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	MR. BROWN:  Good afternoon, Madam Secretary, ladies and gentlemen.  I'm Rodney Brown. I'm the Deputy Undersecretary for Research, Education and Economics here at USDA.  I'm pleased to be part of Secretary Veneman's celebration for the 2002 summer interns.  It's nice to see so many young people here today.  It's especially nice to know student interns serving in various locations throughout the United States are also joining us here today.  You're here as Seps, Steps, Wins, Fellows, HACUs, Intermittents, Trainees, 1890 scholars, research apprentices, and a few other things, and some of them I can't even say.





	Many different student programs allow interns to have a valuable look at USDA from the inside and we hope that you've learned from your summer experience USDA's a big federal agency that serves a broad group of constituents throughout the nation and even throughout the world.





	I'm happy to introduce Melinda Collier.  Melinda was an intern under the USDA's 1890 National Scholar Program.  She's a graduate of the University of Maryland Eastern Shore and now works for the Rural Housing Service.  Melinda will give you some brief remarks about herself and then she'll introduce a panel of student interns who will provide personal views of their summer experiences.





	MS. COLLIER:  Good afternoon everyone.  My name is Melinda Collier and as someone that has greatly benefited from the internship programs here at USDA, I'm honored that I was asked to participate in this event.





	I began interning at the Department in 1994 as an 1890 USDA national scholar.  As mentioned in my intro, I attended the University of Maryland Eastern Shore from 1994 to 1998 and graduated with a bachelor of science in agribusiness.





	Afterwards, I opted to continue my education so I attended Syracuse University and received a master's in public administration.


While in Syracuse, I found out about another program sponsored by OPM, the Presidential Management Intern Program also known as the PMI program, which I was also able to become a part of.





	So while I started working full time here at USDA, I was both in the 1890 program and the PMI program.  I really cannot say enough about both of these programs, specifically the 1890 scholars program.  Without it, I just wouldn't be here at USDA today.





	Since 1999, I've worked as a special assistant to the administration of the Rural Housing Service.





	Although I've received other job offers, I've stayed with the USDA because for one, I work in a super-supportive environment, I have a great boss, Mr. Art Garcia, and wonderful colleagues like Mr. Chris Alsop that are here to support me today at this event.





	I also stay because the work is challenging, almost too challenging sometimes.  But most of all, I stay because I'm part of a great team that makes a difference in the lives of rural Americans across this nation every day.





	With that being said, I encourage all of you to consider being a part of the USDA family after graduating from your respective universities.





	Okay.  We will begin with the student presentations now.  They are going to be talking about their different experiences interning this summer for USDA.





Our first speaker up is going to be Estavan Ramirez.  Estavan is a third year political science major with a minor in Chicano studies at the University of California-Berkeley.





	This is his first internship experience and he's under the USDA HACU Internship Program.  As far as his future higher education aspirations, Estevan plans to seek a master's, possibly in the agriculture field, and eventually a PhD.





	As far as career aspirations, Estevan wants to go into politics, and he's definitely in the city for that.  So we will go ahead and introduce Estevan.





	MR. RAMIREZ: Thank you, Melinda, for that wonderful introduction, and first of all, I'd like to say that this is a great opportunity for me to speak here to all of you wonderful people and I'm just glad to be here with the future of America.  Thank you.  Thank you so much for this opportunity.





	I'm originally from Fresno, California, and that just happens to be the heartland of agriculture within California and I'm very proud of that.  It all worked out for me, working for the USDA.





	Right now, I'm going to the University of California-Berkeley, third year, as Melinda mentioned, and actually I'm in HACU, which stands for Spanish Association of Colleges and Universities, and I found out about the program through my father who is a counselor at CSU Fresno State, and basically he just called me up one day and said, hey, you know, how would you like to go to D.C., or the chance to go to D.C.?  And I said, you know, hey, sounds great, and kind of wasn't really thinking about it, and I applied, and everything just kind of fell through, and one day I got a call from--APHIS actually first called me. Animal Health Inspection Service, and they offered me a position.  So I said yeah.  And so I told them yes.  But I don't know why; they just didn't call me back.





	But CSREES, which is Cooperative State Research Education and Extension Service--it's really long--they happened to call me back and they offered me a position and I said, you know, hey, I'll take it, it sounds great.





	And so that was settled and then another agency happened to call me, I forget what it was called, but it was like a farmers association, agency.  But I told that I had already accepted a position.  But I would have gladly done that as well.





	The program, HACU, is an excellent program.  I see some HACU faces out here, and all of you know that it is a wonderful program.  They take really good care of us.  They pay for our plane ride here; they pay for it back.  They arrange housing for us.  They have weekly meetings with the coordinators of the program and everything is really excellent.





	I really don't know why I was selected into the USDA.  Possibly because I'm from California.  I really have no idea.  But--





[Laughter.]





