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USDA MODERATOR:  Good morning and welcome to this news update on implementation of the 2002 farm bill.  I'm Larry Quinn speaking to you from the USDA Broadcast Center in Washington.  With us to discuss farmer sign-up information and other details are J.B. Penn, Under Secretary for Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services; Hunt Shipman, Deputy Under Secretary for Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services; and Jim Little, Administrator of the Farm Service Agency. Also, joining us by phone are two Farm Service Agency State Executive Directors, John Monson of Minnesota and Keith Weatherly from North Carolina.

We'll begin our news conference this morning with an opening statement from J.B. Penn. Dr. Penn?
DR. PENN:  Thank you, Larry.
Good morning, everyone.  We really appreciate you joining us today for a bit of an end-of-the-year review of the 2002 farm bill implementation and a bit of a look ahead at the New Year.  At the outset, let me begin by wishing everyone happy holidays and a happy and prosperous new year.  Also, let me apologize for my voice.  I've got the winter flu here already.
But now let us turn to the farm bill.  Since the President signed the bill on May 13, we've come a long way in a relatively short period of time.  In just barely six months, we've written and revised directives and procedures for all of our field offices, we've developed new and improved regulations for all of the farm programs.  The regulations define exactly how the programs will be operated.
We have written and revised literally millions of lines of software code, we've conducted the most extensive training of Farm Service Agency personnel in the history of the Agency, and we've conducted the most extensive outreach in the history of any farm bill to inform producers about the provisions of the new law.
Our employees have planned and hosted thousands of town hall meetings, many of those after hours and on weekends just to get the word out.  We're now holding additional meetings throughout the country to further inform farmers, reaching out especially to the small and disadvantaged producers.
All of these measures have been designed to ensure that the hundreds of thousands of farmers, ranchers and producers that we serve all across the nation are well informed and can utilize the new programs to their best economic advantage.  So let me review the progress we've made in getting the bill implemented and then look ahead at what remains to be done.

First of all, this farm bill has a lot of new provisions, in addition to continuing the existing ones.  The new law features a system of countercyclical payments, and it has new programs for dairy, honey, wool, mohair and pulse crops, and the bill includes the most significant changes to the peanut program in 70 years, including a quota buy-out.  It continues the direct payments program that was first included in the 1996 farm bill, and it continues the now familiar marketing loan program.
A new feature of the law is that it boosts funding for conservation spending for conservation programs by 80 percent, with the primary focus on encouraging new conservation practices on working land.
Well, here's what we've gotten accomplished to date.  The sign-up for the new dairy program, the Milk Income Loss Contract, began in August, and payments began soon thereafter.  In September, sign-up began for the Peanut Quota Buy-out Program, and up to this point we have now distributed almost $950 million in quota buy-out payments.
In October, we completed the direct payments, under the 1996 FAIR Act, and began to make the first direct payments to producers under the new legislation.
October also was the beginning of the sign-up for countercyclical payments and the beginning of the payments for the new dairy program.  So far, under the new dairy program, we have distributed $670 million in Milk Income Loss Contract payments.
Overall, we've been fairly successful in meeting most of the deadlines that were set in the statute and our own internal deadlines and certainly in making the payments available to producers.  Already we've paid out over $3.4 billion of farm bill-authorized funding, and that has gone directly to producers under the provisions of this new bill.
And while we were implementing the new farm bill, we also did a couple of other things.  We prepared and carried out a Livestock Feeding Program in South Dakota, Wyoming, Colorado and Nebraska to respond to the drought emergency, and we developed and delivered the Livestock Compensation Payment Program for livestock producers.
Now these two initiatives alone put much-needed dollars in the hands of American ranchers, especially cow-calf producers who were severely affected by drought.  So far, the Livestock Compensation Program has paid $724 million to 400,000 contracts.  Sign-up for that program ended on December 13, and we're processing all of the remaining obligations as quickly as possible.  Under the Livestock Feeding Program, there have been a little over 1,200 contracts that have paid $150 million in benefits.
Now, to the Conservation Program, the new farm bill continued the CRP, and in October we made $1.6 billion in the annual rental payments to producers.  The new bill also increased the ceiling for the Conservation Reserve Program from 34.6 million acres to 39.2 million acres, and it added more partnerships and services that will be possible as well.
We'll have the new sign-up for the CRP in the first part of the New Year.  The exact timing of that, of course, is going to depend on the overall workload in the county offices, which is the main thing that we're talking about here today.
The farm bill provides a total of $5.5 billion for the EQIP program, and to date we've paid out over $400 million to 19,000 applications.  The rules, the regulations for EQIP is expected shortly.  And the Conservation Security Program, a new program in this farm bill, the rule for that is expected early to mid next year.
Now, to the Direct and Countercyclical Payment Programs, these provide support for feed, grains, wheat, cotton, rice, soybeans, other oilseeds, peanuts, wool and mohair for 2002 through 2007.  Sign-up began on October 1, and payments were made soon thereafter to those producers who had signed up.
We began making advance payments in December to producers who had signed up.  This year, for the Countercyclical Program, payments are available only for rice, cotton and peanuts because those are the only commodities where, at this point in time, the market prices are less than the target prices.
Now, owners and producers have until April 1, 2003, to select base acreage and yield option, and until June 2nd, 2003, to sign up.  For the first time since the 1980s, producers can update their acreage and yield information.  This is a tremendous opportunity, but it's very complex, and it requires farmers to gain information on their operations over the past four years.
We have worked, here at USDA, as hard as we can to make this process as easy as possible, and we're very flexible, and we're trying to do as much as the statute allows, in terms of meeting producers' needs.  However, in some cases, we simply have no flexibility, and we are working within the constraints of the legislation for the producers' benefits. Now we've developed tools to try to be as helpful as we can.  We know that these decisions are complex, producers have told us they're complicated, and they're right.  This is one of the most complicated Farm Bill's in history.  So to help overcome some of this complexity, we've developed several educational tools as well as retraining employees and holding all of these informational meetings.  Some of these tools are online.  They're available to help answer farmers' questions and make informed decisions on the five base and four yield options that are offered to producers under the new law.
We have reports that farmers are taking advantage of these tools, that we have hundreds of thousands of "hits" on the Web site for people examining these tools.

