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SECRETARY VENEMAN: “Good morning everyone, and thank you very much for being here this morning again.  I think most of you were here in the previous half an hour.  And I want to again express my appreciation to Secretary Norton and Governor Whitman for joining us here at USDA this morning and talking about the administration's environmental budget and conservation budget.
“But now it's my turn to brief you on the overall USDA budget as is traditional this time of year, and to talk about our 2004 budget proposal as is being released today as part of the President's overall budget.
“First I want to acknowledge our Deputy Secretary Jim Moseley, for all his hard work in putting this budget together.  As most of you know who have been around here, it is the Deputy Secretary who has the overall budget responsibility, and having been in this position myself in prior years, I know what a difficult task it is, and thank you for a great job.
“I also want to acknowledge all of my subcabinet members who are here.  I can truly say that this is an outstanding subcabinet here at USDA and they're all doing an outstanding job in their respective mission areas.
“And of course, for all of you who follow this, you know that we would not have the job that we have on our budget without the outstanding career staff that we have here as well, and I especially want to recognize Steve Dewhurst, who is the head of our budget office, and Larry Wachs and Dennis Kaplan and Scott Steel, and so many others in that office who just do an outstanding job for us here.
“As we begin today's briefing each of you should have copies of the following:  first our 2004 budget summary, the USDA press release, and the supporting charts of which you see one of the first ones here.  For those of you who are watching on the Internet or who are listening via the phone, all of this information can be accessed on USDA's website at http://www.usda.gov , and we would encourage you to access the information.
“Now, let me first tell you what this budget does.  This budget is consistent with the administration's policy book, Food and Agriculture Policy:  Taking Stock for a New Century, and it supports the Department's overall strategic plan.  Both are designed to enhance economic opportunities in agriculture as well as rural areas, protect the nation's food supply, improve the Nation's nutrition and health and protect and enhance the Nation's natural resources and environment.
“Because of fiscal realities, this is a constrained budget, but it focuses and maintains resources in order to meet our strategic goals.  But I must mention to you that you will see--as you will see from the budget numbers themselves, in most program areas we've seen quite a lot of growth during the short tenure that this administration has been in office, and this shows the commitment by the President to strengthen our programs, not just in additional resources, but also in policy development.
“I also want to remind you that for this budget we are in a very interesting situation today.  It is the first time in memory--and I've asked our budget folks several times about this--that we are submitting a budget for the upcoming fiscal year before we have a budget for this fiscal year.  And so we have no appropriations for the current year.  We're operating on a continuing resolution.  I think the most recent one expires on the 7th.  So the budget and the figures that you will see will be compared to the 2003 level as proposed in the President's budget for the most part, as opposed to what we actually have appropriated since we have no appropriations.
“So let me now address some of the highlights of the 2004 budget.  The 2004 budget focuses funds on key priorities for USDA, ensuring the same and wholesome food supply and safeguarding America's homeland; continuing rapid implementation and diligent administration of the 2002 Farm Bill.  This includes providing historic increases for conservation funding and protecting natural resources.
“It also provides unprecedented funding for the Food and Nutrition Safety Net.  It provides resources to continue to expand agricultural trade.  It increases the amount of money for housing for rural citizens and invests in America's rural sector.  It strengthens forest health and fire-fighting capabilities, and it improves USDA's program delivery and customer service.
“Now, if you look at this first easel chart that we have here, which is putting forward our budget outlays for the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  The 2004 budget calls for a $74 billion spending level as shown here.  This is an increase of about $1.4 billion, about 2 percent above the level requested for 2003.  This is approximately $5.4 billion higher than the actual level of fiscal year 2001, the year this administration took office, and it represents a growth of 8 percent since the administration took office.  And you can see the '01 figures here.
“Discretionary outlays are estimated at about $20.2 billion, which is about a 1 percent change or $300 million below the 2003 requested level.  Let me review some of the details of the budget.
“First, safeguarding America's homeland and protecting the food supply.  The budget seeks a record level of support for USDA's Food Safety Inspection Service or FSIS, as we commonly refer to it, the meat and poultry food safety programs, as well as increases the strength in our agricultural protection systems.  These areas of our budget have been top priorities for this administration since we came into office and particularly since the tragic events of September 11th.
“This additional funding continues to build upon a strong record of achievement in further strengthening our protection systems to ensure the integrity of our food systems.  “We work together with Secretary Thompson as well as Homeland Security Secretary--I'm used to calling him Director--now it's Secretary Tom Ridge, in developing these requests.
