�


News Release 0084.03





United States Department of Agriculture


Pre-Briefing for reporters on USDA's


Federal Register Notice on Field Testing


of  Pharmaceutical-Producing Plants





Thursday, March 6, 2003











USDA MODERATOR:  Welcome to this pre-briefing for reporters on a notice that will be in the Federal Register tomorrow.





Before we get started, I wanted to just set a few ground rules.  We'll make a few opening remarks.  Secretary Ann Veneman is here and will make some brief opening remarks as well as Bobby Acord, who is the administrator for the Animal, Plant, Health & Inspection Service, and Cindy Smith, who is the acting director of the biotechnology area in APHIS.





Then we will go to questions.  The operator will cue you on how to queue questions.  When you do ask your question, we would really appreciate it if you would state your name and the media outlet that you're with.  That would be very much appreciated.





With that, I'm going to turn it over to Secretary Veneman.





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you, Alisa, and thank you all for joining us today as we talk about this change in our guidelines for biotechnology.





"As Alisa indicated, I'm going to just give a brief overview but let the experts give you more details and answer your questions.





"But I do want to say how much we appreciate the work of everyone in the Department who's worked to try to adjust these requirements to make sure that they are what is for the benefit of American agriculture.





"Last month, when I spoke at the USDA Outlook Conference, one of the areas that I highlighted was the fact that we're seeing tremendous benefits from crop biotechnology, and that researchers are making incredible inroads into the new uses for both biotech crops and animals.





"As scientists push back on the frontiers of biotechnology, it requires those who are regulating, that is, the government, to continually review and assess what we were doing to make sure we're doing the right thing, because failure to regulate effectively could undermine consumer confidence, it could cost farmers valuable markets, both domestic and export, it could delay the enormous public and private benefits that can be reaped from applying biotechnology to food and nonfood uses.





"So as I said during that speech, we've formed an interagency team here within USDA.  That group is thoroughly reviewing all of our regulations pertaining to all aspects of biotechnology, particularly those, at this point, that may be required for new pharmaceutical and industrial crops.





"A top priority of this group is to strengthen coordination also with FDA and EPA to ensure that there are no gaps in our regulatory infrastructure, and today we are announcing a series of actions to strengthen the permit conditions to field test plants that are genetically engineered to produce pharmaceutical and industrial compounds.





"These new requirements will be applied to the 2003 growing year and the conditions are based on sound science, they reflect the anticipated request for permits for plants genetically engineered to produce pharmaceutical and industrial compounds.





"What our team will be discussing with you today, in more detail, are the following new procedures.  First, increasing the number of field site inspections to ensure compliance with regulations and the assigned permit conditions. 





"Second, to provide new permit conditions for genetically engineered corn that will require that no corn be grown within one mile of a field test site that involves open pollinated corn.





"Third, put in place procedures for the use of dedicated mechanized equipment used for planting and harvesting, and finally increase training requirements for employees of companies involved in this process.





"APHIS is also going to seek public comment related to additional measures that USDA can take to strengthen our program and increase transparency on all of these issues.





"The Department takes these issues of biotechnology very, very seriously and we continue to work to ensure stringent regulations and the integrity of our system.  We are working with the other federal agencies to ensure coordination, planning, enforcement, and to make sure that strong regulations are in place.





"These changes being announced today reflect our efforts to develop a regulatory regime for these compounds that protect the system, and we will continue to build upon these measures to ensure that our systems are keeping pace with the technology.





"We will lead a public dialogue on this issue as well as issue new regulations in the coming months.





"I want to emphasize our commitment to a strong regulatory system.  This technology, as I said at the outset, holds tremendous promise for the future of agriculture, and so it's very important that we regulate in a way that allows this technology to proceed so that we can reap the benefits of it, and so that it can be appropriately regulated for all who are beneficiaries of the technology.





"So I would now like to turn this over to Bobby Acord and Cindy Smith who will walk you through the details of your announcement, and answer your questions.  So thank you very much, again, for being here today."





MR. ACORD:  Okay.  Well, thank you, Secretary Veneman.





Last fall, we had a similar briefing such as this to discuss the settlement of the case with ProdiGene.  Today, we are here, as Secretary Veneman has indicated, to announce the results of the changes in the system that we have made to make absolutely certain that there are no ProdiGenes in the future.





We have heard Secretary Veneman, loud and clear, that she expects a strengthened and a very credible regulatory system that has the confidence of the public, and has the confidence of all the industry, and I think that's what we're announcing here today.





