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MR. QUINN:  Good afternoon from Washington, and welcome to today's news conference on farm bill implementation issues.  I'm Larry Quinn speaking to you from the broadcast center at the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.  Joining us for today's conference is Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman, and she is accompanied by Under Secretary of Agriculture J.B. Penn.
Secretary Veneman, we will begin with your opening statement.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you, Larry, and thanks to all of our regional farm broadcasters and other agriculture reporters that are online with us today, and thanks to all the listeners that are with us as well.
“I think that this is probably our first opportunity this year, and it's our first broadcast, our inaugural broadcast in our new radio station here in--at USDA, our studio, I should say.  And it's equipped with new state-of-the-art equipment and technology, so hopefully all of you that are online will maybe notice a difference.  But certainly it's easier for us here.
“We’ve had a  busy few weeks here at USDA.  We've been getting prepared for our budget release for the year 2004 in a very, very unusual circumstance, and that is that we don't yet have a 2003 appropriation from the Congress.  I was asking my budget folks today whether or not this has ever happened, and they said maybe--maybe 40 or 50 years ago, but not within the time they've been working on budgets.  So we are in an unusual time as far as budgets are concerned, so we'll ask you to be patient as we go through this process.
“As many--as many of you have seen, we've already announced certain portions of the budget.  We've announced record-level spending requests for food safety, record levels for our WIC nutrition programs, and yesterday we made the announcement on our conservation programs and that we would have record level of spending also for that.
“The 2004 budget will continue to show real commitment by our President and this administration to strong programs that protect our food supply, ensure a healthier America, and support agriculture, and protecting and providing assistance for working farmlands.
-more-

“I also might add that this coming Monday, on the 3rd, we're planning two budget briefings for you on USDA's budget this year.  This is something new that we're doing.  First, at 11:30 Eastern time, I've invited Interior Secretary Norton and EPA Administrator Whitman to join me here at USDA for a briefing on the overall administration budget on conservation and the environment.  So we will do a joint briefing to try to tie all these together, and then at 12:00 noon, we will conduct the regular full briefing on the USDA budget, which I'll do with my staff here at USDA.  So we're hopeful that you will all join us again to listen either from our website or by the telephone.
“As you know, this week the President also gave his State of the Union Address, and it is truly an honor to be able to be there and hear our President give this address.  And I think that as I sat there, I thought about how many things that he talked about are so important to our farmers and ranchers and our rural communities.  And I just want to reiterate a few points that the President made.
“He talked--he talked about some key national priorities in what was a very, very powerful message.  He also talked about the critical challenges that our nation faces, both here and abroad.  And as you know, he talked a lot about the difficult situation we face abroad.
“But, domestically, he talked about four areas:  the need for additional tax relief for all Americans; the need for reform of our health care system; the need for more--for energy and an energy bill and strong conservation programs; and the need for--and then also the compassionate nature of America, and he included a strong mentoring initiative.
“All of these issues are ones that I know that our farm community cares about.  Additional tax relief will help virtually all our farmers in the countryside.  We've looked at the numbers, and we know that this helps farmers and ranchers.
“As you know one of the issues we're facing every day is having access to good and affordable health care, particularly in rural communities.  And we know that this is an issue that really is of concern to rural America.  So we think that the President's proposal to have more accessible and affordable health care will help families in rural America.
“And, of course, agriculture is part of our nation's energy solution.  Whether it's ethanol or biodiesel or biomass, all of these are important programs and things that are addressed in the President's energy initiative as well as in the energy bill.  And strong conservation programs are very important, as we discussed yesterday with the announcement I made when I was attending the cattlemen's convention.
“So all of these and many others means that farmers and ranchers have a great stake in ensuring that the President's agenda moves forward.  We are working closely with the new Congress, and particularly from our Department's perspective, we're working very closely with our new Agriculture Committee Chairmen, Chairman Cochran in the “Senate, Chairman Goodlatte in the House, to strengthen all of our programs on behalf of farmers and ranchers.
“Today there's a few topics I want to talk with you about.  The first is farm bill implementation.  We have now about two months left for farm bill signup. 

