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“Well, thank you very much for that kind introduction, and for the opportunity to be here with all of you today.

“I certainly want to thank the Center for Private Conservation and the Heritage Foundation for hosting this event and together allowing us to celebrate the important objectives of your organization

“It is truly a pleasure to help celebrate the fourth annual Private Conservation Day, and to help recognize a fellow Californian, Sam Sebastiani, for his contribution to conservation on private lands.  He really has a remarkable story of which I’m sure we’ll hear more about.  But he is a dedicated and determined steward of the land. His story is one that deserves not only retelling, but, as some of our previous speakers have said, re-creating all across the country.

“It is also appropriate that we gather here together a few days – about eight days – before we celebrate Earth Day.  As the President often says, and I am sure many here would agree, if you are an owner of the land, every day is Earth Day.

“When many people think of “conservation” and the federal government, they think of regulations.  But Americans working with the government are also conserving our land and our resources through an array of cooperative efforts, partnerships and voluntary programs.  These are the kind of collaborative approaches which have given rise to Private Conservation Day, and they are nonregulatory and creative efforts that we must continue to look to toward the future.

“This Administration believes strongly that private conservation is vital to the health of our nation’s resources.  Today, 70 percent of our land is privately held, and nearly 88 percent of our water comes from rain and snow that falls on private lands.  We have a great tradition of private land conservation in this country, a tradition of voluntary, incentive-based conservation, and a tradition that is based on local leadership and local decision-making, all of which are embodied in people like Sam Sebastiani, who we honor today.

“Over the past several decades, our voluntary system has yielded improvements to our environment and our quality of life.  For example:

· Farmers and ranchers reduced soil erosion on cropland and pasture by 1.2 billion tons from 1982 to 1997 alone.

· Landowners reduced the loss of wetlands caused by agriculture to only 27,000 acres per year between 1992 and ’97.  That’s down from nearly 600,000 acres a year in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s.

· Landowners have used the Wetlands Reserve Program to restore nearly one million acres of wetlands since 1991.

· They have used the Conservation Reserve Program to produce hunting and recreation benefits estimated at more than $700 million per year.

· Since 1999, animal feeding operations have applied nutrient management on more than 5 million acres.

· They have installed 26,000 waste management systems and completed more than 11,000 Comprehensive Nutrient Management Plans. 

· Through the Grazing Lands Conservation Initiative, owners of ranchland and pasture have developed grazing management plans for more than 80 million acres of grazing land since 1999.

· And farmers and ranchers are helping improve air quality by increasing the amount of carbon stored in the soil through a process known as “carbon sequestration.”

“All of these accomplishments have led to cleaner air and cleaner water, and conservation of our soil.  But there is much more our private landowners can do, with the assistance of government and of partners.

“USDA will help landowners by offering proper incentives, and pursuing the science and policies that are needed to create a market for the additional environmental benefits landowners can produce and want to produce.

“The Administration is investing in private land conservation at an historic level to make this happen.  The President’s budget for fiscal year 2004 includes a record $3.9 billion dollars for conservation on our nation’s farmlands, more than double the funding level from when the President came into office.

“Many of the accomplishments our nation has made in the past two decades have come through the idling of marginal farm and ranch land.  Eighty-five cents out of every conservation dollar we spent went to such programs.  Today we are balancing that approach with an emphasis on conservation on working lands, including addressing the adverse environmental effects of production agriculture.

“Our increased investment in conservation reflects decades of hard work by agricultural producers and others to ensure that agriculture policy and funding better reflected their concerns.

“Our approach follows a number of guiding principles:

· First, we are helping farmers and ranchers build on past environmental gains, while meeting emerging challenges such as air quality, nutrient runoff, and water-supply issues.

I mentioned the work landowners have already done to prevent soil erosion and protect water quality.  The President has requested funding to allow landowners to continue working in these areas and to build on our successes.  Increased conservation incentives will also help farmers and ranchers meet the regulatory requirements of the Clean Air Act, Clean Water Act, Endangered Species Act, and other Federal and State regulations.

· Next, we have a portfolio of conservation programs that combine technical assistance with incentives and market-oriented policies to improve practices on working farm and forest lands.

We are targeting technical assistance and incentives on working farm, ranch, and forestlands, with limited dedication of lands solely to environmental use.  

One market-based approach is the use of certified non-federal technical service providers to help landowners plan and implement conservation practices. Our investment in conservation is simply too big for the technical specialists at the agencies of USDA to do all of the work that needs to be done, and so we will be awarding some of the work to non-federal providers on a competitive basis.

Another market approach to conservation we are working on is environmental credit-trading for air and water quality, which builds upon the President’s Clear Skies Initiative and the recent water-quality trading initiative at EPA. 

· Finally, we are relying more than ever on collaboration as part of conservation.

· Sam Sebastiani’s wetlands project is an ideal example.  The input of partners was invaluable in restoring a wetland that provided habitat to a more diverse number of species than otherwise would have been possible.

Collaboration with states, tribes, local governments, and private for-profit and non-profit organizations is a way to do more with limited resources.

“Everyone is a stakeholder in our natural resources, and everyone can play a role in conservation.  USDA continues to look for collaborative opportunities, and we continue, as George Dunlop said, to work in collaboration, and, I think, in an unprecedented way across Federal agencies, to ensure that our regulatory burdens are not impeding true conservation and good practices.

“Our strong investment in conservation is intended to give landowners additional tools to pursue their conservation goals.  It will help farmers and ranchers and private foresters do more to conserve, while maintaining profitability.

“This combination is good for the land, it’s good for business, and it’s good for all Americans who care about our natural resources, and it is at the heart of private conservation.  America’s farmers and ranchers are the best stewards of the land, and Sam Sebastiani is clearly one of these.

“I again congratulate Sam on this award you are getting today, and I want to again thank the sponsors of this program for allowing me to be with you today.  Thank you.
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