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     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you very, very much for that kind introduction.  It is a pleasure to be here in Kansas.  This actually is, I think, my third or fourth visit since I've been secretary to Kansas.  And of course I've been here several times before that.  But the first time I had the opportunity to be with both of the senators here in Kansas was to go to the Kansas State Fair.  That was the weekend before 9/11, and it was my last trip that I took for awhile because our lives changed a lot after that.
     “It is wonderful to be here in the National Ag Center Hall of Fame for this event today, because I really can think of no better location to make an announcement like we are making today than at a facility like this which honors the hard work and the contributions of our American farmers and ranchers.  Kansas is an epicenter of carbon management efforts like those that we are discussing today.  And I am truly honored to be here with so many special guests, but particularly your two great senators from the State of Kansas.
     “Your senior senator, Sam Brownback, has several times introduced legislation dealing with incentives for carbon sequestration, and he's been a leader in these efforts in the Senate Commerce Committee.
     “And of course Senator Roberts has been a guiding force on climate change issues and a believer in and a promoter of carbon sequestration for many years.  He introduced a bill in 1999 that was incorporated in the 2000 Crop Insurance Bill that established something that's already been referred to, the Consortium for Agriculture Soils Mitigation of Greenhouse Gases, which is led by Kansas State University.  He truly is a leader on these issues.  Both your senators are leaders on these issues.  So we are very pleased to be here.
     “We're also very pleased that we're joined by Dr. Rice this morning.  When I saw that Dr. Rice was going to be here, I thought "Condoleezza Rice is on travel with the president."  We in Washington, when we hear "Dr. Rice," we think Condoleezza Rice.  But it's a pleasure to be with you today.
     “Also, we're privileged to have Kansas ag secretary here today, Mr. Polansky.  Thank you for being here.  And Congressman Moore, thank you also for being here and having us in your district today.  It's a great pleasure.  I had the opportunity to see on the plane another congressman from Kansas who's been very supportive of agriculture, Jerry Moran.  He has a new leadership position as a subcommittee chair on the House Ag Committee.
     “We also have a special guest here with us today, Mark Ragland, who is about to become a high school sophomore and is a member of the 4-H Club.  He is part of a program that I started a little over a year ago called Leaders of Tomorrow.  So as I travel around the country, one of the things I do is have a young person involved in agriculture join me for the time that I'm visiting a state.  And it's been a remarkable opportunity for me and, hopefully, the students as well to have a chance to, hopefully, promote this next generation of leaders that are going to be so important to our industry.
     [Applause.]
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Last year, President Bush called on his administration to help protect the environment by advancing policies to clean our air and to address global climate change.  He specifically requested that the U.S. Department of Agriculture recommend ways to help reduce greenhouse gases and to increase carbon storage through targeted incentives for landowners.  Today I am pleased to announce actions that our department is taking to support the president's efforts to strengthen our protections of the environment.
     “For the first time ever, USDA will factor in greenhouse gas benefits when we set priorities within our conservation programs.  These steps will allow our offices and the states to consider carbon sequestration and reductions in methane and nitrous oxide emissions when allocating funds, ranking their activities and providing support and technical assistance.  These actions will help to fulfill the broader objectives of our conservation programs to protect the environment and conserve our natural resources for future generations.
     “The technologies and practices that reduce greenhouse gas emissions and increase carbon sequestration also address other conservation objectives, such as improving water quality and air quality and enhancing wildlife habitat.  This is good for the environment and it is good for agriculture.
     “Our conservation programs can rightly be described as the gold standard for the world.  They address many of the environmental challenges I just mentioned.  We will maintain these priorities, but we will now also consider greenhouse gases.  Farmers, ranchers, and forest landowners can play a unique role in addressing the build-up of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere.  Most U.S. cropland soils have lost at least one-third of their carbon since they were first converted to crop production beginning about 200 years ago.  Some areas have lost as much as 60 percent of their carbon.
     “This diminished carbon pool can be replenished by changes in land use and in land management.  Conversion of cropland into forests, grasslands, or wetlands can promote the accumulation of carbon in soils and plants.  And I would stress that cropland does not need to be taken out of production to sequester carbon.  Land management practices such as conservation tillage, residue cover cropping, nutrient and water management, and erosion control can increase soil carbon content on working lands.
     “Land use practices such as livestock grazing, manure management, and fertilizer use emit methane and nitrous oxide, two powerful greenhouse gases.  Improvements in grazing, fertilizer, and manure management can reduce the emissions of these gases as well.  In addition, country forests and agricultural lands can be a source of biomass, energy feedstocks, a renewable resource that is greenhouse gas-neutral.
     “The actions that we are announcing today include financial incentives, technical assistance, demonstrations, pilot programs, education, and capacity building.  We are also working to improve our ability to measure and monitor changes in carbon storage and greenhouse gas emissions so that we can quickly track our progress.  These actions cut across the alphabet soup of USDA's conservation programs.  Under the Environmental Quality Incentives Program, or what we refer to as EQIP, our chief of the Natural Resources Conservation Service has already provided guidance to states to reward actions that provide greenhouse gas benefits within the EQIP ranking system.  We will follow this up with new standards for low greenhouse gas-emitting technologies, practices, and technical assistance.
     “Under the Conservation Reserve Program we recently announced that we will target 500,000 acres of continuous sign-up enrollment toward bottomland hardwood trees.  We have also issued new rules to allow the private sale of carbon credits for lands that are enrolled in the Conservation Reserve Program.  We have modified the index used to score and rank bids into the program, to give points for practices that sequester carbon.  Under new authority established in the 2002 Farm Bill, we are making carbon sequestration one of the formal objectives of the Forest Land Enhancement Program.
     “But government cannot and should not do it alone.  Our actions must be taken in partnership with the private sector.  Companies and entire industries are making their own commitments to meet the president's challenge to address climate change.  These companies are looking closely at opportunities in the forest and agriculture sectors to provide emissions offsets.  They are also looking to us to give them the tools that they need to measure and report their actions.
     “So that's why I'm pleased to report on our efforts to develop new accounting rules for actions that store carbon and reduce greenhouse gas emissions.  We are actively seeking input in these accounting rules, and we plan to have them completed in January of 2004.
     “The methods and measurement protocols will be accurate and they will be verifiable.  Farmers, landowners, and companies can use the new accounting rules to report their actions to the Department of Energy under their voluntary greenhouse gas reporting system.
     “Forests and agriculture can provide not only greenhouse gas reductions and carbon storage, but they can also be a source of renewable and greenhouse gas-neutral sources of energy.  We recently announced the availability of $44 million in grants to support the president's energy plan.  The president has committed to these initiatives, and we in the administration are committed to them.  He believes in the creativity, the dedication, and the hard work of American people to all work toward a healthier and cleaner environment for this generation and all of those who will follow.
     “Thank you again very much, and thank you all for being here today.”
[Applause.]
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