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Secretary Ann M. Veneman made the following comments regarding agricultural trade during a press conference to farm broadcasters and regional agriculture reporters on Friday, January 31, 2003.  Specifically, the Secretary discussed the European Union moratorium on biotech products, WTO negotiations and implementation of trade legislation.

“….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 associations 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 agriculture 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.
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“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.

“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 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.
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QUESTION: Thank you…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”
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