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DR PENN:  Madam Secretary, distinguished ministers, colleagues, ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the closing plenary of this historic conference.
I have been most impressed with the excellent presentations and interesting discussions that have marked every session that I have observed during these two days.
I hope that everyone in this room shares my view and found something useful to take away.
Now I have the privilege of introducing three Ministers who will help us put the things that we have learned into perspective and to suggest how we can begin translating new ideas into concrete actions when we return home.
Our three speakers are Dr. Yousuf Nuristani of Afghanistan, Minister Seydou Traore of Mali, and Minister Lynette Stanziola of Panama.
They will address the question of what impact has the conference had on setting your priorities for policy making and research to strengthen technology development and dissemination.
Our first speaker is Dr. Nuristani, Minister of Irrigation, Water Resources and Environment, of the Islamic transitional state of Afghanistan.  Dr. Nuristani has vast experience in social and political endeavors.  He has devoted his entire career to helping the Afghani people improve their educational and economic opportunities.
Dr. Nuristani.
DR. NURISTANI:  Madam Veneman, Secretary of Agriculture, distinguished ministers, ladies and gentlemen, let me, first of all, allow me to, on behalf of myself and the delegates from Afghanistan to thank Secretary of Agriculture and USAID for making for us possible to attend this very important forum.
-more-

Having said that, I would like to share my thoughts in the bitter experience of Afghanistan for the last two and a half decades, and also my views about this important forum.
Afghanistan, as you all may know, has gone through 20 years of, more than 20 years of war, with that war bringing destruction and neglect of the agricultural sector.  Today, our cereal production is 400,000 tons, below that of 1979.
Compounding the problem has been a drought that has lasted for four years.  Fortunately, that the drought has been broken with good rain and snowfall in recent wet seasons.
We are now in a period of rebuilding and some of the things to be rebuilt include the physical fabric of the ministries, the research stations, the extension offices and markets, the dams and canals of irrigation systems, the roads that people rely on to get their goods to market.
 
More than that, we have to rebuild the institutions.  We have to retain and improve the skills of people in the ministries, extension services and research institutions, develop policy and strategies for agriculture, irrigation and forestry, train our farmers, improve our management skills, develop and improve marketing.
All of this we have started to do over the past year, after the interim period.  Out of the devastation, we want to create opportunity, opportunity for all of the people of Afghanistan and in our particular case, the farmers and herdsmen of the country.
With the assistance of the donor community we have been doing this.  One opportunity we have is to skip a generation or two of technology and, where appropriate, take away from this conference and expo, the technologies that will enable our farmers and herdsmen to increase their production, improve their livelihood, and move Afghanistan toward a position where it can feed itself without the help of any outside agency.
Our particular interest in this conference has been the work on soil and water management, and we have been exposed to.  Afghanistan is a semi-arid country with a fragile environment.  The effect of management of the water we have is one of the highest priority in my government, of my government.  The prevention of erosion of the soil and the retention of its fertility is also one of the things that are of critical importance to us.
Another item that we have found to be of particular interest was in the third breakout session where the topic of forest resource management was dealt with.
Afghanistan, for the past 20 years of unrest, has seen the rapid depletion of our forest cover.  Forest and green cover has been reduced by 60 percent since 1978.  The cause of this has been twofold.  Trees have been cut and sold for profit, frequently as export to a neighboring country, and they have been used for fuel.  Wood is the primary source of energy for most of the people of Afghanistan and we are a country that has long, cold winters.
-more-

A critical question for the country is how to reforest the country and manage that reforestation so that timber can be provided for fuel without destruction of the entire tree cover.  Management methods and policy decisions that have been shown here will be taken back and applied to ensure that our effort in reforestation will not be in vain.
Obviously, in a country with a large subsistence sector, our interest has been held by the presentation we have heard where the emphasis has been on cost-effective technologies for crop production, that can be applied by the small farmer, both the rain-fed farmer and one who has access to irrigation.
Anything that can increase yield or improve the nutritional value of crops can have a large impact on the health, the income, and well-being of my countrymen.
At the same time, we hear the messages of the participants of the conference, that have described their own challenges, after having adopted some technologies that did not prove to have a market abroad or did not result in successful yield.
We realize that technology alone cannot be the answer to all of our problems.  The effective management of resource is also critical and  that requires commitment and effort on our part.
In Afghanistan, we know that we have to do better in the future than we did in the past.  We have to make a better job of carrying out our responsibilities to our farmers, our herdsmen, and, indeed, to everyone in the country who goes to bed feeling hungry or is being ground down by, from poverty.
From my point of view, and I'm sure that I speak for my fellow Afghan delegation who are gathered here, this conference has been invaluable.  We will attempt to take back from here technologies, ideas, and hopes.  We hope that the scientific and technological breakthroughs that have been presented here, both in the conference itself, and the expo, will help us deal with the problems of poverty and hunger that are the burden carried by far too many of our countrymen.
Thank you very much.
[Applause.]
MODERATOR:  Thank you, Dr. Nuristani, for sharing that perspective.
Our next speaker is Seydou Traore, Minister of Agriculture, Livestock, and Fisheries for the Republic of Mali.
He has a strong background in agricultural research and rural development, and he will be speaking in French.  So please join me in welcoming Minister Traore.
MINISTER TRAORE:  [In French.]
MODERATOR:  Thank you, Minister Traore, for those comments.
The final minister to address this question is Lynette Stanziola,  Minister of Agricultural Development for the Republic of Panama.
-more-