-more-

 The deadline is April 1st.  I know there's been some rumors out there that that deadline may change.  It is not going to change.  I'm pleased to report that we have made significant progress.  We have about a third of our farmers signed up, and that's up about 20 percent in just a month.  So that's certainly good news.
“When you total up all the major grain and the Southern States, the figure is about 40 percent, which means we're certainly on the right track in terms of signup, with only about two months to go.  So at the current rate, we expect that we will reach the goals by April 1st, but there are some producers who we know are still having difficulty with completing signup for the direct and countercyclical programs in the farm bill.
“We have done considerable outreach in our programs through the Farm Service Agency.  All of the country Farm Service Agencies have been holding seminars, trying to make sure that farmers and ranchers have access to adequate information to be able to make the right decisions and come in with the right documentation to sign up.  As well, the Farm Bureau has been very proactive in reaching out and doing outreach on the new farm bill implementation as well.
“We now know that our appointment books in the FSA offices are filling up very rapidly and that farmers are engaged in this process, and we're pleased about that.  But we are announcing today some new provisions that are going to help with some of the farmers that have had difficulty because of circumstances beyond their control.
“For example, producers who did not own eligible land in prior years or did not farm the land and cannot obtain historical production evidence, the county committee will now be allowed to establish a yield.  And that yield will be based on similar farms in the local community or the LDP record for the specific farm.  This should assist those landowners who are unable to obtain production evidence to prove yields for their program payments.
“This change is effective immediately and will be applicable to countercyclical yields for those producers electing to update their basis for eligible commodities and for direct payment yields for oilseeds.  Prior to these revisions, producers applying for these programs would have had to accept 75 percent of the county average yield.
“We are beginning to communicate these changes to our FSA offices today.  We will make questions and answers available about this on USDA's farm bill website at http://www.usda.gov.  Even with this change, however, there are still only two months left for signup.  We appreciate all the hard work of the producers who have already signed up, but we urge those who have yet to begin the process to contact their local “USDA Service Center as soon as possible to review the program details and options and file the necessary paperwork.
“Also today I am pleased to announce the second advance of the countercyclical payments which will begin next Monday, February 3rd.  These payments are for cotton, rice, and peanuts, the only commodities for which the effective price is currently below the target price.  We estimate that these payments will provide approximately $610 million to producers this year.
“Our farm bill team has been working hard to ensure all of the work that goes into making these programs available is done in a very timely and efficient manner.  And, again, we appreciate all of the efforts of our employees and all of the efforts that people both here and in the field have put in.
-more-