	MR. RAMIREZ:  But I'm so glad that I had the chance to work with some excellent people.  They are wonderful.  The department that I worked for within USDA is Communications; excellent people.  They threw a party for me today.  I was so excited; surprise party.  And they got me this little USDA bag.  I was so excited.





	And I'm working on two projects within the agency.  It's a partners video, it's an annual video that we put out for CSREES, and basically--well, the theme for this year was Hispanic serving institutions, which are institutions of higher learning with 25 percent or more Hispanic population, and 50 percent or more of the general population of students has to have government assistance such as financial aid.





	So this is a little video then.  I had to make some contacts and just basically communicate cause that's the department that I'm in, and so that was really interesting and I really enjoyed it.





	Another project that I worked on was, it had to do with Hispanic serving institutions as well, and it has to do with the funding, the amount of funding that they get.





	And the problem that I had with this project was that they talked about how they were under funded, the Hispanic serving institutions, and, you know, being Hispanic, like it's real passionate, and, you know, you're not supposed to lobby, and you get mixed emotions sometimes.





	But I had, you know, I had to stay on track and I had to stick with the facts.  I can still get passionate about it but I can't let that bias come in.  But it was excellent, and I got in touch with my local congressmen, and I plan on meeting with them and talking about this issue.  Everything's working about and I'm learning so much.  It's great.  Let's see.  A couple things that I've learned while I've been here was that USDA doesn't consist of only farm workers in overalls and--just kidding.





[Laughter.]





	MR. RAMIREZ: And so, you know, there's like, you know, from when you eat a grape, to the whole forest, the USDA comes to so much, and I've learned so much while I've been here, and it's just been a wonderful opportunity for me.  I'm so glad that I got to do this.





	Another thing that I learned was that--what was another thing?  Oh, the importance of funding, which has to do with my project, and just like we need resources for students for the future, for you guys, for me, for us.  That's basically it.  Just I can definitely see myself going into agriculture in the future.  I can definitely see myself having a career in agriculture.  I love the whole concept, and it's just so broad and so huge, and especially being from California, it's so important, and I can definitely see myself participating in that field.  Thank you very much.





[Applause.]





	MS. COLLIER : Okay.  Next we're going to hear from Jasper Sage. I was telling Jasper before, that I just love his name.  But Jasper is from Farmington, New Mexico, and is a member of Dine, formerly Navajo Nation.  He is a senior at Haskell Indian Nations University in Lawrence, Kansas, with an anticipated graduation date of December 2002 with a major in business management and he only needs one more class to graduate.





	This is Jasper's second summer interning with the Washington Internship for Native Students, also known as the WINS program, and it's run through American University.





	It is also his second summer working for USDA.  Last summer, Jasper worked with the Natural Resource Conversation Service and this summer he's interning with the Farm Service Agency.





Jasper.





	MR. SAGE:  [Speaks in Navajo language.]  I just told every guest hello in my native tongue, and I said down from the [inaudible] and folds his arms, is my father's clan.





	I went to school at Haskell (?) University.  That's where I currently go to school, and I like working here.  And my father and my uncle, they were my greatest inspiration in continuing in my school.  And my Uncle Billy, he's my uncle, he always talked about how corn--how agriculture is part of our every-day Native American culture, our inner culture and values.





	He used to talk about corn because we use corn, every piece of that corn is used.  The top part, we use it for our ceremonial prayers, and we only collect them early in the morning.  And he used to always say, "Never collect those pollens when the sun comes up, because all the bad things comes up with the sun, so you need to collect those because they're sacred and they're spiritual."  He goes, "You need to do that.  You need to take care of your crops, need to take care of them."  Even the main part, the real corn.  We got white corn.  We got blue corn.  They're all used for ceremonials and prayers.  Mostly for prayers we use those corn pollens.  And then he used to tell, "Give them water, like the way your mother nourished you when you were small.  Raise them up just like your own child.  Make them feel good.  Talk to them.  Make them feel comfortable."  And that's the way he used to tell us.





	He didn't have no education, but he knew all this.  And he used to say, "You work for Agriculture Department.  They do the same thing.  They not only--because you're not only going to be working with plants, crops and things like that.  They go, they all over the place.  You hear them.  You see them on the meat and everything else," he says.  Now when he goes to a restaurant, and then he'll say the only meat he'll eat is Angus beef, or it says USDA certified.





[Laughter.]





	MR. SAGE:  And my other person is my dad, and for those guys--not only my dad, and probably say that my dad's a member at the Navajo Code-Talkers,  and he's talked, when he was small.  He said, "I was only 15 when I was sent was because I lied my age and my school helped me."  At that time he was going to boarding school up in [inaudible] Colorado, and he used to say to the teachers, the instructors, that they need some soldiers out there that knows how to speak Navajo, because they're going to start using the language.  He says, "If you guys want to go."  So they forged their age for them so they can go out there.  So he did.





