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MR. PEREZ:  Welcome to Bellevue Hospital, the oldest public hospital in the country, tracing our roots back to 1736 and the U.N. of health care.
I'm Carlos Perez, the Executive Director of Bellevue, and on behalf of the talented staff here at Bellevue, and the Health and Hospital Corporation, and President Dr. Benjamin Chu, I am proud to play host to today's visit and press conference by the United States Secretary of Agriculture, Ann Veneman.
The Bellevue family is happy to join the Secretary and other distinguished guests here today to acknowledge the quality of care and services rendered here at Bellevue, especially in our WIC program and other pediatric and women's health initiatives.
Bellevue has been providing quality medical care services to New Yorkers for nearly 270 years, and today is a model full-service facility, providing comprehensive medical services, including outpatient and inpatient services.
Bellevue's WIC program has been serving the needs of women, and infants and children, in the city of New York since the early 1970s and is considered a model program throughout the State and the country.
Quality health care can be, and should be, rendered with sound financial oversight.  With an ever-increasing realization that early health care and prevention for infants and children can set the stage for a lifetime of improved health, more funds are needed to allow New Yorkers a healthy start.
Bellevue is proud to be part of today's announcement by the Secretary in an effort to bring this message home.  Joining her are numerous others who count on health care of children in our State and in our Nation as a priority.  I am very pleased to welcome back to Bellevue New York State Health Commissioner, who is not only a friend, but also a partner in the delivery of care, not only here at Bellevue, but throughout the State of New York, Commissioner Dr. Antonia Novello.
[Applause.]
COMMISSIONER NOVELLO:  Good morning, Secretary.
Governor Pataki asked me to come here and welcome you to the City of New York and tell you how thankful we are of what President Bush is doing for the country, not only what he's doing for the Department of Agriculture and for the children.
As you know, WIC is one of the most valuable resources in protecting the health of the children, and you have seen this morning how important we take it here at Bellevue.
Research has demonstrated that when you do supplemental food and individual nutrition education, and you counsel a mother the way we saw this morning, there are three things that happen.  The most important one is that women who receive WIC have longer gestational period, have lower infant mortality, have healthier birth weights than people who do not participate in WIC, and more than anything, in 1990, a study showed that women who participate in WIC have lower Medicaid costs for themselves, as long as they belong to WIC.  So that is quite an advantage.
In New York State, I can tell you that we serve over 450,000 women and children each month in WIC, and we do that with at least $400 million, between Federal and State funding.  These partnerships are outstanding.  And in New York, I want you to make sure that when we do WIC, we call the patients to make sure that they come here if we miss appointments.  So we take this very seriously.
And in Bellevue, they are able to see at least, from all of the boroughs, 5,000 WIC participants every single month at all times of the day, night and weekend.  So in this particular hospital, WIC is really an asset.
So I welcome you to New York, Madam Secretary, and you have the podium.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you.  Well, thank you so much.  I want to thank all of you for hosting us here today, Mr. Perez, and your whole staff.  It's just been tremendous.  All of the WIC staff that so graciously had us into the clinic to see the people who are participating in the program.  Dr. Novello, it is a pleasure to see you again.  We both served together in the Bush, as we call it, 41 administration, and we're pleased to have our Deputy Under Secretary, Suzanne Biermann here from USDA in Washington, as well.
But I really want to thank all of you, and particularly thank the people who are counselors in the WIC program and those who participate in it.  We're very pleased to have all of you here today as well because those who work in this program do so much for American families, and that is just such an important part of what we're highlighting today.
This clinic is well-known for the important work that it does on behalf of pregnant and lactating women and children through the WIC program.  I was told on the tour that this is one of the longest running WIC programs in the State of New York, and I would venture to say probably in the country.
It has been a tremendous asset to giving children the healthy start that they need in life, and I'm particularly struck by the importance of being here with the WIC clinic at the hospital because we're seeing additional benefits, like 90 percent of the children under two who are served through this program have all of their required immunizations, and that's another benefit to the nutrition counseling and other kinds of educational programs that are given here.