“But I think this announcement once more demonstrates that USDA is again meeting the schedules that were set forth in the 2002 farm bill.  We continue to do so in record time and under extraordinary circumstances, particularly given the many changes that were contained in this new farm legislation.
“I might add, the fact that we received only half the farm bill implementation funding we requested from Congress has not made this task any easier.  But, nevertheless, as I said, we're extremely proud of our employees for the job that they've done.
“Finally, before I take your questions, I wanted to update you on some trade issues.  First, there has been more and more discussion about the European Union moratorium on biotech products.  I've heard from many farmers and ranchers in recent weeks.  We've met with many of the trade association and interested parties here in Washington.  We appreciate all of this input.  We are discussing how do we best take action, because this issue has gone on for such an extended period of time.  We have been working--I can say that I first went to a meeting on this within the first week that I arrived at USDA.  We have been patient and yet our patience is running out.
“The European Union's position on biotechnology is plain wrong.  It is not based on good, sound science.  It is hurting our farmers, and it is spreading unnecessary fear in many parts of the world.  Just look at what's happened in Africa where some of these countries in Southern Africa are rejecting the food assistance, the food aid from America because the Europeans have scared them about products of biotechnology.
“The EU needs to change, and they need to do it quickly.  Their policy is a blatant violation of the obligations under the WTO agreement on sanitary and phytosanitary measures, and, quite frankly, as I said, our patience is just running out.  It's important that the EU play by the rules.  The integrity of the WTO is at stake, and we need to base these kinds of decisions on sound science.
“As you know, the U.S. is seriously considering filing a case before the WTO.  It is important that we resolve this matter once and for all.
“Now, while I'm on the topic of the European Union, the first deadline in the WTO ag negotiations is fast approaching.  That is March 31st.  Last summer, Ambassador Zoellick and I put forth a bold and aggressive trade proposal for agriculture that would level the playing field and move the world trading system toward equity and fairness.  After that, the Cairns Group--that's the group of like-minded countries, Australia, some of the South American countries like Brazil and so forth--followed suit with a similar proposal, very much along the lines of that that was put forward by the United States.
“These reforms are greatly needed.  For too long, the scales have been imbalanced.  And I must say that the proposal that belatedly came from the EU and was approved by the European Council is very disappointing.
“While some in the EU urged a much more aggressive proposal, the language approved by the Council was woefully inadequate.  The proposal has the most protective tariffs, including those exceeding 100 percent that would only be reduced by an effective 15 percent.  If it were adopted, the EU's trade-distorting domestic supports would have to be reduced very little, if at all, from current levels.  And its export subsidies, which all but a handful of countries insist must go, would remain.  This is unacceptable.
-more-

“So, as you can see, there's a great deal of work to be done, but we still hold out hope that we can reach agreement and meet the commitments of the Doha declaration.
“We can't agree to a deal that allows the EU and Japan to continue to spend more than three times the United States in terms of their levels of support to agriculture.  And we cannot agree to a deal that does not eliminate export subsidies.  We need an agreement that will bring real reforms for agricultural trade, one that will level the playing field, and Ambassador Zoellick and I will continue to work hard for a final result that achieves these objectives.
“Now, there has also been some new developments with regard to our trade with China, and several of these are trouble spots that concern us very much.  After several interventions by our President, President Bush, and my meetings with my counterpart, Minister Du, last summer, and establishing a high-level dialogue between USDA and the Ministry of Agriculture on biotechnology issues, we thought we had resolved our problems with access for U.S. soybeans.  However, several weeks ago, the Ministry of Agriculture announced that it would require redundant food safety tests and another round of field trials, once again threatening to disrupt U.S. soybean exports.  We have strongly protested these new measures, and we're working hard to get them reversed.
“We continue to have problems with China's implementation of its TRQ, or tariff rate quota, commitments, the ones that they negotiated in the WTO accession agreement.  And we are growing increasingly frustrated with China's unwillingness to abide by its WTO commitments and provide unfettered access to the full tariff rate quota amount.  We are working with the USTR and have discussed various options, including the possibility of a WTO action.
“Another area of concern involves China's restrictions on meat and poultry imports.  This is an important market for U.S. producers, and we need to keep the trade flowing.  We are sending a technical team to China in the near future to address some of these issues, and our hope is to work toward a resolution.
“On a final note, there was some discussion earlier this week regarding USDA's implementation of a new program that was passed a few months ago as part of the Trade Act of 2002.  It is a new program to establish trade adjustment assistance for producers.  It's one that crosses over several USDA agencies and one that we're working on to implement in an effective manner.
“Of course, what is typical is that the program is passed by the Congress and then the hard work is given to USDA to figure out how to get it done, and we are doing just that.  But we're working to make sure that it also meets the intended goals, so we expect to have an interim rule out on this program within the next few weeks, and then the program in place soon thereafter.  So we are making progress on that program, and we'll be making the regulations defining the eligibility requirements in the next few weeks.
“Again, I want to thank all of you for joining us today.  We appreciate the opportunity to have these visits.  I also want to thank J.B. Penn, our Under Secretary for Farm and Foreign Ag Services, who is here with us today.  And we will be very happy to take any of your questions.”
MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Madam Secretary.
-more-