 Now let me end by just talking a little bit about the sign-up status, which is a point of real concern to us today.  The pace of sign-up varies considerably from state to state and county to county, and it's literally within the range of zero to a 100 percent across states.  We have some states where there's been very little sign-up and we have some states, like Hawaii, where participation is not great, that all the producers have already signed up.
But it's in the mainstream agricultural states where producers use the programs most, that the pace is somewhat troublesome.  In Illinois, Indiana, Ohio, some of those states, it ranges from 15 to 20 percent or so.  Texas, Georgia, 35 percent.  So it's highly variable but it's behind what we would like for it to be at this point in the year.
Now we know that there's several reasons that account for the late sign-up.  There was a late harvest in many parts of the country.  That had an impact.  That was immediately followed by hunting season.  We have to have our priorities in order here.  Also the time required to gather the necessary information is significant.  A lot of records have to be obtained for the past four years, and then some of these decisions have a lot of options.  They are truly complex.  Some farmers are waiting for the first of the year, for tax reasons, to come in.  But our concern is this.
We have the April 1 deadline and if the pace does not pick up appreciably in the next few weeks, then we're going to have a serious backlog develop.  So we want to today strongly encourage farmers to contact their local FFA offices to schedule a time to go in to visit with the staff during the winter months while they're out in the fields.
Some county offices are now scheduling appointments well into the spring, and I would encourage all of you to please get on a list.  We want to avoid lines and long waits, and we urge you to assemble your information in advance and be prepared, and try to avoid having to make last-minute decisions.
Now let me make two final points here.  If you sign up early and you change your mind, you can go back before April 1st and change the decision.  It's not set in concrete.  Now there's also been some talk in the countryside, I hear as I travel about that, well, I'm going to wait because the Congress, when it comes back, may change some of the provisions.  Don't wait.  Go ahead and sign up.  If the Congress does change the provision, then you'll certainly have an opportunity to come back in and to revise your decision based on anything the Congress may do.
So we're looking at the April 1, 2003, deadline for updating bases and yields, and for June 2nd to complete sign-up.  So, again, we would everyone to work with us, we appreciate your patience and we hope that we can make this a very orderly process.  So I will stop with that.
MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Under Secretary Penn, and now it's time for questions from our reporters and our first question will be coming from Don Wick at WCCO, Minneapolis, and standing by should be Linda Smith from Farm Journal.
Don, go ahead, please, with your question.
QUESTION:  Thanks, Larry.  We're hearing about the slow pace of farm program sign-up, that's underway, the payment work is underway, conservation measures are going to be worked on.  We hear that CRP sign-up may happen before April 1st.  With all that workload, what's that say to the urgency of sign-up and what happens with the staff resources? Do you have enough staff resources to meet that demand?

