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MR. QUINN:  It is my pleasure to introduce to you Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman.  Secretary Veneman?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thank you, Larry.  And thanks to all of you who are joining us today around the country.  As always, there's been a great deal of activity here at USDA, a number of issues we're dealing with.  And we thought we would take the opportunity today to discuss some of these issues, and particularly the Farm Bill implementation issues today.


To join us in the discussion we have here with us our chief economist, Keith Collins; our deputy under secretary for farm and foreign agricultural services, Hunt Shipman; and our chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service, Bruce Knight.


Our team here at USDA continues to work aggressively to implement our new farm bill.  In just a few short months, we've moved forward in a number of areas, everything from farm programs to trade, and getting the new programs up and running.  Our team has done a tremendous job.  They've done yeoman's work, and they continue to do yeoman's work, particularly given the tight time constraints under which we are operating with this particular farm bill.


I learned yesterday that this farm bill has the shortest amount of time for implementation.  In other words it was passed the latest in the year, applying to this crop year, of any in history.  So we do have a very difficult job, but I know that our people are doing everything they can to get it done as efficiently and effectively as possible.


Today, USDA is announcing the availability of an additional $275 million for the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, or, as it's commonly referred to, the EQIP program.  As you know, EQIP is a voluntary conservation program that promotes environmental quality.  It is a program that is very much supported by President Bush and USDA.  And it gives farmers and ranchers additional tools to better manage their lands.  We've talked a lot about programs for working farmlands, and EQIP is one of the very good examples of those kinds of programs.


Our nation's farmers and ranchers are the best environmentalists.  These additional funds announced today will provide financial and technical assistance to promote good conservation practices, such as nutrient management, integrated pest management, and wildlife habitat management on working farmlands.


The funding today specifically will provide $200 million for enrollment in the EQIP program for the fiscal year 2002; up to $25 million for technical and financial assistance for ground- and surface water conservation; $50 million to carry out conservation activities in the Klamath Basin located in California and Oregon.


Making these funds available now means that additional resources will be available this summer to help farmers and ranchers enhance and protect our nation's soil, air, and water.  As you know, the new Farm Bill increases the funding for EQIP over the next six years and makes a number of changes to the program.  And this is good news for our nation's farm communities.


Some of those changes include EQIP will be available to more land owners by eliminating the concentration of funding to certain areas.  It will no longer have a competitive bidding process, which will allow small and limited-resource farmers to compete on an equal basis for the funding.  The program will also now provide incentive payments to producers to develop and implement a comprehensive nutrient management plans for confined livestock feed operations.  And the new Farm Bill streamlines the application and planning processes.


One of the programs that's of great interest to many producers around the country is the new dairy program, which consists of price support program and the new direct payment program.  The milk price support program was slated to terminate at the end of May.  The 2002 Farm Bill extended that price support program through the year 2007, continuing the price support level at $9.90 per hundred-weight of milk.  USDA immediately put this extension into effect, and we have continued to purchase dairy products to support milk prices without any program interruption.


The Farm Bill also created a new dairy market loss payment program, which provides payments based on milk marketings.  We've made very good progress in developing this program, and we expect to begin to allow producers to enter into contracts in the very near future.


An important feature of this program is that producers are eligible to receive payments from December 1, 2001, to whenever they enter into a contract with us, the so-called transition period.  We want to start the sign-up and complete the rule-making process as soon as possible, but producers should rest assured that whenever they sign up, they will be fully compensated back to December 1, 2001.


Also today we are announcing that farmers may be eligible to receive loan deficiency payments, or LDPs, as they're commonly referred to, for the 2001 crop year, even if they did not enroll in the production flexibility contract program as part of the 1996 Farm Bill.  This extension means that more farmers, particularly newly established farmers, can benefit from the program.  The new Farm Bill allows us to offer this extension to eligible farmers.  For more information and to determine whether or not you may be eligible, we encourage farmers to contact their local Farm Service Agency office for more details.