	And he used to talk about all these places that he went, like all of a sudden it's Guam, Japan, [inaudible], he'd make it sound real good, real nice.  And we used to ask him, "Hey, dad, tell us about the story."  And he'll say, "You know what, if you really want to go places," he goes, "stay in school.  That's the only way you can go somewhere."  He'd say, "You're not doing that for us or for your mother.  You're doing for yourself and your kids."  And he'll say, "It's not--what you're doing is for your kids and for tomorrow's generation because you're the one that's shaping this world for the next generation.  Whatever you do here is going to effect the next generation."  And he used to tell us that.





And that's what made me keep in school.  And for how I got here was doing the WINS Program, and saw a great opportunity. They were doing interviews at my school, and, "Hey, looks like a good opportunity for you,"  was saying, "Yeah."  Applied for this internship and then we set up all the resumes and all the Federal agencies that come from all over the place and they would pick you, you know.  If they like you, they'll pick you, and you come to work up at Headquarters.





	And then I was talking to--saying that to my parents, and my parents say, "Yeah, take the opportunity."  [Inaudible] was saying, "Yeah, go to"--we call Washington, Washing-door (?), and they used to always say [foreign word], and the white round house, "They will have a chance to meet a lot of people."  So I did, and I applied for it, and I came out here, and it was nice.





	When I first got here, I was lost, and there were so many people, and I was just standing there.  Me, coming from a small place, even though Kansas [inaudible] say anything moves, only time something moves is when the wind blows, only time.





[Laughter.]





	MR. SAGE:  That's the only time you see anything move.  Everything stands still.





	When I applied through the WINS Program, that was a good program, and first call I get is USDA and I didn't know anything about USDA then.  And my dad says, "So what do you know about the USDA?"  And he goes, "They give you commodity cheese, and that's the only thing"--





[Laughter.]





	MR. SAGE:  But even though it does that, it does the agriculture and it interests me.  So I came out here and I started working for NRCS, and NRCS, that time, that was last summer, that was my first one, and we started--at that time they were working on the Farm Bill, and they were going through it, and I got to see the whole operation, going through, how it is.  They mark up, they take it in, they bring back, take it in, introduce.  So I had a chance to do that, and I get a chance to meet a lot of people from all different agencies, not only from USDA agency but other Federal agencies. 


And I applied for it again, and they picked me again, and this time I was at FSA, Farm Service Agency.  They contacted me, and I came out here right away, and say, yes, I like to go over there again.  So I did.  And it's pretty nice out here.  So far I've enjoyed it.  And Farm Service Agency, that's--they are more--they are real cultural oriented, and it's pretty nice, and I like working there.  And not only that, but the WINS Program, through interning with USDA, you take classes at night, and that's what's really interesting because you get guest speakers from every agency, from every department.  They'll come and they'll do a lecture and speak about their department.  So you're not only learning what you learn in your agency, but from all the different agencies.  And they bring in speakers from all over the place. 





	I know they brought a couple of speakers from out West, and they brought them in, they spoke to us.  And they tell us this is the way USDA is now working with the tribal government.  They're trying to implementing certain things.  But as it's been, they're learning how to work with local people there, because what is the law here doesn't--when you get back home, those elderly, those Native people, traditional people, they can't really interpret, they can't really accept it, so they got to look at it and see how are these people, how can we introduce these certain programs without disturbing their heritage, their culture, their spiritual values and all the sacred places without making those things difficult?  And they're trying to do that.





	So right now they're using local people over there to implement all these programs, and that's what I liked about it.  And I really enjoyed working here, and I would like to say thanks to every one of you.  Thank you.





[Applause.]





	MS. COLLIER:  Thank you, Jasper.





Our next student is Katy Poth, with a P not a B, Katy Poth, and she is a junior at The Ohio State University, majoring in agricultural communication and minoring in Spanish.  Last year, she took a yearlong leave of absence from school to serve as a national FFA officer.  Prior to interning at the USDA, she served as an intern for NBC's Columbus affiliate.  Upon graduation, she intends to pursue a career in journalism or public relations.  She is a summer intern, working with the staff in the Office of Communications.  Katy Poth.





[Applause.]





	MS. POTH:  Thank you.  Well, I'm very honored to be able to speak with you a little bit today about my experiences as an intern here at the USDA.





	I grew up on a small farm in a small town in the heart of the Midwest, in Ohio.  And I can remember as a little girl, whenever things were going really well in agriculture, my dad, who's a farmer, would say that “I ought to march right in there to Washington, D.C. and thank them.”  And when things weren't going so well in agriculture, well, he wanted to march right into Washington, D.C. and give them a piece of his mind.





	I grew up understanding that the USDA had this great power to evoke change in agriculture.  And I grew up really respecting that.  And it kind of fostered in me a love of agriculture, and as I got older that love of agriculture turned into a real passion for agriculture and realizing that I had a desire to make it my life's work and to really find a way that I could become active in the industry of agriculture.