Our first question today will come from Sonja Hillgren, who is editor of Farm Journal, and standing by should be Laurie Struve.
Go ahead with your question, Sonja.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Madam Secretary and Secretary Penn.  I wanted to ask about the Conservation Security Program.  The environmental budget that you released yesterday called for spending of $19 million, which implies a really quite small intro of that program in the coming years.  How large would that $19 million program be?  And when would you expect the Conservation Security Program to be more broadly implemented?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, as I mentioned yesterday in the remarks, and our press release, I believe, as well, we hope within the next few weeks to have what's called an ANPR or Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking out on the Conservation Security Act.
“It's been an extraordinarily difficult program to work out in terms of all of the different requirements, given what the law has provided, as well as what the intended objectives are.  And so through this Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, we believe that we will get the kind of input we need to make some of those decisions.
“But I would add that, and I appreciate you following up on our conservation announcement yesterday, Sonja, because we did announce yesterday a record level $3.9-billion spending proposal for our conservation programs at USDA.  As you know, this farm bill puts a tremendous amount of emphasis on conservation programs, and particularly those for working farmlands.
“We also made yesterday the announcement on our EQIP program and the fact that those regulations are now available on the USDA website, and that is a greatly expanded program as well.  So as the President mentioned in his State of the Union Address, he cares about the environment, and certainly we are looking at these programs that we administer through USDA as an important component of the President's agenda to protect the environment.”
MR. QUINN:  Our next question will come from Laurie Struve of Brownfield Network.  Forrest Laws should be standing by.
Laurie?
QUESTION:  Thank you.  Thank you, Madam Secretary and Under Secretary Penn.
My question concerns the farm bill sign-up.  I've heard different things from farmers that signed up back in November and December that they either, some hadn't received their payments yet, others received it right away, and of course what I'm hearing from back home is, good golly, this is so complicated.  How do I make these decisions?
Are we seeing sign-ups start to pick up, and are you still hearing these grumblings from elsewhere in the country?
-more-

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, again, we are seeing the sign-ups pick up.  And we are seeing substantial increase now, as I said previously, we've seen the appointments really pick up in our FSA offices, which we're pleased about, but I'm going to have J.B. just say a few words.  We're absolutely committed to getting these sign-ups done as quickly as possible.”
MR. PENN:  Well, this is an extremely complex bill, as everybody knows.  This is the first time that farmers have had an opportunity to update bases and yields in many, many years.  So there are a lot of difficult choices, and there are a lot of records that have to be gathered.
But the situation is pretty varied across the country.  In some parts of the country, sign-up is advancing very quickly, where the situation is not too complicated.  In other parts, where different crops are grown, the situation is more complicated.
But by and large, we think the county offices are doing a good job.  We're working very hard from headquarters here to get all of the information to them and give them all of the support that we can, and we are pretty pleased with where we are right now.
As the Secretary indicated, we have about a third of the farmers signed up now.  We think a third of them will choose the default option.  So that accounts for about two-thirds of the farmers.  So now we're working on the remaining one-third, and we're going to try to, of course, get that done in the next two months, and the announcement that the Secretary made today should facilitate that, for those farmers that are having trouble finding records.
MR. QUINN:  Our next question will come from Forrest Laws of Delta Farm Press, and Forrest will be followed by Orion Samuelson.
Forrest?
QUESTION:  Thank you, Madam Secretary and Under Secretary Penn.
A few days ago the Washington Post had an editorial in which it called the Senate language in the Omnibus Spending Bill a disaster.  I was wondering if you could tell us what you think about the Senate language and if there are any ways that you think it could be improved.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, first of all, let me just say that this debate about disaster has been going on since the farm bill when the farm bill, Senate version, had I think $2 billion of disaster relief contained in it, which didn't survive the conference, as you know.
“But because the Congress had not acted on disaster, the administration was very proactive in both the Livestock Feed Program that we announced and the Livestock Compensation Program, particularly because the livestock producers were not ones that had the risk management tools, such as crop insurance, available.
“We're looking at our crop insurance payouts this year, as a result of drought, to be between $4.5 and $5 billion, I believe, in addition to disaster declarations and hanging grazing on CRP land and a whole host of other things that we took proactive action to do to address this drought.
-more-

