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     MR. QUINN:  Good afternoon from Washington.  It's Tax Day 2003, and we welcome you to this news conference to discuss tax saving incentives and their impact on American agriculture.  I'm Larry Quinn, speaking to you from the broadcast center of the U.S. Department of Agriculture.  With us in the studio are Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman and USDA Chief Economist Keith Collins.  Joining us by special connection is Congressman Bob Goodlatte, chairman of the House Agriculture Committee.
Good afternoon, Secretary Veneman.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Good afternoon, Larry, and thank you so much for hosting this event today.  And thanks to everyone who is with us today.  I am very pleased that, for the first time, we have Congressman Bob Goodlatte of Virginia joining us for our radio bridge today.  He is the recently appointed chairman of the House Agriculture Committee.  And I can say that I truly appreciate the excellent working relationship we have with the chairman and the whole committee, and we appreciate his leadership.  So thank you, Congressman, for being with us today.
"Also joining us, of course, today is USDA's chief economist as well as our chief of staff Dale Moore, is in the studio with us today.
"As Larry said, today is April 15th, and that means it's tax day.  Now, this is a day that isn't the most pleasant day for many Americans, but it does provide a timely opportunity to talk about the President's proposal to spur economic growth.  The President hopes that by next tax day his plan to benefit jobs in the economy will allow millions of Americans to keep more of their own money to invest and spend.
"The Administration continues to urge quick passage of the President’s full plan to provide immediate benefits to all taxpayers.  This proposal would immediately enact the tax reductions that were being gradually phased in under the 2001 tax cuts, including reductions in income tax rates and marriage penalty relief.  To help stimulate investment, it would also end the double taxation of dividends and raise the limit on small business expensing from $25,000 to $75,000.  We continue to support the permanent repeal of the death tax, so that Americans can transfer farms and other property from one generation to the next so that the farms can stay in the family.
"As we have previously stated, the President's plan would provide more than $4 billion in benefits this year to our nation's farmers and ranchers and farm families.  About 85 percent of all farm and ranch families would see some benefit under the President's plan.
"Benefits from accelerating reductions in income tax rates, marriage penalty relief, and the increased child credit would reduce the tax burden for farm families by about $2.3 billion in 2003.
"About one-third of all farmers, including over one-half of all farmers over 65, would receive average tax savings of over $1600 under the President's plan to eliminate the double taxation of dividends, for total benefits of about $1.3 billion in 2003.
"Under his plan to increase small business expensing, 90 percent of all farm machinery and equipment would be immediately tax-deductible, and 97 percent of farmers who buy farm machinery or equipment would be able to deduct their entire investment.
"Our chief economist, Keith Collins, who is here with us today, has provided us with some new projections on what the President's plan would mean for farmers and ranchers in some real-world situations.  For example, consider a family of four with an adjusted gross income of $80,000, including $37,500 in on-farm income and $2200 in taxable dividends on which corporate taxes were already paid.  Under the current tax law, this family would face an estimated $9866 in federal income taxes before credit.  The current child tax credit would reduce the family's federal income taxes to $8660.
"Under the President's proposal, their taxable income would fall from $59,850 to $56,100.  And this family would face federal income taxes, after credits, of $5735.  After paying their federal self-employment tax, this family would benefit from total federal tax savings of 21 percent, or $2931.
"If this same family makes a large farm-machinery purchase in 2003 and expenses and additional $48,500 in the first year under the President's proposed tax changes, they would have a total federal tax liability of zero, and would receive a refund of part of the child credit.
"In another example, a family of four with an adjusted gross income of $40,000, including $5000 in on-farm income and $300 in taxable dividends, would have their federal tax burden reduced by 62 percent, or $1178.
"Today, our economy faces uncertainty.  The President's plan is designed to increase consumer confidence and spending by returning more money to their pockets; to spur investment and job creation by ending the double tax on dividends and increasing capital expensing for small businesses; and to provide critical help to unemployed citizens.
"Under the President's plan, farmers and ranchers would benefit from the more than $4 billion in tax reductions in the year 2003, including $2.3 billion from accelerating reductions in income tax rates, marriage penalty relief, and the increased child credit, and $1.3 billion from eliminating the double taxation of dividends.