“And this shows our food safety budget.  FSIS funding will increase under this proposal to a program level of $899 million which is an increase of nearly $42 million over the '03 requested level.  This represents $117 million or a 15 percent increase in these food safety programs since FY 2001 when the Bush Administration took office.
“The $899 million for FSIS is comprised of  $797 million in appropriated funds and new fees for inspection services provided beyond an approved inspection shift.  In addition, existing user fees are expected to generate $102 million.
“You can see these, this top level here is the user fees that are currently within the budget throughout the historical level.  This is new, and all of this would add up to the total amount.
“Funding for FSIS will support 7,680 food safety inspectors, an increase of 80 inspectors.  It will also provide specialized training for the inspection workforce, increase microbiological testing and sampling, strengthen foreign surveillance programs, and increase public education efforts.
“Regarding homeland security and agriculture protection programs, the budget includes nearly $47 million in new funding to strengthen laboratory security measures, conduct research on emerging animal diseases, develop new vaccines, create new biosecurity database systems and continued development of the unified federal, state, diagnostic network for identifying and responding to high-risk pathogens.
“The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service or APHIS as we commonly would call it, will receive $30 million in increases for inspection services, expanding the availability of food and mouth disease vaccines, providing protection against chronic wasting disease and poultry diseases, and expanding diagnostic and other scientific and technical services.
“In addition, $200 million is requested for the national research initiative.  Additional funding is also provided for improving the quality and reliability of our agricultural statistics.
“On the homeland security front, USDA plans to transfer $247 million and about 2700 staff-years to the new Department of Homeland Security, to conduct the agriculture quarantine inspection activities at the borders and to operate the Plum Island Animal Disease Center in New York.
“USDA will enter into a memorandum of understanding with the Department of Homeland Security to assure access to train inspection staff for use by the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service in domestic eradication efforts, as needed.
“The budget also includes $200 million for the national research initiative and funding for initiatives on genomics.
“The President's budget also supports the continued implementation of the 2002 farm bill.  We have made good progress so far in implementing the farm bill and we could not have done it without the tremendous effort and hard work of our staff who are here in Washington, all of our field staff, including our county service centers that are all throughout the country, and we want to again say thank you to all of our employees around the country for everything that they've done.
“Funds are provided in the budget to support our continued implementation of this farm bill.
“We are now in the process of implementing the largest and most wide-reaching farm bill conservation title ever, which represents an unprecedented investment in conservation, that will have significant environmental benefits, and we talked a little bit about that in our last discussion.
“The total program funding level for farm bill conservation programs increases from about $2.2 billion in 01, represented here, when this administration took office, to almost $3.9 billion in 04.  This includes $3.5 billion for financial assistance and $432 million for conservation technical assistance in 2004 in support of farm bill implementation, which is an overall increase of $582 million over 2003.
“New and expanded programs include $2 billion for the Conservation Reserve Program;  that's an increase of $139 million;  $850 million for the EQIP program, which is an increase of $255 million.
“$250 million for the Wetlands Reserve Program to enroll an additional 200,000 acres.  $112 million for the Farmland Protection Program, an increase of about $27 million, and another $165 million for the Grassland Reserve Program, the ground and surface water conservation, the Wildlife Habitant Incentives Program, the new Conservation Security Program, and water conservation and water quality enhancements in the Klamath Basin of Oregon and California.
“The budget maintains the NRCS base conservation technical assistance program that supports locally-led, voluntary conservation efforts, which are the foundation of the partnership that has been developed over the past years with each conservation district.
“We recently announced the proposed rule for the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, and put it out for public comment.  We plan to implement the changes to this rule as soon as possible so that farmers can receive program benefits under that program this year.
“The fiscal year 2004 budget reflects the Bush administration's continued commitment to the nutrition safety net, by including a record $42.9 billion for domestic food assistance programs, a $1.7 billion increase over fiscal year 2003.
“The President has often said this is a compassionate administration, and our continued support for these programs demonstrates that continued commitment.
“The budget supports an estimated 21.6 million food stamp participants, and this chart is showing the number of people served through our nutrition programs.
“It supports a record level of 7.8 million low income, nutritionally-at-risk WIC participants.
“It supports an average of 29 million school children each day in the School Lunch Program.
“As you can see from the chart, participation in these programs has been rising, over time, and that increase is expected to continue through 2004.  Particularly with the WIC and School Lunch Programs, we are reaching more Americans and helping educate more people about healthy eating, the importance of balanced diets.  This is all part of the President's healthier U.S. initiative, of which USDA has played an active part.
