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     MR. QUINN:  Good morning from Washington.  
I'm Larry Quinn speaking to you from the broadcast center at the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
     Welcome to this news conference to discuss the ministerial conference and Expo on agricultural science and technology scheduled in Sacramento, California, June 23rd, the 23rd through the 25th.
     Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman is with us to talk about that conference today and she is joined by Under Secretary of Agriculture J.B. Penn, the USDA deputy chief economist, Joe Glauber.
     Good morning, Secretary Veneman.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Good morning, Larry, and thank you so much for hosting us again today, and thank you all for joining us today.
     We, again, very much appreciate the opportunity to work with our farm broadcasters and journalists out there as we address many issues that we're dealing with in the Department of Agriculture.
     I am pleased to be here, as Larry Quinn said, with Under Secretary Penn as well as USDA's deputy chief economist, Joe Glauber.
     This is a very busy time for the Department of Agriculture.  We continue to deal with a number of issues.  But one of the things I first wanted to address is that the President recently signed into law his plan to benefit jobs and the economy.  This is the second major tax reduction of his administration.
     Our Office of the Chief Economist, which Dr. Keith Collins heads, and Dr. Glauber is a part, another deputy, analyzed the legislation as signed into law by President Bush and looked at the benefits of this legislation to farmers and ranchers.
     Under the President's plan, the total tax savings for farmers and ranchers for the year 2003 would be about $4 billion.  More than 86 percent of all farm households will receive some tax relief under the plan.  Now this amounts to about an average of about $2000 in tax savings per farm household or a 16 percent reduction in their tax burden.
     $2.3 billion in tax reductions are provided by accelerating reductions under the 2001 tax cut, including lower marginal rates, the increased child tax credit, and marriage penalty relief.
     Now there's a couple of provisions in this legislation that are particularly important to farmers and ranchers.  One is the reduction in the capital gains tax rates and the other is expanded capital expensing.
     Under the reduced tax rates on capital gains, farmers will receive about $500 million in tax savings this year, and more next year.  This will allow lower capital gains rates from the sale of assets such as farm land, breeding livestock, and other kinds of like assets.
     Also under the law signed by the President expanded capital expensing will allow producers to expense up to $100,000 in the first year when buying equipment.
     Now this is an increase of $75,000 a year because the previous limit has been $25,000 and I'm told by many people out in the countryside that this will be a particular benefit to farmers and ranchers.
     So this, the tax bill will reduce federal income and self-employment taxes for farmers also by about $1 billion dollars in 2003.
     In addition, the reduced tax rate on dividends under this tax bill will provide average savings of about $1200 for the roughly one-third of farm households with taxable dividends or more than half of all households with a farmer over age sixty-five.
     Turning now to some other topics, as you know we recently, or last month, Ambassador Zoellick and I announced that the United States would seek consultations in the World Trade Organization on the European Union's moratorium on biotechnology.  Those consultations are scheduled to begin next week.
     We continue to make tremendous progress on implementation of the farm bill.  Farm bill sign-up is virtually complete.  The FSA people out in the countryside, in the county offices, continue to just do an outstanding job, and we hear that from farmer and ranchers around the country as well as from members of Congress who have been very complimentary of our employees who have worked so hard, in both the FSA and NRCS on the implementation issues.

      I also want to remind farmers that this past Friday we began the sign-up under the crop disaster program for the 2001 and 2002 crop.  We will announce a closing date for sign-up in the future but producers will be given plenty of opportunity to complete that process.
     We have also extended the closing date for sign-up under the Conservation Reserve Program till this Friday, June 13th.
     Another topic that has consumed a tremendous amount of our time in the last three weeks is the BSE investigation in Canada.  We have worked very closely with the Canadians during the investigation and we remain in constant communication with them.
     We have had teams in Canada that have continued to have, or provide support all during this investigation and we are continuing to review our options with regard to the next steps.
     But I must emphasize that all decisions are and will be based on sound science.
     Last week also, we saw the Senate pass the amendment to the energy bill, which would establish a national renewable fuels standard.  This is a provision that the administration strongly supported as part of the energy bill.
     This is very good news for farmers, for rural areas, and for our environment.  This year, about 100 billion bushels, or 10 percent of the nation's corn production will be used for ethanol.  We expect that a renewable fuel standard of at least 5 billion gallons of average annual use would more than double the amount of corn used for ethanol.
     Now I'd like to turn to the topic that Larry introduced as we began this radio bridge today, and that is the ministerial that we will be hosting in Sacramento.