"The President's plan will provide a well-timed stimulus to our economy.  It will return much-needed benefits to all taxpaying Americans, especially farmers and ranchers, and it will truly make April 15th next year a less taxing experience.
"I would now like to turn the microphone over to Chairman Goodlatte for some opening remarks.  And again, what a pleasure it is to have you with us today."
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "Well, Secretary Veneman, thank you so much for including me in this, what I think is a very good idea to take advantage of a troubling day, Tax Day, to talk about ways that we can make business better for America's farmers and ranchers.  I commend you for your leadership in this area and also for the great working relationship that you have with the House Agriculture Committee.  We have been very, very fortunate to have you up on the Hill on several occasions, and we look forward to a continued great working relationship.
"This is something that I think is critically important.  As this war is now winding down and as we, hopefully, around the country get back to focusing on our economy, it is vitally important that we give people the tools they need to jump-start the economy, to make farming and ranching more profitable.  We are in a competitive world.  Farmers don't just compete with each other; they compete with producers all around the world.  And the level of taxation we have in this country and the amount of government regulations we have are two things that hold down their ability to make a profit.
"So one of those things we have an opportunity to make a big improvement on with all of the areas you just described, and that is reducing the tax burden on them.  Ben Franklin once wrote, "In this world, nothing is certain but death and taxes."  Today, more than any other day, that statement rings true for most Americans.
"President Bush's job and economic growth plan which he proposed earlier this year seeks in part to encourage consumer spending and promote investments by individuals and businesses while at the same time offering needed assistance to the unemployed.  If this plan can be passed in its entirety, it would mean more than $4 billion in tax relief to farm households this year.  And that, I think, is one of the best things we can do to stimulate the economy."
     MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Congressman.  We will begin our questions from reporters now.  The first question will come from Jeff Ishee from WSBA, Harrisonburg, Virginia, and he will be followed by Jim Phillips.  Jeff, go ahead with your question, please.
     QUESTION:  Hello, everyone, and thank you for taking our questions.  My primary question is for Secretary Veneman, and then I'd like to get a follow-up response from Congressman Goodlatte and also Dr. Keith Collins.
Secretary Veneman, you just spoke a few moments ago about President Bush's economic package and how it would be a huge benefit to American farmers--I believe you said about $4 billion in savings to America farmers.  Could you talk a little bit more about some of the specifics of that package, especially that provision concerning the farm machinery and equipment expense deductions?
And Congressman Goodlatte and Dr. Collins, feel free to talk about any of the other provisions of this economic package and their benefits to farmers.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you very much for that question.  As you indicate, Keith Collins did the analysis of the President's proposed package to look at the impact that it would have on farm and ranch families in this country.  And that's where the estimate of about $4 billion in 2003 alone comes from, from our economists who have looked at this carefully.  As I stated before, that's over $2 billion in just the acceleration of the tax benefits from the 2001 package.
"And as far as the expensing, which I think you absolutely properly point out is very important to farmers and ranchers, the President's proposal would increase the amount you could expense in the year of purchase, from $25,000 to $75,000, for equipment purchases related to the business.  So obviously, as we said, this would cover about 90 percent of all farm equipment purchases in the country and mean that they could be probably written off in the first year.  So we think that is a very important piece of the President's proposal."
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "I would add that increasing the child credit is something that will be very valuable to a great many farm families.  One of the things that we want to do is encourage more young people to get into farming and to stay in farming, and if they're trying to raise a family at the same time, some easing of the tax burden in that regard, I think, is very helpful to encouraging people to stay on the farm.
"The acceleration--or actually, the making permanent of the elimination of the estate tax, the death tax, will make it possible for farm families to pass those farms on to the next generation and not have to sell the farm in order to pay these enormous death taxes that many farm families face.  And they face it at a much higher rate than do other families in America--more than double the average.  In other words, farm families are twice as likely to have to pay the estate tax than other families."
