bushel to $2.95, and corn from $1.95 a bushel to $2.10 a bushel.

“So that'll be positive news for those producers who haven't been seriously affected by the weather.

“Well, what I want to do is turn to the main focus of our comments this morning and the issue for this radio bridge, and I want to quickly report that we at USDA are working at a fevered pace to implement the new Farm Bill.

“The Secretary, in the past, has discussed how our process is organized.  We have a board of directors which the Secretary chairs to make the key policy decisions.  We have a Farm Bill implementation-working group which is overseeing the day-to-day implementation.

“We have our undersecretaries and our agency administrators working to implement the provisions that fall into their areas.

“Our working group has been working with agencies to establish responsibility for every provision in the new bill, determine the type of action that's needed for implementation, establish timelines and establish milestones.

“We want to know who will do what and by when.  You all know that USDA is a very complicated agency.  We have a complicated Farm Bill.  So putting those two together is a very complicated job and let me give you an example of the task ahead.

“This year, in 2002, we had some 80 rules on our agenda to publish before the Farm Bill was signed by the President.  We have asked agencies to identify the rules that we need to implement the Farm Bill and they have come up with 96 rules to add to the 80 that we already have in our work plan for the year.  So this is a tall order to fill.

“Now some of these rules can be implemented as final rules.  Others have to go out as a proposed rule.  You have to have a comment period, incorporate the comments and then issue a final rule.

“In any event, however we issue a rule, anything that we put out has to be well reasoned, well-developed, it has to have some form of cost-benefit analysis done.  It may require other analyses like environmental assessments or risk assessments.

“Now some actions we can take under existing rules.  For example, we have earlier announced the additional price selections for crop insurance and last week we announced county loan rates for the 2002 crops which Jim Little will discuss in a minute.

“We also announced that we would release funds for the WIC, and elderly, Farmers Market programs in mid-June.  For the commodity programs, we have 11 rules that we have to have final, by law, by August 10th. So there is an enormous amount of activity going on at USDA to make decisions, to draft rules and to develop other strategies for implementing the Farm Bill. 
Of course carrying out all the programs, once all the operating procedures have been specified, well, that will put an increased burden on our field offices and our staff.

“There's going to be a need for staff, over time, for training, and in some agencies even more staff, and Jim and Bruce are working hard to ensure that we have the needed resources to help farmers and ranchers participate fully in our programs, and with that, I'll turn it back to you, Larry.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you very much, Keith.

“Bruce Knight, who is chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  Bruce.

MR. KNIGHT:  “Thank you, Larry.

“Good morning, everyone.  As you all know, the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002 represents an unprecedented investment conservation on America's private lands.  The Farm Bill gives us a chance to do a lot of good for a lot of agricultural landowners and for the country as a whole.

“But taking $13 billion and putting it to work on the land is still a major challenge.  The bill covers six years but we want to get a running start on it this year. Today, the Department of Agriculture is making an announcement that'll help landowners implement the Farm Bill yet this summer.

“First and foremost, we're streamlining the procedures of our conservation programs.  The Farm Service Agency and the Natural Resources Conservation Service are making it easier for farmers and ranchers to benefit from the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, commonly known as EQIP, and the Conservation Reserve Program, commonly known as CRP.

“EQIP, as some of you may know, is administered by NRCS.  The Conservation Reserve Program is administered by FSA. Until today, a decision made by one agency for these programs required concurrence by the other agency.  We have eliminated the need for concurrence, which means less red tape and faster action for America's farmers and ranchers.

“Jim Little of FSA and I are working closely to streamline this decision-making process.  Our agencies will still work, informally, to make sure Farm Bill programs are functioning properly, but we are committed to doing our coordination without delaying the decision.

“Let me repeat that.  We will continue to work closely together.  We simply aren't going to allow an overly formalized process to slow down the approval of CRP and EQIP contracts.  I'm confident that America's farmers and ranchers will see quite a difference in how quickly our agencies can make decisions. This is just one of the ways that we are working to make the benefits of the new Farm Bill available to farmers and ranchers this summer.

