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“Thank you very much. This is a great pleasure. I was delighted to take Daren up on his invitation because I wanted this opportunity to spend some time  -- especially at this time -- with all of you.

 “Last night, President Bush delivered a State of the Union Address that portrayed a strong nation in a dangerous time. He portrayed a nation, resolute and confident, rising to the test of our time by safeguarding our liberties and preserving a way of life that will stand by our children and grandchildren.    

“And last week, the nation got both the framework and the leadership for our homeland security effort. 

“The Senate’s historic, unanimous vote to endorse Tom Ridge as the first Secretary of the new Department of Homeland Security represents the nation’s commitment to doing everything we can to secure our homeland.

“The new agency officially opened on Friday -- the first major reorganization of the federal government since World War II.

“Secretary Veneman and I first met with Tom Ridge in late 2001 and we’ve been working closely with him ever since. 

“I can tell you that Secretary Ridge has a perspective on this new agency and its profound mission in ways that go beyond a massive merger of 22 departments and agencies … different management systems … funding … coordination … and 170,000 employees across the country. These people will continue to do their same jobs, but do it better, working together every day to protect America. 

“USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service will transfer its border inspection force to the new agency on March 1. This will be a seamless transfer that won’t interrupt our ability to protect the Nation’s borders. 

“This department,” Secretary Ridge has said, “will work with the private sector to identify vulnerabilities.

“Terrorists ... can take advantage of the diversity that we have in this country … and find both weapons and targets out there. As well-intentioned as we are in Washington … we need to engage America, all of America’s levels of government – the private sector, the academic sector, and even individual citizens, to resist and confront this new threat.” 

“For an organization like NAWG, the voice of the wheat industry, with a mandate extending from the grassroots to Capitol Hill, the message is clear:  we call on your network -- local, state, national - to enlist wheat growers in the war on terrorism.

“9/11 put us on notice not only that we are at war, but that this is a different kind of war, a truly unconventional war ... with an elusive enemy, with no rules, no boundaries and no time frame. 

“We have a strong history of preventing unintentional threats to crops and livestock ... our huge stockyards and some of the most productive farmland in the world ... but we can’t rely on that any longer.

“Since 9/11, business as usual isn’t good enough. We’ve got to think bigger, outside the box.

“Our experience hasn’t prepared us for the idea of an enemy intentionally turning our food into a weapon and using it against us.  

“But this kind of threat to the nation’s food and fiber supply system is real and the economic consequences would directly impact national security, making agriculture key to the nation’s infrastructure and to homeland security.

“For this reason, President Bush is asking for budget increases in 2004 to keep strengthening our food safety system and protect agriculture from threats.   

“The most important thing all of us can do to negate terrorism is to pre-empt it ... tighten the response time ... and everyone in the farm-to-table continuum has a role.

“The nation’s wheat growers – and all our producers – are our first line of defense when it comes to the bio-security of our farms and facilities.  

“NAWG is already the eyes and ears of the state wheat organizations, alerting them to issues that could affect the wheat industry in a particular state.

“With that kind of infrastructure in place, we’re asking you to take it one step further.  Use your awareness to protect this key sector of the food supply.

“For our part, I can assure you that homeland security will have a benefit beyond fighting terrorism.

“Our actions will constitute good business: tracking shipments ... improving the safety of our processing systems ... protecting our agricultural production inputs. 

 “But let’s be clear. This is not a federal strategy. It’s a national strategy. The front line is with you, at the local and state levels.

“The President asks us to understand that these are small sacrifices for a priceless benefit: maintaining the broader freedoms that we cherish ... and preserving our way of life.

DISASTER ASSISTANCE AND FARM BILL
“Even as we address these issues -- and build this awareness into our daily lives -- we’re no less attuned to conditions facing wheat growers.

“The drought engulfing the Plains all the way to the Canadian border is largely a continuation of the dry conditions that have prevailed for months.  With crop conditions poor, and prospects increasingly weak for the next crop, growers in some states are looking to prospects of another sort.

“Last week, the Senate approved $3.1 billion in disaster aid to farmers as part of an omnibus spending bill for 2003. Because this is being conferenced in the House, which doesn’t have a disaster provision, we’re not sure what the final package will look like. 

“The centerpiece of the Senate version is supplemental direct payments of 42 percent of 2002 crop direct payments for all producers in counties with disaster declarations in 2001 or 2002 ... and for producers in contiguous or non-disaster counties who suffered qualifying crop losses.  

“The Administration has always viewed disaster aid on two tracks: we’re committed to helping those most in need, but insist that disaster funding be offset by other cuts. 

“This measure seems to achieve both goals and we appreciate the work of the Senate leadership. It’s important that Congress hold to budget discipline as it moves this legislation forward. 

“This time last year, when Secretary Veneman spoke with you, we were also looking for budget discipline in the context of a Farm Bill that gave farmers and ranchers the assistance they need.

“We got that for American agriculture, and we’ve been working hard since May 13 to get programs into the hands of America’s farmers. 

“We committed early on to have programs in place by October, to get payments flowing by October, and we did it - thanks to a determined and tireless staff.

“Meeting the deadline meant developing many regulations, massive training programs, hundreds of outreach meetings with farmers nationwide, and a new website with user-friendly tools.        

“We estimate that farm programs have been pumping about $13 billion into the farm economy. 