DR.PENN:  I'll try to address that question.  With the Farm Bill passage back in May, we were given authority to provide for about 2000 additional temporary staff-years throughout the countryside, and we allocated those staff-years to those counties, which had the highest workload.
In my visits throughout the countryside, you know, I do see that there are some concerns with additional staffing.  We're working within our constraints to reallocate where we can, but, in general, at this point in time I do think we do have the staffing that's needed.
MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Linda Smith of Farm Journal.  Standing by is Michael Arney. Linda, go ahead, please. 

QUESTION:  Yes.  We're hearing from farmers that one of the big impediments that they have to sign-up, especially in terms of whether to update their base and yield, is the issue of getting all of their landlords on board.  Farmers are telling us that they don't really understand the mathematics involved, so it's very hard for them to go to their landlords and present their case as to what the landlord should do. I'm wondering what efforts are you making to educate the landlords out there, and what could a farmer do to, you know, facilitate this?  Some of them have 20 to even 80 landlords to deal with.

DR. PENN:  Hi, Linda, how are you today?  Let me begin and then maybe one of our state executive directors could weigh in.  As I indicated in my remarks, we have made the largest informational outreach effort that we've ever made, to try to explain the complexities of this Farm Bill, and we've created tools that are available on line, to help producers try to sort through some of the options, and it's a very complex process.  There's just no doubt about it.
But a lot of these decisions are very important and they're decisions that are probably going to stay in place for the remainder of this seven year Farm Bill.  So we think it's very important that operators and landlords try to take the time to understand what's before them.
We hear a lot of stories of people coming into the county office and saying, "Tell us what to do.  What would you recommend that I do?"
Well, that's really not something that the FSA staff should be doing, because you set yourself up for some difficulties down the road that way.
So I would encourage everyone, landlords and operators alike, to take advantage of all of the educational materials that are available from us, that are available from their land grant universities, the state extension services, the major farm organizations, to utilize that information, try to inform themselves as best they can, and I think that will lead to an informed decision.  These are complex decisions but there are literally billions and billions of dollars involved which go to the benefit of producers.  So it's worth the effort to be informed.
MR. WEATHERLY:  Dr. Penn, this is Keith Weatherly in North Carolina.  I might respond to Ms. Smith's inquiry from the North Carolina perspective.  You're exactly right.  We have been very aggressive in our outreach efforts to owners, sometimes absentee land owners who haven't been involved directly with the farming operations for some time now, having delegated those authorities to their operator.
The operators are being very aggressive now in trying to get power of attorneys signed by their landowners.  Numbers of inquiries are coming into our county offices right now, which obviously is increasing the amount of activity in each one of our county offices.  But I think our number one effort, right now, in getting those land owners who do not choose to delegate that authority through the power of attorney, to answer their questions and make sure they know that that authority to make the base and yield selection is delegated to only the owner, and they may have to make a thoughtful and careful judgment in that.
MR. QUINN:  Thank you very much, Keith, and going on with our next question, it will be from Michael Arney, Michigan Farm Radio Network in Lansing, Michigan.  Standing by is Jim Phillips.
Michael, go ahead, please.
QUESTION:  Thank you very much, Larry, and good morning to you all.  Under Secretary Penn, a question for you.  You listed a couple of the statistics for Ohio and Illinois as to how many farmers had signed up there. Do you have any numbers on Michigan?, and if you could talk, again, a little bit more specifically on some of the efforts that USSA has, and the Farm Service Agency has, to educate producers about the need to get in and get signed up right away.