MR. QUINN:  “And now we'll go to Jim Little who's on the line in California.  Jim.

MR. LITTLE:  “Good morning, Larry.  Thanks for allowing me to sit in from out here in California.  Just kind of a--let you know why I'm in California.  I'm kind of doing a heartland tour.  I was in the [inaudible] last week, and this week I was in Illinois talking to conservation people, and today I'm going to be talking to some credit people and trying to get feedback from our actual constituents in how we can do our programs better.

“We were in Illinois yesterday, and the day before, talking about our conservation programs which Bruce Knight just mentioned, that we're trying to see how we can do them better, and that's what this Farm Bill is all about--implementing some programs that are going to work for the people and work for them better, and I think the announcement that the Secretary will be making today on CRP and EQIP will go a long way to making the programs work better.

“And as Keith Collins mentioned a few minutes ago, we are working feverishly to get the Farm Bill implemented.

“We know that it's going to be a tremendous amount of workload on our county office employees and our state employees, and the Secretary announced on Friday the approval of about a thousand staffers that are going to be helping the counties get the work done.

“We've been allocating these staff to the counties where the workload is the heaviest, and the states are working very closely with our Washington offices to make sure that the resources are there.  We know that once we start getting the bases and yield information updated in the county offices, that there's going to be long lines and we're trying to avoid the long lines.

“We're getting information to the counties and to our customers just as quickly as possible to help them make decisions.  There are going to be some really serious decisions that our farmers are going to have to make later this summer. So we want to have the information in their hands as soon as possible and we want to have the staff on hand to help them make those decisions and help them make educated decisions.

“We put as much information as we can on the Internet.  We've been working with some educational institutions to provide worksheets, Internet tools, to help them decide, you know, whether they want to update their bases and yields, and on what basis. So we're really working hard with educational institutions, with ERS, and others, to get the information out.

“And as you mentioned, last week, we made a major announcement on some of our loan rates that were posted to the Web site on Monday.  This announcement was a significant departure from the past, particularly from the perspective that we are having local county rates on five different classes of wheat and we've distributed our minor oilseeds as well.

“So these are major departures from the past, but we have to understand that the Farm Bill restructured our loan rates and it required this restructuring in the county as well. Some of the rates that we had in place go back 15 years and there's significant market distortions that have resulted from that, and loan deficiency payments that really didn't reflect reality.

“So we think that this new announcement is going to go a long way to making our commodities more market-oriented. So we're working very diligently to, you know, to comply with the intent of the law, the Congress, congressional conferees actually directed the Secretary, at least indicated their expectation that she would utilize this to revise our county loan rates, and that we did.

“You know, we're looking in every nook and cranny to try to streamline our processes and we'll be working closely with NRCS, particularly in the conservation area, and we'll be looking to our customers for their input as well.

“So we're working feverishly to get this Farm Bill out as soon as possible and as efficiently as possible.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you very much, Jim, and it's time for our questions now from the reporters and we'll be starting with Kelly Lenz in Kansas followed by Sonja Hillgren and if you would, please direct your question to our guests.

“Kelly Lenz, WIBW Kansas Ag Network in Topeka, go ahead, please.

MS.LENZ:  “Right, thank you, Larry, and gentlemen, thanks for allowing us to ask a few questions here. My question goes specifically, to NRCS Chief Bruce Knight, who mentioned earlier the process is being streamlined for enrolling acreage into the CRP and in helping producers to have access to some of the EQIP money that is available. Give me a specific example of how this is being streamlined and how much time you anticipate this could save the producer when he is applying for either of those programs.