	I decided to study it in college and make it part of my major.  And as it was mentioned earlier in the introduction, I decided to take a yearlong leave of absence from school to serve the FFA organization.  And for those of you who don't know what the FFA is, it's an organization that's basically devoted to speaking to high school students, to the general public, to people from business and industry, really getting the word out about agriculture and the importance of agricultural education.





	And it was during that capacity and while I was a national officer that I was able to come to the USDA for the first time and to meet some of the same people who helped get me the opportunity to be here this summer.  That was actually the first time that I met Secretary Veneman as well.  And when I left that day, I decided that I definitely wanted to come back and experience more of the USDA.  And I knew that I wanted to in some way be able to come back and really relive a little bit more of those experiences.





	So when I left, and the summer came up, I was looking for internship opportunities.  And I gave some of the folks that I had met here before a call, and they were able to direct me to an internship that was open in the Office of Communications.  And I really jumped at the chance, especially since my major is agricultural communications.





And when I came, I wasn't sure exactly what to expect, but I soon found out that the Office of Communications is an extremely wide arena, and it's really all encompassing.  And that's been one of the neatest parts of the internship, is that I've been able to experience a little bit of all the different aspects of the Office of Communications.  I was able to spend a week with the people in Photography, a week with the people in Design, a week with the communications coordinators, who really serve as a bridge between the different agencies and mission areas within the USDA and Office of Communications.





	I was also very fortunate to travel to Alaska with the Video and Teleconference people and really experience almost kind of a bilateral learning then.  Because not only was I learning about film production, because we were working on a small documentary--so learning about that area, but I was also learning about the subject matter, which was fish and wildlife and stream culverts.  So to be able to learn on those two different levels at the same time was a very unique experience for me and something that I'm going to treasure when I go back home.





	But maybe the greatest thing that I've been able to do here is to be surrounded by such incredible people, who are so highly competent, so talented, and so dedicated to the field of agriculture.  I'm able to sit in on the morning meetings at 8:45 and listen to the same issues be discussed around this conference table that I was used to being discussed around the dinner table back on my farm.  And to see those same issues and how much care and concern there is behind every one of those issues of agriculture is something that makes me very proud to call back home and tell my dad about what's happening at the USDA, because in my mind it truly is incredible.





	I'm able to be around people like the press secretary Alisa Harrison, director of communications Larry Quinn, who really invest their lives into making Agriculture what it is.  And that makes me very proud to be around those people and to know that I'm learning.





	People back home often ask me what do you do at the USDA?  And probably the most honest answer is to say that I learn.  I really take so much more from this internship than I could ever possibly contribute while I'm here.  The things that I've learned, the lessons that I'm taking back with me are so much more valuable than I could actually give while I'm here.  So that's something that I really treasure in going back home from this internship.





	I mentioned that while I was a national officer that was the first time that I was able to meet Secretary Veneman.  But fortunately for me, that wasn't the only time that I was able to meet the Secretary.  She took time out of her busy schedule to come to the national FFA convention and address over 10,000 high school students about the importance of agriculture.  And I know a lot of people dismiss high school students, or they think that they don't have a voice or they're not really prepared to be facing such challenging issues.  But Secretary Veneman realized the importance of addressing those students.  And she took time to come and talk to them about what's important and what's facing this global industry of agriculture.





	I was fortunate to meet Secretary Veneman again when she came to The Ohio State University.  And she really opened up a forum for the students studying agriculture there.  She not only talked about what she thought was important in international economic development in agriculture, but she also let the students ask questions and share their concerns, and she truly listened to what they said.  And being a student there, I can speak from experience when I say that that meant so much to those students, that you were going to come and listen to what they had to say.





	Secretary Veneman was also, while she was there at Ohio State, kicking off her Leaders of Tomorrow program, a program that I know she takes a lot of pride in.  The Leaders of Tomorrow program, for those of you who don't know what it is, it's an education initiative, where she serves as a mentor and really pulls young people in and gets them involved in the field of agriculture, and really--really helps prepare them to be the future leaders in this industry.  She takes great pride in this program, Leaders of Tomorrow, but I am certain that Secretary Veneman is a leader of today.





	In just a few minutes, we're going to have the chance to hear some remarks from Secretary Veneman, and then following those remarks will be a 10-minute period for questions.  We're going to be taking questions from the field people who have called in, and will also be taking questions from the auditorium.





	So while we're taking questions from the field, if any of you have a question in here, if you'd line up at that microphone right there behind while we're taking those other questions, and then we'll certainly address all the questions that we can.





	But at this point in time, it gives me great pleasure to introduce not only the Secretary of Agriculture, but a true friend of agriculture, United States Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman.





[Applause.]





SECRETARY VENEMAN:


	“Well, thank you very much, Katy, for that kind introduction.  I can sure tell she's been an FFA participant.  She can stand up here and talk without a note, just like FFA teaches so many kids to do.