DR. PENN:  Thank you for the question.  The statistic for Michigan is 7 percent.  Seven percent of the eligible operators have signed up.
I have enumerated, a couple of times already, a lot of the things that we're doing, so I'm going to ask Hunt Shipman and Jim Little, maybe, to respond, and they can list some other things that we've been doing to try to urge people to sign up.

Jim.
MR. LITTLE:  If I could start out, from early this summer, we've been trying to do outreach with our owners and producers, and owners, landlords, and tenants, and telling them what the provisions of the Farm Bill meant for them, trying to get them to come into the county offices.  In one state--and I think it was Arizona--we had hundreds of town hall type meetings with over 17,000 of our producers being trained.
Our county executives are holding weekend meetings.  We've had, so far, six regional outreach meetings at our 1890's and our historically black colleges, and we're having another ten, I believe, over the course of the next two or three months.
On the day after the Farm Bill was signed, we established a frequently asked questions site on our Web site.  We've had hundreds of thousands of "hits" on it.
We put out a base and yield calculator which helps the producers look at their various options for the bases and acres determinations, and so far we've had 900,000 people take a look at that base and yield calculator and do runs on it. So we really are reaching out.  We're trying to provide tools.  We've got on line forms that are available now.  We are having hundreds of thousands of hits on those as well.  So we're really doing our best to reach out and provide the information and help them make the decisions.

What we're really trying to do is give them as much information about the Farm Bill, what it means to them, so that they can start taking a little bit of the responsibility to start gathering their data.  We're looking at this as kind of a shared responsibility.  When producers make an appointment with their county offices, the county offices will start gathering information that they feel is going to be useful when the applicant really does come in to start looking at it.
So we want to do as much as we can but we really think it's something that the producer needs to take some responsibility on.  We are really trying to make this as customer-friendly as we can but it's a two-way street.
MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Jim.
Our next question comes from Jim Phillips of Progressive Farmer, and Betsy Freese or perhaps someone else from Successful Farming should be standing by.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.  Greetings, Dr. Penn and others.  In 1996, when we had a new farm program, the Freedom To Farm, that was certainly a large change in farm programs from previous farm programs.  Do we, historically, have as slow a sign-up at that point as we appear to have at this time?  Or is this just that much more complex?  Is that the main reason why things are so slow?

DR. PENN:  Well, Jim, let me try to respond first and then I'll ask my colleagues to jump in. Freedom To Farm was completely different from this bill.  In fact, it was going in the opposite direction as the farmers had done in the past, and that information was already available in the FSA offices.  So the calculations were pretty simple.  It also unshackled farmers.  They no longer had to meet the specific crop requirements to be eligible for benefits.  So it was a much different program and now, we come up on a program where producers have to assemble acreage records for the past four years, they have to assemble yield records, and they may have to make some pretty complex decisions with those, whether they want to update the base or not, and if so, in what way, and for all tracts, or not all tracts.
So there are a lot of very complex decisions here and I think the slow pace is reflected by those things I mentioned.  There are other extenuating factors but, also, this just takes a while to gather the information, to work it through, and to come out with some clear views as to what they want to do.
So I think the '96 Farm Bill was a much different "animal" than this one and it probably wouldn't be fair to compare the sign-up rates for those, even though I don't know what the pace of sign-up was for the '96 bill.
MR. WEATHERLY:  This is Keith Weatherly in North Carolina, Mr. Phillips.  I might respond from the North Carolina perspective.  We need to be mindful that, certainly, in my area of the country, I think it's typical that farmers are often driven by deadline, and as the deadline becomes imminent, then they do become more attentive to these things.  As Dr. Penn has already mentioned, one of the factors in North Carolina is the late harvest.
We've had weather-related problems, both from a drought and excessive rainfall during the harvest period, that many of our farmers are struggling today to get their harvest in, which are delaying any kind of attention to the sign-up efforts.
I think those two facts that typically driven by deadlines that are, you know, the sign-up deadlines and the other things, and then this year the unique aspect in North Carolina, whether they're tending to get this year's crop in before they look to the sign-up for the future.
MR SHIPMAN:  Two important things to add to that are one, the crops--there are new crops involved in this Farm Bill that were not part of the '96 bill.  We have new crops that are eligible under the marketing loan program, we have the new oilseed payment program as well.  The second thing is in the '96 bill, there was no base in yield updating, and so both of those aspects significantly contribute to the complexity of this bill and I think is part of what is making producers' decisions all the more difficult.
MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Cheryl Rainford  from Successful Farming.  Standing by is Joe Wary.
Cheryl, go ahead, please.
QUESTION:  Good morning.  I was wondering which of the major farm states seem to be furthest behind your target rate for the sign-up, and I'm wondering if you consider it reaching a crisis level in any state, in particular.
DR. PENN:  Well, again, let me start.  When you look at the major agricultural states--I gave you some numbers.  I said Georgia and Texas are at 35 percent.  Idaho, 20 percent.  Illinois, 18 percent.  Indiana and Iowa are at 15 percent.  Kansas at 10 percent.  Kentucky, 15 percent.   That's about how the pace is running in the states that utilize these programs the most. But we don't consider it a crisis yet.  I mean, April 1 is the date for deciding on the base and yield option, and so we have January, February and March.
But we can see that if the pace doesn't pick up, that it's going to create a backlog in the county offices, and when that happens, you know, we have to try to schedule more people in, and some of these appointments take some time.
I mean, I'm sure you've heard the stories of one farmer goes in and has everything in order and gets signed up within an hour, and then you've also heard the story about the farmer who required eight hours.  So it depends upon the complexity of the situation and we just want to make sure that we try to get this done in as orderly a fashion as possible, so that we don't cause a lot of inconvenience for people.  So we're just saying, you know, work with us here and let's try to schedule this and keep an orderly pace. We're not at a crisis point yet, but we just want to try to avoid that.