“The budget also includes a $2 billion contingency reserve for our Food Stamp Program and $150 million contingency reserve for our WIC Program, so that we can cover unanticipated increases in participation in these programs.
“A high priority of this administration is the reauthorization of the Child Nutrition Programs and the WIC Program this year to enable stable and adequate funding for these programs and to improve the programs for participants.
“The 2004 budget continues a strong commitment to export promotion and foreign market development efforts by proposing $6.2 billion in spending as you can see here by this chart.
“Since this administration took office, these programs have experienced significant growth, increasing by $957 million, or an 18 percent increase since fiscal year 2001.
“Included in our trade budget is funding for USDA's market development programs, including the Market Access and Cooperator Programs, which are increased by $15 million.
“The budget establishes a new centralized fund of $6.6 million to support important cross- cutting trade issues, compliance monitoring, dispute resolution and biotechnology activities within the Department.
“These areas have been even more critical as we have seen a number of trade disputes over the last couple of years.
“A program level of $4.2 billion is provided for the Commodity Credit Corporation export credit guarantee activities.
“Nearly $1.6 billion is requested for U.S. foreign food assistance activities, including $50 million for the McGovern-Dole International Food for Education Child Nutrition Program, which builds upon the pilot Global Food for Education Program.
 “So as you can see, this is a budget that the administration continues to provide in it strong support for our international and trade development activities.
“We have worked hard in this budget to provide funding to increase rural home ownership and establish the infrastructure to enhance the economic opportunities and quality of life in rural America.
“The administration proposes spending of $11.9 billion for rural development programs.  Of particular interest is that the budget supports an important program that supports the President's initiative to enhance minority home ownership in this country.  This is a home ownership initiative, particularly targeted at minority families, that is, will provide a nearly 50 percent increase for single family housing.
“As the chart shows, nearly $4.1 billion is requested for direct and guaranteed, what we call Section 502 single family housing loans, compared to a current estimate of $2.8 billion for 2003.
“The President's budget will provide 49,000 new--new home ownership opportunities for low and moderate income families in rural areas.
“In addition, the Water and Waste Disposal Program is maintained at its 2003 level of $1.5 billion.
“The budget proposes $196 million for broadband loans and loan guarantees to rural telecommunications providers in FY 2004, and this builds upon a $1.4 billion program developed over the past two years.
“The 2004 fiscal year budget proposal also strengthens forest health and firefighting capabilities.  It proposes $4.9 billion for U.S. Forest Service programs.
“The budget includes the highest level ever requested for fire suppression and dramatically increases efforts to improve forest health through the President's healthy forest initiative.
“The goal of the initiative is to promote timely decisions, greater efficiency, and better results.
“By removing regulatory and management obstacles, the Department aims to treat more acres and constrain future catastrophic fire losses.
“Approximately $1.57 billion is requested for the National Fire Plan, an increase of $173 million over fiscal year 2003.
“We are committed to increase efforts to fight wildfires, to reduce the risk of fire, and to assist communities.
“The Forest Legacy Program is funded at $90.8 million, which is a $21 million increase.
“Finally, the budget supports the Department's strategic plan and supports several management initiatives to better integrate computer systems and technology to provide employees and customers the necessary tools to efficiently operate and deliver services.
“The 2004 budget will allow us to build upon our progress and our management priorities by providing resources needed to improve customer service through continued technology modernization efforts.
“The budget includes $178 million for FY 2004, an increase of nearly $45 million, to upgrade technology in county office service centers.
“Most of the increase will be used to provide geographic information systems technologies to these offices, which will allow farmers and ranchers to access satellite mapping and planting information.  Currently, so many of these maps are held in the county offices, basically all pen and ink, and our goal is to get these on the computers so they're useable and interactive as soon as possible, because we believe it will help us provide better delivery of services to our farmers and ranchers.
“We will also, under this budget, strengthen the security of the Department's facilities and its information technology, and we will provide greater focus on efforts to eliminate discrimination.
“Our attention to financial management paid off with the first ever clean opinion on the Department's financial statements.  We put out a press release on this last week.
“But this is a significant accomplishment on the part of the Department of Agriculture, and something we are very proud of our efforts to accomplish in just a two year period of time.
“We have also worked to significantly reduce our delinquent debt in this Department and we continue to focus on that as a priority.