“The Cochran proposal or the Senate proposal, I should say, because it went through a lot of iterations within the Senate and a lot of negotiating, will now go into a House-Senate conference, and so it's difficult, at this point in time, to make a judgment as to where that will come out.
“I know there are a lot of differing conversations about what people believe ought to be done with the bill, but certainly we have put forward, as the administration, our principles for what we--the fact that such assistance needs to be offset, and we will continue to work closely with the Congress as they conference this bill.
MR. QUINN:  Our next question will be coming from Orion Samuelson, WGN and Tribune Radio Networks, and he'll be followed by Ed Maixner.
Go ahead, Orion.
QUESTION:  Thank you to our Secretaries for taking time to spend with us.
Help me answer this farmer's question that was e-mailed to me that basically says, "What good are trade agreements, whether it's NAFTA, WTO or unilateral, when Russia can shut off poultry and now may shut off meat, when China cannot follow the WTO rules and when Mexico says, "Well, we're not taking your high fructose, we're not taking your poultry, and we're not going to take your pork"?  What good are they?  How do I respond?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, I know, I absolutely sense the level of frustration out there, but keep in mind that we wouldn't have a poultry dispute with Russia if we didn't have exports and we didn't have a sizable market there.  
In other words, what I'm trying to say is that we are, as a farm and agriculture industry, very dependent on our export markets, and we in this administration have been fighting hard to address every single one of these issues as they arise, whether it's the poultry issue with Russia.  We have people in Geneva meeting with the Russians right now and going on to Moscow to further address the poultry issue.  But it's a big market for us, it's one we fought hard to keep open, and we're going to continue to fight hard for.
“With China, again, we've seen a very, very big increase in soybean exports just over the last three or four years to China.  So trade is important with China, as it is with a number of other products with China, but certainly the soybeans are a very good example, and these biotech regulations that they've put in place threaten our exports, and again we're fighting hard to keep that market open.
“But when you look at agreements like the NAFTA, our agriculture and food exports to Mexico have more than doubled since the implementation of the NAFTA.  Now, that shows that trade agreements do work.  Do we still have trade disputes?  Absolutely.  Would we still have trade disputes with or without the trade agreements?  We would, but the trade agreements give us the ability to take action to the WTO and to try to resolve some of these trade agreements with clearly-defined rules.
“So, again, I think, if we didn't have the trade agreements, we would not be in as good a position as we are today with regard to our international trade”
MR. QUINN:  Our next question will be from Ed Maixner, of Farm Progress Publications, followed by Bob Hoff.
-more-