	“I also want to think Rodney Brown for participating today.  He is our Deputy  Undersecretary in Research, Education and Economics, and this is an area that has taken a lot of the internships and provided a lot of the intern opportunities.





	“I really am so moved by the experiences I've heard, and I'm sure if we went around this room, we would hear similar experiences from everyone of you.





	“In fact, instead of talking to you about USDA, it's caused me to reminisce back to the summer that I graduated from college, and I got in a car with a friend of mine and drove all the way across the country, from Modesto, California to Washington, D.C. to spend my summer as a summer intern in Washington, D.C.





	“So I know what a terrific opportunity it is, and how much it does open your eyes as you move forward and go on to additional schooling and into your careers, and maybe even to return here some day, because it took me 16 years from that internship until I returned here to come to work full time.





	“But I do want to say thank you to all of you who have served.  As Katy said, one of the things we have done is we've tried to really emphasize the importance of youth, because youth are the leaders of tomorrow. And so we started this program, which we actually launched at Ohio State University earlier this year, and talked to the students as she described, and we tried to have FSA or 4H students with us everywhere we go around the country, so that people can be exposed to what it's like to be a Cabinet officer.





	“And it's been a great experience because not only hopefully have young people learned from us, but we have also learned from them.  This is really a part, also, of the emphasis that the President has put on youth.





	“You've heard him talk about the importance of giving back to your communities.  You've heard him talk about the importance of public service. And he's initiated something called the Freedom Corps, and he now, oftentimes when he goes out to various parts around the country, has someone who represents the Freedom Corps with him as he goes around and speaks, and recently I was in New Jersey with him at the port, where he was doing a homeland security event. He had a young high school woman there and some friends of her who had started a Freedom Corps initiative in their high school as a result of hearing him talk about this, and about--and then they were doing community service projects.





	“Well, it just so happens that her brother was one of those on one of the planes on September 11th, and she felt the need to give back.





	“And so I think throughout this administration, one of the things that we are emphasizing is how important it is to give back and how important youth are as part of that giving back.





	“We also have tried to initiate this program a little bit around the Department.  I don't know if you've seen, as you come in the building, in the Jefferson Drive entrance, but we put in the new gallery of grammar school students' artwork, again, to highlight the importance of young people and our leaders of tomorrow.





	“I found out in preparing for this, that our annual internship program here at USDA is about 9,500 people.





Now I was quite amazed by that.  But that's people all over the country, and we have a number of those people that are connected in with us--with the beauty of technology today--that are wired into this conference today, have heard these experiences and will have the opportunity to interact with us as we go into the question-and-answer session.





	“So I want to thank everyone who is watching this from afar and I'm glad that we have the technology, so that we can do this and interrelate with so many people.





	“So we have probably almost one intern for every ten employees that we have in the USDA.





	“A couple of our interns here today have emphasized the huge diversity of this Department, and truly, many people wouldn't recognize it, but this is one of the most diverse Departments in all of the U.S. Government.





	“I know that when I go around the country, people think we just deal with farmers, or they might just know that we stamp meat packages because they see that USDA label in their grocery store on the meat packages.





	“But the fact of the matter is, in addition to all the farm programs and the conservation programs, we're responsible for food safety in the area of meat and poultry inspection.  We run the Food Stamp Program, the School Lunch Program, the School Breakfast Program, and the WIC Program.





	“Do you know that 47 percent of the babies born in this country are born to WIC families helped by USDA programs?





We have rural development programs, helping rural communities all around the country with infrastructure.





	“And then, as my niece likes to say, my Auntie Ann is Smoky Bear's boss.  We run the U.S. Forest Service.  And we have a tremendous number of programs in education, research and economics, our research-oriented agencies that Dr. Brown is involved in.





	“What you have from all of this diversity in our Department is a diversity of opportunity for employment.  Whether it's in one of these programs or it's in a research area, one of the things that I find so interesting when I talk with deans of agriculture schools, for example, is the number of people that are going into agriculture careers because it is so exciting and diverse. There are so many new scientific opportunities, for example, whether it's in biotechnology or information technology as it relates to agriculture or the food system, or nutrition, or a whole range of new things that are applying to this industry, which we call agriculture.





	“So we hope that as you've been able here, in our Department, to gain some firsthand experience, that you will not only consider a career that may be related to agriculture or the environmental issues that we deal with, or the nutrition education and nutrition opportunities, but that you'll also look very, very carefully at the possibility of a career in public service.





	“We have a challenge today as we watch so many of these highly competent people that we have serving in Federal Government get ready to retire.





	“We have bubbles of people, so to speak, who are going to be moving into retirement, and we need good young people who will come in and be the leaders of tomorrow in our federal agencies.





	“And so these internships that we have, the kinds of programs that you all have participated in, are great opportunities to find people who will come in and take the place of these highly-skilled people that we have in these agencies today.





	“There's examples here today of people who have been able to move.  Is Ruthie Jackson here?





