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     MR. QUINN:  This is Larry Quinn speaking to you from the broadcast center of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman is with us in the studio today to discuss this topic and respond to questions.
Joining her today are Nebraska Governor Mike Johanns, Eastern Shoshone Business Council Chairman Vernon Hill and USDA Chief Economist Keith Collins.
Good morning, Madam Secretary.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Good morning, Larry, and thank you very much for hosting us today, and thanks to all of you who are listening today on this broadcast.
"I am very honored today to have some special visitors with us, as Larry introduced, Governor Johanns of Nebraska who has been the co-leader of the Western Governors Association Drought Response Effort, and Vernon Hill who is chairman of the Eastern Shoshone Business Council of the Wind River Indian Reservation in Wyoming, and also is a cattle rancher, and so we're very pleased to have both of them here today as we make an announcement which will highlight the partnership that we have with the states and the tribes, and, as always, we're very pleased to have our chief economist with us, Keith Collins, who does an excellent job for us here at USDA.
"In the past year, the administration has remained committed to providing relief to producers who have faced extremely difficult times because of drought and disasters.  We've worked hard to make every tool available there within our current authority.  This has included declaring disaster emergencies as quickly as possible, making low-interest loans available to producers, working hard to ensure more than $4.4 billion in crop insurance was available to help cover the losses in 2002; extending haying and grazing on conservation reserve program acres, to provide feed for livestock, and developing livestock compensation programs that provided more than one billion dollars in immediate assistance to producers most impacted by drought conditions last summer.
"We are also moving very quickly to implement the $3.1 billion disaster assistance package for 2001 and 2002, and we have announced program sign-up dates and other details.
"Drought affects not just our farms and ranches but also our forests, and so we are working closely with the Interior Department, and others, to advance the President's Healthy Forest Initiative, to expedite badly-needed forest and rangeland restoration and management activities that will hopefully reduce the risk of catastrophic wildfires.
"As you know many regions of our country continue to face persistent and severe drought conditions.  Most of the Western two-thirds of the United States, extending in a line from Lower Michigan to western Texas, is experiencing below-normal moisture, and more than 50 percent of the areas in the states of Nebraska, Colorado, Wyoming, Montana, Utah, and Nevada, are classified as being in extreme or exceptional drought.
"While recent weather has brought some welcome relief in a number of areas in the form of snow and rain, USDA is examining ways to mitigate the impact of prolonged or multi-year drought conditions, and that is why today I'm announcing that USDA has formed a Drought Coordinating Council to monitor the drought situation through the spring and summer.
"This council will assess and coordinate the resources the Department can use to address problems related to drought and take action to deploy information and resources where the needs exist.
"The Drought Coordinating Council brings together people and resources from five mission areas of USDA, and from the offices of the Secretary, Office of Budget and Program Analysis, and the Office of the Chief Economist.
"The five mission areas are the Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services, National Resources and Environment, Research, Education and Economics, Marketing and Regulatory Programs and Rural Development.
"The Council will work closely with the Department of Interior and other federal agencies to coordinate our efforts, whether in the wise management of public rangelands and watershed, or fire prevention and suppression through the Healthy Forest Initiative.
"One of the charges of the Drought Coordinating Council is to identify and marshal resources in order to help solve drought-related issues.

"One of our most pressing concerns right now is the ability of drought-damaged pasture and grazing lands in the West to support our livestock foundation herds.  “These herds are crucial to the livelihoods of many families and they are the backbone of the economy in many rural communities.
"As I mentioned, USDA and Congress have provided more than $1 billion dollars to partially offset pasture losses and emergency feed costs in 2001 and 2002, but USDA has been exploring additional resources to meet current needs.
"Today we are announcing the 2003 Livestock Feed Program, which will provide producers with surplus stocks of nonfat dry milk as a high quality source of protein to maintain foundation herds in this critical time.  This program will provide USDA surplus nonfat dry milk, which is not intended nor destined for human consumption, directly to producers.
