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MR. ERIC BOST (Under Secretary Food, Nutrition and Consumer Services):  Ann M. Veneman was sworn in as the 27th Secretary of the Department of Agriculture on January 20th, 2001.  Secretary Veneman is the first woman Secretary of USDA.
[Applause.]
MR. BOST:  And my mama would say the best.
[Laughter.]
MR. BOST:  And having had the pleasure and opportunity of working with her, and for her, since I was sworn in, I think that we all believe that that indeed will be the case.
A person who I believe has brought to the Department a great deal of vision, a person who is truly committed toward addressing the issues that this country faces, not only on the agriculture side, which most people, when they think agriculture, they think in terms of farming, but also on the programs that we're also interested in, and that's why you're here.
Secretary Veneman has a history in the Department.  She was Deputy Secretary and also worked in Foreign Ag.  Before her appointment, she was Secretary of the California Department of Agriculture, and she received all of her educational background in the great State of California.  So she comes well prepared for the position that the President appointed her to.
But much more on a personal note, this is truly a person who is committed toward ensuring that we make a positive difference in the lives of all Americans.  I cannot tell you, I cannot tell you this morning how pleased I am that she is Secretary of this department.  This is a person who is truly committed toward ensuring that when all is said and done, as I said yesterday, at the end of the day--and we won't be here forever--when we're gone, the people will come after us and say, you know, they did some pretty good stuff.
-more-

Secretary Veneman is a person that is committed to that.  It is, indeed, my pleasure and my honor to introduce to all of you this morning the Secretary of the United States Department of Agriculture, the Honorable Ann M. Veneman.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thank you very much.  Good morning, and thank you, Eric Bost, for that very kind introduction.  Every time he introduces me, he talks about his mother.
[Laughter.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ I don't know what that has to say about our relationship, but--
[Laughter.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ But, seriously, Eric Bost is doing a phenomenal job in our department.  We have a tremendous team at USDA.  I'm very proud of every one of them, but Eric Bost has come into this job, having had a very, very important experience in the State of Texas and some other places as well and just hit the ground running and has dealt with a whole array of issues.
“So thank you so much for the tremendous job you're doing, Eric.
“It is a pleasure for me to be with you today and for those of you who have traveled from around the country to be at this conference, welcome to Washington.  I heard this morning on the news that we're going to welcome you, if you stay long enough, with yet another snowstorm of maybe even six inches.  It's the winter where the snow never ends.
“In many senses, this is an historic occasion because it is the first time that nutrition educators, managers and others who work in all of the federal nutrition assistance programs have come together from all across the country, from all levels of Government at one meeting, and I can see that so many have come today that there must be a tremendous amount of interest.  And I heard in the hallway, as I was walking in, what a great conference this has been so far.
“We have the opportunity to share experiences, to share strategies that work, and most of all to formulate plans for the future.  I want to thank not only Under Secretary Bost, but particularly the staff for all of the work that they've put into to convene this conference, a conference that we hope will advance a healthier America.
“I'm delighted to have the opportunity today to share President Bush's vision for a nation where we all work together to provide the tools and connect people with the nutrition assistance they need to support healthier lifestyles.  The President wants us to work to ensure that all who are eligible receive the help that they need.  He's given clear direction, and it is the course of compassion.
“Studies have shown that most Americans are aware that a poor diet can increase the risk of several diseases, including diabetes, cancer and heart disease, but these studies have also shown that not that many Americans change their lifestyles even with these facts being known.
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“So the scope of the challenge is clear: Translating information into not only action, but positive results.  Our common purpose is to improve the health of all Americans, and this can best be accomplished through existing partnerships and the new ones that will be forged during this important conference.
“These partnerships form the foundation on which meaningful change is supported, and they are one of the tools and resources that bring about the change.  Part of our challenge is establishing an integrated education network and framework, something that crosses all of the programs and efforts and which breaks down the walls that separate those silos in which we sometimes tend to operate.
“Everyone has a role to play, from parents and educators, to administrators, industry, nutritionists, and health care providers.  And the federal government can help further the process of education, while also demanding that our federal nutrition programs are effective and accountable.