The WIC program reached a record number of mothers and children this past October, an unprecedented 7.6 million people participated in the program in October of 2002.  This means that more children are getting a healthier start, and more mothers are getting nutritional education during pregnancies when it's a time of most need.
Today, we're here to report some good news, as well, and that is that the President's budget, which will be introduced in a few weeks, will allow for even more mothers and children to participate in these important nutrition programs.  The President is proposing a $4.8-billion budget for the WIC program in his fiscal year 2004 budget.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  This is a $43-million increase over the previous year's budget and represents about a 20-percent increase in the overall program since the President took office.
The President's budget will also provide $25 million in new spending to support childhood obesity prevention projects and breast-feeding education programs, both of which are very important.  We have a lot of discussion these days about the problem of obesity in this country, and we believe that through the WIC program, with its nutritional counseling and its food package, that we can give children the healthy start that they need in life so that hopefully they can avoid the problems and the health problems of obesity in later years in their life.
This package that will be submitted as part of the budget is also going to have a $150-million contingency fund to cover additional WIC participants if needed.  The funding request will help meet the special nutritional needs of low-income mothers and young children, allowing USDA and local communities to serve nearly eight million women and children each month.
This kind of commitment is not new to this administration.  Both President Bush and the First Lady support WIC programs and are well-known for their support of these programs.  We've seen record levels of funding for WIC in the last two years.  It's absolutely unprecedented and unparalleled in terms of funding levels.
President Bush isn't just talking about a more compassionate America, he's putting the programs and the resources in place that are effectively making a difference, and the WIC program is just one of those.  And that couldn't be clearer, when you see these mothers, their children, their babies, and talk to them, and hear firsthand from them what a difference this program makes.  So many of them have said thank you for giving us the education, the training, the program, the packages.
All of these efforts go a long way, too, in supporting one of the President's major initiatives, and that is the HealthierUS Initiative.  It's a health and fitness challenge to bring Federal agencies together, and resources together, for a stronger America, to make healthier people, and we're making progress in that regard.
I'm working closely with Secretary Tommy Thompson, the Secretary of Health and Human Services, on a range of programs--health programs, nutrition education programs, the Five a Day Program, eating five fruits and vegetables a day and trying to get that message out to everybody in the population.
Efforts like that show the kind of commitment that we have to a healthier U.S.  With the President's support and leadership, we're helping mothers, we're helping the children with this program, and programs like WIC and associated programs show that commitment, and show that we're trying to make a stronger and healthier America.
So I want to again thank the mothers who come here and commit themselves to a good, healthy start for your children.  You care about your children, and so do we.  They are our future, and we all have a stake in making sure that we have a healthy America for the long term and to create the next generation of leaders.
So thank you to all of you, and thank you very much for hosting us today and inviting me into your hospital.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  We are happy to entertain press questions, if you have them, of any of us here.
QUESTION:  [Off microphone.] [Inaudible.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think there are a range of programs that we are looking at from the Federal side, but I think it comes down to education in many instances.  We saw education efforts today in this clinic.  Some of these children have coloring books with the Five a Day message on them, teaching them the basic importance of eating a well-balanced diet.
I mean so much of this is about education.  You can't force feed people, and so education programs are very important, and part of this announcement today is further education, overall education efforts.  We are working with the National Cancer Institute, as I mentioned, and the Department of Health and Human Services on the Five a Day Initiative, which is promoting eating at least five fruits and vegetables per day, but it is a very difficult challenge in this country.
And we have a tremendous amount of work to do to try to get the education initiatives out there, whether it's through schools--I mean, we know that the earlier we reach children in life the more likely it is that they will continue those behaviors throughout their lifetimes.
And so we particularly want to make sure, and I think the WIC program, and when I talked with some of the mothers today, they said that the nutrition education programs are some of the most important benefits of the WIC program.  And so I think that, as you say, it's a growing problem, and we need to do everything we can to address it.  Physical activity, another value that we really have to stress.  It's not just food, it's also about physical activity.
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