"USDA currently has about 1.1 billion pounds of nonfat dry milk in storage, an amount that represents an almost two-year supply of domestic consumption.  To help deliver this assistance quickly and efficiently, we are working with states and tribes through memorandums of understanding.
"Governor Johanns and Chairman Hill will offer comments on their role in this in just a moment.
"USDA will provide the nonfat dry milk to agreed-upon areas and the states and the tribes will control the distribution to the producers.  Feed supplements will be based on current pasture conditions and not on past forage losses.  More than 100 counties in nine states, that are most severely affected, according to the U.S. drought monitor, meet the eligibility criteria of the program.  These counties are in the states of Arizona, Colorado, Kansas, Montana, Nebraska, New Mexico, South Dakota, Utah and Wyoming.
"The eligible counties will be listed on our Web site under the disaster assistance section at http://www.usda.gov.
"Eligible livestock are foundation herds of beef cattle, buffalo, sheep and goats.  The allocation of nonfat dry milk for a county will be based on a 30-day supply of two pounds per head per day for beef cattle and a half-pound per day for sheep and goats.
"By utilizing the ingenuity and expertise of states and tribes, we expect that this program will operate at no net cost to the Federal Government.
"We also want to remind producers of another of our coordinated approaches to drought assistance, USDA HayNet, which also can be found on our Web site at www.usda.gov.  This is an online bulletin board service where farmers and ranchers can post their need for a supply of quality hay.
"I now want to again thank Governor Johanns for joining us today.  He has been a true leader among the governors in looking at drought relief and working with the Federal Government to explore options.
Governor, welcome."
     GOVERNOR JOHANNS:  "Well, thank you, Secretary Veneman, for inviting me to Washington to share in this very, very positive announcement for states that are suffering with drought issues.
"As you mentioned, I do serve as the co-lead, with New Mexico Governor Bill Richardson, on drought issues for the Western Governors Association.  The persistence of extreme dry weather in Western states has really taken its toll on livestock producers and the economies that are tied to what producers do.
"So today I speak on behalf of those states, in addition to Nebraska, when I say thank you for recognizing the very tough situation that our farmers and ranchers are enduring.
"This program will provide valuable assistance to our livestock producers at a key time in their production season.  Many producers are trying to stretch dwindling winter forage supplies as late into spring as possible, to give their ailing pastures more time for recovery.  In many cases, it may take more than just this season for these pastures to truly repair themselves, assuming that we return to a more normal supply of moisture for Mother Nature.
"As you know, Chuck Connor, who is a special assistant to the President for ag issues, came to Nebraska, at my invitation, in early March. He and I visited with producers about the drought at a number of stops across the state.
"We heard many things, but among the things we heard was praise for the nonfat dry milk feed program that the USDA implemented in 2002.  Our producers found value in it, they offered suggestions for making the program better, and they asked if it would be possible that this program would be considered again.
"I am truly very pleased that Secretary Veneman, Mr. Connor, understand and that they listened to what producers were telling them, and I believe today's news conference is a response to that.
"I know that you had discussions with Mr. Connor following his visit, and I know that you and I have been in regular contact about the drought over the past year.  I'm sure you've heard from other Western governors also.  I appreciate that you took all of the information that has been shared and utilized it to devise the flexible innovative program that you are announcing today.
"Of course in the face of budgetary difficulties, which all levels of government are enduring, in the volume of work that your state Farm Service Agencies are handling, we are really happy and glad to help distribute this assistance to our producers.
"The timing is very important, and I know, in Nebraska, we will work to distribute this feed component just as quickly as we possibly can.  Based on our preliminary calculations, we believe that the nonfat dry milk will equate to about $2.4 million in feed assistance for an estimated 7,650 Nebraska farmers and ranchers in 37 Western counties.
"Helping farmers and ranchers keep their herds in place has a ripple effect as well on Main Street.