I'm going to ask Cindy Smith to go through, you know, the details of the permit changes, so that you can have an opportunity to hear first-hand and with some detail as to what those changes are.





USDA MODERATOR:  Thank you, Bobby.  This is Alisa.  Before we turn it over to Cindy, I just want to alert reporters that you should have both the press release as well as the fact sheet highlighting some of the issues that Cindy is getting ready to go through.  If you--that was e-mailed out earlier.  If you don't have it, it's certainly available via our Web site.





So with that, I'll turn it over to Cindy to give more specifics on the notice.





MS. SMITH:  Thank you, Alisa.





USDA, FDA, and EPA, under the coordinated framework for the regulation of biotechnology, assesses the safety of products of biotechnology for animal, plant, and human health and for the environment.  We regulate pharmaceutical and industrial proteins produced in plants, and oversee the development, testing of these products.  Our regulatory system is scientifically rigorous, flexible, consistent with available information, and able to draw on APHIS experience.





Each permit includes conditions addressing confinement requirements that regulate conduct of the field test and specify the conditions of movement of the regulated article.  In addition to standard conditions specified in the regulations, other supplemental conditions are structured for the crop, the trait, and the locations of field testing.





Last year, about 20 permits were processed for the production of pharmaceutical compounds, which authorized testing on about 130 acres of crop land at 34 test sites.





What I'd like to do is walk you through now some of the specific changes that you'll see in the Federal Register Notice.





In the area of compliance, APHIS has been inspecting each and every field site for pharmaceutical plants at least once during the growing season.  With this new FR notice, we are announcing an increase in the number of field site inspections to assure compliance with regulations and the assigned permit conditions.





Every test site will be inspected at least five times during the growing season and two times in the following season.  We will have government inspectors on-site at every critical event of every field test.  These critical events include the pre-planting stage, to evaluate the site location; the planting stage, to verify site coordinates and adequate cleaning of planting equipment; at mid-season, to verify reproduction isolation protocols and distances; and harvest, to verify cleaning of equipment and appropriate storage; at post-harvest, to verify cleanup at the field site.  And for the following growing season, we will also be conducting two additional inspections to ensure that regulated articles do not persist in the environment.





Additionally, companies will be required to keep records all through the growing season on every facet of their compliance with our permit conditions.





APHIS will regularly audit these records and ensure compliance throughout the growing season.  In addition, APHIS will be taking a number of measures to increase our transparency of the regulatory system.  Our decision to issue this Federal Register notice for permit condition changes that don't require us to go through the rulemaking process is an example of such transparency.





The specific permit conditions for 2003 would, for all pharmaceuticals and industrials conducted under permit, include the following:





A fallow zone around test sites, which had been set in 2002 at 25 feet--this is 25 feet around every field site that avoids the potential mixing of plant materials caused by equipment activities--will be increased to 50 feet, a minimum of 50 feet for this year.





In addition, in this growing season, the production of food or feed crops on the test site or in the fallow zone surrounding the farm crop in the subsequent year will not be allowed.  This is to address the concern about the potential for the--and potential transgenic volunteers to become mixed in with the subsequent crop, that may then subsequently enter the food or feed supply.  This specific change is one of the changes that would prevent a ProdiGene from recurring.





From this point forward, farm equipment such as harvesters and planters will need to be dedicated to pharmaceutical production only.  Non-dedicated mechanical farm equipment, such as tractors and tillage equipment, will continue to need special cleaning after use at the permit sites, and will now require procedures that will have to be approved by APHIS in advance.





The Federal Register notice now requires dedicated facilities for storage of both the regulated article and the farm equipment used at the field site in addition.





The Federal Register notice also now requires that producers must specify procedures for seed cleaning and drying, and both sets of these procedures must be submitted to APHIS for approval.





The Federal Register now specified that an approved training program is required by APHIS so that personnel are prepared to implement and comply with the permit conditions assigned by APHIS.  In addition, APHIS will audit the records of the companies and ensure that every individual with any relationship to a field test receives this training annually.





In addition, there are several specific permit changes for field tests with respect to pharmaceutical corn.  The reason we are adding some additional conditions just for pharmaceutical corn is because this is an area that we have the most experience with and because the pharmaceutical corn field tests constitute the majority of field testing that's been conducted to date.