     Technology such as renewables, that we've been discussing, will be a focus of our Ministerial Conference and Expo on Agriculture, Science and Technology, which will begin in about twelve days in Sacramento, California.
     We have received confirmations of attendance from more than 150 ministers representing over a 100 countries.
     President Bush has made improved economic and humanitarian conditions in developing countries a high priority.
     With the introduction of his Millennium Challenge Account, the African Growth and Opportunity Act, which we commonly refer to as AGOA, with his plan that he announced in the State of the Union last year to combat global HIV/AIDS, and which he recently signed into law, and as well, a trade agenda focusing on the needs of the developing world.

     Last year, in June, at the World Food Summit--Five Years Later, in Rome, the United States was one of more than 180 countries that met to review our progress toward the goal of reducing by half the number of hungry people around the world.
     Today, 800 million people face chronic hunger.  One in three children in the world is undernourished and every five seconds, we lose a child to hunger.  Half of the world's people live on less than $2 a day.  We have found that the only way to meet our goal of food security is to accelerate agricultural productivity in the areas where hunger and malnutrition are the worst.
      The discussions that we have with our fellow ministers kept returning to the role that technology can play in our efforts, which was the genesis of the Sacramento ministerial.
      Ministers of agriculture, science and technology and the environment will gather to focus on increasing agricultural productivity in an environmentally sensitive way, reducing famine and improving nutrition through the benefits of technology.
     Science and technology can cut food waste, reduce the use of chemicals and provide new marketing opportunities.  They offer new income sources for farmers in areas such as biodegradable plastics and bioenergy products, and technology can improve the nutrient content of foods, deliver vaccines, improve food distribution and increase farm yields.
     The conference will cover access to technology, scientific research, technology transfer, regulatory practices, and new partnerships to help developing countries adopt new technologies to increase their agricultural productivity.
     Sacramento was chosen as the sight for this conference because of its agricultural diversity and because the region has a very strong agricultural research base with start-up and emerging technologies nearby and an academic base at the University of California at Davis.
     As part of this conference, foreign ministers will view the broad array of production processing and research during field tours.
     While it is sponsored by USDA, along with Department of State and the Agency for International Development, the strong international response shows that hunger is a global problem that requires global solutions.
     We are very excited about the discussion ahead of us in Sacramento along with a number of bilateral meetings that we have also scheduled during that time.
     We would invite those of you who are interested in more information on the conference to visit the USDA Web site, http://www.usda.gov.  There is an icon on the front page of the Web site referencing the Science and Technology Expo and conference.
     So I would like to thank, again, all of those listening for joining us today and we will look forward to answering your questions.  Thank you very much.
     MR. QUINN:  Thank you, Madam Secretary, and we'll begin our questions from reporters now and our first question will be coming from Jeff Nalley with Cromwell Ag Radio network in Owensboro, Kentucky, and standing by should be Roger Bernard from Pro Farmer.
     Jeff, go ahead with your question, please.
     QUESTION:  Good morning and on behalf of the farm broadcasters across the country, thank you again for taking time to cover news with us.
     An analogy in the form of a question.  I've got a 5-year-old named Will who doesn't like broccoli and there's no way in the world that we could disguise it, that he's going to.
     There are some folks that just will not, and show no willingness whatsoever to accept science and accept new biotechnology, new products that farmers can use to feed more people.
     How can the ministers' conference in California and how can meetings like that help to let science lead and agriculture survive?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, that's a very good question and thank you for asking it, because I think it really does pinpoint some of the problem that we have with regard to some of these new technologies.
     Part of the problem is that people don't understand the promise of these technologies, they don't understand what they can do, but already in the United States, where we're using BT varieties, for example of cotton and corn, we are seeing environmental quality benefits, and when you tell people that you can help the environment, there's no change in the food, then they may have a different response and focus groups show that.
     In addition, it is important that the promise of these kinds of new technologies for the developing world not be undermined.
     For example you look at the discovery of Vitamin A rice that could provide benefits to so many people around the world that are Vitamin A deficient, and you look at the promise of new varieties of crops that could help drought-stricken areas or water-deficient areas of the world that are also food-deficient, that can be developed by biotechnology.
     When people truly understand that the food is safe, that there are environmental benefits, that there are productivity benefits, I think that the knowledge about the technologies is what's important, and that's one of the things that a conference like this can do, is really give people the opportunity to see the broad array of benefits from technologies like biotechnology.
