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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you very much for that kind introduction.  I'm very pleased to be here today.  Good afternoon to you all.

“It's a great pleasure to join you at this summit.  And I want to thank Secretary Thompson and all of Health and Human Services for their leadership in putting together this conference to emphasize the importance of positive youth development.  We at the Department of Agriculture are very proud to be a partner with the Department of Health and Human Services and with Justice and with other agencies in this joint undertaking.

“As you know, our president, President Bush, has made youth development a priority in the federal government.  The president has taken a personal interest in youth programs.  And I want to just cite a few examples, because when you put them all together, you realize how much this president has done in taking initiative--from the mentor initiative to the Freedom Corps to his T-ball games on the White House lawn, and then his recently announced fitness initiative.  And I was privileged enough to be part of his run and walk last Saturday at Fort McNair.

“Congressman Burr talked about the importance of highlighting successes, and I wanted to highlight one today that touched me very deeply.  On Monday, I had the opportunity to travel with the president up to New Jersey for an event that he did on homeland security.  And at that event he was met by a very special young lady named Joanna Glick.  She's a member of the U.S. Freedom Corps, and that's why she was selected to meet the president as he came off Air Force One.

“But she's special in another way.  Her brother, Jeremy Glick, was one of those heroes on Flight 93 who made sure that that plane didn't do even more damage to human life than the--as the others had done earlier that day.

“And so this young woman, Joanna, said she wanted to do something to give back.  And she told her story about how she and her classmates, Kelly and Allison, heard the call and that they wanted to follow the example of her brother and give something greater of themselves.  They understood that in order to defeat terrorists, you can do so by loving your neighbor and lending a helping hand.

“And so together, these high school young girls started the Teen Freedom Corps at their high school just shortly after September 11th.  They serve as a fabulous example, young and old, to respond to the challenge of our country by working to make somebody else's life better.  This is the promise of youth in our nation, and it's why we are gathered today to celebrate that promise and the future that is in their hands.

“To support this effort, the president has called on all of the cabinet secretaries to work together to actively promote youth leadership and development programs.  And we--I think the people you'll hear from today and so many of our other colleagues are answering that call.

“Now, you may wonder why I have these young people up on the stage with me today.  And I want to tell you.  We have, from the FFA, Heather Crabtree from Indiana and Alex Branees from Nebraska.  [Applause.]  And from 4-H, Allison and Andrea Miller, sisters from Calvert County, Maryland.  [Applause.]  Actually, Heather and Alex are both members of 4-H as well, but they're here in their FFA capacity today.

“Earlier this year, in support of the president's mentor initiative, we launched at USDA what we're calling the Leaders of Tomorrow program.  It was mentioned in my introduction.  And as I travel around the country and participate in various kinds of events with members of Congress or highlighting various of our programs, I try to have at least one young person, usually from FFA or 4-H, spend the half-day or the day that I'm their particular state with me so that they get an experience of seeing what it's like in a day in the life of a cabinet member.  And it's been extremely successful.

“In fact, just last week, I had two young women--who were with me the very first day I launched this initiative--two FFA college students from Ohio came and visited me in my office to tell me what a great experience it was.  And so we really appreciate having these young people with us today.

“The purpose of this program is really to inspire new leaders by encouraging community involvement, careers in public service, learning more about what we do in our department.  And so it has been an extremely rewarding experience, and I've learned a lot from these young people and spending time with them as well.

“Both 4-H and FFA are great examples of youth development programs.  And they're very successful programs.  At USDA, we actually oversee the 4-H program and we work very closely to support FFA.  And these aren't new programs.  These are programs that have a track record of success.  4-H is celebrating its centennial year this year--100 years.  [Applause.]  It's one of the oldest youth programs in the country.  But FFA is celebrating its 75th year this year.

[Applause.]

“And these programs provide opportunities to learn skills development, leadership training; they encourage young adults to serve their community, to help others, and to give back.  I am just always so impressed when I attend a convention of 4-H or FFA, and the young people and the skills they've developed, particularly in the area of public speaking and community service, are extraordinary.


“We had a special 4-H centennial event earlier this year.  And one of the community service projects that was highlighted by young people was a young--a group of young people that had thought about the fact that there were certain kids in their school that didn't have gym shoes so they really couldn't participate effectively in the gym program.  So they, through their 4-H club, started to raise money and buy shoes for these kids.  And they now--I don't know how many thousands of pairs of shoes this program has produced, but they call it "Happy Shoes."  And it was just an extraordinary example of the kinds of things that youth are able to do when they come together and are able to have the support of people who will help them realize their dreams.

“They've done other things, from organizing food drives to recycling programs, mentoring and tutoring other youth and younger children, community clean-up events.  So we're very pleased to be partners with FFA and 4-H.

“But our efforts to promote youth development haven't stopped here.  The president asked his cabinet to come together and find ways to strengthen youth programs.  So we've had--we've tried to answer the president's call.

“Just earlier this week, Secretary Norton, who's the secretary of the interior, and Secretary Chao, who's the secretary of labor, and I came together and announced a new apprentice program to train the next generation of the nation's firefighters.  This was a first-of-its-kind program, where the Department of Labor sets the standards and Agriculture and Interior, as the largest public lands agencies, will have people that will be certified to these standards through these programs.