Currently, our rules require that for any open pollinated corn field trial, that no other corn be grown within 1/2 mile of that field test and that that field test must not have any other--the corn in that field test has to be separated by 21 days in terms of the planting time.  With the change in this notice, we now require that the isolation distance will be one full mile, which is eight times greater than the distance required for the production of foundation corn seed, which is an internationally accepted feed-purity standard.





So where previously these open pollinated corn field tests could be conducted within 1/2 mile, the isolation distance now is one full mile.





In addition, for APHIS rules in 2002 for corn produced under controlled pollination, which is where de-tasseling and bagging procedures are used, required that all corn within 1/4 mile be isolated temporally from the regulated corn by 21 days and that such corn also be bagged and tasseled.  Corn grown between 1/4 and 4/10 of a mile needed only to be temporally isolated from the field tests.





In the new policy stated in the FR notice, corn may not be grown within 1/2 mile of the field test site and will be temporally isolated by planting other corn no later than 28 days before the regulated corn line or 28 days after the regulated corn line.  These conditions apply to corn grown between 1/2 and one mile of the regulated article.





So what we've done here is we've increased our isolation distance from 1/2 to one full mile for open pollinated corn tests, and for controlled pollinated corn tests we have increased our isolation distance from 1/4 to 1/2 mile and increased our temporal isolation from 21 days to 28 days.





In addition, previously, border rows of non-transgenic corn could have been used to reduce the isolation distance requirement.  With this FR notice, border rows will no longer be used as a condition for reducing isolation distances.





In addition, APHIS will be requesting comments on a number of questions with respect to specific procedures to verify compliance, training measures, auditing procedures such as the use of third parties, procedures to enhance transparency of the permit system and to increase information dissemination, as well as for record-keeping.





As always, APHIS will continue to review our regulatory system to ensure safety.  We will continue to build enhancements and redundancies into the system to ensure that it is keeping pace with technology, because plants engineered to produce industrials and pharmaceuticals are never meant to enter the food supply.  We believe a very stringent system is called for.  You can expect to see us leading a public dialogue on this issue, as well as issuing new regulations in the coming months.





For example, it is our intention to publish an interim final rule which will require a permit for the field testing of industrials for the 2003 growing season.  Until such time as we can get this rule published, we will be strongly encouraging applicants to request a permit for the field testing of industrials.





That's the conclusion of the specific permitting procedures.  Why don't we open it up for questions at this point.





AT&T MODERATOR:  The first question comes from James Webster.





QUESTION:  I'm curious about what the Secretary said about the coordination with EPA and FDA under the coordinated framework.  There's always been a good deal of that.  But my impression from her speech at Outlook was that there was real concern about strengthening it.





This doesn't seem to address that.  You're talking about only plants, not animals; you're not referencing EPA responsibilities or FDA in this.  Number one, did FDA and EPA help in putting this together; and number two, do you have further steps envisioned that would increase that coordination?





MR. ACORD:  Well, clearly we have worked through those agencies or with those agencies over the last several weeks to make sure that they have been--that they're on board with these changes, that they support these changes.  And I can tell you that we have our regulatory system constantly under review trying to look down the road for when we see this industry grow.  I think Cindy has indicated that we're anticipating a continual review here.  And I want to reemphasize that because we will in fact continue to look for ways to strengthen the system.





Because this industry is in its infancy, and what we're looking for is the regulatory system that covers it, you know, several years down the road.  And that's what we're really looking at at this point, is to try to anticipate what those regulatory changes are going to be--what would be required.





USDA MODERATOR:  Next question?





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our next question comes from Justin Gillis [sp].





QUESTION:  Thank you, folks, for doing this briefing.  Cindy, how many people are working in your unit now in the biotech regulatory unit?





MS. SMITH:  In Biotechnology Regulatory Services we have 26 people.  An important thing to keep in mind in addition is that the inspection that's done for our field test is done by APHIS inspectors, and there are significantly more of those in addition to our 26.





QUESTION:  You're anticipating my question, which was going to be are you--this is a pretty intensive increase in the amount of, you know, just in the number of eyeballs that you need looking at these field sites in a growing season.  How are you going to accomplish that?  Where's the manpower or woman-power coming from?





MS. SMITH:  That's a good point.  What we are talking about is a significantly marked-up federal role here in verifying compliance as well as in the conduct of these field tests.  APHIS is committed to this, and we will ensure that the right resources are applied in order to meet this challenge.