     But I do think it's important to point out that we are not just focusing on biotechnology in this conference.  There are a whole range of technologies that are impacting the food and agriculture system, whether it's water-saving technologies or precision agriculture technologies, or information technologies.
     The conference will also, in the convention center, have an Expo, which will allow people to see, firsthand, how some of these technologies operate and how they could impact production in, particularly some of the developing countries that are most food-deficient.
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question will be from Roger Bernard from Pro Farmer in Iowa and he will be followed by Orion Samuelson.
     Roger, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry, and thank you, Madam Secretary.
     Wheat obviously is one of the key crops that's used to feed people around the world and the whole issue of biotech wheat has come, you know, to the forefront lately with the Canadian Wheat Board's stance taken.
     One, do you feel that's an appropriate stance on their part, and two, can you confirm that Iraq is saying it will not purchase any GMO products relative to their efforts?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think that, first of all, on the issue of biotechnology wheat, biotechnology wheat is still under review, both in Canada and in the U.S., and what is very important is that we allow the scientific review process to proceed with regard to this and any other product that's introduced into the marketplace and commercialized.
     There's been a lot of research done on it, but the final approvals have not been complete and we still need additional science to do that and we must let the process be completed.
      In addition, there is some confusion on the issue that you raised regarding Iraq.  Mr. Amstutz will leave for Iraq on Tuesday.  This is one of the issues that we have heard some concerns expressed about, but clearly, he will be looking into when he makes his trip to Iraq and gets in place there.
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question will be coming from Orion Samuelson with WGN and Tribune Radio Networks, and standing by should be Walt Shaw at KNCI radio in Sacramento.
     Good morning, Orion.
     QUESTION:  Good morning and good morning to Secretary Veneman, Secretary Penn. I know the theme is science and technology but you mentioned some bilateral meetings.  Will there be some great policy issues discussed in Sacramento?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, we are going to have some bilateral meetings with some of the various ministers that will be there.  We, for example will be meeting with the minister from Mexico and we've had a number of issues lately on trade irritants that we've been dealing with with Mexico, particularly as the markets have become more and more open as a result of the phased implementation of the NAFTA agreement.
     I think it's important to continue to remind people that our food and agricultural exports to Mexico have doubled since the implementation of the NAFTA.
     But we will be having bilateral meetings on various issues.  We will be having some regional meetings with some of the groups of countries because obviously we can't meet with 150 ministers bilaterally in that short amount of time.
     But we do see this as an opportunity not only to explore the science and technology, but also to have some bilateral meetings, particularly with some of these countries I've not yet had the opportunity to meet their ministers, and so, to some extent, some of these will be to get acquainted and understand the issues, and talk about the promise of how we might work together on some of these science and technology issues for the benefit of agriculture around the world.
     MR. QUINN:  Walt Shaw is up next from KNCI radio in Sacramento and he'll be followed by Paul Singer with Inside US Trade.
     Walt, good morning.
     QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, first, let me congratulate you on being the recipient of the California Agriculturist of the Year.  That's a very prestigious award.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you very much.
     QUESTION:  You're quite welcome.  You'll be happy to know, too, I am on the advisory board and voted for you.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, thank you.
     QUESTION:  Several of these types of meetings have already been held and what results have been produced so far and what results do you expect from the conference in Sacramento?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, that's a very good question.  You know, there have been a number of meetings on technology but I'm not sure there's ever been one at sort of a ministerial level, that is focusing on how the benefits of technology can be used and translated into benefit for the developing world, and particularly to address the issues of malnutrition and hunger.
     Again, this was a conference that we proposed when I led the delegation last June, in Rome, to the World Food Summit--Five Years Later, and the difficulty in the countries coming back together is that there was concern that not enough progress was made toward the goal of cutting hunger by half by the year 2015, and that's why we came up with the idea of the emerging technologies and the importance of working together with the developing world, so that they can see the benefit and then recognize the importance of these, and then work to find ways to establish some of these technologies in some of these countries.
     I think that we also had the meeting that preceded that in Monterrey, Mexico, where the President's announcement of the Millennium Challenge Account was made.  The Rome meeting was followed by the Johannesburg summit, where a number of partnerships were talked about and the importance of this conference again, and then this led up to the Sacramento conference, where we really are addressing the various technologies that can impact agriculture and natural resources as well, in the sense that obviously we'll have some people discussing water-saving technologies, and so forth.