     MR. COLLINS:  "Let me make a final comment--and I will add another provision, and that's marriage penalty relief, one that I happen to like because I'm married.  Eighty percent of farm households are married and file jointly.  Two-thirds of those use the standard deduction.  What marriage penalty relief does, it increases the standard deduction to twice that for a single filer.  For example, now it's $4750, and the married is $7950.  Under the President's proposal, the married standard deduction would go to $9500.
"But that's not all.  There is also additional tax relief for those who are married in that at lower marginal tax rates, the income limits are increased for married filers, as opposed to single filers.
"So the combination of those things, I think, will be a great help to farm households."
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "Let me say a note of thanks and a hello to Jeff Ishee, who is from the 6th Congressional District of Virginia, my district.  I enjoyed being on the first edition of his new Virginia Farming television program on public television there in Harrisonburg."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question will come from Jim Phillips, Progressive Farmer in Birmingham, Alabama, and he will be followed by Greg Adage.  Go ahead, Jim.
      QUESTION:  I'd appreciate a response from Secretary Veneman and Chairman Goodlatte.
Chances are that many in the farm and ranch sector are in favor of lower taxes.  However, a huge number of farm, commodity, and rural interest groups have said that they don't want lower farm program and conservation payment.  How can you ensure that the President's tax reduction package won't mean that farm program and conservation spending, as envisioned in the 2002 farm bill, will have to be reduced?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, that's a very good question.  I think that first of all, it is important to take a look at the President's budget, which does not anticipate any reductions in farm spending or farm program spending, the budget that he presented for 2004.  So I think that shows you where the Administration is with regard to the spending under the current farm program.
"In addition, as you know, the Congress recently exempted the farm spending from the reductions that have initially been discussed.  So I would anticipate that we would not see a reduction in farm spending as a result of this package."
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "I think that is absolutely the correct analysis.  The final budget agreed upon by the House and the Senate did not make any changes in the mandatory spending programs.  We have to remain vigilant and make sure that that continues as we work our way through the appropriations process.  But we will be doing that.
"Our bigger problem, frankly, is working with the Senate to make sure we keep as large an allowance in there for tax relief as possible.  As you know, there is still a difference between the House and the Senate.  We are trying to get a higher figure that would allow us to do more of the tax cuts that are in the President's package.  It would be my hope that no matter what figure we finally arrive at, we look at those things in the President's package that will deliver the most money to farm families--and other families, quite frankly, around the country--as quickly as possible, because that will have the greatest stimulative effect."
     MR. QUINN:  Greg Akagi of WIBW and Kansas Ag Network in Topeka, Kansas, will have the next question.  He will be followed by Jeff Nalley.  Greg, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you very much, Larry.  This question is for Congressman Goodlatte and also for Secretary Veneman, and Congressman, you just kind of answered a little bit of that, concerning the fact of what is the number that you feel like the House is going to be going for on the amount of the President's tax cut?.  And Secretary Veneman, some in the Senate there have made comments that they would go no more than $350 billion concerning the tax cuts.  What has been the reaction of the Bush Administration to those comments made by certain Senate leadership there?  And Congressman Goodlatte, what's the number that the House is looking at?
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "Well, the House is looking at the number of $550 billion.  And in fact, we're not only looking at it, but the House leadership, Speaker Hastert and others, feel that they have an agreement with the Senate leadership on that number.  Now, it has recently come up that there may be actually two different agreements that the Senate might have.  And of course we have to leave that to the Senate to work that out among themselves.  But the House feels very strongly that we pass the entire $724 billion package over 10 years, and we would like to see that.
"But knowing that there was resistance in the Senate, we reached an agreement whereby in the final analysis, with the final budget package, the final tax cut passed and coming out of the conference, we would have $550 billion.  There is some question about that, but I know the President and many in the Senate, as well as the majority in the House, will be pushing those recalcitrant few senators to allow the Senate to live up to the first agreement that Senator Frist and others made, which would be $550 billion."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "And in response to the Administration's position on this, the President stands committed to the tax package that he put before the Congress.  That's what we in the Administration would still like to see.  However, I think the President said earlier today that we would--he wants a package of at least $550 billion, which is the amount that the House bill now has in it."