MR. ACORD:  And I should also point out that we have--even though we transferred 2600-plus of our agriculture quarantine inspectors to the Department of Homeland Security, part of the agreement in that transfer is that we have access to those inspectors for this very kind of purpose, and we've been assured that we will continue to have that access.  So that will be one of the main sources of personnel that we use here.





QUESTION:  And you folks are confident that--I mean, you're, again, sort of anticipating my question.  These folks now work for an entirely agency of the government, or are about to.  You're confident that you can do this that way, that you do not need a, sort of--whether this season or down the road--a separate biotech, you know, inspection force, essentially.





MR. ACORD:  Well, I think down the road we will certainly look at other options.  There may be options that we could employ any number of other types of inspectors from other agencies.  But we still have a number of domestic inspectors in the Plant Protection and Quarantine Program.  But in the meantime, these employees have only been gone two days.  We certainly will have the opportunity to use them for the remainder of this year and through next year.  And then during that time, I think we will begin to--we will see the inspection process evolve a little bit.





QUESTION:  Thank you.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our next question comes from Randy Fabi.





QUESTION:  This is Randy Fabi from Reuters.  Yes, I am wondering, the bio-trade group temporarily last year endorsed not planting these types of crops in the Midwest.  I just wanted to get your reasoning on why you will continue to allow this type of planting.  And I have one follow-up question.





MS. SMITH:  Okay.  As we looked here in APHIS, as our scientists looked at what the appropriate confinement measures are for our crops, we feel it's our responsibility to ensure that there are--that everything is confined to a field trial.  And we want to make sure that we're bringing the same level of integrity in terms of that confinement all across the country wherever these things are field tested.





I think you may see some of the permit requirements--I think we can probably anticipate fewer corn field trials in the Corn Belt as a result of some of these additional requirements that we've made as a result of safety.  But we found it difficult to apply a different standard, if you will, of safety.  We feel like we need to make sure all across the country that each of these field trials is conducted with the utmost safety.





QUESTION:  And a follow-up question.  In the--you mentioned pharmaceutical and industrial crops.  I'm just wondering, does that 130 acres that you guys mentioned, does that just include pharmaceuticals or does that also include industrial?





MS. SMITH:  That actually included the pharmaceuticals and the few industrials that were field tested last year under the permitting process.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you, sir.  Our next question comes from Peter Tsin [sp].





QUESTION:  Thank you very much.  To follow up on Randy's question, why not just set a geographical area where these crops might be allowed to be tested, rather than having a blanket policy that covers the United States?  It seems like it might be simpler simply to go with the geographical isolation route.





MS. SMITH:  Again, I guess I would reiterate that our role is to make sure that there's complete confinement in these field tests.





The other thing that I would say is that in the coming months APHIS will look further at a number of other kinds of options in terms of a public dialogue.  So while we wouldn't rule anything out in terms of considering things and bringing things into that discussion, at this point, as our scientists look at our confinement measures, we have complete confidence in the integrity of our system that's currently in place.





QUESTION:  And one quick follow-up, which is, do you have any applications for permits yet for the 2003 growing season?  And how much, if any, do you anticipate in terms of growth in this type of acreage?





MS. SMITH:  Good question.  So far this year, we have only very few applications.  I think one of the things that's happening is that the permit applicants are waiting to see what our new requirements are going to be.  We've been very clear with everyone that there will be new requirements that will take effect the day that the Federal Register goes into effect.  So, so far, we have very few.





In talking to the companies, we also anticipate potentially fewer field tests this year than last year.





USDA MODERATOR:  Operator?





AT&T MODERATOR:  Yes, ma'am.





USDA MODERATOR:  This is Alisa Harrison, the moderator.  If I could just reiterate and ask people to state what news organization they're with, that would be great.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Sure, ma'am.  Our next question comes from Philip Brasher.  Please proceed with any comments and your affiliation.





QUESTION:  Yeah, this is Philip Brasher of the Des Moines Register.  There was some anticipation that you all would be doing an ANPR later this year with some additional broader rules and some of the things that were proposed last fall.  Do you anticipate doing anything like that?





Secondly, I wanted to follow up.  Cindy, which of these new restrictions do you think are going to be most likely to be problematic in the Corn Belt?





MS. SMITH:  Thank you for your question.  With respect to the ANPR, an ANPR is certainly one strategy to consider in terms of public dialogue.  We are very committed to continuing to look at what additional redundancies and safeguards we want to build into the system to strengthen it even further.  Using an ANPR approach is one that takes a little bit more time--well, a significant additional amount of time than other strategies.