MR. KNIGHT:  “I'm still trying to get a good accurate estimate of the total time savings, but what has transpired in the past is that we would have a contract entered into either at the FSA side with CRP, or with NRCS, with the EQIP contract.  Then we'd have to shuttle that, hopefully just down the hall, sometimes across the street, depending on if you had co-located county offices, have to get the other agency to sign off, things would come back, move back and forth.

“Add to that some of the committee work and you may end up grinding up several weeks, or even longer in the process.

“By the fact that we are acknowledging that we've got offices that must and need and will work closely together, there's not going to be a need for that formalized structured process, and that should shave quite a bit of time off of those approval processes as we move along.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Kelly.

“Sonja Hillgren will be next with her question, followed by Gary Wergin.  Sonja Hillgren from Farm Journal in Philadelphia.  Sonja.

MS. HILLGREN: “I wanted to ask Jim Little about calculating bases and yields for land that comes out of the CRP.  How will that be done and when will it be done? Will farmers have to be anticipating, you know, a little bit ahead a time with their land coming out of the CRP?

MR. LITTLE:  “Well, as we continue implementing the bill, there's a lot of issues that we still have to resolve.  We've got probably three-quarters of an inch thick of decision matrixes that we are, we're still going through.  Calculating the yields on CRP land, how that's going to be done is still not totally determined.  You know, obviously, it's going to need to have history on it, so as soon as we can get those rules out we'll, you know, we'll be getting with the producers. We do expect to be going out with some instructions some time this month, or early next month, giving producers our expectations of what information that they're going to need to provide to start making these types of decisions, but I can't really tell you now, exactly what that's going to be.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Jim.

“Gary Wergin will be next with his question followed by Shae Dodson in Amarillo.  Gary Wergin is with WHO, Iowa Ag Radio Network, and good morning, Gary.

MR. WERGIN:  “My question goes to Keith Collins.  Actually, I'd like to slide in two here.  First off, can you compare and contrast this Farm Bill implementation with past Farm Bills, both from the standpoint of the complicated nature of this Farm Bill versus the previous one, and also the management strategy that you seem to have employed and put in place here.  And also, could you put the world corn stocks in a little bit of historical perspective in terms of just how tight we are in terms of world corn stocks.  I'll give you two really divergent directions there, Keith.

MR. COLLINS:  “Let me comment on the past Farm Bills.  This Farm Bill, if you counted the pages, like I have, and I can't quite remember--I think it's 410 pages long--the 1996 Farm Bill was only a little over 300 pages long.  So this is a long longer Farm Bill. Now that makes it sound like it's a lot more complicated and a lot more to do.  Well, one of the reasons is that this Farm Bill has a research title in it, which takes up lots of pages, and the '96 Act did not.

“If you go back to the 1990 Act, that was over 700 pages long.  So all of these things are big and they're complicated, and they require a complicated process.  The processes, since 1990, have been somewhat similar.  This process we're using here, now, in USDA, is very similar to what we used in 1990 and I think that simply reflects the fact that Secretary Veneman was here in 1990, she knew how it worked, it worked pretty well in 1990, and so she's created a similar process.


“We have the luxury of having a Secretary, now, who has been through Farm Bill implementation before.  She knows the kinds of decisions that have to be made, and so she was very quick to put in place a fairly clear accountable process, and she's also going to be, I think, very hands-on in making a lot of decisions and implementation.

“In 1996, it was a little bit different.  We used a little more centralized process for implementation, at least through the Secretary's office, and I don't think it was, even though we did have the big change of the PFC payments, direct payments and in eliminating our annual acreage reduction programs, I don't think that that bill is as complicated or as comprehensive as this bill.

“This bill, for example, as Bruce talked about in his opening comments, has an incredibly expansive conservation and environmental program in it, with lots of new tools that are going to require a lot more creative thinking across a lot of different agencies. We also have, for example, an energy title, which we never had in a Farm Bill before, with five different provisions for mandatory spending in the energy title, and many of these new programs cut across many different agencies, some of them across different departments.