     MR. QUINN:  The next question will be from Jeff Nalley, WBKR, Owensboro, Kentucky, and he will be followed by Laurie Struve of Brownfield Network.  Go ahead, Jeff.
     QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, greetings from your home state of California.  Chairman Goodlatte, good to see you; and Dr. Collins as well.
This is really backing away from the issue.  The Farm Bureau suggests it takes 39 days for the average family to raise enough money to feed their family year and over 120 days to raise enough money to pay their taxes.
Secretary Veneman, and Chairman Goodlatte as well, what sort of a value do we put on the money that is actually spent on U.S. agriculture, and do we give enough credit for how those monies are spend and the benefit for the country overall?  And as a caveat to that, are we talking about less money spent in the budget for agriculture, or no cuts spent for agriculture in this budget reconciliation?
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "The budget that has been agreed upon in terms of spending between the House and the Senate does not have cuts in the farm bill programs and the conservation programs that were included in the farm bill, that were passed and signed into law by the President last year.  Now, as you go through the appropriations process, that can change.  And so we are working very closely with the leadership in the Congress to make sure that it doesn't happen and that farmers can rely on the programs.
"There are always some programs that are better than others, that some people like better than others.  But the fact of the matter is the farm bill is a very carefully negotiated process, and it allows farmers to plan ahead.  And when you start changing it in ad hoc fashion in the middle of a farm bill cycle, then that takes away from farm families the ability to know what they can expect in terms of what kind of prices they're going to get based upon government support for various programs.  We don't want to change that in the middle of the process."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "And in addition, and I think the chairman makes very good points, we have worked very hard to implement this farm bill as quickly as possible to get the benefits to farmers.
"You asked about whether or not the public really understands what farmers and ranchers do, and I think that is a constant question that we all who are in the agriculture field have to help to explain.  We have the most abundant, best food supply in the world, thanks to our farmers and ranchers.  And yet so many people today think that food just comes from a supermarket.  There's a disconnect there.
"And so one of the things we've tried to do is do as much as we can on ag education.  I'm always very heartened by my visits out in the countryside, when I meet with young people, particularly those who are in organizations like 4-H and FFA, who as young people are not only learning the value of agriculture and learning the values of agriculture, but also instilling those in others.  And I think we all need to use every opportunity that we can to help people understand how important our farming and ranching sector is to our economy, how important it is to our rural way of life.
"I appreciate the fact that you raised the issue that it takes us only 39 days to make enough money to feed ourselves, but 120 days to pay taxes."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Laurie Struve of Brownfield Network in Jefferson City, Missouri.  She will be followed by Ed Mecias of Hispanic Radio Network.  Laurie, go ahead.
     QUESTION:  Thanks, Larry, and thank you all for taking the time to visit with us today. My question goes back to the death tax.  Of course, it does have the sunset in place now.  How is the situation looking for getting this permanently repealed?  What's the mood swaying at right now?
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "Well, I think that as each year passes since we put in place the 10-year process of eliminating the death tax, the likelihood is that the closer we get, the more pressure those in the Congress who have been somewhat recalcitrant on this will be to have to say `yes, we're going to eliminate it’.  Because it's totally wrong to phase it out in year 10 and then have the whole thing pop back up in year 11 because of Senate rules that were in effect when we passed the President's package that eliminated this in the first place.
"So I'm optimistic that if we don't get it done this year--and certainly it will be a high priority for me to include it, as the President has included it, in these tax packages.  When we see how much money we have--and we'll have to figure out which of the changes we're going to make in this particular year--but I think that it is likely to be eliminated, but we're going to keep working at it until we get it done and buried and in the ground and not coming back up again."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "And I just might add that the President strongly supports total repeal of the death tax.  That's been a consistent message, and certainly he feels that is particularly important when it comes to our farmers and ranchers."