     So we think that from this conference, we will create a better understanding, we'll create some interest on the part of the developing world for the adoption of new technologies, and we hope that this may be the beginning of perhaps some regional discussions, some new research partnerships that may be able to take place in some of these countries and then finally the adoption of some of the new technologies that will help to feed the world's hungry people.

     MR. QUINN:  Our next question from Paul Singer, Inside US Trade.  Standing by should be Stuart Doan.  Paul, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.  Good afternoon, Madam Secretary.  Much activity is now focusing on trying to generate some sort of agreement in September at the World Trade Organization meeting in Cancun on a process towards reducing agricultural subsidies.
     Is it your view, at this point, that it will be able to achieve a meaningful agreement with some sort of significant numbers of subsidy cuts?
     Senator Grassley yesterday expressed his growing concern that there'll be simply nothing, or possibly just a very, very general agreement.
     What's your sense at this point, Madam Secretary?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, we remain optimistic that we can make progress on the WTO negotiations in Cancun.  We launched a new round of trade negotiations in Doha, Qatar, in November of 2001.
     This followed on the failed Seattle meeting, and I believe, and I know many other people around the world believe, it's very important that we don't lose this opportunity to negotiate for new market openings.
     I mean, this is particular important to America's farmers and ranchers.  Average tariffs on food and agriculture around the world are about 62 percent.  In our country, they're about 12 percent.
     So we stand to gain a tremendous amount in terms of market access for our farmers and ranchers, if we can negotiate a successful and significant result in the Doha Development Round. One of the things that is going on, as we speak, in Europe, is the discussion of the reform of the common agricultural policy.  If Europe can make significant movement in reforming their common agricultural policy to move away from the trade-distorting subsidies, we think that will help to move the process along.
     In addition, we continue to work with a variety of other countries including those in the Cairns Group, to build coalitions, to try to achieve a significant result.
     But I think that we all ought to be hopeful that the Cancun meeting will produce significant results that will allow the negotiations to move forward in a positive way.
     MR. QUINN:  Stuart Doan, Clear Channel Ag Network in Little Rock, Arkansas, will be next, and he'll be followed by Tony Purcell.
     Stuart, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Thank you, Larry.
     Good morning, Madam Secretary.  I would direct this question to you and Dr. Penn.
     On Iraq, there seems to be a perception in the U.S. wheat industry and maybe to a lesser extent in the rice industry, that the United States is willing to provide expertise and money to rebuild the "nuts and bolts" infrastructure of domestic agriculture production in Iraq and that the U.S. has basically ceded the decision making on grain-buying processes for the Iraqi people via both food aid and, ultimately, commercial sales, to the Australians.  That's based on, at least the wheat industry concerns, based on statements they've read in the Australian press, and the fact, or at least in their view, that Mr. Amstutz has not been welcomed by the military command in Iraq.
     Is that perception in fact reality, and if not, why not?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  It is not reality.  I think it's an unfortunate perception.  It's fueled a lot by the Australians, and others, having a debate in the press which is not reflecting reality.
     But I'm going to ask Dr. Penn to just comment for a moment about Mr. Amstutz's schedule and what we hope to achieve as he goes to Iraq.
     I might add also that we've had somebody in Iraq from the USDA from the beginning, as part of the transition team, so we've been very engaged in this whole issue of agriculture from the beginning of this process of reconstruction.
     DR. PENN:  Good morning, Stuart, how are you?  This is, as the Secretary indicated, an unfortunate perception that has emerged and it has gotten a lot of play in the press as people try to pit the Australian wheat industry against the U.S. wheat industry, and there are a lot of commercial rivalries that exist there.
     But as far as the situation in Iraq is concerned, as you said, both the U.S. and the Australians are working jointly to try to rebuilt Iraqi agriculture.
      We think to the extent that we can get their system functioning again, that they once more will be a good market, they'll be a big market, not only for wheat and rice but for veg oil and pulses, and processed foods and all of these other things in which we have a pretty considerable comparative advantage.
     So our objective is to try to benefit the Iraqi people, get agriculture rebuilt, get that economy functioning again.
     Mr. Amstutz will be in Iraq next Tuesday and his Australian colleague, Mr. Trevor Flugge, is already there, as the press has reported.  They have been in contact from time to time.  They are working closely with our colleague, Lee Schatz, who is the Foreign Agricultural Service employee.  He's working both with Mr. Amstutz and Mr. Flugge.  He's been our guy on the ground there from the very beginning.