Today I also want to talk about the drought conditions that have hit many parts of the country.  As you know, we have been working hard to make every authorized program available to farmers and ranchers who have been impacted by adverse weather conditions.  We have expedited the process for declaring states disaster areas, making farmers eligible for low-interest loans.  Other available programs for drought relief include the Emergency Conservation Program, Federal Crop Insurance, and the Non-insured Crop Disaster Assistance Program.  We're doing everything we can to cut the red tape so programs are available as quickly as possible and when they're needed.


So far this year, we have declared several states as drought disaster areas.  During the last two weeks, we have authorized emergency haying and Conservation Reserve Program acreage in many parts of the country, including North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, Colorado, Kansas, Oklahoma, Wyoming, and Nebraska.  The week before, with Congressman Thune and Senator Conrad Burns, we have authorized $4 million under the Emergency Conservation Program for South Dakota and Montana.


Today, we are announcing that the entire State of Utah and certain counties in Arizona, California, and New Mexico are being declared agricultural disaster areas, making farmers and ranchers in those areas immediately eligible for emergency farm loans.  We are approaching the drought situation with a common-sense approach--working to expedite programs in every place that we possibly can.


During drought, the biggest obstacle is often the transportation logistics of moving cattle to hay or hay to cattle.  In that vein, it only makes sense to release the CRP in counties near disaster areas for haying and grazing.  This will increase the amount of feed today and tomorrow as these farmers and ranchers face a long winter followed by a drought summer.


That's why today we are also announcing that haying and grazing will be permitted statewide on CRP acreage in the states that are most impacted by severe weather conditions.  This means that farmers in counties that have not been declared disasters can use their CRP land to help other farmers in their state through this difficult period.


To encourage donations, we are waiving the 25 percent rental reduction for producers who donate their hay.  And we are establishing a Web site to help farmers who want to donate hay to farmers in need.  We have a press release that explains the details, and our local FSA offices can provide farmers with more information on this program.


I might also add that we have appreciated the input and working relationship with a number of congressional leaders, governors, and state agriculture departments, particularly governors Hoven, Janklow, and Johanns, as well as Congressman Thune and senators Allard, Burns, Hagel, and Conrad.  We will continue to work hard to utilize every resource we have authorized to help farmers and ranchers impacted by severe weather.


We continue to hope that the Congress will move quickly in passing trade promotion authority.  Moving forward on trade negotiations means help for our farmers and ranchers in this country.  TPA is strongly supported by the agricultural community, including all of my predecessors at USDA.  Expanding markets and tearing down barriers will provide more opportunities for our farmers and ranchers.  So again, we urge the Congress, particularly the leadership in the Senate, to move this legislation forward as quickly as possible so, hopefully, we can get it done before the August recess.


Also today, I would like to announce that I will be traveling later this month to Japan and China to promote expanded trade into these regions for American agriculture.  I will be attending in Japan the Quint Meeting of agriculture ministers, including the ministers of agriculture from the European Union, Australia, Canada, Japan, and the U.S.  I will then travel to China, where we will discuss a number of issues, including issues related to China's entry into the WTO, the World Trade Organization, and barriers that we are encountering for some of our farm and ranch products, including issues related to soybeans and biotechnology.


On a number of other issues that I might just quickly review, we released just last night a statement regarding the Beef Checkoff case.  Yesterday, the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Eighth Circuit granted a request for a stay, which allows the beef promotion program to continue without interruption while the appeal of the case is pending. 


As well, this morning, the House Agriculture Committee moved forward and voted on a measure regarding the president's homeland security proposal.  This is an important step toward the goal of this administration to strengthening the security of our homeland, particularly in the area of food and agriculture.


We have worked closely with Governor Ridge on Agriculture's role in the new Department of Homeland Security.  Agriculture has an important role in protecting the homeland, and today's vote in the House demonstrates our ability to work with Congress in a bipartisan manner to strengthen our border protections and protect the food and agriculture supply.