“Electronic government is becoming a reality as our customers can increasingly conduct business with the Department online, saving both our customers and our employees time and money over the long term, and provide better service.
“We are nearing completion of a new basic computing infrastructure for our field agencies, so their employees and customers will be able to share data electronically.
“In addition, the budget supports funding of $800,000 for the new Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights.  As most of you know, the President has recently nominated Vernon Parker to be the new Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, and we are working, now, with the Senate Agriculture Committee in scheduling his confirmation hearing.
“This completes my overview of some of our key points in this budget.
“To summarize, the 2004 budget is a responsible budget and it funds key priorities and programs here at USDA by focusing funds on our key priorities here at USDA.  It provides record level funding for farm conservation programs, food safety and nutrition programs.
“It represents overall growth of about 2 percent over the previous year but more than 8 percent since the administration took office just two years ago.
“So, again, I want to thank you all for being here and I'll be happy to take a few questions before I turn it over to our expert budget team to answer the more specific questions for you.
“Thank you all again for being here.  There's one behind you first, Chuck; sorry.  Glad you put your tie on, though.
[Laughter.]
QUESTION:  Hi, Madam Secretary.  Mike Soreghan with the Denver Post.  On the Forest Service, you mentioned strengthening forest [sic] fighting capabilities.  Just checking some math, you have an overall, I think, decrease in funding for he Forest Service, and when you take out suppression, which you fund to completion essentially, the wildland fire management, I can see where the Forest Service is flat.
So is that really strengthening forest capabilities in forest fires?
SECRETARY VENEMAN: “Well, again, I'm not sure if you were here during the last briefing, but one of the things that I think shows up in our budget, and if I'm correct on this, is because we had such huge forest fires in two of the last four years, or so, we saw some increases in the budget which will show up in subsequent years because they get added in, but in fact the firefighting budget is based upon a ten-year average and so reflects that ten-year average, but we do have, I believe, the highest levels of money allocated for firefighting that we've had in the budget in the past.
“Want to add anything?  Mr. Steve Dewhurst, our expert budget--
MR. DEWHURST:  Two things.  One is when you look at the details of the Forest Service budget, what you're going to find is that there are some tradeoffs within the total.  Things like land acqusition are down a bit, investment in operating funds are up a bit.  So it's valid to say we're putting more money into the operation and the improvements of our current domain.
The fire-fighting numbers are based n averages.  We have a 10-year average.  We figure each year into the average, and then we [inaudible] convention is we budget for the average.  So that's what we have done here.  Everybody knows if we get a bigger fire season, we're going to have to do something about more money, but for purposes of the budget, we always budget the average.  And since the average is going up, our request is the highest we've ever had in a front-end budget.
QUESTION:  Can I follow up?  Why don't we assimilate our increase for fuel production?
MR. DEWHURST:  Let me bring up our reinforcements here.
MR. REY:  I'm Mark Rey, the Under Secretary for Natural Resources and Environment.
What you see in both our budget and Interior's budget is a modest but I think significant increase in fuels reduction work, and we have some carryover money from 2003 or 2002 that we'll be using for fuels reduction work this coming year.  It was carryover because as the fire season continued to worsen, we had to take people off of fuel reduction projects and put them on fire lines.  So if you add those into the picture, you'll have a pretty robust fuel reduction budget.
Additionally, we expect that by the time we are into 2004, that many of the process reforms that are part of the President's Healthy Forest Initiative will have been completed, and that our unit cost for fuels reduction work will decrease significantly, thereby making those dollars go a lot further than they would under today's practices.
QUESTION:  I'm Chuck Abbott with Reuters.  Proposals for user fees have never been popular with Congress, and this proposal today started running into opposition within an hour of OMB releasing its documents.  A former USDA official, Carol Tucker Foreman, asked about it said, "This is a return to the shell game previous administrations have tried to play, and they've been turned down by Congress.  I think this goes back to Nixon."
And she also made the argument, which many consumer groups make, that "We do not want our inspectors to fear that the owner of a filthy meat plant is the source of their income."
I'm hoping you can expand for us on the Department's decision to again sow its user fee seeds upon this stony ground--
[Laughter.]
QUESTION:  --and your choices going up here right now actually show that people make out--have made the argument that appropriated funds for meat inspection or food safety would actually decline, which given Congress's long-standing opposition to user fees suggests that what you're proposing is a decrease in food safety rather than an increase.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “I would say that's absolutely wrong.  We are proposing an increase.  The question is how to pay for it in a tight budget year, and that's the bottom line.  But let me explain.