“We're going to have EPA involved, we're going to have Fish and Wildlife involved, we're going to have Department of Energy involved, and so I think we've got a broader structured process this time to ensure that we get the full input from the different agencies into the various, into various decisions that are going to have to be made to implement these complicated programs.

“Turning to corn, your question was about world corn stocks.  Well, if I were to look at world corn stocks, today's report estimated that world corn carryover, at the end of the 2002-2003 year, so that's, you know, that's in 2003, would be 103 million metric tons. Now go back to what we expect at the end of this marketing year, is 123 million metric tons, and if you go back to 2000-2001 year, it was 151 million metric tons. So it's gone, roughly a 50 percent decline over the last two years, and that's probably the point that you're trying to make by getting me to answer this question.

“This market has gotten much tighter over the last couple of years.  In our own domestic market, last month we were saying that this September corn stocks would be almost 1.6 billion bushels.  Now we're saying, based on today's report, 1.3 billion bushels. These are very substantial percentage declines and that's one of the reasons why we've raised corn prices, but if you look at those corn prices, a $2.10 average price forecast for next year, you know, it's not something really to write home about.

“But I think we are poised, that if there is some substantial disruption in production around the world, we could get a pretty good bounce in corn prices. So we are at a point, now, where the large surpluses that we've had over the last few years are really being worked down to working stock or normal carryover levels.

MR. QUINN:  “Our next question will be from Shae Dodson followed by Tim White.  Shae Dodson, KGNC radio in Amarillo, Texas.  Good morning.

MS. DODSON:  “Good morning, everyone.  My question is for Bruce Knight.  It's a two-part question that has to do with the conservation title of the Farm Bill. We've got many, many ranchers out here who are interested in the new continuous sign-up CRP, aka, the Riparian Buffer Program. One, can you briefly explain the program and how it's likely to require one-on-one environmental assessment, and two, financially, is there a sign-up bonus, and then how quickly will these ranchers see those checks come in once they do sign up?

MR. KNIGHT:  “Shae, since this is the CRP program in total, and including the buffer initiatives is really led by the Farm Service Agency, I want to give Jim first crack at this.  Jim.

MR. LITTLE:  “Thank you so much, Bruce, and Shae, for the question.
These are areas that we're still, you know, we're still going through the process of reviewing, and determining what the rules are going to be. We have not, you know, made any final decisions on how it's going to be implemented, so at this point I'm afraid I'm just going to have to say I cannot address this specifically.

MS. DODSON:  “Bruce, any comments from you?

MR. KNIGHT:  “I think we'll just leave it at that and we can fill in for you as things progress here. 

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you.  The next question will come from Tim White, Ohio Farmer, followed by Gary Truitt.  Tim, go ahead, please.

MR. WHITE:  “My question would be for Keith Collins.  I'm wondering, what kind of--we're hearing about more jobs being created, being needed. What kind of an overall impact on the farm economy is this Farm Bill likely to have and maybe will that spill over to the general economy? Have those kinds of things been calculated?

MR. COLLINS:  “We are calculating the effects on the farm economy, probably not the spillover effects into the larger economy.  The effect of the Farm Bill--you mentioned jobs--certainly does not come through the Farm Service Agency hiring another thousand workers.  That's way out in the decimal point, unemployment in this country.  That's a minor impact.  The real economic impact of this Farm Bill comes from the revenue stream that it'll provide to producers, and, in turn, that will generate rural economic activity.

“That will also come through the rural development programs which are substantially increased.  That'll also come through the conservation programs where we're seeing about an 80 percent increase in funding for our conservation programs.  So all of these things are going to help the cash flow of the farm economy, and I might say, we are due to report our current farm income forecast for 2002.  Normally, we would put that forecast out at the end of May, but because of the Farm Bill it's taken a little longer to develop that and it should come out here any day, and I think that's going to show a very strong farm income expected this year, largely because of the assistance that's being provided through the Farm Bill.