	“There she is, right back there. Ruthie Jackson is the Deputy Administrator of the Food Nutrition Service.  She entered government as a GS-2 intern.  And I won't ask you how long ago that was.





[Laughter.]





SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


	“Louise --who's the director--Louise, are you here today?  She is the director of the Office of Extramural Activities at CSREES and she began her career as a clerk-typist.  Now both of these women are now members of the Senior Executive Service.  That shows what you can do in an agency.





	“But as I have these examples presented to me in my notes, it made me recall a special friend of mine who is now an ambassador in Africa.  She started in the Foreign Agricultural Service as a stenographer, early in her career, and she decided, as she worked in USDA, that she wanted to go into the Foreign Service and that meant she had to complete college, complete a master's degree, and then move up the ranks, which she did, and she is one of only two people today from the USDA side of the Foreign Service, to be distinguished from the State Department, to have reached the level of career ambassador. And she's somebody else that I think demonstrates the kind of opportunity that we have in this Department.





	“If there's one thing that you do take away from your internship, I hope it will be to recognize the value of public service.





	“So I want to thank you for your service.  I want to thank you on behalf of President Bush who feels so strongly about not only service but about youth as well.





	‘He said that public service in America today is not just another job.  It is an important act of citizenship.  Those are the words of the President and I think that all of us should remember that as something that we can take forward for the rest of our lives.





	“So thank you all very much.  I hope you have a good rest of your summer here at USDA, and I want to thank you all for joining us and being a very big part of what we do here at USDA.  Thanks very much”.





[Applause.]





	USDA MODERATOR: At this point in time we will now be opening up the forum for questions.  We're going to be taking questions from the field in just a second but we're going to go to the microphone first.  So if you do have a question, please just make your way over to the microphone and we'll begin with the first in line.





SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


	“Let me just say that I would love to hear other than just questions.  For example, if you have something to say that's particularly important about your experience, we'd love to hear your comments as well as your question.





QUESTION:  How are you doing today ,Madam Secretary?





SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


	“Could you please identify yourselves, and where you're from, where your hometown is, as well as where you're working.





QUESTION:  Okay.  My name is Michael Johnson.  I'm a member of the Hopi Tribe in Northern Arizona, and I'm from the village of Kykotsmovi, Arizona, which is in a really small place out there, but agriculture is very important to us, too.





I'm also working for Deputy Under Secretary Jim Butler.  I'm from working out of the--





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “He's right behind you.





	QUESTION:  And I just wanted to, you know, thank you for the opportunity.  And one of the things that I was just wondering, I don't know if you were unaware or not aware, and I also want to thank you for providing resources for our wonderful students here, and everybody else.





	“But one of the things I wanted to make you aware, and you were probably aware, is that the Office of Native American Programs has been vacant for two years, and I know Indian farmers and ranchers, you know, value the service of USDA in Indian Country, and I was wondering is there going to be any time soon that somebody will be appointed to that position on the staff so we can, once again, take advantage of these wonderful opportunities here?





SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


	“Well, I'm not sure what--that area, as you know, is under Mr. Gallegos jurisdiction, and it's an area I know that he has taken a great personal interest in, and I think taken that on a bit on his own as his responsibility.  And I have not talked with him about what his plans are for that office, but I would be happy to bring that to his attention, that you did express an interest in it.





	QUESTION:  Thank you very much, ma'am.  Appreciate it.





	USDA MODERATOR:  Before we take another question from the microphone, our next question comes from a phone call, a person calling in from Arkansas.





	QUESTION:  Good afternoon.  This is Todd Smith from Arkansas.  I work for the Farm Service Agency, and I'm located in [inaudible], Arkansas.





My question for you, Madam Secretary, is how will the new farm bill benefit the African-American farmer?





SECRETARY VENEMAN


	“Well, I think the new farm bill has a number of programs that help a whole range of farmers, and that's one of the things, I don't know how many of you as interns have had the opportunity to look at our policy book that we put out last fall or last summer, but one of the things we talked about in that book is the importance of reaching a broader array of farmers, and you do that through various kinds of different programs, be they education and extension or be they conservation programs or world development programs, giving loans and so forth to a variety of farmers.





	“And one of the things that we most wanted to point out as well is the importance of looking at the diversity of types of farmers that we have in this country from very small acreage farmers to hobby farmers to part-time farmers to very large farmers and that, in many ways, Government programs can't be designed with a one-size-fits-all.  And so I think a number of our programs benefit minority farmers, and benefit smaller farmers, and benefit farmers in different kinds of production and in different regions of the country.”





	USDA MODERATOR:  We'll now take another question from the microphone.





QUESTION:  Good afternoon, Secretary Veneman.  My name is Daniel Aguilar from Los Angeles, California.





First of all, I wanted to take the opportunity, I should mention, to make a comment.  I have to tell you this is actually my third internship out here in Washington, D.C., my first time with the USDA, and I'm placed in the Office of Community Development.  It has been the greatest experience I have had out here in Washington, D.C.  I would love to stay.