“We do currently have some user fees.  Those user fees apply to additional shifts beyond the normal 8-hour shift that isn't a whole additional shift.  So the plants now pay for that.  What this proposal simply says is that USDA will pay for one shift in every plant and anything beyond that is paid for by user fees.
“Actually, this is probably in some ways creates a sense of equity in some of the smaller plants who can't afford to run a full second shift, and so all you're saying is that all of the overtime beyond a single shift in any plant would be paid for by user fee.  As you see, we've been using user fees for a considerable period of time, and this is as even the quote you used by Carol Tucker Foreman is certainly not something unique in either Republican or Democrat administrations to propose user fees for food safety.  As I said, they have been used, and so certainly we think it's important to recognize this is the number that we are proposing record amounts of money for food safety spending.
“And we've also done--and Dr. Murano is here--she has implemented with her very strong food safety team some very aggressive new procedures with E. coli, with listeria.  We continue to look at every opportunity for new science to do what we can to strengthen our food safety systems.  It's an important priority because when you look at food safety it impacts the producers, the processors and the consumers, and we're committed to a strong food safety system.
“Yes, ma'am?
QUESTION:  Lelia Abboud, Wall Street Journal.  Just a follow-up on the user fees.  What will happen if the user fees are turned down by Congress?  What is the plan for funding levels at that point?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, as you know, when the Congress works on an appropriation bill, they make tradeoffs, and so this is the number we believe--the 899 is the number that we believe in total--that we need for total food safety spending.  If the Congress elects to do something less in user fees, then we'll work with the Congress to try to find other ways to fund the amount that we believe is necessary for our food safety budget.
QUESTION:  Richard Cowan from Reuters.  If I could ask a two-part question.  Can you explain where--which federal agency will administer the President's new $200 million initiative on Africa Food Aid and why that's so far below the 600 million that many groups say is necessary.  And second, the Bill Emerson Trust, the material you passed out says--describes what you did in 2002.  What do you plan for 2003 and will you replenish the trust?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Okay.  Let me first--the Africa initiative that the President announced I believe in his radio address on Saturday, it's my understanding that will be administered out of the State Department, but of course the amount of that is involved in food aid and food assistance, we work as part of the overall interagency process on food aid in making the decisions on food assistance.  So we will be working with the State Department, and I can't give you specifics on the implementation of that initiative at this time, but I will assure you that we'll work closely with that State Department as we implement the President's proposal in that regard.
“The Bill Emerson Trust, we did--I believe--was your question why does it show that there's money in the Bill Emerson Trust?
QUESTION:  Just what you're going to do for next year.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Okay.  The Bill Emerson Trust--there's a footnote, and I can't tell you the page number in the budget, but there's a footnote in the book that talks about the fact that there will be the normal availability in the Bill Emerson Trust, and that shows up I think in some of the charts as a zero.  What it should show up is a N/A or a not applicable, because it really doesn't have a budget number associated with it unless you tap the trust, and I can have Steve go through that more with you afterwards, but it's fairly technical.
QUESTION:  [Inaudible]--
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “You have to talk in the microphone and say who you are.  I know you're not used to this sort of formal process, but we do have a lot of people who are listening on the Internet and through the phone lines that want access to our press conference today, and that's why we're asking you to play your part.  Thank you though.
QUESTION:  Philip Brasher of the Des Moines Register.
It would appear that you are proposing to block mandatory funding and in fact zero out a number of the rural development renewable energy programs that were in the Farm Bill, or make them discretionary.  Why are you doing that?  Do you think these programs are a bad idea?
SECRETARY VENEMAN: “I absolutely don't believe these programs are a bad idea, and as you know, we've tried to really use a number of these programs in very important ways to help rural America.  And as you saw, we have a big increase in our housing which was on one of the charts for rural development.  We have put some of the mandatory money that was provided in the '03 year based upon the Farm Bill, has been included to give us a jump start on some of these programs, but frankly, this is a matter of where we're funding priorities at this point.
“It is not to say that we don't believe that our rural development programs aren't very important.  In fact, just last week I made an announcement on the broadband program, putting a substantial amount of money in the broadband program because we believe that this is the kind of program that really helps rural America compete for the future, to bring jobs, to bring economic development and so forth.  So it certainly continues to be a very high priority for us.
“Some of these funding decisions we have to make based upon where we want to put our priorities, and it's a very difficult task.  That's the bottom line.
“Yes, sir?
