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ENHANCING THE VIABILITY OF THE NATION’S SMALL FARMS AND RANCHES TOPS NATIONAL CONFERENCE AGENDA

WASHINGTON, Sept. 20, 2002 – Assistant Secretary for Administration Lou Gallegos said the Agriculture Department remains committed to preserving and enhancing the viability of the nation’s small farms and ranches.  In a speech to the Third National Small Farm Conference this week in Albuquerque, N.M., Gallegos recognized the vital importance of small farms and ranches to the nation’s economy.

“This administration is deeply committed to addressing the need to equip small farmers and ranchers to stay economically competitive,” said Gallegos.  “Small farmers and ranchers contribute safe, abundant, quality, and affordable farm-raised products to the global food and fiber supply, while preserving green space, fueling local economies, and energizing diverse rural communities that dot America’s landscape.”

USDA statistics show the nation’s 2 million small farmers and ranchers represent 93% of the total number of farms in the nation.  To service this diverse constituency, USDA continues to take steps to strengthen and expand its programs.  

Towards that end, USDA has established a new office to assist minority and socially disadvantaged farmers in seeking technical assistance and information as it relates to USDA loan applications.  The office is operating a toll-free telephone, help-line, 1-866-538-2610, to answer inquiries about loan applications and other USDA programs. 

USDA’s competitive 2501 grant program has been transferred to the Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service (CSREES) to allow for better coordination, planning and distribution of grant-making for outreach and technical assistance programs for minority and disadvantaged farmers.  Recently, USDA launched a pilot program for small and minority producers in Alabama, Georgia and Mississippi to help them master the fundamentals of international marketing.  A training program was recently initiated in Pacific Island and Navajo farm communities to promote animal hygiene and proper pre-harvest handling practices.

Other USDA assistance includes:

· Information sharing on alternative enterprises, value-added products, and direct marketing of farm raised products through farmer’s markets and other marketing channels to improve market access for U.S. products;

· Direct and guaranteed loan programs for farmers and emergency payments;

· Accurate statistical information and analysis to serve the basic agricultural and rural data needs of farmers;
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· Food donation programs that promote the purchase of commodities from small farms for USDA feeding programs;

· Technical assistance on methods of working the land that are economically, production and environmentally responsive and to support co-op growth through loan and grant programs; and

· Research investment that will yield new food and fiber processing, transportation, marketing and production models to benefit the efficiency of small farm operators.

A committee of small farm coordinators from every USDA agency continues to work together to ensure there are tools and resources to maintain a competitive edge in the marketplace.  The Advisory Committee on Beginning Farmers and Ranchers provides guidance to the Agriculture Secretary on ways to maximize the number of new farming and ranching opportunities created through Federal and State beginning farmer and rancher programs.  USDA’s Advisory Committee on Small Farms continues as an external advisory group for the Agriculture Secretary on small farm issues. 

The conference, which is held once every three years, concludes today.  Discussions this week focused on keeping small farmers and ranchers economically viable, forming partnerships to maximize resources and a variety of risk management techniques. Participants toured small farms and ranches near the site of the conference to become acquainted with the types of agricultural practices in the region.  

For more information about USDA’s small farms programs, visit the Web site at: http://www.usda.gov/oce/smallfarm/index.htm
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