So it's something we've considered.  At this point we aren't certain if we will do it or not, but what we will certainly be doing is public rulemaking in which there will be a larger discussion involving the public on some of these broader issues.





QUESTION:  Would that include a geographic restriction of some kind?





MS. SMITH:  It certainly could.  I think what we're looking at in the next phase is kind of opening up for broader--for consideration of public comment on broader issues.  And then we would see what the science would tell us about that.





QUESTION:  Could you address my earlier question about which of these restrictions is going to likely have the greatest impact?  And you said it was going to--there would be fewer field tests, probably, in the Corn Belt because of them.





MS. SMITH:  Sure.  We don't know that for certain, but we would anticipate that where you need to not have any corn grown within one mile around a field site, it's probably going to be more difficult for the companies to be able to secure that land, the land that is the most productive for corn.  In addition, the requirement where food or feed crops will not be allowed to be grown after the field test site--the field growing season would be another one because, again, it would be the same situation.  You'd be taking the most productive land out of use.





MR. ACORD:  This is Bob Acord.  If I could just add a bit to what Cindy has said earlier in response to the question about advanced notice of proposed rulemaking, or ANPR.  One of the things that we're asking for in this Federal Register notice is for the public to comment on three areas here that, you know, I think is relevant to the issue of ANPR.  We're seeking early input from the public and those that are regulated to answer questions on what additional measures APHIS can take to employ or increase transparency and enhance flow of information to interested parties and the public; what alternative procedures, including scientific data and technical rationale on these alternative procedures; what methods or approaches should APHIS utilize to ensure compliance?





So we're sort of beginning this public feedback process here via the Federal Register notice, and I think it's important to recognize that we are already in this process.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our next question comes from Emily Gersma.





QUESTION:  Hi.  My name is Emily Gersma.  I write for the Associated Press.  I was curious.  Are you going to beef up enforcement actions also, or penalties?  Because some of the special interest groups are concerned that even though you increase inspections, that doesn't necessarily mean that there will be tougher penalties.  Will there be tougher penalties?





MR. ACORD:  Well, I don't think you can see any tougher penalty than what was levied against ProdiGene last fall.  I think that's the regulatory mindset that we have.  I think you can certainly expect that the--there's no use for us to go through this process if we don't enforce it in the final analysis and there aren't appropriate penalties assessed.  So this is not a half-way process here, this is a process that certainly will lead to stiff penalties if violations occur.





QUESTION:  I'm sorry, just one follow-up question.  What do those penalties involve besides fines?  I mean, could you--would you go to the point of telling a company that they could not plant field tests anymore, not do field tests anymore?





MS. SMITH:  Yeah.  First, in terms of the fines, you know, that what we have available to us is a quarter of a million or two--yeah, quarter of a million or a half a million dollars per incident in addition to the remedial--the cost to--of the remedial measures, which can be significantly more, as we saw in the ProdiGene incident.





We also have full authority to consider a number of factors, including previous violations, as we make decisions to issue new permits.  So certainly that was one of the factors that we were considering as we went to the ProdiGene case:  What would it take for us to have confidence in ever issuing a new permit for that company again?  So we have full authority to do that now.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our next question comes from Andy Pollack.





QUESTION:  Hi, this is Andy Pollack from the New York Times.  I have two unrelated questions.





First, just like you were asked about the geographic restrictions, did you consider not allowing field tests in food crops, requiring other crops besides food?  Could you tell us a little bit about your thinking on that?





MS. SMITH:  Yeah, I would go back and once again mention that our role is the ensure confinement.  And certainly you can look at restricting these things from food and feed crops, pharmaceutical, industrial proteins from food and feed crops.





But it's important to keep in mind that some of those nonfood or feed crops create much more potential problems to a system such as ours, due to their wild relatives, their ability to survive outside of the agricultural ecosystem.  You could still have volunteers that come up in the landscape, that could cause problems for other plants, and equipment can still spread other, these plants into production areas, in food or food production areas.





So the bottom line, the best, safest thing we can do is to make sure that we have a very stringent system coupled with very strong compliance and enforcement, to make sure that the system is working fully.





QUESTION:  Okay.  My second question, perhaps I misunderstood, it sounded like you mentioned that until you put out--that these rules you're proposing are for pharmaceutical and not industrial, and that you're going to be asking sort of companies producing industrial chemicals to sort of voluntarily ask for permits.  Could you go over that a little more.





Does that mean that we have industrial chemicals being grown that are not subject to permits.