QUESTION:  Duke Seaborn [ph], Food Regulation Report, formerly Food Safety Report, and probably another title next year.  But the--
[Laughter.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “We all change names all the time.  Fortunately, the USDA has been that way for a long time.
QUESTION:  The Government isn't the only one that reorganizes, but regarding the Consumer Education Program that the budget envisions, is that an education program to teach the consumer about the safety of American food or how to achieve safety in the kitchen?  And along those lines, does that envision any education regarding radiation as a means of achieving food safety?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “I can have Dr. Murano talk a little bit more about that, but I mean basically, let me just say that we believe that everybody has a responsibility for food safety.  Food safety, obviously, I think the numbers are in excess of 80 percent of food safety problems come from improper handling of food, and therefore, education of consumers is critical.  It's critical for consumers to know that you don't handle fruits and vegetables and ready-to-eat products on the same cutting board, for example, that you cut raw meat on.  And you know, the thing is, is that the consumer today has forgotten some of these lessons that our grandmothers taught us because so much of food today is ready to eat, and so we are looking at new ways to educate the consumer.
“There's always been a strong food safety consumer education component of our Food Safety Inspection Service, but we're looking at some new opportunities.  We're looking at new ways to get the messages out.
“We're working with, you know, interested parties, and, you know, to find ways to strengthen this message because, again, everybody in the food chain has an important role and we're going to continue to work with all parts of the food chain to make sure that we play a role in the education opportunities for that.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Madam Secretary.  Ed Maixner.  I'm with Farm Progress News.
A question on, overall spending on conservation is about $3.9 billion.  Is--other than CRP, are there any significant items in there that aren't already mandated by the farm bill, minimum levels?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “No.  This is an implementation of the farm bill, and as you can see, I mean, this really shows quite a dramatic increase in our overall conservation programs, and we can go through the details of the budget, but overall, this was a farm bill that increased conservation spending by about 80 percent, about 85 percent of which is for working farmlands.
“We know that farmers and ranchers are very appreciative of this kind of help, particularly a lot of the livestock producers as they work to improve waste management systems, to enhance water quality.  There is a lot of interest in the EQIP program, and we made an announcement on that last week when we were at the Cattlemen--but we are implementing the farm bill programs.
“This budget reflects that and we are very excited that we're able to work with the agriculture community to provide these new resources to farmers and ranchers.
ALISA HARRISON:  We have time for a couple more questions.  Can we get somebody who hasn't asked one.
MR.     :  [inaudible] someone else left.
STAFF:  [inaudible].
QUESTION:  Thank you, Madam Secretary, and forgive me if--I came in late--if this has already been asked, but on the--
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Could you state your name and your--
QUESTION:  Karen Robb, Federal Times newspaper.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thank you.
QUESTION:  On your IT budget and the common computing environment, what is the request like and what are you hoping to accomplish with it?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Let me just go--we had, as I stated, we have about a $45 million increase to upgrade technology in county office service centers.  But let me just say on our technology budget, we are absolutely committed to improving technology not only within this Department but also to implementing Egovernment to the maximum extent that we can, because we think it helps those who are our constituent groups in the field.
“I mean, these programs, as many people have said, you know, the farm bill that we now have is as complicated, probably, as we've ever had.
“With these new conservation programs we hope to get as much of this farm program information online as possible, because we think it will help people not only to administer programs but our farmers and ranchers to be able to access the programs.
“We, right now, have, for the most part, maps of farms, separate sets of maps for FSA and NRCS.  We are trying to integrate all of that mapping system so that you have consistent sets of information, utilized interagency and with the farmers, and I think all of that is a win-win for our Department and for our farmers and ranchers.
HARRISON:  One more question and then the Secretary needs to leave.  Steve Dewhurst will take the podium. 
QUESTION:  Maureen Groppe with Gannett News Service.  Can you address any other areas of decrease other than the ones that were mentioned on rural development?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Overall, we have an increase in this budget.  There are certain areas that decrease, I think one of them that was mentioned earlier by Mr. Rey was our land acquisition programs in the Forest Service.
“There are areas where we had to set priorities, but keep in mind, again, this USDA budget is about an 8 percent increase over the budget since we took office two years ago and we continue to believe that it is a budget that really addresses the priorities and we've had to make some tough choices, and we want to continue to work with Congress to establish a 2004 budget that really is workable for the programs that we administer and for what we need to do for the future.
“Thank you all very much and I will now turn it over to my very able director of our Budget and Policy Office, Steve Dewhurst.
“But thank you all very much for being here.