“As I'm sure you're all aware, the child nutrition programs are due for reauthorization this year.  Reauthorization of these programs, which include school meals, WIC, summer feeding programs and other related programs, gives us an opportunity to address vital issues dealing with the nutritional health of our children.
“Today, I'd like to share with you some of the principles the administration has established to guide our efforts, as we begin the reauthorization of these critical nutrition programs.
“Our goals are to, first, ensure all eligible children have access to program benefits.  This includes streamlining the program administration to minimize administrative burdens and increasing meal reimbursements to provide support for quality program meals.
“Second, support healthy school environments.  This includes potential for providing financial incentives to schools that promote good nutrition, including serving meals that meet the dietary guidelines, offering healthy choice alternatives, and providing nutrition education.
“And, third, ensure the program integrity.  This includes a variety of efforts, including addressing the issue of over certification, increasing resources to evaluate the impact of program changes on children and schools, and providing adequate program oversight because we have to do this right.
“We need to know that we're getting the results that we seek and the outcomes that we expect, but please be clear that the commitment to ensuring program integrity is balanced with our commitment to access for eligible children and minimizing administrative burdens for those who operate the program.
“And so access to healthy, nutritious meals, support for nutrition education and commitment to accountability, clearly, these are goals and principles shared by all of us who are committed to the health and well being of our children.  And while taking action in some cases will entail costs, inaction, when it comes to good health and nutrition, ultimately will be even more costly for us all.
“There are many opportunities for us to realize these principles. 

-more-

 Today, I am pleased to announce that the administration is prepared to lead this effort by providing financial incentives to schools that support a healthy school environment.  It will be up to individual schools, still a local decision, but if schools support healthy alternatives for students, that choice could result in additional funds.
“Healthy eating, physical activity, and a balanced diet are important messages to instill in our children and in consumers, in general.
“Over the next few months, we will be working with Congress and our partners to strengthen and improve our child nutrition programs, and we will unveil more specific details about proposed changes to WIC and child nutrition programs in the future.
“Joining together as partners today, can help yield positive results tomorrow.  The federal government cannot, and should not, fight this battle alone.  You, too, have an important role to play, both in your professional capacities and as leaders in your own communities.  Your leadership is needed to engage parents and local communities, industry, and business, and to harness the power of federal, state and local efforts.
“This is a conference to talk about partnerships and collaborations.  One such effort we want to look at, and further explore, has been a pilot project to provide fruit and vegetable snacks in schools in several areas of our country.  These schools that are participating in the pilot are already reporting positive feedback and results in promoting these healthy snack alternatives.  Innovative approaches like this can work, and they should be the focus of our efforts because the stakes are high.
“Today, health experts are using words like "crisis" and "epidemic" to describe the problem of obesity in America, especially as it relates to our children.  Child obesity in the United States has tripled since 1980.  Today, 6 out of every 10 Americans are overweight or obese, and, sadly, those numbers are increasing.
“As Under Secretary Bost indicated in his opening remarks yesterday, these are major risk factors for chronic diseases such as diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and sometimes with types of cancer.
“The human and financial costs of obesity and other nutrition-related diseases is a staggering $117 billion.  $117 billion every year.  That's more than the combined budgets of the States of California and Connecticut.  But behind this number are real people and real families who have to bear the social, financial, and emotional costs associated with overweight and obesity.
“Last June, President Bush launched the Healthier U.S. Initiative, a health and fitness challenge to bring all resources, federal and local, public and private, to help improve personal fitness and health.  Simple and modest changes in nutrition, physical activity, and behavior can have a profound influence on the quality of life.  The HealthierUS Initiative is based on four pillars:
“First, preventative screening.  As many of you know, I understand firsthand the importance of these screenings.  It was a routine screening last year that detected my breast cancer at a very early stage and led to treatment.  I cannot stress how much a routine screening can tell about your current health status and provide the opportunity to make meaningful changes in your health and in your life.
-more-

“Second, making healthy choices.  Avoiding tobacco and drugs and the abuse of alcohol are smart and sensible choices for everyone.
“Third, being physically active every day.
“And, fourth, eating a nutritious diet.
“If we all make simple adjustments to our diet and avoid excessively large portions, this will make a significant difference in our health.  In addition, eating five to nine servings of fruits and vegetables a day helps lower the risk of developing life-threatening diseases.  These are understandable, reasonable, and simple recommendations that, if followed, can make a real difference.