With that, I'd like to open it up for questions and invite you to ask me or my colleagues the questions that you have.  And thank you again for joining us today.”


MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Secretary Veneman.  our first question will be from Gary Wergen, at WHO Des Moines, Iowa.  Standing by is Dan Looker.  Gary, go ahead with your question, please.

        QUESTION:  Oh, good afternoon, Madame Secretary.  Farmers out here in Iowa, corn-soy bean country, are wondering about Farm Bill implementation.  Are you going to have to go through the formal rule making process in terms of updating those base yields and so forth?  And what kind of time frame are they going to have to be able to make those decisions on whether or not upgrading their bases makes sense?

    
MR. QUINN:  Would you repeat just the beginning of your question, Gary, because we didn't hear the first part of that?


QUESTION:  Can you hear me now?


MR. QUINN:  We can.


QUESTION:  Okay.  Will you be able to do an expedited rule making procedure in terms of updating the base yields, where you can put out an interim rule and move forward?  Or would it have to through a whole process and, if so, what kind of a time frame are we looking at here?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I'm going to ask Hunt Shipman to talk about the rule making process.  He is part of our group that has been reviewing and working on the Farm Bill implementation.


MR. SHIPMAN:  The Farm Bill does provide us with an expedited process to promulgate the rules.  For many of the provisions of the Farm Bill, particularly those that are in Title I, or the Commodity Programs. We will be able to go with an interim final rule, which means that it will be a very short process.  We anticipate that that rule making process should be done in August, as contemplated by the law, and producers will have ample time to see the rule as well as to come into the county offices and discuss their options with the county office staff.


MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Gary.  And going on to Dan Looker from Successful Farming being our next questioner, followed by Joe Wary [ph].


QUESTION:  My question is about another type of program for working lands.  That's the Conservation Security Program.  I'm hearing some rumors that it may be getting held up a bit by election-year partisan politics.  Is implementation of the rulemaking and rules making for the Conservation Security Program being held up until after the election?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “If I might just start on that, and I'll have Keith Collins follow up, but we're not holding up any rules until after any election time periods.  We are, however, trying to prioritize the programs, and obviously the farm programs are first on the agenda so that we can quickly get the bases and yields updated and get payments in the hands of farmers.


I think one of the things you may be hearing about is the fact that the appropriations discussions, the appropriations committees have, at least in one of the committees, taken action to limit the Conservation Security Program to a pilot program.  Now that has not given us any pause in terms of doing the work that we need to do to make sure that we get the program up and running.  There are a number of decisions to be made with regard to the implementation of this program.


The Congress left a considerable amount unsaid and unstated in the law, leaving much to our regulatory discretion, and so we are working out, as quickly as possible, those decisions that must be made to implement the program.”


MR. COLLINS:  That's a good answer.  The only thing I would add to that is that the law itself, the statute, provides for the Conservation Security Program to begin in 2003, so that's after the election and that's what the law provides.


We also will be going through a proposed rule to get to a final rule with the Conservation Security Program, as we are going to do with the other conservation programs precisely because, as the Secretary said, it's complicated, and there's a lot of decisions that have to be made to get that up and running.


MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Dan.


Joe Wary of Mid-America Ag Network is next with his question, followed by Jim Phillips.


Joe, go ahead with your question, please.


QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.


Madam Secretary, in your view, has China held up to their end of the bargain on entering into the WTO?  Another way of asking it, is the outlook for U.S. exports to China still as good as we thought last year at this time?


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ Well, we remain optimistic about the prospects for China.  As you know, it's a country with one of the greatest populations or the greatest population in the world, with about 1.3 billion people.  It's an economy that shows increasing growth economically.  With that growth, as we have talked about many times, as you see developing countries increase incomes, one of the first things that improves in that country is the diet of the people, and so we see tremendous promise for the markets in China.