“That assistance then turns around and gets spent, often in rural communities, for the local equipment dealers, seed supplier, fertilizer dealer, and so on, and it has an effect in supporting rural economic growth.

“I think translating that into an effect on the macro economy, as a whole, is a harder thing to do because the farm production only accounts for a very small portion of our nation's Gross Domestic Product.  You know, less than 2 percent. 
So you're not going to get a real big kick in helping to boost the overall U.S. economic recovery, but it can be very important, particularly in those 500 or so farm-dependent counties in the United States where the farm economy, farm production, really accounts for a sizeable portion of the Gross Domestic Product in those rural counties.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Keith.  Gary Truitt will be the next questioner, followed by Mikkel Pates.  Gary Truitt, Agro American Network in Indianapolis.  Go ahead, Gary.

“Are you there, Gary?  We'll come back to Gary.  Mikkel Pates, Ag Week, Grand Forks Herald, go ahead, please.

MR. PATES:  “Yes.  I'm interested in this process of improving yields.  How close are you to deciding how that's going to work for people, particularly who have gone through some weather problems in the last few years, and maybe comment on the economic analysis of this as far as whether you would use the NASS yields to develop county average yields, and assigning that yield.

MR. LITTLE:  “Okay.  I think--this is Jim Little.  I think I could probably try to address that.  You know, of course the Act provides the producer the option of either using what their existing PFC payments are for yields, or use a current average, and in areas where they have had some difficulty, as you mentioned, in previous disasters, we are looking at the option of using NASS average data.  I'll have to say that those are some of the options that we do have on the table and we do intend on making those decisions on how we're going to be bringing the producers in, having them bring in their proof of yields. Within, like I said earlier, probably either later this month or some time early in July, we hope to be able to start helping them make those decisions, but we have not determined exactly how that's going to be done but all of those things are on the table.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Jim.

“Gary DiGiuseppe from Arkansas Radio Network will be next, followed by Susan Mires.  Gary, go ahead, please.

MR. DIGIUSEPPE:  “Thank you.  I'm going to address this to Bruce Knight but it's a CRP question he might want to defer to Jim.  But it's a conservation-related question.

“It's been said that the programs are so lucrative, that it's hard to see how farmers would want to set aside land for an annual payment. Do you see much increased demand or capacity for the CRP to match the increased acreage cap in the new Farm Bill?  Where would you see that acreage coming from?  Is it going to keep coming out of the northern and southern plains?

MR. KNIGHT:  “Gary, I've not seen any economic analysis that's going to give us trend line expectations on if you would have acreage enrollment shifts as it pertains to the Conservation Reserve Program.

“The other program it does take a fair amount of land out is the Wetlands Reserve Program. With that one, I would continue to anticipate chewing up much of the backlog, and you saw a lot of the backlog in the case of WRP, in the Delta, and then up in the prairie pothole region. The other thing, in the context of your question, that we should also discuss a little bit, is that this bill really set the course for also bridging a way from the traditional emphasis on idling land as a primary conservation tool, to also providing support for working lands.

“So you've got a unique mix of programs, the traditional things like CRP with the whole field enrollment and the buffer as well as WRP. Now you're complemented with a whole host of well-funded programs that really are targeted towards working productive lands, EQIP, first and foremost, falling into that category.  To a much lesser degree, WHIP, (Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program) which can be a combination of those things, and then the regulatory challenge that we have in front of us with the new Conservation Security Program which again is oriented at helping support that productive capacity and ensuring that you have the conservation tools that are out there.

MR. COLLINS:  “Let me comment on that, too.  This is Keith.  You ask where you're going to see the enrollment come from.  In the past, what has occurred, at one time we used to run the CRP where we maximized the benefits per dollar spent on rental rates.  It turns out, when you use that approach it puts a very high weight on the cost, and so if you're in an area of the country where rental rates are very low, then those areas of the country showed up at the top of the list when you're trying to select acreage for enrollment in the CRP, and of course often that was the northern plains states.