"In closing, I just want to say thank you, again, and your staff for your efforts throughout this very difficult time in the Western states' history.  We have found you, Secretary Veneman, to be very responsive.  We have appreciated the attention that you have given to drought issues.  It is my hope that Mother Nature will smile upon us and we can start to work on some other issues related to agriculture in addition to drought issues.  But, again, I just want to conclude my remarks by saying thank you for your prompt response to our great need."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you, Governor, for all you have done.  I now want to call upon Vernon Hill who is the chairman of the Eastern Shoshone Business Council for the Wind River Indian Reservation in Wyoming, and he is also a cattle rancher, so he comes to us both on behalf of the tribe and as a rancher himself.
     MR. HILL:  "Thank you, Secretary Veneman.  I'd like to thank you for inviting me to this news conference.  In August of 2002, you announced that there was a feed assistance program for producers in Wyoming.  The producers on my reservation were able to benefit from the program which helped most of them out until, I guess, this month, April.  The majority of them, some of them will be looking at areas where they'll be able to turn their cattle out to range on the reservation.
"The big question that we have there, right now, though, is whether they'd be allowed to turn out because of the range conditions.  By not allowing them to turn out, it also puts a burden on them because of the lack of pasture and feed right now also.  So with this program, this upcoming program, I think it'll benefit a lot of producers in my area.
"I'm also pretty active with an organization in the Montana-Wyoming Stock growers Association where we work with the seven reservations in Montana on ag issues, and at this time, you know, the Montana tribes at that time were one of those that didn't benefit from the August 12th announcement; but this round they will be able to benefit.
"In my area, say on the reservation, we permit to tribal members about 23,000 head on the reservation.  We have a lot of cattle that go through the county there.  The largest portion of our county is reservation lands within what we call Fremont County and Hot Springs County, in Wyoming.
"So by utilizing this additional feed program, I think it'll assist a lot of producers who are the producers I guess at this time who are taking a look at it, where they'll determine whether they want to sell their herd and get out of the business.  A lot of them were raised that way and have been in the business for years.  So it's kind of hard for them to want to give up their ranches right now.
"So with whatever assistance the Federal Government does give us, it's been of great benefit to us, I would say.  Thank you."
     MR. QUINN:  And now we'll begin our questions from reporters.  The first question will come from George Gatley with Western Agra Radio Networks in Yuma, Arizona, and George will be followed by Judy Stratman of WNAX.
Go ahead, George, with your question.
     QUESTION:  Thank you very much, Larry, and thank all of you.  And, Secretary Veneman, we are pleased with your foresight and your great work with what's happening for our ranchers.
Being up in the mountains, of course, one of the major problems we have is the water supply, and no matter how much nonfat dry milk we get, we've still got that water problem, which may not replenish itself for years and years.
Has there been any thought about what we could do about these depleting water supplies, Secretary?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, one of the reasons that we formed this Drought Coordinating Council within USDA is to look at what resources we have to address some of these issues.  For example, as I indicated, the Natural Resources Conservation Service is part of this Drought Coordinating Council.  We work with them on water-saving techniques.
"But we certainly understand that this persistent drought has created tremendous water shortages, and even though we've had some moisture recently, which was very welcome, reservoirs are very low, and it is very difficult to address and to anticipate what the long-term water situation is going to be.
"So we're watching the overall water situation very carefully.  As I said earlier, this impacts not only our farmers and ranchers, but also the condition of our forests and the likelihood of wildfires this summer.
"So this is something that we're putting a lot of energy into and watching very closely."
     DR. COLLINS:  "This is Keith Collins.  I just might add that as the farm bill was debated, we were in a period of prolonged drought, and so the farm bill did, in fact, provide some additional resources for water conservation.
