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“I am disappointed about some statements made today by some that question USDA’s efforts to strengthen civil rights policies and programs. 

“When Secretary Veneman came into office just two short years ago, she made it a priority to move these policies and programs forward and has assembled a very diverse and highly qualified team to do just that.

“While we inherited a host of issues that existed prior to this Administration one fact is clear:  We cannot change incidents of the past, but we can strive to ensure that equity, fairness and respect for all USDA customers and employees are values that encompass our decision-making now and in the future.  That is exactly what USDA is working hard to achieve at every level.  But let me make one thing very clear:  we strongly deplore discrimination and will not and do not tolerate it in any form.

“To attempt to associate an incident that happened and was investigated eight years ago under a previous Administration with a dedicated, exemplary African American career employee, who did not even work for USDA at the time, is extremely disingenuous and unfair.  However, even though this incident occurred and was investigated several years before my tenure, I have asked the Office of Inspector General to examine the particular case in question to ensure it was handled fairly and appropriately.

“Regarding civil rights policies, much progress has been made, however, there is no doubt that much work remains to be done.  That is why USDA has put forth a comprehensive strategy to move forward by creating a new office of civil rights; nominating an assistant secretary for civil rights; strengthening civil rights policies; working to help resolve unsettled cases; building coalitions with community leaders to bring people together and make progress, rather than spark division; conducting several outreach conferences for minority and disadvantaged farmers to ensure better access to farm programs; and increasing efforts for civil rights and diversity training for employees.

“USDA, under the leadership of Secretary Veneman, continues to make civil rights, equity and fairness for all our customers and employees, a top priority.  All of our efforts to date demonstrate progress and a strong commitment in that regard.  We look forward to working with interested parties to continue moving forward.”  
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