“What's happened over the years is we've changed the way we've constructed the environmental benefits index, to change the weighting on the different environmental factors and on cost, and it's opened up the program to more land from the--the kinds of land that Bruce was talking about, where you're getting different kinds of resource needs from all over the country. So I think, you know, that'll be part of the analysis that we'll go through in looking at if we do have another general sign-up for the CRP, we'll go through that kind of analysis of how to construct that environmental benefits index, weighing costs and weighing environmental benefits in a proper way.

“We also of course have seen that as we've offered bonus payments through provisions like the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, that that has attracted a lot of land from other parts of the country that we weren't getting earlier in the CRP.

“So this evolution of the CRP program, over time, to try and move away from just, you know, maybe large expanses of wheat land in the northern plains where we already have a lot of counties that are close to the 25 percent cap of cropland enrolled in the program, to water quality issues, wildlife habitat issues, air quality issues. 
You know, we've seen evolution in the program in that way and I think that you can expect that that's the direction the program is going to continue to go.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Keith.  Susan Mires will be next with her question followed by Karla James.  Susan Mires is with the St. Joseph News Press.  Susan.

MS. MIRES: “Yes.  My question is for Mr. Little.  As producers begin to make decisions under this Farm Bill, what's the one thing that's most important, they need to keep in mind?

MR. LITTLE:  “Well, I think what they really need to be keeping in mind is to start getting their records together because very soon the county offices are going to be sending out letters to each one of them indicating what our records show as their bases, as what they have historically shown for their bases that's on our records. So we'll be going out to them to say, okay, here's what we've got, do you agree? And we're going to be asking them to come into the county offices and say yes or no, that this is what they actually do have as their base.

“Also to start thinking about what they'll be needing to get together for their yield data.  As you know, we do not have yield data for every single farmer.  We do have some yield data based on some of our disaster programs we've had over the last few years, but in general, across the board; yield data is not one of the things that we keep.

“So we want to have the producers start pulling together their records on their yields.  So when we do call for sign-up later this summer, you know, we will hope that the farmers, producers and ranchers have all of their data together as well as they can, so that they can come in and make some good intelligent decisions.

“One of the other things I would like them to keep in mind is that our Web site, which is www.fsa.usda.gov, has an awful lot of information on it, and they can look at that on a daily basis. They can sign up to be advised when we make changes to our frequently asked questions.  That Web site has a wealth of information on it that can help them start making decisions, and we'll also be providing some links to some educational institution Web sites that have some decision making tools on them.

“So all of this will help them be able to make some really good sound decisions later on in the summer when we start having sign-up.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Jim.  Our next question will be from Karla James followed by Rick Haines.  Karla James, KFAB Omaha.  Karla.

“All right.  We'll go on to Rick Haines.  Rick.

MR. HAINES:  “Thank you very much.  This is for Bruce Knight.  Bruce, some issue's been taken with the current amount of CRP acreage existing on a county by county basis and since there are total acreage constraints, are there violations and do we need to look at the totals again to make sure that we're not getting over-maxed in some areas of the country and hindering business in general?

MR. KNIGHT:  “I'm afraid I'm going to have to toss that one to Jim since CRP is his program.

MR. LITTLE:  “Okay, thanks, Bruce, and thank you, Mr. Haines.  This is, you know, this is one area--we're right now trying to determine exactly when we're going to start having our sign-ups.  We've been meeting with our constituents.  Last week, we had a very large meeting in Washington, D.C. to talk about our Conservation Reserve Program. The last two days, I was attending meetings in Illinois to talk about our Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program and how we can make these programs work better. So listening to, you know, like listening to your comment and listening to comments, what we've been hearing over the last two weeks, on how can we make this program work better, we'll be looking at issues as do we have the--you know, are we targeting the right areas or how can we make it work better?