"It's hard to make it rain.  We found we're not too successful with that, but you can conserve water, and there is the water conservation provisions of the Environmental Quality Incentives Program that was primarily initially directed for the Ogallala aquifer, but as you may have noticed, there's language in the new approps bill urging us to make that more broadly available across the country, and so that is a program that will be up and running here in 2003, and that will provide quite a substantial amount of funds for water conservation measures across the nation."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Judy Stratman, WNAX Yankton, South Dakota, and standing by should be Bill Hord of Omaha World Herald.
Judy, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  All right.  I guess my question would be is there going to be enough money to go around, and will it be in time?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "First of all, this is not involving the distribution of money in this program.  This is nonfat dry milk that is in storage in USDA facilities around the country.  This is product that is past its due date, so to speak, and so would be sold for animal feed, primarily.
"And we are making it available through these Memorandums of Understanding with the states and the tribes, that they will distribute this nonfat dry milk to the livestock producers as a feed supplement in the most drought-affected areas, and those counties, as I said, are posted on the website.
"You may have heard me say that this will operate at no net cost to the government.  We anticipate that the storage costs that we will save will offset the transportation costs of getting the nonfat dry milk to the affected counties."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Bill Hord of Omaha World Herald, and standing by is Mike LaPorte from KRVN, Lexington, Nebraska.
Bill, go ahead please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you.
Last year we had a program, a feed assistance program using this nonfat dry milk.  Could you compare for us a little bit the scope of this program you're announcing today with that one last year.  I think it was announced as a $150-million program.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Yes.  That's a good question because there are some differences.  Last year, the $150 million was actually provided to producers to purchase the feed, and the nonfat dry milk was provided directly to the feed suppliers.
"But I'm going to ask Keith Collins also to comment on the specific differences that are between the two programs from last year and this year."
     DR. COLLINS:  "The main difference, as the Secretary said, was last year we used Section 32 funds to provide vouchers to producers that they could then use to buy a manufactured feed.  The nonfat dry milk was distributed to feed mills around the country.
"This year, with a cooperative effort with the states, the states are going to take over the responsibility to distribute the nonfat dry milk because we do not have available funds like we had last year to run a voucher program.
"Last year's program, under the Cattle Feed Program of 2002, we distributed about 253 million pounds of nonfat dry milk.  This program this year, in the over 100 counties that we've identified so far in nine states, based on our initial eligibility criteria, we could distribute about 218 million pounds of nonfat dry milk.
"So it's almost as large in the initial 30-day allocation that we're making available, it's almost as large as the program that we ran last year."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Mike LaPorte, KRVN, Lexington, Nebraska.  Standing by is Russell Nemetz.
Mike, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.
I know that the Western Governors Conference has been working on trying to come up with some sort of an alternative to ad hoc-type disaster assistance with something perhaps that is more permanently budgeted in and factored in.  What is the administration's thinking in regard to that sort of a philosophy?

     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, let me first have Governor Johanns talk a little bit about the activities of the governors because they have been very active in this process."
     GOVERNOR JOHANNS:  "Just within the last months, we took a more formalized approach in the past year, so we've all been working individually.  And the Western Governors Association decided to look at drought in a more comprehensive way.
"I was asked, with Bill Richardson, to be a co-lead in this initiative and, Mike, as your question implies, our goal is to work with the Department of Agriculture the scientific community to really bring to bear some effort to look at drought in a more comprehensive way.
"No one can predict with absolute certainty when it's going to rain and when it's not going to rain, but what we can do is prepare ourselves for the dry cycles, and in the Western states we are going to have them.
"It is our hope that in working with the USDA, we can put together better projections as to what we might be dealing with, with drought, what groundwater supplies might be like, what the conditions of the reservoirs would be, and hopefully put together some programs that look at drought as a more predictable event than what we've done in the past.
"I would mention that this comprehensive effort is very much in its infancy stage.  I am confident that we will have a great working relationship with the USDA and other federal agencies that we need to access, but our whole goal is to have a more predictable approach to how we respond to drought in states across the country."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "I would add that--because I know you did ask about how the administration--we very much welcome the efforts of the Governors Association to address this in a comprehensive way.