I have some plans back in California, unfortunately, which I have to attend to, but it has been the greatest experience.  Karen Murray, Lori Grandison [ph], who has been my mentor, Rick Weatherall [ph], everybody in that office has been, I mean just been excellent for the five interns that we have there.





I did have a question, though.  I have been able to work with Gilbert Gonzalez, Deputy Under Secretary for Rural Development, and there was basically a focus on the Southwestern border region, and I wanted to ask you if there's any programs or anything in development right now that the USDA has, as far as trying to improve or redevelop the Southwest border region.





SECRETARY VENEMAN:


	“Well, again, I mean, similar to the last question, I think that we're looking at how to really reach out to the vast array of rural areas, as well as the vast array of farmers that we have around this country, and we want our programs to be as flexible as possible to address the various needs of different regions, of different communities, of different types of farmers.





	“I know that some of the people in that region are working on specific initiatives to benefit that region, and I think that certainly, as we go forward, that area will receive focus, as particularly it pertains to the specific issues that relate to that region.





	USDA MODERATOR:  We now have a phone call question coming in from New York.





	QUESTION:  [Audio break] from New York.  I work for the ARS in the U.S. Plant, Soil and Nutrition Lab in Ithaca.





	My question for you, Madam Secretary, what is the USDA doing to develop ecologically sustainable agriculture?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:


	“Well, for those of you who didn't hear the question, what are we doing to develop ecologically sustainable agriculture?





	“Both through our research programs, as well as through our natural resource conservation programs, we are looking constantly at new ways to benefit agriculture over the long-term.





You know, you look at what are some of the things that are benefiting ecologically sustainable agriculture, how are we helping the environment?  There is now, in the new farm bill, there is 80 percent additional spending for conservation programs and 85 percent of that is for working farmlands.





	“So that would tell you that we're looking more and more to putting resources in programs that will provide ecological benefit to working farmlands, whether it's a conservation reserve enhancement program, which are partnership programs between States and the Federal Government, USDA, to enhance waterways; whether it's the EQIP program, which got considerable new funding in the farm bill to enhance livestock production and water quality issues in particular.





	“You look at some of the new technologies and how they impact the agriculture and the sustainability.  New technologies involving water and water-saving devices and irrigation technologies are very important.





	“You look at some of the biotechnology.  The Bt cotton and the Bt corn already show significant water quality improvements in waterways along where these products are being produced because you don't need so many chemicals to produce them.





	“So between programs that we are implementing and new technologies, I think that this country is going a long way towards sustainability and agriculture.





	USDA MODERATOR:  We have another phone call question coming in from Florida.





	QUESTION:  Yes, hello.  My name is Pablo Roscoe [ph], and I am an intern at the USDA Caribbean Basin Agriculture Trade Office in Miami.





	My question for Madam Secretary is as follows:  The U.S. accounts for about 70 percent of all genetically altered food in the world.  In your opinion, how has genetic engineering helped the world's food supply keep up with population growth?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:


	“I couldn't hear what the question--it was about biotech, but I didn't hear the end of the question.





	QUESTION:  The question again was how has genetic engineering helped the world's food supply keep up with population growth?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:


	“How has genetic engineering  helped the food supply keep up with population growth.  The question is a very good one, and I think it follows on the discussion I just had about the environment benefits of biotechnology.





	When you look at the promise of biotechnology, it is tremendous, and it relates to the question, which is giving us increased productivity to help feed the developing world and people who are hungry.





	I led in June, I led the U.S. delegation to the World Food Summit 6 Years Later on Global Hunger.  There are 800 million people in this world who are hungry, and one of the things that I emphasized in my remarks was the importance of these new technologies, particularly biotechnologies, in developing, for example, drought-resistant varieties for areas of Southern Africa, which will increase the abilities of countries that are food deficient to feed themselves.





	The promise of biotechnology, as I mentioned, on the environmental side, the promise of biotechnology in terms of enhancing the quality and nutritional values of food, where you can actually engineer a food to enhance that special quality that scientists know is particularly nutritious or health beneficial, and there is a tremendous amount of research going on in that regard.





	As we now can map, gnomically, animals and plants, and we have gnomically mapped the human.  The ability to then match foods with that is going to be tremendous, and it will be benefited by the ability to look at genomes along with the ability to use biotechnology.





	These technologies are, in many ways, in their infancies, but they show so much promise for the future and so much promise for our agriculture, for feeding the world, and for career opportunities.





	USDA MODERATOR:  Our final call-in question before we go to more questions from the auditorium comes from New Mexico.





	QUESTION:  Good afternoon.  My name is Athena Pratt, and I work for the Natural Resources Conservation Service in Albuquerque.





	You mentioned the bubble of people that are going to be retiring, and I understand that approximately 25 percent of the USDA staff is eligible for retirement.