“How can we get the biggest environmental benefit out of the buck, so to speak, and how can we increase the acreage up to the 39.2 (million)?  So all of these things are going to be--you know, we're getting feedback; we're getting input from our constituents in order to make these decisions and make the program work better. 

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Jim.  I want to go back and see if--I know some of the broadcasters may have had broadcasts and had to leave the phone. So I want to recheck a couple of broadcasters.  Gary Truitt, are you available?

MR. TRUITT:  “I am here.

MR. QUINN:  “Go ahead, sir.

MR. TRUITT:  “All righty.  Again, sorry, I had to step away to do the opening markets, and by the way, Mr. Collins, the corn and the wheat market, like the numbers that came out this morning. This could go either to Bruce Knight or to Jim Little, and forgive me if I'm covering territory that may have been covered in the last few minutes. But as we look at the conservation section of the Farm Bill, again, as you both have indicated, a much more comprehensive program, certainly a lot more funding in the conservation environmental programs in the Farm Bill than we have perhaps ever seen and we're going to get a lot more producers involved in the program.

“People who have never been eligible before are going to be involved in this program. Are you concerned and what steps are being taken to make sure that we can administer this much larger program, that it involves a lot more people and a lot more money, without affecting the standards of the program, without affecting the implementation of the program.  I mean, the part of the program on the local level has been run very tightly with very high standards and we have a great success story to tell.  But as we get bigger and we get richer, do we run the risk of lowering the standards and letting a few things slip through the cracks because we're significantly increasing the size and scope of this program in one fell swoop?

MR. KNIGHT:  “The first order is that all the decisions that we're making on how to streamline the process, how to move rapidly forward, and how to develop these regulations, we're always keeping an eye to make sure that we are continuing to meet or exceed the current performance standards.

“To have successful implementation of the whole basket of environmental programs that are offered by USDA, we must maintain those strong and stringent high levels of standards and high levels of achievement that you have associated with those. So that's the baseline that we use as we're developing all these things.

“One of the things that we're going to be doing new, that is directed in the Farm Bill, that is intended at how do you address this expansion of desire and interest here, is something that we're calling a third party vendor system where we are working out the details through the regulatory process, to be able to empower third-party vendors to help provide the delivery of the basics of our conservation portfolio.

“We have been doing that behind the scenes in some areas.  We've been doing it in some areas of the country.  A good example of that has to do with delivery of the WRP program, the Wetlands Reserve Program in much of the Southeast using Ducks Unlimited.  We also have a very creative partnership program throughout the country with conservation districts. In other areas of the country we're working with state game agencies and state conservation agencies.

“So our intention is to leverage some of those traditional relationships with the potential that's out there with range specialists, engineering specialists, a great deal of need with waste management specialists, to be able to enable third-party vendors to help deliver these baskets of programs. But one of the key issues that we've got to do is just as you talked about.  How do we maintain the fiduciary responsibility for the taxpayer?  How do we maintain the standards for the environment and how do we continue the high level of basic service that we're able to do now?

“The most important part of that, quite often, is that one-on-one planning that is going on there.  So that's one way we're going to do it. The second way that we're going to address that is the latest in technological outreach and achievement.

“You've heard Jim mention before, that we're all doing a lot to talk about the Farm Bill on the Web site.  We're very close to being able to unveil a whole basket of electronic tools that will further facilitate that sort of electronic outreach, and in the very near future we're going to have the ability to really open the access to our basic services, whether to a third-party vendor or to a farmer. They're going to be able to go to the Web site and be able to pull those things down, be able to pull down maps, all of those things.

“So we've got two areas that are really cutting edge.  One, extending our existing personnel through the third party vendor process, and two, use the latest in technology and e-commerce to further leverage the ability to provide these services to those who have the capacity to pick up the latest of technology.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Bruce.

“I want to check to see if we have some reporters who may have joined us.  Steve Cornett, are you available for a question?

MR. CORNETT:  “Yes, I am.