Now they are in the process of implementing the various agreements that were negotiated as part of the Accession Agreement.  There have been some bumps along the road and some frustrations on the part of our exporters about the implementation not creating the kind of market openings initially that we had hoped for, and that will be one of the things that I discuss with Chinese leaders and members of the government in my trip later this month.


We have, also, obviously had a lot of discussion about the implementation of rules pertaining to biotechnology, particularly the impact on our soybean exports.  As you know, this has been a very good market for our soybean exports, and we don't want to lose the potential of that market over the long term because of regulatory barriers that may be imposed.  So that, again, will be something that we will be discussing as we travel to China later this month.”


MR. QUINN:  Our next questioner will be Patrick Gottsch from RFD-TV, and he will be followed by Forrest Laws.


Patrick, if you are there, please go ahead with your question.


QUESTION:  Good afternoon.  Thanks, to you all, for today's format.  We encourage you all to do more of these.

My question is, over the past year and a half at RFD-TV we have run a number of news stories and features regarding the Klamath Basin.  You mentioned that EQIP funds in the amount of $50 million were approved in the new farm bill to assist the Klamath Basin recovery.  Could you expand on these, please, Secretary Veneman or Mr. Knight?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Yes.  We have been, as you know, very active in the Klamath Basin looking at all of the tools available.  In addition, the Congress did give us some additional resources to address the specific issues of the Klamath Basin. I am going to ask Bruce Knight, our chief of the NRCS, to comment more specifically on the Klamath programs”.


MR. KNIGHT:  Specifically, as it pertains to the EQIP program, $50 million over the next 6 years of the farm bill will be available for farmers for the EQIP program.  We'll be engaging in practices like rangeland management on the upper parts of the basin to increase water flows, improved water efficiency in the irrigation there, but we're also building on the strong groundwork that the administration has done over the last year and a half of workshops with farmers, with homeowners in that area to try to get at the kind of underlying work that needs to be done to improve water flows and to be able to get at some of the endangered species issues in a win-win manner. We think that the EQIP program, as well as the traditional tools that NRCS provides, will go a long way in being able to resolve many of these issues.


MR. QUINN:  Forrest Laws of the Delta Farm Press in Clarksville, Mississippi, will be the next questioner, followed by Ron Hays.


Forrest, go ahead.


QUESTION:  Thank you.


Madam Secretary, there are reports that the Grassley-Dorgan amendment may be offered as an amendment to the ag appropriations bill either in the House or the Senate.  I'm wondering what position the administration will take, as far as that kind of amendment.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “During the course of the farm bill, we did not take a position on that amendment because it was, as you indicated, it was an amendment at that point, and we took only a position on what initially passed the Senate.

We have, in the farm bill, a commission that was authorized and established that would have appointments by the Secretary of Agriculture and the Congress, also, to include our chief economist, Keith Collins, to look at the whole issue of payment limits and what impact they may have.  I would certainly encourage the Congress to delay any action on such an amendment until such time as that commission has been formed and has been allowed to make their findings and recommendations.”


Do you want to add to that?


MR. COLLINS:  No, not really.  Thanks.  That's good.


MR. QUINN:  Thank you very much.


Ron Hays, from Oklahoma Agrinet, Oklahoma City.  Go ahead.


QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry, and good afternoon, Madam Secretary.


I believe that it appears that you are receiving a letter today from a group of agricultural organizations--National Farmers Union, National Association of Wheat Growers and some others--stating a plea, I guess you might call it, for the administration's support for securing emergency disaster assistance for producers.


You have enumerated what you've been able to do with existing programs, but does the administration, given the fact that we are in an election year, 120 days from the mid-term elections, do you have any interest in helping secure some emergency funds for these disaster folks across the country?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, we've had conversations with a number of people in the Congress due to the severe weather conditions, as you pointed out, and as I talked about earlier.  What we have been focusing on is utilizing every available program that we have to try to relieve the impacts of severe weather conditions, whether it's emergency loans by expediting disaster payments or disaster declarations; haying and grazing, the announcement we made today to extend that into nondisaster counties to assist with disaster areas, and so we are taking every step that we possibly can.