MR. MONSON:  Dr. Penn, this is John Monson in Minnesota.  If I might add just some real statistics here from the State of Minnesota.  This will maybe frame up in your minds, you know, what the facts are at this point in time.
Right now, in the State of Minnesota, we'll be averaging 23 farms per day, as it will, will want to sign up before April 1st, on average.  They're averaging about three-quarters of an hour apiece.  That means we're going to need to get two full-time people on this task every day between now and April 1st.  Is that manageable?  Yes.
If the farmers do exactly what Jim Little had stated earlier, and that is share in the responsibility of learning about the programs, utilizing the tools, and considering the production evidence tools that we also have available through loan and LDP records, the majority of our producers can and do utilize those productive evidence tools, and those are important tools to reducing the timeframes that are necessary in the sign-up process.
So we're finding it is manageable, we do have the staff to achieve it.  The question is whether the producers will take the time to share in that responsibility and that part of it's very important and that's the message we certainly want to send.
MR. QUINN:  Thank you, John. Our next question is from Joe Wary at MidAmerica Ag Network in Wichita, Kansas.  Standing by is Gene Lucht. Joe, go ahead, please.

QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.
Dr. Penn, many farmers in the Plains were disappointed this year because of little or no crops, a lack of LDPs, and no drought assistance for crops from Washington.
Do you see this as a possibility, a cause for the delay in sign-up?
DR. PENN:  Well, I think it would be just the opposite.  I would think that here are some program benefits that are available to producers and those that are most strapped, I would think would want to take advantage of those as quickly as they can.  So I mean, the money is available, the program benefits are there.  We just have to go through the sign-up. There are advance payments for both the counter-cyclical, where eligible, and for the direct payments programs.  So I would hope that those that have suffered, as you indicated, would try to take advantage of the resources that are available to them now.