"We've worked very closely with the governors on this and other issues, including our forest initiatives, as well as the Department of Interior.  As you know, the Interior Department has many of the rangelands, as well as public lands, that are in threat of wildfire.
"So we believe it's very important to have coordinated efforts to work together, to make sure that we all have the kind of assessments that the governor is talking about and then to look at the tools that we may have available to be creative, as I think we have been with the announcement today, and to look at ways we can provide assistance.
"It's a difficult time, and one of the things that we are concerned about is the loss of these livestock herds and people selling out, and we want to help, through this program, to sustain those herds."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Russell Nemetz from Northern Ag Network in Billings, Montana, and standing by is Laura Sands of Top Producer Magazine.
Go ahead, Russell.
     QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.
Madam Secretary, my question is when will this feed be available and what should producers do to get signed up or, better yet, will this require a whole new set of paperwork and how long will it take to get into the actual hands of our drought-stricken producers?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, we hope that we'll be able to access, that the deliveries and the delivery schedules will begin within a matter of days or a couple of weeks.
"We are not having to implement lots of new regulations.  What we've done is we have put together a Memorandum of Understanding.  We've had many conference calls with the states and with the tribes, talking about how this program would operate.  The Memorandums of Understanding have been prepared, so they're ready to be signed, and we will then put together the deliveries and the places to which they'll be delivered.
"As I stated earlier, we also have the counties that are eligible for this program posted on the website."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question will be from Laura Sands of Top Producer Magazine, and standing by is Orion Samuelson.
Go ahead, Laura.
     QUESTION:  Hi.  This might be for Keith, but I'm kind of curious, Keith, about the water conservation initiative you mentioned earlier.  Will this be primarily aimed at irrigation and how will it differ from many of the programs that states and irrigation districts have already implemented themselves?
     DR. COLLINS:  "Well, this is a provision, I think it's funded at something on the order of about $40 million.  It's part of the Environmental Quality Incentives Program.  So it is inherently a cost-share program with producers, and it may well reflect some of the kinds of initiatives that have taken place around the nation.
"The Environmental Quality Incentives Program rule has not been made final yet.  We have gone through a public comment period, and we are about to issue a final rule, and then at that point, we'll begin to take applications, through NRCS, for initiatives that producers would want to undertake to conserve water.
"I can't tell you specifically the range of projects that would qualify under this, but it may well be that they could reinforce and support some of the projects that are already taking place through state initiatives.
"For example, we know that we've had very serious problems in the Southern Rio Grande this year and the mid-Rio Grande.  We have areas of the country where irrigation water is, in fact, going to be shut off in mid-April, and these are the kinds of areas where we're going to try and focus this effort."
     MR. QUINN:  And our final question today comes from Orion Samuelson from WGN Radio and Tribune Radio Networks in Chicago.
Good morning, Orion.
     QUESTION:  Good morning, Larry.  Good morning, Secretary, Governor, and Keith, and everyone else who is there.
I have a question for the Secretary and a question for the governor.
First of all, for the Secretary, could we get an update on the water status in the Klamath Basin after all we went through last year?
And then my question for Governor Johanns of Nebraska, do you have numbers or a sense of what has happened to the cattle herd in Nebraska and what the economic health is of your cattle industry today?
Thank you.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you, Orion, and thanks for being with us today.
"In the Klamath situation, I believe the Interior Department did announce the allocation of irrigation water within the last week or so.
"We, particularly through our Natural Resources Conservation Service, continue to work with farmers and ranchers in water conservation measures, in planting crops, in looking at how to deal with the continued dry conditions that they have dealt with.
"I would say, however, that we have been fortunate in the West, in that we have gotten a fair amount of precipitation this year, which has allowed us to, I think, have some better conditions, but it continues to be a persistent issue there with multiple demands for the water from the farms, the ranches, and the fish flows from the rivers.