“Participation in this initiative is at the heart of our plans during the next year and involves many mission areas in the Department of Agriculture.  Many of those agencies are represented here at this conference.  We are also active partners with colleagues in the Departments of Education, Health and Human Services, Interior, and Defense, to name a few.  Together, we are taking action on a number of significant areas.  We're working to expand school-based efforts to help children develop healthy eating habits, and we're helping to promote life styles that are healthy through sound nutrition, physical activity, and recreation in America's great outdoors.
“We have several programs that support the HealthierUS, including a historic action-based MOU among USDA, the Department of Education, and the Department of Health and Human Services that coordinates and supports nutrition education and physical activity in our nation's schools.
“We have an evaluation of our fruit and vegetable pilot program, which I mentioned earlier, that will help us see how we can move forward and support these kinds of successful, innovative projects.  We have stepped up our efforts to support the national Five-a-Day campaign, and we're working through our Forest Service to promote recreational opportunities on national forests to enhance physical fitness.
“Additionally, President Bush's budget for fiscal year 2004 supports our nutrition and health message with an estimated $528 million in proposed funding for nutrition education as a part of the WIC, Child Nutrition, and Food Stamp programs.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “The President continues to show unwavering support for the WIC program because it works.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ His budget request includes a record $4.8 billion in funding to serve low-income, nutritionally-at-risk participants.  To enhance WIC's capacity to foster better nutrition and life styles, we've proposed $20 million for a breast-feeding peer counseling program to target nutrition education and information aimed at convincing women to begin breast feeding and also increasing the length of time a woman breast-feeds her baby.
[Applause.]
-more-
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “We have also requested a $990 million increase in the Food Stamp program for a total of $25.8 billion.
“Finally, the administration's commitment to the nutritional safety net is made even clearer when you look at the historical support for the Temporary Emergency Food Assistance program.  For example, in the last three years of this--in the first three years of this administration, three fiscal years--we're in the third one; haven't been here quite three years yet--USDA has contributed over $1 billion dollars to TEFAP commodities.  In comparison, the three years prior to this administration totaled just over about $660 million.  It is a priority of the Bush administration to ensure that every eligible person who wishes to participate has access to our nutrition programs.
“Today, I am also pleased to announce two important new nutrition education resources that reinforce the combination of our nutritious meals with physical activity for a healthier life style.  These resources were developed by USDA for use by people like you, a partnership that allows us to work together to serve people in need and to meet our mutual goals.
“Our new Eat Smart, Play Hard website is user-friendly and provides direct access to tools and resources that will help you reach kids and their caregivers.
“The campaign focuses on four basic themes:  the importance of breakfast, healthy snacks, physical activity, and achieving a healthy balance between what you eat and what you do.  The initiative's website is on the USDA Web page at www.usda.gov, and it takes advantage of the Power Panther, who's our “spokes-animal” for the campaign.  If you haven't met him, you soon will.  The Panther helps to illustrate nutrition and physical activity messages to children in a way that they can understand.
“Another program is called “Nibbles for Health.”  Nibbles for Health are ready-to-use communications tools designed to build skills and help parents of pre-school-aged children understand and master nutrition and fitness concepts.  It is ideal for parents, and the program makes suggestions and recommendations that the whole family can follow.  In addition to information we will provide on the Web, there is a leader's guide that will be used by staff at child-care facilities to encourage and support parents in making better health choices for their children.
“In closing, I would like to remind you of a call the President made to all of us in January.  In his State of the Union Address, President Bush called upon us to apply the compassion of America to the deepest problems of America.  Addressing hunger for our neediest individuals and showing people the way to live healthier lives is compassion at its very essence.
“To those of you who envision sound nutrition as the bridge to a better world, we are grateful for your commitment and for joining us in this historic opportunity to change people's lives in meaningful ways.
“I want to thank you again for inviting me to be here with you today.  I wish you a very successful conference; one that will develop a framework for partnership and one that will establish plans for action.  Please know that we truly appreciate your work, we appreciate your dedication, and we appreciate the opportunity to work with you toward our mutual goals.
“Thank you very much”
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