MR. QUINN:  Our next question is from Gene Lucht with Iowa Farmer Today, and standing by is Don Atkinson. Gene, go ahead, please.
QUESTION:  Yes.  You mentioned earlier the CSP, the Conservation Security Program, and that it was on line for earlier midyear sign-up.  How much of a challenge is that going to be with overlapping sign-ups between this and the, potentially overlapping at least, between this and the acreage and yield sign-up?
Also, is that going to be in time to implement that program in 2003?
DR. PENN:  I'm going to let Jim Little answer the question but you also forgot another possible one and that's the Conservation Reserve Program.  We do have to work up a general sign-up on the Conservation Reserve Program early in the New Year as well. But Jim?
MR. LITTLE:  Yes.  I don't really think that the Conservation Security Program is going to be an issue for the sign-up from FSA's perspective because that's an NRCS responsibility.  While FSA may have some, it may have some implications on FSA, the primary responsibility will be with NRCS.
I don't believe it's going to have that big of an impact on our county offices.
MR. QUINN:  The next question comes from Don Atkinson with Voice of Southwest Agricultural Network in Oklahoma City.  Standing by is Keith Merckx from Texas State Network. Don?
QUESTION:  Larry, we do appreciate that.  If you don't mind, I'd like to change the subject, just very quickly.  I do have a question for Dr. Penn.
I understand USDA is working on a food aid program for Iraq in the event of a war.  I'm just curious how that works with the U.N.'s Oil For Food Program.  Is this an extension of that or is it something bigger?
DR. PENN:  “Well, first, let me clarify a bit.  I was asked yesterday about contingency planning, about whether USDA had thought about the possibility of a war in Iraq, what that might mean for food aid requirements, and what that might mean for our commercial export sales in the region, and of course we would be derelict in our duty if, given all the publicity, we hadn't thought about those things.

The point that I made in responding yesterday is that as everyone knows, Iraq sells oil under the Food For Oil Program, and with that money they provide food assistance to, I'm told, virtually every household in the country.

They provide monthly rations under this program.  Well, if there were to be armed hostilities, it's pretty clear that this distribution network could well be broken, and so there would be a need for some kind of food assistance activity to follow on behind that.
Well, I think in the planning that is being conducted by the military and others in this Government, that they're taking account of that.
I don't think there are any more specific plans in USDA as to how such a program might be operated, but I think that's probably being accounted for elsewhere in Government.
As far as commercial sales are concerned, we don't of course sell any product to Iraq, but other countries do, and so in the event of hostilities, a product that might be destined for that market will be diverted to other markets.  That'll be in competition with our products, some of our products may go to other markets as well.  So we just need to try to analyze all of that, sort through that, and get some notion as to how, overall, our exports might be affected, and then how shipping patterns might be affected, so that we can make that information available and try to minimize the disruptive impact on our commercial sales.”

MR. QUINN:  Our final question comes from Keith Merckx with Texas State Network in Arlington, Texas. Keith? I think he isn't there.  I heard the click there.  All right, gentlemen. First, I'd like to invite the two state executive directors--John Monson, Minnesota, do you have any comments based on the discussion?
MR. MONSON:  Well, I believe that we covered the majority of it.  The primary message, at least in the North Central part of the country, in the Midwest, is that once farmers begin to scratch the surface of what is a fairly complicated program--in fact I've even heard the term "darn complicated program," DCP--I think you'll find that the tools that FSA has put together through the base and yield analyzer, through the loans and LDP reports that are available for production evidence, it simplifies the process, dramatically, for most producers.
They simply need to take the time to find newsletters that are out there from county offices, work with the various commodity groups and extension offices to obtain information, and once they utilize those tools, sign-up is not that complicated and the options that they choose are generally pretty easy to understand, and as long as they utilize those tools, they'll be better off.
MR. WEATHERLY:  I'd echo, again, what John has said.  Yeah, I agree that farmers are just now giving their full attention to the sign-up and related issues about next year's participation and as I think they're coming in, the questions are being asked, and our staff is very busy, but I believe that we'll be able to get this done in a timely fashion.  North Carolina has a high number of multiple ownership farms and farmers are, operators are busy getting the signatures from their owners, and those issues will be resolved.  After the first of the year, I think you'll see a huge influx of participation and we've got the tools to do it.
MR. QUINN:  The North Carolina state executive director, and John Monson, state executive director in Minnesota.  Thank you for being with us.
Dr. Penn, Jim Little, do you have any final remarks?
DR. PENN:  “No.  I just want to say again, thanks to everybody for being with us today, for allowing us to express our concerns, and, again, I  want to wish everybody all the best for the holidays and the entire New Year.  Thank you, Larry.”
MR. QUINN:  Thank you to the reporters for being with us and for your questions, and thank you for sharing the information with your readers and your listeners, and this is Larry Quinn bidding you a good morning from Washington, D.C.
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