MS. SMITH:  Okay.  Yes; let me clarify that.  In our current system, industrials can be field-tested under the notification procedure only when they qualify, which means they meet a specific criteria that has to do with safety.





So if industrials do not pose hazards to nontarget organisms, for example, they can be currently field-tested under the notification process.  However, with this growing season, we are contacting all potential applicants and strongly encouraging them to request a permit in order to field-test industrials.





In addition, we are going to be moving very quickly to issue an interim final rule that will make this requirement for a permit for industrials mandatory.  And finally let me add that BIO has issued a position that their member companies will be making this change voluntarily as well.  So we would not expect this to be problematic.





QUESTION:  I see.  So right now, though, what you've announced today, refers only to pharmaceuticals, not to industrials?





MS. SMITH:  There are a number of industrials that currently have to come in under the permitting process if they can't meet the safety criteria of the notification process.  But yes, there are some industrials that can be field-tested under the notification procedure.





QUESTION:  Okay; thank you.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Our final question comes from Bill Thomson.





QUESTION:  Hello.  This is Bill Thomson with Oster Dow-Jones.  Sorry, Phil asked my question, but seeing as I have you online, let me ask--you've mentioned ProdiGene several times during this discussion.  





Are all of these changes that you will be announcing tomorrow or announcing today, these stem from the problems with ProdiGene?  I notice that ProdiGene now is sort of being used as synonymous for a problem.





MS. SMITH:  That's a good question.  Let me just clarify that.  We were working on these changes before the ProdiGene event happened.  Our system is under continual review.  We continue to add additional redundancies and enhancements in the system, and that's really what this grows out of. 





As we came up with these measures, I will tell you that one of the questions we asked ourselves was would this prevent a ProdiGene event from happening.





But the real drive for why we are making these changes is that we need to anticipate, in the coming years, beyond this year, the eventual commercialization in this industry, and so that means we'll have more field tests and larger field tests.  So what we want to do is make sure that the system in place gets in place now, in advance of that time period.





That can ensure the integrity of the field test at that time.





QUESTION:  Thank you.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you.  Again, ladies and gentlemen, if you have a question at this time please press the one key on your touchtone telephone.





We do have one more questions from Sally Schuff.





QUESTION:  Yes.  Hi, this is Sally Schuff for Feedstuffs.  My question is did you at any time consider confining the field trials to undercover in a greenhouse situation?





MS. SMITH:  You know, our role is to make sure that when these are field-tested, that we can ensure confinement.  I think there are parts of this kind of testing that can be done under, in a greenhouse environment, but the majority of the field testing that we're seeing is of sufficient size, that we need to make sure we have a system in place that can ensure safe field testing beyond the greenhouse.





QUESTION:  Thank you.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Thank you, ma'am. 





Ms. Harrison, there appears to be no further questions at this time.  I would like to turn the program back to you.





USDA MODERATOR:  Thank you very much.  We certainly appreciate everyone participating today.  I do have one program note.  We have made a factual correction that was in the press release that was sent out earlier, so you'll be getting another revised version of that.  I will ask both Bobby and Cindy, to see if they have any closing remarks.  If they don't, then we will end it here and we're certainly available to take any follow-up calls this afternoon.





So with that, Bobby?





MR. ACORD:  Well, I just want to reemphasize, again, the importance that the Secretary places on the biotechnology regulatory program that we have.  The changes that we have put in place go all the way back to the creation of the biotechnology regulatory services, you know, program, last summer.  We continue to try to focus attention on this activity within the Department of Agriculture as well as try to reach out to the companies that are affected, that are regulated by us, as well as, you know, to the public for, to try to educate, you know, those who have concerns about this whole regulatory process.





We have a great deal of confidence that, you know, the scientists that are behind this system, that are designing the regulatory schemes, have significant scientific training, they have a lot of experience in this area.





We believe that we have a system that everybody can have confidence in and that produces the kind of results that I think the public wants.





That's our number one objective and that's what we will continue to keep focused on over the next, you know, few months and years.





So I think you will see a lot of developments here over the next few months as we continue to focus our attention on this.





So thank you for tuning in today.





USDA MODERATOR:  Cindy.





MS. SMITH:  No.  I think that about sums it up.





USDA MODERATOR:  Great.  Thank you all for participating, and as I said, feel free to give us a call if you have any follow-up questions.





AT&T MODERATOR:  Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for your participation in today's presentation.  This does conclude today's conference.  You may all disconnect.





- - -