"We also recently announced a $7-million program for stewardship programs in the Klamath Basin that we are administering through the NRCS."
     GOVERNOR JOHANNS:  "This is Governor Johanns.
"In reference to your question about herds, it's been a bad situation.  I don't know that I can give you numbers off of my fingertips, but I can give you anecdotal evidence that people are selling.
"Now, initially, the first effort is going to be to cull the herd; in other words, they're going to take some of the animals that maybe are older and try to keep the foundation herd in place, but I think you could talk to any sale barn in Western Nebraska, and they will tell you that business has been very, very brisk.  A lot of animals have been sold.
"If we don't get rain this summer, if we go through a drought cycle in 2003, like we did in 2002, that situation will worsen.  If it stays dry throughout the summer into the fall, you will see literally herds being sold or cut to a point where they may have 50 percent of the livestock that they had before.  Just a really, really tough situation.
"In that vein, however, I do want to say that these programs do help.  They're not the end all and be all.  I mean, I think we all agree that Mother Nature is the real answer here, and the situation will only improve with better moisture.  But what this allows our producers to do is bridge over, hopefully, to that better day of moisture.
"But we have seen livestock sold, and that will continue if we have another dry summer."
     DR. COLLINS:  "This is Keith, again.
"I might, from a national perspective, add a little more to what the governor said.  We look at a lot of indicators in the cattle market to see what the response by producers is to the ongoing weather situation.
"We're not really seeing a lot of movement of cattle into feedlots.  However, one thing we are observing, as the governor said, is we're seeing increased beef cow slaughtered.  Increase beef cow slaughter in the first quarter of this year has been running almost 5 percent above a year ago.

"Secondly, we're looking at hay prices, and hay prices in the month of March--this is not alfalfa, this would be all the other hay--averaged about 15-percent higher than March of 2002.
"And, lastly, another thing that we look at is calf prices because this is the time of year when stockers are buying calves to background them, and what we're seeing is calf prices have been steadily drifting down, which reflects the lack of forage supplies for stockers.
"So there are some indicators out there.  These are the same kind of indicators that led to higher beef production in 2002 than we first expected.  Hopefully, we're not going to see that.  Hopefully, we're going to see pasture come on better as the spring and summer season goes on, but for right now there are those kinds of indicators that I just mentioned that are of concern to us."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "And we might ask Chairman Hill, also, to talk about some of the conditions from personal experience."
     MR. HILL:  "Yes, I guess in looking at the drought, say, within the last three years, it not only impacts our farming and ranching communities, it ultimately impacts our communities because of the lack of domestic water.  Domestic water use, that's one of our biggest concerns, where we're having to look at whether we're going to have to drill a well so that we can continue supplying water to our community.
"So these are where we're looking at other programs, such as USDA and others, in trying to get domestic water for our people.
"We'll see if the drought continues.  It's going to be pretty tough on us."
     MR. QUINN:  Thank you, reporters, for your questions.
Madam Secretary, do you have a concluding statement?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you all for joining us today, and I particularly want to thank Governor Johanns and Chairman Hill for joining us in our radio studio today, along with our chief economist, Keith Collins.
"Hopefully, this program will provide some needed relief to some of our ranchers who are suffering in some of the worst-impacted drought areas.  We are obviously looking at this as a temporary relief, and as the governor said, it's really Mother Nature that we need to help solve this problem.
"And so we are looking at, through our Drought Coordinating Council, and working with other agencies, and working with the states and the tribes, at every way we can to address the drought situation, to recognize its impacts, and to use tools that may be available to us.
"So, again, I want to say thank you, gentlemen, for being with us today.  We really appreciate you being in Washington for this announcement and for being willing to participate in this program to help our nation's farmers and ranchers."
     MR. QUINN:  "Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman.  I'm Larry Quinn, bidding you a good morning from Washington."