STAFF:  Other questions?
MR. DEWHURST:  You cannot ask me the same question you were thinking about.
[Laughter.]
QUESTION:  Chuck Abbott again, with Reuters.  I'm curious.  The last page of the budget book, which we all learned to read, just like you look at the back of the index [inaudible] see if you're mentioned, here, in Washington, it proposes to cap spending on the Conservation Security Program.
Is that a contradiction of the Secretary's statement that the administration is committed to conservation on working lands, and why are you proposing it?
MR. DEWHURST:  The answer to the first question is no.  The answer to your second question is a bit more complicated, I'm afraid.
The authorization levels for these conservation programs always assumed that we would use those authorization levels for both the financial assistance we give to farmers and the technical assistance the NRCS provides to support those programs.
We have had a legal opinion from the Justice Department, that we may not use mandatory funds for the technical assistance.  So what we've had to do in this budget, and, frankly, what is contained in the ‘03 budget amendment the President has sent to the Congress, is we have created a separate fund for the technical assistance, and we have capped various of the conservation programs at their authorized financial assistance levels.
So that we can do both things. We cannot deliver these programs without the technical assistance.
So the chart you see here includes both the financial and technical assistance.
We're capping the Conservation Security Program at the level it was scored when the Congress passed the bill.
There are caps on some of the other programs.  But all that does is distinguish between the amount of money we can give to farmers and the amount of money we have to have for the technical assistance.  They were both always in the calculations of the authorized levels.
QUESTION:  Dan Morgan with the Washington Post.  Just a couple of questions about APHIS.  I thought that was going to Homeland Security?  Am I--
MR. DEWHURST:  A piece of APHIS is going to Homeland Security.  That is the international inspection that's done under the Agricultural Quarantine Inspection program.  Those, the numbers attached to that transfer are out of the budget numbers in the front of our book and are included in a table, a separate table on the transfer to the Department of Homeland Security, which is at page 93 of the book.  But it’s not all--by no means is it all of the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service.  It's just the border inspection component.
QUESTION:  Is that the reason for the decrease?
MR. DEWHURST:  I'm--what numbers are you looking at?  I'm sorry.
QUESTION:  On page three.
MR. DEWHURST:  Yeah.
QUESTION:  Of the handout, Animal and Plant Health--salaries and expenses are down 148 million.
MR. DEWHURST:  That's just--
QUESTION:  Emergency funding is down 96 million, for a total of 268 million.
MR. DEWHURST:  The transfer to the Department of Homeland Security is not the reason for the changes in those numbers.  As most of you know, the Secretary has authority to tap the Commodity Credit Corporation to deal with emergency outbreaks of pests and diseases.  We are using that authority, used it in 2002, and are using it in 2003, and the numbers you see on that emergency funding line are the current estimates for the use of that emergency authority.
But we do not project the use of that authority into ‘04.  We simply don't project any of those emergencies.  If they occur, those authorities will be used.
QUESTION:  Okay.  Just a follow-up on the budget question.
MR. DEWHURST:  Sure.
QUESTION:  The BA on broadband Treasury, the loans for broadband goes from $4 million to $9 million, but then in there there's a $196 million program level.
MR. DEWHURST:  That's correct.
QUESTION:  So where does that big number come from?  Where does the money for that big number come from?  Is that outlays?  Program level.
MR. DEWHURST:  Program level is the total commitment, the value of the loans we're going to make.  We would make $196 million worth of loans but under the credit reform convention that we're required by law to use in the Federal Government, all the budget authorities and outlays reflect is the anticipated federal cost of those loans which is captured in the intersubsidy that may be involved or in the defaults that may be involved.
So those are a huge difference in all of our credit programs between the program level and  either the outlays or the budget authority because those measures do not capture the total size of our programs.
STAFF:  [inaudible].
QUESTION:  I just wanted to follow up on the APHIS numbers.
STAFF:  [inaudible].
QUESTION:  Bill Thomson, Oster Dow-Jones.  I wanted to follow up on the APHIS numbers.  It says minus 148 million for salaries and expenses.  Are you laying people off?
MR. DEWHURST:  No; no.  What you see in APHIS--if you look at--let me just explain for a second.  If you look at the program level, you have essentially a flat budget in terms of new money.
The outlays, the cashflow goes down. That's just a product of when the agency gets checks out.  Sometimes outlay cuts are real cuts but in this case it's just a cashflow analysis.