     He went in just as soon as hostilities ended.  So we think this is a very good cooperative relationship.  We think that both the Australians and the Americans share the same objective.  We want this to be a good market for all of us again.
     We think it's one which ought to be transparent and in which we can compete.  So that's our objective in trying to get this thing rolling again.
     MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Tony Purcell at Texas State Network in Arlington, Texas, and he'll be followed by Cyndi Young.
     Tony, go ahead, please.
     QUESTION:  Good morning, Madam Secretary.  I'm glad we could get together and visit like this.
     There's a lot of concern in the market, both the futures market in Chicago and the cash markets here in Texas over the Canadian situation, and when and how the market will be open.
     First, could you give us some kind of a ball park timeline on when that might happen, or what needs to happen before the border will be reopened.
     And second, the concern is that beef and cattle are backing up up there.  What measures can be taken to prevent just a flood of Canadian beef and cattle coming in here once the border is reopened?
      SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, this is a question that we get virtually every single day in Washington and I certainly understand the context in which it's asked.  But, again, our first steps in this unfortunate circumstance have been to cooperate and work with the Canadians in every way that we can to address the situation and get the investigation, so that we can understand where the animal came from, and so forth.
     There have probably been over 2,000 animals that have been depopulated and tested, and out of that there have been no additional signs.  That's very good news.  But in the meantime, we've had to take actions consistent with our BSE plan and the fact that there was a find in Canada.
     We are not yet prepared to talk about how the market will be reopened or when it will be reopened.
      We understand that there are market impacts to all of this.  Frankly, I was pleased that there was--certainly, the market went down, limits, on the very first day that this happened, but since then it's maintained its strength.
     Since the incident happened three days before Memorial Day, one of the largest beef-consuming weekends in the year, and because both here and in Canada, we have been able to assure consumers that we are doing everything to protect our food supply, this did not get into the food supply, there has not been a market impact, and I think that's very positive from a consumer demand standpoint.
     Again, I understand your question but we simply aren't prepared, at this point, to provide any kind of indication of when we're going to have market opening with regard to the Canadian beef.
     MR. QUINN:  And our final question today comes from Cyndi Young, Brownfield Network in Jefferson City, Missouri.
     Good morning, Cyndi.
     QUESTION:  Good morning, Larry, and good morning, Secretary, and Under Secretary.
     I want to follow up on the question that was just asked regarding the markets.  I understand that you are unable to give us a timeframe for when that border will be opened.
     Can you tell me: Is there a plan in place to maintain some sort of order for marketing these Canadian cattle?
     Is that something that USDA is working on?
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, we're having discussions that take in a whole range of issues, including, you know, marketing.  Obviously science is the driving force.  We're working with the OIE.  We've got export issues.  Obviously Japan and Korea are two of our biggest export markets.  We're working closely with our export markets.  We're working with the science.  There's a scientific panel of experts that was convened in Canada.
     We've worked with those folks.  So there are a whole, I would maybe say a whole web of decisions that have to be made as we go through this BSE process.
     Frankly, the day that this started, I would not have imagined how many factors come into making decisions, but in fact we have a very strong interagency process within USDA, including FDA, and including all the Canadian counterparts, along with international organizations like OIE and other countries of which we have a trade interest in beef.
     So there's a lot of factors that are being taken into account as we determine the appropriate next steps and the timing for those next steps.
     MR. QUINN:  We want to thank the broadcasters and reporters for participating with us today.
     Secretary Veneman, would you like to make any final remarks.
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I again want to thank everyone for being with us.  We are excited about this science and technology conference that's coming up.  We think it's quite a big move on the part of the Department, and AID and State, to be hosting this conference, and we hope to see a lot of good discussions come out of this conference with regard to how science and technology can help the food and agriculture systems all around the world, and particularly to help the many, many people, the 800 million people who are undernourished in this world.
     I think some of the statistics I've quoted today, that half the world's population lives on less than $2 a day, we in this country have a very hard time relating to that.  But the fact of the matter is that if we can help other countries develop, it will not only help the people, it will also create demand for products such as the food that we all produce all around the world, and so we're looking forward to this conference.
     We continue to have, as I said in the beginning, a very full plate of issues here, at USDA, but we're very pleased that we've had the opportunity to discuss some of those with you today and we thank you all for joining us.
     MR. QUINN:  Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman.  I'm Larry Quinn, bidding you a good day from Washington.
- - -