The Congress is looking at these issues.  The difficulty, as you know, is the budget, and the fact that there would need to be potentially some offsets for this.  It was discussed that there may be a need for disaster assistance during the farm bill discussions, and it was not included, and so one of the issues today is whether or not there would have to be some kind of offset if, in fact, the Congress decided to move ahead on emergency assistance”.


MR. QUINN:  Our next question will come from Cyndi Young of Brownfield Network in Jefferson City, Missouri, followed by Roger Bernard.

Cyndi, go ahead, please.


QUESTION:  Thank you very much, Larry.

Madam Secretary, what impact will the move of APHIS to Homeland Security have on farm bill funding?


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “Well, the proposed of APHIS into the Department of Homeland Security should not impact the farm bill funding whatsoever.  We have had additional amounts of money put in, in the 2002 budget for APHIS.  Some of the supplemental assistance, for Homeland Security has included additional funds for APHIS.


As you know, we've made APHIS funding a real priority, not just since September the 11th and the concerns about homeland security, but since we had the threat of foot and mouth disease over a year ago.


This has been a real focus of our department, to protect agriculture against unwanted pests and diseases, but the anticipation is that whatever part of USDA, or any other department of government for that matter that would be transferred to Homeland Security, would be transferred with the funding that would follow that particular part of any department that was going to transfer.  So it will not have an impact, as far as I know, on the farm bill funding whatsoever.


As I indicated earlier in my remarks, the House Ag Committee did pass today a proposal about the movement of not the whole of APHIS, but a part of APHIS, into the Department of Homeland Security, and that is now in the mix of what is being considered on the Hill.”


MR. QUINN:  Our final question comes from Roger Bernard, AgWeb and Pro Farmer, in Cedar Falls, Iowa.


Roger, go ahead, please.


QUESTION:  Thank you very much, Larry, and thank you, Secretary Veneman.


Mr. Shipman, you indicated that in the interim final rulemaking process on the issue of updating bases and yields would be completed by August.  Given that we're fast approaching here the middle of July, that would indicate you're probably making some progress here.  At the end of May, USDA sent letters to farmers telling them to get some information ready.

What we're curious of is what kind of information do producers need to be looking at when it will come to updating their bases and yields?  In other words, what kind of evidence do they need to back up their potential yield and/or base adjustments?


MR. SHIPMAN:  Roger, we are encouraging producers to assemble all of the records that they have, be it crop insurance records, elevator receipts.  We're taking the shoe-box approach here. Producers can bring in their records, and we'll take a look at it.  We want to see whatever they have, and we'll try to, if we can make a determination based on what information they have, we'll try to do that.  We're not going to be limiting in our requirements, to the best that we can.


MR. QUINN:  Thank you, reporters, for your questions.


Madam Secretary, do you have any concluding thoughts?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, again, I would like to thank all of you for joining us today.  We are doing everything we can to implement the farm bill as expeditiously as possible.


Again, I want to point out that this is not an easy task, and our people are doing yeomen's work to get it done, and to do it fairly, and accurately, and as quickly as possible.  It is not an easy job because there are so many new programs and changes, and so it's going to take some time.


One of the things we're trying to do is make as much information available as broadly as possible through our website, through our FSA offices, and I would encourage you to all work with our offices and to use our website at www.usda.gov to look at the questions and answers and hopefully get the information that you need as we go through this process, but we will do everything we can to work with you in implementing this process.

We are also, as I said, very focused in these next couple of weeks on trying to get the Congress to move on Trade Promotion Authority.  We think it's extremely important because our agriculture is so dependent on trade, and it's going to be so dependent on expanding markets for the future.


So we, again, appreciate all of you joining us today, and we will look forward to doing this more regularly.


Thank you.”

ADVANCE \d 12
MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Madam Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman.  I am Larry Quinn, bidding you a good afternoon from Washington.
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