MR. QUINN:  “Go ahead, Steve.

MR. CORNETT: “I'd like to ask Keith, in assessing the impact of this Farm Bill, have you got into the country-of-origin labeling?  What kind of impact do you expect that's going to have on the meat markets?

MR. COLLINS:  “We will be looking at that as part of the development of that rule, and any rule that we put out; we have to do a cost-benefit analysis.  So we will be doing that.  We haven't done it yet, so I can't really anticipate it at this point. The initial country-of-origin labeling, statutory requirement, is for a voluntary program in to be in place by this September, and then two years later a mandatory program. So much of the impact for at least the first couple of years is going to depend on whether we get much participation in a voluntary program.

“We've had the ability in the past to have voluntary programs and the industry hasn't taken advantage of that in the past.  So I really don't know that we're going to see a whole lot of impact here in the near future. Over the longer term, when we get to a mandatory program, there is a body of work that's already been done, not too much specifically on country-of-origin labeling for meat products like that which has been mandated, but for other products.  You know, we do have everything from textiles to fruits and vegetables that are labeled, and often what that research has shown is that it hasn't made a big difference in consumer demand.

“But, you know, we're going to have to go back through and evaluate that research again and see how well it applied to the meat markets, the meat case, and we'll be doing that as part of the development of our cost-benefit analysis for this rule. So I really can't prejudge it too much at this point.

MR. QUINN:  “As we come close to wrapping up here, I want to check to see if Karla James may have been able to return.  She is with KFAB Omaha.  Karla, are you there?  Or Roy Isom from KMJN Fresno? I guess not.  Gentlemen, any closing comments that you would care to make?  Keith?


MR. COLLINS:  “No, I don't have much more to add to this.  I hope that we can continue to make USDA officials available to the media on a continuing and regular basis to update you.  I know it may be a little frustrating, at times, when you ask us a question and we say we can't really give you a clear answer at this point, and I hope I addressed that in my opening comments by pointing out to you that there is a huge workload of rule development to be able to answer those questions.

“I was intrigued by hearing Jim say that he had a matrix three-quarters of an inch thick, of decisions that have to be made, and I think that that's not an easy process because each of these issues has many alternatives and our staff here has to evaluate the alternatives, they have to put them down on a piece of paper, they have to look at the pros and cons of each, they have to bring it to a policy official like Bruce or Jim, and get them to make a decision, and all of this takes a long time.

“So we're probably going to continue to frustrate you a little bit for a while about not having final answers for all your questions but we'll give you as much information as we can in each one of these sessions that we have in the future.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Keith.  Bruce?

MR. KNIGHT:  “The only thing I might add is that you should feel free and comfortable in continually going back to the USDA Web site to look for the latest information because all of the agencies are adding things on almost a daily basis, as they're cleared to go out for that information.  This technology is fantastic, because you'll now have the capacity, be it reporters, farmers, land owners out there, to have access to information almost as rapidly as the county service centers, as the county offices do. So you really want to utilize that USDA Web site.

MR. QUINN:  “Thank you, Bruce.  Jim Little.

MR. LITTLE:  “You stole my line.  I encourage people to use the Web site and have patience on our county offices.  I was in a county office yesterday and I met with about five or six different producers and they were in on their routine business, and I think they understand that there are still a lot of issues that we still have to resolve.  So, you know, use the Web site, have patience with us as we roll these out.  We're working just as absolutely as hard as we can, and in getting the resources out there, as Bruce mentioned, we have the third-party technical assistance that we're going to be rolling out.  We're trying to staff up the county offices just as well as we can with the resources that we have but I think both the Congress and the Hill are behind us in making sure that we have those resources.

MR. QUINN:  “Jim Little, administrator of the Farm Service Agency, Bruce Knight, Chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service, and Keith Collins, our USDA chief economist, thank you for being with us today and thank you, reporters, for your questions. I'm Larry Quinn reporting from the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.”
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