The APHIS budget is essentially a flat budget.  Within that budget what you'll find is there's some assumed savings or some anticipated savings because we expect some additional cost-share assistance from states and others who share the costs of some of our ongoing programs, and that frees up 30-some million dollars worth of money which is then pumped back into some increases within the total.
That's discussed in the APHIS section of the summary book.  But this is a case where the outlay reduction is not a programmatic reduction; it's simply a cashflow analysis as to when checks are getting out.
QUESTION:  Jerry Hagstrom Congress Daily.  I have a couple of trade-related questions.
First of all, the Secretary has asked for 6.6 billion, or million I guess, for dealing with trade issues.
Do you have any figure on how much the Department, and I guess USTR, spend on that effort at the present time and how significant this $6.6 million increase would be, and how that money would be spent?  Is there any guidance on that?
MR. DEWHURST:  Well, let me just say that all of our agencies that are involved in trade issues, the FAS, the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, the Food Safety Inspection Service, we know invests some money in the analysis necessary to support trade negotiations.
I don't have a bookkeeping set of documents on that, so I don't know what those precise numbers are.  The $6.6 million is essentially money that's being requested in the Secretary's Office budget of the Department.
It is desired to have a small, well, by Federal Government standards, a relatively small amount of money available that the Secretary can direct in a given situation to any of those agencies, depending on the nature of the program.
So, by definition, I can't tell you specifically what it will be used for, other than it will be used for the whole range of both economic and regulatory issues we get into when we do trade negotiating.
QUESTION:  To follow up on Rick Cowan’s question, are there plans to replenish the Bill Emerson Trust?
MR. DEWHURST:  What the budget assumes, and when you see the details, 500,000 tons--am I saying that right?  Some of you guys know more than I do about these things.  We don't show the use of that fund.  We show the availability of those commodities in both ‘03 and ‘04.
If in fact some of that gets used in ‘03, then a decision has to get made about replenishment, but we haven't reflected that issue in the budget cause we haven't got that situation in the budget at this point.  I don't have a projection.
QUESTION:  Phil Brasher of Des Moines Register again.  We talked about the user fees for food safety but not the other two, for animal welfare and GIPSA.
[inaudible] welfare inspections, are these new inspection--
MR. DEWHURST:  No; no.
QUESTION:  --way to pay for--
MR. DEWHURST:  It's a way to pay for an ongoing program in the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service and reduce the taxpayer, expense to the taxpayers of those inspections.
QUESTION:  And with regard to GIPSA?
MR. DEWHURST:  The same is true; the same is true.  It's some user fees to help finance some ongoing activities, particularly in the packers and stockyards area.  It's essentially a licensing fee that would be charged to the packers rather than using taxpayer money for those sorts of things.
QUESTION:  And have you proposed these [inaudible]?
MR. DEWHURST:  Yeah, in fact they, like the FSIS fees, have been in numbers of budgets in numbers of administrations.
QUESTION:  [inaudible]?
MR. DEWHURST:  They wouldn't have to be reproposed if they had been passed, so--
[Laughter.]
MR. DEWHURST:  You got me!
QUESTION:  Karen Robb, Federal Times.  I wanted to follow up.  The Secretary spoke, she talked about one Egovernment project was consolidating the maps.  What other e.government projects do you have budgeted for 2004?
MR. DEWHURST:  We have Egovernment projects ongoing in a number of our agencies.  Some of our money for the IRM, automated systems, is pass-through monies to the states and localities for electronic benefits kinds of transfers with respect to our food assistance programs and that money--I don't have chapter and verse--but that money goes up in the budget.
Some of our agencies, like the FSIS, regulatory agencies, are using Egovernment so they can more effectively work with the industries that they regulate and with the consumer who are affected by those regulations.
The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service is working on Egovernment for our cooperators in protecting plants, and diseases, and some of our crop insurance has a mandate for paperwork reduction and Egovernment, so that folks can deal with crop insurance in an automated way and we're working on that.
So there's quite a kit bag of Egovernment projects.  I have my IRM director here and he can talk to you, at great length, about--
QUESTION:  You said that the money was going up for the states, of pass-through money for the states to use for their--
MR. DEWHURST:  I believe it is.  That's my memory.
QUESTION:  Do you know how much?
MR. DEWHURST:  The answer is we institutionally know how much.  I just didn't bring a breakout of the IRM budget with me to the briefing.  But we can get figures for you on that.
HARRISON:  [inaudible].  That's going to have to be it.  We are--these folks will be here this afternoon, if you have any follow-up questions.”