“Now it’s your turn to get in there and sign up. As leaders of state wheat commissions, encourage wheat farmers not to wait until April.  

“Our FSA offices across the country stand ready to serve them. The sooner they contact their local office and start the process, the better we can help them receive timely benefits and avoid a spring rush.

“The Farm Bill, as you know, also provides a $20 million incentive program for hard white wheat.  

“I’m pleased to announce that the final rule appears in today’s Federal Register. Both hard white winter and hard white spring wheat are eligible for payment, and sign-up starts March 3rd.  Payments should encourage production of this class of wheat to meet growing market demand, meaning additional income for growers. 

“But this bill is about offering opportunity to America in ways that go beyond commodity programs.

“It creates the greatest opportunity for conservation on private land since 1985, and we’re gratified by the terrific level of farmer interest. 

“The legislation increases our investment in a range of provisions -- like the Environmental Quality Incentives Program -- that emphasize conservation on working farmland.  EQIP gets the most dramatic growth – $5.8 billion over six years. 
“At the same time, the bill recognizes the need for land retirement programs.

“But it’s the Conservation Security Program, the largest new program in the title, that gives a long-overdue pat on the back for good land stewardship – the kind of stewardship that NAWG has long been promoting throughout its ranks. 

“We promised early on that, because we had the time to do this right, we’d reach out to bring a wide range of views into the process. That’s where we are now.  We’ve held a series of focus meetings with producers and we’re moving to get the rules out that will put the program in place. 

“We expect to issue a notice of advance rulemaking in the near future. But beyond the incentives and innovation the CSP brings to the nation’s conservation ethic, it’s also good business on a global scale. 

“Domestic farm policy under this Farm Bill is compatible with our international obligations, and that holds true for the CSP, which is consistent with our agreements under the World Trade Organization.     

TRADE AND BIOTECH WHEAT
“Chief Agriculture Negotiator Allen Johnson will speak tomorrow about WTO issues, but I want to take a few minutes to discuss some significant changes USDA is watching on the global scene.

“The fact is, for the U.S. wheat industry, competition’s getting stiffer – a fact of life fed by current conditions.

“We expect this year’s world wheat trade down by more than 4 million tons from last year. Global production is down, with smaller crops here, as well as in Canada and Australia.  

“Meanwhile, consumption is up, and global stocks should be at their lowest level in about seven years. 

“Filling the breach is the emergence of the so-called “Black Sea competitors” who are dramatically changing the global wheat trade picture.

“Cheap and abundant wheat from countries of the Former Soviet Union is taking markets from other exporters, especially exporters with very tight supplies. 

“Even the EU, which has a near-record harvest, is having a tough time competing.

“This year, shipments from former FSU countries are forecast at nearly 24 million tons -- compared to under 5 million tons just two years ago. 

 “Top destinations are the EU, North Africa, and the Middle East – large, consumptive buyers on the FSU doorstep – but sales are spreading to Asia and Latin America. 

“It’s our feeling that these new exporters may be in the market to stay.  If the quality of the Russian and Ukrainian wheat is acceptable, many first-time importers may consider switching long-term. 

“Against this shifting global picture and outlook, some growers are looking to other possibilities, such as the market potential of biotech wheat.

“Biotech crops, after all, keep input costs down. With less herbicide required, farmers can handle many more acres. 

“The pluses, of course, must be balanced with a major negative: lack of acceptance in some markets and pressure to segregate GM crops before marketing.  

“Right now, the first biotech wheat is moving closer to the commercial market.  Monsanto petitioned USDA in December to deregulate Roundup Ready wheat, a variety developed to lower production costs and achieve higher quality by giving growers better options for weed control. 

“In a lengthy process, a review team of our APHIS scientists will evaluate the environmental impact and give the public ample time to comment before making a final decision.

“At the same time – a period of months - EPA and FDA will be making their own safety reviews.  

“The bottom line is that consumers of this product, if it is approved, can -- and should -- have full confidence that this GM wheat is just as safe as other wheat varieties. 

“But we know that science and regulation are just the start of the fierce biotech debate.  We must ask:  how would we handle GM wheat once it’s commercialized to protect ourselves in overseas markets?

“Issues of biotechnology are, frankly, reaching a flash point.

“As one case in point, disease-resistant GM bananas have already been developed. But as National Public Radio reported last week, growers in some African countries won’t plant them because officials fear Europe’s resistance to biotech foods.

“We cannot let irrational public opposition in Europe prevent the rest of the world from accessing this technology.

“To foster global understanding of the role of agricultural science and technology, Secretary Veneman will host a ministerial-level conference in June in Sacramento. We’ll focus on the needs of developing countries in adopting new technologies and accessing them through public-private partnerships. We expect Ministers from over 180 nations and organizations to attend. 

“If there is any doubt about our position on this issue, listen carefully. We must hold firm in our position that biotechnology remains one of our best tools and brightest hopes for addressing global concerns that include hunger, malnutrition, water scarcity and environmental degradation.

“In the words of 1970 Nobel Peace laureate Norman Borlaug, “ Genetic engineering of crops ... is the progressive harnessing of the forces of nature to the benefit of feeding the human race.”


----

“And that – feeding the human race – is what we are all about, working together, to keep our food and agriculture safe and protected ... and our products, based on sound science, moving openly in fair trade. 

“It’s an agenda we should all take great pride in because it stands behind the strongest agricultural system in the world. Thank you.”    
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