“It's a critical job, this firefighting.  We've all seen the devastating fires that are now going on in Arizona and Colorado and the communities that are so affected by these tragedies.

“So our new training program will bring these agencies together to promote the common standards for training young people.  It encourages young people to enter the federal work force to learn valuable skills and serve a very important role in preserving this nation's beautiful resources.

“And last week, we took another step in the youth development area.  We joined with nine other federal agencies and signed an agreement to promote fitness and activities in our nation's national parks and forests.  The USDA Forest Service has many youth activities on Forest Service land each year, from hiking trails to lakes to campgrounds.  I know a lot of the Boy Scout and 4-H and FFA camps are actually on the Forest Service land.

“So this agreement brings together federal agencies to encourage you, from all over the country, to experience our natural resources and get fit at the same time, as the president has called for in his fitness initiative.

“Then there is the challenge that you've heard so much about recently, of nutrition and balanced diets in our youth today.  And the issue that's gotten in the newspapers quite a lot--and maybe Secretary Thompson will talk about today--but we've joined with Secretary Thompson and HHS to promote more nutrition education in America, to do everything we can to combat, particularly, childhood obesity.  Our agencies are working together on programs like the 5-A-Day program to promote eating at least five fruits and vegetables a day, along with additional physical activity.

“We're examining innovative ways, working with state and private-sector partners to get these messages out, particularly in our schools and young adults.  Incorporating a healthy diet and physical activity at a young age, as you know, will lead to a longer and healthier life.

“The Leaders of Tomorrow program that we've talked about complements another program that we have, and that is a strong mentor program in our department.  We have USDA employees all over the country in our various programs.  And as I travel around, one of the most rewarding things is to hear about our Kansas City office that has a very, very strong mentoring program, or other parts of USDA around the country where young people are mentored by federal employees.  And it truly makes a difference in life, if you take the time to mentor a young person.

“USDA also offers over 8,000 internships to students throughout the country.  And we think this is a great investment in the future.  Why are internships so important?  They're important to helping train the next generation of leaders.  Our department is one that's very diverse, so it offers a tremendous number of career opportunities in a number of different fields.

“Many of you would be surprised at the diversity that we have in our department.  As I said, we have the U.S. Forest Service, and we fight wildland fires.  We promote international trade for food and agriculture.  We have extensive research programs and new advances for technology, which require a highly skilled scientific work force.  We manage the nation's food stamp program.  We run the school lunch and school breakfast programs, and the nutrition programs, including the food pyramid.  We ensure the safety of meat and poultry in this country, and we provide loans and grants to build homes in low-income rural communities.  We keep plant and animal disease from devastating crops and livestock.

“It's an awesome responsibility, and I've only touched on a few of our programs.

“These internships are great opportunities for young people to get valuable first-hand experience and to discover new ways to serve.  And they help us find bright new civil servants.  America's youth are the cornerstone of our future in nearly every aspect--culturally, socially, economically, and spiritually.  And through strong programs, we can better prepare young adults to be strong leaders in the future.

“USDA administers many programs that are helping America's youth receive a better education.  We provide grants, fellowship programs, and loans to land grant colleges and students, with one goal in mind:  helping students obtain a college education.  Many of our programs work very closely with the most at-risk college students--those who are strapped for financial resources--to help open the door and provide more opportunities.  And through the years, we've seen the success of these programs not only help deliver education degrees, but help develop a strong work force in both the public and the private sector.

“There's an old saying that says if you want to get a tough job done, find someone who doesn't know it can't be done.  That saying captures the importance of youthful energy, optimism, curiosity, and unharnessed hope, which has been such a strong driving force of human accomplishment and undertakings large and small.

“The president has urged America's youth to become the cornerstone of a reinvigorated culture of service in our country.  And that is the challenge for parents, families, teachers, professors, and those of us who work in youth development to guide young people toward a life that is inextricably linked to service.

“How should we do this?  First, we should empower youth with the skills and knowledge that create resilient individuals who have the ability to weather adversity and handle life's ups and downs.  Second, the importance of good citizenship to our youth should be reinforced.  And we should instill strong values and a sense of responsibility.  Honesty, treating others with respect, appreciating diversity, showing gratitude, and many other values are critical life skills that are taught more by example.

“And finally, an important way to transform the energy, enthusiasm, and optimism into the next generation of human achievement is to instill a sense of action and service.  As the president has said many times, the strength of our country comes from the people's realization that their dreams are attainable and are within their grasp.  It comes from citizens who know what they can do to change their lives, the lives of their families, their communities, and indeed, the world.  And it comes from a strong tradition of serving others through volunteerism, public service, and countless other ways.


“The opportunity before us is to mold and shape the next generation of leaders to guide, direct, and provide the best environment possible for youth to grow and develop as the productive, vibrant, driving force for our country's future.  That is the goal to which President Bush and his entire administration is committed.  There is so much hope and so much potential in our young people.  All of us--indeed, all Americans--have a stake in unlocking that potential.


“God bless you all, and thank you very much for having me here today.”
[Applause.]
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