Go ahead with your question, Ed.
QUESTION:  Hi, thanks.  I didn't know I was getting a question.
Madam Secretary, a quick question on the Grasslands Reserve Program.  People here at the Department told me that that's going to be a shared responsibility now, led off by NRCS.
Can you give us an idea when, other than this year sometime, when that's going to be implemented, when rules may come out on it?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, as you say, the Grasslands Reserve Program has been of considerable interest.  We are working on the rules, and it will be a shared responsibility between NRCS and FSA.  They're working in partnership, and we're hopeful that the rules will be out sometime probably mid-year.
“As you know, there are a number of new programs that we've had to write rules for.  Our first priority in getting the farm bill implemented was to get our farm programs that were implemented through the Farm Service Agency programs--the countercyclical, the direct payments, the LDPs and so forth.
“We are now working very hard in trying to get all of these conservation programs implemented.  As I said earlier, we put forward the EQIP rule yesterday.  It's on the Web.  It's at the Federal Register.  It will only have a 30-day comment period.  We only gave it a 30-day comment period because we want to get it implemented as quickly as possible.
“So I want to encourage all of your listeners to make sure, if they have comments on the EQIP rules, to get them in quickly because it is a little shorter comment period than normal, but that's because we want to get the program implemented as soon as we can.”
MR. QUINN:  Our next question will be from Bob Hoff of Northwest Ag Information Network in Spokane, followed by Jim Webster.
Go ahead with your question, Bob.
QUESTION:  Good afternoon
This week, we got the announcement of the Hard White Wheat Incentive Program.  That's been eagerly awaited in the Pacific Northwest.  I'm wondering, since there seems to be a limit over the three years on total production or acreage that will be paid on, is there some mechanism for proportioning this among the states so we kind of get equal opportunity here for farmers in every state to try that out?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, I'm not familiar with the details of that particular question.  We'll have somebody get back to you on it who's been doing the regulatory aspects of that, but certainly Deputy Secretary Moseley made that announcement at the Wheat Growers Conference and told us that it was very well-received.  So we appreciated the fact that we were able to get that out in a timely manner so that producers could benefit from it.”
-more-

USDA  MODERATOR:  Our next question comes from Jim Webster of Webster's Agriculture Letter, and following Jim will be Cindy Zimmerman.
Jim, go ahead, please.
[No response.]
MR. QUINN:  Sorry.  Go ahead, Jim.
[No response.]
MR. QUINN:  I think we just lost Jim there, but we will come back to him if he's still on the line, and we'll go to Cindy Zimmerman.  Cindy, go ahead.
[No response.]
MR. QUINN:  We'll try Gary Morgan here.
[No response.]
MR. QUINN:  We'll keep working on this, Madam Secretary.
At this point, maybe you have some more comments that you would like to make.
[Pause.]
MR. QUINN:  Okay, we'll try again here.  Jim, are you there?
[No response.]
MR. QUINN:  We'll go ahead, Madam Secretary, and let you make any other comments you might want to make at this point.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, we were so excited about our new radio studio and all of the new technology, but with all kinds of new technology, sometimes you have technical difficulties.  So we very much apologize to the reporters we have been unable to have join us today, and we'll put you on the top of the list for the next radio bridge that we do.
“But I do want to say that we really appreciate all of you joining us today.  We have been working very hard to implement this farm bill.  We have had a record this year that--we have just, as you know, hit our two-year mark in this administration, and along with implementing a farm bill, we've worked hard to expand agriculture trade opportunities;
We've provided historical increases for conservation funding, which we talked about yesterday and today;
“We've been working hard on things like homeland security, which we haven't discussed much today, but that continues to be a real priority, and Governor Ridge was just recently sworn in as the new Secretary of Homeland Security by the President.  As you know, we will be working in very close partnership to make sure that our food and agriculture sector is protected;
-more-

“We continue to work with our Rural Development Programs to provide opportunities for rural America;
“We continue to work to strengthen our food safety systems to protect not only consumers, but to make sure that our farmers and ranchers are protected in the kind of products that are being put into the marketplace;
“And we continue to work towards programs that will advance new opportunities for agricultural, not just trade opportunities, but trade opportunities, as well as new opportunities with alternative uses, whether it's biofuels or other new uses for agriculture.  We think that provides tremendous promise.
“So, again, I just want to thank the Farm Broadcasters and all of the listeners for being with us today, and we will look forward to meeting with you at various times during the year.
“Thank you all very much.”
MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Madam Secretary, Secretary of Agriculture, Ann M. Veneman, and J.B. Penn, Under Secretary of Agriculture, for being with us.
This is Larry Quinn bidding you a good afternoon from Washington.

#