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question is from Ed Mecias, Hispanic Radio Network in Washington.  He will be followed by P.J. Griekspoor of Wichita Eagle.  Ed, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you very much for allowing me to be a part of this.  This is for Secretary Veneman.  I'd like to applaud your efforts--it's merely a comment as opposed to a question--in allowing us to get this type of information out to the Hispanic community.  For a long time, the Hispanics have not always been able to receive the information that they need, and this comes at a critical time with the economy the way it is, for the Hispanics to know that they are going to have another way to alleviate some of their tax burdens and allow them to be more proficient in what they're trying to do in terms of just existing.
So again, your efforts to allow us to get these messages out to the Hispanic community is truly appreciated by Hispanic Radio Network.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you for your comment.  And we really appreciate you being a part of this radio bridge as well and getting the message out, because there are a growing number of Hispanic farmers in the country, and obviously these tax benefits would be important for all farmers, including Hispanic farmers, and we hope that everyone understands the critical importance of this tax package to farmers all throughout the country."
     MR. QUINN:  And our final question today comes from P.J. Griekspoor of the Wichita Eagle in Wichita, Kansas.  P.J.?
     QUESTION:  Thank you very much for allowing me to be a part of this.  I really appreciate the opportunity to talk to everybody today.
My question would be concerning the cost of this.  I think we're all in favor of paying less in taxes, and particularly seeing our farmers pay less in taxes at a time when they're not--you know, income is very limited.  Our farmers in Kansas averaged less than $10,000 a year in net income last year because of the drought.
My question, though, is what are we going to do to pay for this?  What is the President's vision on what we're going to replace this $550 billion with?
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "Well, what I would say is, first of all, our economy has been hit hard in a number of different directions.  First there was a downturn that was already occurring before September 11th.  Then September 11th came along.  Then you have the hesitancy that people have to invest and spend money on the eve of the war in Iraq.  And all of those things cost us money.  So we're looking at having a larger deficit here for the next few years.
"But it's important that we not simply ride that down and continue to have the economy slow down as a result of those shocks, those hits we've taken.  Instead, we've got to inject some capital back into the system, give consumers more money to spend, help people who are unemployed, and most importantly help small businesses--and farmers are all small businesses--to make the kind of investments that they need to make sure this economy gets back on a growth cycle.  Then we will enjoy the benefit of that, as we did in the past decade, in terms of making sure that we work to get the deficit back down and get back toward a balanced budget.
"But in the meantime we have to, I think, have some stimulus for the economy.  And I believe that's what the President and Secretary Veneman are supporting as well."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "I might just add that the tax package would stimulate economic growth, thereby creating more economic opportunity in the country, and thereby creating more revenue for the government.  And so I think with economic growth, improved incomes, we would then see added benefits to the treasury, and that's one of the ways you pay for it.
"The other thing that it's important to remember is that a large part of this tax package is accelerating benefits that have already been put in place.  So they are already anticipated in the budget in the out years.
"So I think that the President's package needs to be looked at overall in terms of the economic impact, particularly in the stimulus that it will provide to our economy."
     MR. QUINN:  We want to thank the reporters and broadcasters for your questions and for participating today.  We would like now to give an opportunity for any summary comments.  First, Congressman Goodlatte.
     MR. GOODLATTE:  "I just want to thank Secretary Veneman for doing this.  I think it's a great idea, and it allows reporters from across the country, including one in my Congressional district, to ask her questions that are important to the day.  And her focus today, of all days, on tax relief and helping farm families meet a heavy burden by easing the burden a little bit is a great idea.  Thank you, Secretary Veneman, I appreciate the opportunity."
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you, Congressman and Mr. Chairman, we are very pleased to have you join with us today for our radio broadcast.  We do this frequently and we hope that you will join us many times in the future.  I think that we can all see what a tremendous leader you are as chairman of the House Agriculture Committee.  It is truly a pleasure to work with you.  And I think as we work together on the issues we're discussing today with regard to economic stimulus that helps our farmers, as we work toward expanding opportunities for marketing for our farmers and ranchers, whether it's through trade agreements or through alternative uses of agriculture products, like biofuels, we are working very closely to make sure that we continue to create the kind of opportunities for our farmers and ranchers all around America."
     MR. QUINN:  Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman.  This is Larry Quinn bidding you a good afternoon from Washington.
- - -