	My question for you, Madam Secretary, is whether USDA will be filling all of these technical positions.





SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


	“Well, we're going to be obviously filling many positions as people retire.  Now, despite the fact that people in USDA are eligible to retire, and this is an issue throughout Federal Government--you know, you have this baby boom generation that's getting ready to retire, and so there's a lot of eligibility out there in terms of the number of people, but the fact of the matter is, is not everyone is going to retire at once.


Many people stay on for a number of years past their first eligibility, both because they want to earn additional benefits or because, and I think this is the real thrust of it, is because they like what they are doing.





	“And so I think we will see a gradual retirement and people leaving the Federal Government, and therefore I think it's important that we continue to have programs that will allow us to develop the senior members of the workforce to fill in past those who are retiring.





	“I can't tell you exactly which jobs are going to be opening first and so which ones will be filled, but I know there will be a number of opportunities in the Federal Government as we go forward.





	USDA MODERATOR:  We will now continue with more questions from the auditorium.





	QUESTION:  Buenos Dais.  My name is Lorena [?], and I'm a graduate student at the University of New Mexico.  Currently, I'm working for Gilbert Gonzalez, the Deputy Under Secretary of Rural Development, and it has been a pleasure to work here not only for him, but for our mission area and for the USDA this summer.





	I do have a question.  I know that the USDA, and actually the whole Federal Government, as the country mobilizes and changes, the changing demographics that are occurring actually, it's providing a bridge, a linguistic bridge to especially the Hispanic community who speak Spanish in this case.  And the USDA is making a true effort to advertise and to actually put out their information in Spanish.





	One thing that I have noticed in my research, in my work this summer, is that in those efforts, even though they are very considerable, they are very good, sometimes what we're getting back is not adequate, the contracts and so on.  And we put our stamp on it, a USDA label on it, and sometimes we're having things printed out in a manner that does not represent us as an agency in the best way possible, meaning doing the job and doing it right.





	Now, as a college student, I know that that's important because we are in the culture of getting graded for it in the same way the Federal Government does.  So I'm here, and I have worked with Gilbert.  I have the pleasure of working with him, and with Art, and with Hilda and with everybody else within our agency, and I know that they are making the best efforts possible, and they are trying to do their best.





I do believe that in order for us to be able to provide that, we should provide some kind of filters so that we're able to provide the best job possible and to recruit professionals like myself and others, even entrants and so on, who are truly bilingual, and who have even taught Spanish, like myself, at the university level and can provide that kind of service.  I think that that would be important for us to be able to provide that service in the best way possible.  Again, the efforts the agency is making is incredible. 





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  


	“Well, I think that is a very good suggestion, and I think it's something I would certainly encourage throughout the Department that we pursue, that it is absolutely critical that we get the word out.  We have been discussing ways that we can better communicate in a bilingual manner because we know how important it is to communicate with a range of people and how many of the users of those programs particularly are Spanish speakers.





	“I mean, when you look at our food programs, for example, and the WIC program, as well as the Rural Development programs and the Farm programs, all of these programs have bilingual users, and I think your suggestion of making sure that we have the best face put on USDA, in terms of what's going out there, and understandable materials is very important.  So I take your suggestion very seriously, and we will look at that.





	“I would also say that I believe that USDA can, and will, make tremendous more progress in getting our programs on-line, our forms on-line, our application processes, our review processes.  It will give us more accuracy, more ability to work interactively with our various constituent groups and that this is a real goal that we have as well and another area where I feel, in addition to a bilingual outreach, we really need to enhance our ability to do business with people in a much broader way on-line because it will serve more people.





	USDA MODERATOR:  We have time for one final question.


	QUESTION:  Good afternoon.  My name is Maurice [?].  I'm an intern with the RUS under the Rural Development, and I'm with the HACU program too.





My question is the following:  In your opinion, how important do you think technology is for the development of rural America?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  


How important?





QUESTION:  How important technology is for the development of rural America.





SECRETARY VENEMAN


	“Very.  I think it's very important.  I believe that technology, and we've had a lot of discussion about this, I think you will see also in the USDA's Policy Book the fact that when we talk about rural development programs, the importance of infrastructure that USDA has been able to put into rural America in water systems, sewer systems, housing programs and so forth, that we need to continually add on to that technology infrastructure, whether it's broadband or satellite for wireless or whatever, it needs to be incorporated so that rural America is not left behind.





	“If we want good, solid economic development in rural America, we need to make sure that rural America is not left behind from a technology standpoint.  So I think it's very, very important.





QUESTION:  Thank you





SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


	“I want to thank you all, again, for being here today, and I want to thank you for your service this summer and throughout the year because many of you are working on other than summer programs.





	“And for all of you who are watching us around the country, thanks to you as well.  It's been a tremendous opportunity for me to hear these stories, to hear the interests and concerns that you all have, and it's just a delight, and you truly are the leaders of tomorrow.





Thank you.’





[Applause.]
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