She has a unique perspective, brings a unique perspective to this panel as she has been actively involved in the international business community for most of her career.
Please join me in welcoming the minister.
MINISTER STANZIOLA:  [In Spanish.]
MODERATOR:  Thank you, Minister Stanziola.
Now it is my distinct pleasure to introduce Secretary Veneman who was the driving force behind this conference.  It was her vision that brought us to this point, and I hope you will now join me in expressing appreciation to her for this event.
Secretary Veneman.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thank you very much.  Fellow ministers and distinguished  delegates, good afternoon.  It's a pleasure to be with you again.  Thank you for your presence here this week, for your participation, for your valuable insights.
“Many thanks, again, to our co-sponsors at the U.S. Agency for International Development and the U.S. Department of State for helping make this historical ministerial conference possible, and a special thanks to our presenters and panelists, over 90 of them, from 29 different countries, as well as the exhibitors in the technology expo.
“Their contributions helped give structure to our work here in Sacramento and inspiration for what lies ahead.
“Thanks especially to our keynote speaker from today's luncheon, Dr. Norman Borlaug.  We are, indeed, very fortunate to have had the father of the Green Revolution with us today.  He has shown us what we can learn from past success.
“The diversity of ministers, delegates, and other participants also has added to the quality and creativity of our discussions.
“This conference has included some 60 ministers of agriculture, about 26 from areas of natural resources and environment, 18 ministers of science and technology, about 12 ministers of the economy, trade or industry, and a handful each from health and education.
“We began our week with an IMAX film that so many of you have said set the perfect tone for the events that would follow.
“Not only was it a remarkable movie from a technical perspective but it was a perfect example of what nations working cooperatively can achieve to advance the benefits of science and technology.
“In his videotaped greeting, President Bush said, `I am confident that many lives will be improved by the work you do here.’
“There is no doubt that our prospects for positive outcomes will be strengthened, greatly, by the work that is also yet to come after we leave Sacramento.
-more-

“This conference is an attempt to find solutions to problems of global hunger and poverty.  We have heard some success stories, and where we have seen examples of what works, we must try to duplicate them elsewhere.
“Before we can say specifically where we go from the Sacramento conference, we must be clear about what we've heard and learned here.  Let me offer a synthesis.
“There's been an enormous excitement among developing countries represented here and a strong response by developed nations who have expressed a renewed commitment to contribute to solutions.
“Whether it was in bilateral or informal discussions, the plenary or breakout sessions, several themes emerged.  These themes fit into four broad categories.
“First is the need to harness information to help farmers.  While the research keeps the technology pipeline filled, we must remember that much appropriate technology already exists.
“Agricultural research, if not applied, helps no one.  It must be made accessible to farmers.  We have seen a renewed emphasis on the vital role of extension services to provide information to farmers, so that they may realize its practical benefits.
“Ministers from Sri Lanka discussed with me a project developed by The World Bank to set up a system of model farms that can teach other farmers about effective and productive practices.
“We must also harness information that benefits farmers in indirect ways.  Our Mexican colleague coined a phrase, "soft technologies," to describe the importance of access to credit, marketing, and risk management that must supplement physical infrastructure such as roads and bridges.
“The second overarching need is to expand the knowledge base.  Some have spoken of efforts to revitalize indigenous research institutions and to strengthen networks such as the Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research. We also heard many times that--
more research and information-sharing are needed on many basic staple foods, especially those in Africa.  I remind you that in most developing countries large proportions of the population consume only what they produce.  Improving staple foods is one of the most direct means to alleviate hunger and improve nutrition.  

"Fish and other nontraditional modes of agriculture, such as forestry, are deserving of more research and education. There is a need for education on soil erosion and on the impacts of deforestation.  Many developing countries are looking for ways to get new blood into the study and application of the sciences, especially genetics.  After the end of the Cold War -- and even earlier -- many institutions that once provided scholarships and educational opportunities withdrew from these activities.  We have lost a generation as a result, and we need to refocus on this top priority.

"To truly address global hunger, no one can afford to go it alone to find solutions, neither government, academia, non-governmental organizations, nor private industry.  Therefore, the third major theme, which is closely related to the local knowledge base, is the constant refrain we are hearing to strengthen partnerships.          -more-

 These can be partnerships of all kinds: between and among developing countries, who have much to offer and learn from each other; between developing and developed nations, there is still much more to do in this area; and public-private partnerships, especially with research in the private sector.  The minister from Georgia discussed the vital role of public-private partnerships, but stressed that free markets and private property rights are needed to make them a viable option.  We have heard a renewed interest in farmer associations as forums for sharing information and organizing behind a common cause.

"And fourth, water is a special problem, and it needs special attention now and in the future.  There are issues relating to both water quantity and quality.

Priorities must begin first with the basics of water management such as irrigation, conservation and water storage, and then move beyond to advanced techniques such as more innovative delivery methods, and early warning systems for floods and droughts.

"That is just a sample of major themes we have heard this week.  The real test now comes in our next steps and where we go from here.  Some ideas come readily to mind from the themes that emerged from our discussions.  It is clear that the road to solutions will involve a rearranging of our priorities, particularly in terms of funding and resources.  In a time of budget constraints and limits on new funding, we must find creative ways to refocus our efforts on the most critical areas.

"We must emphasize education and the need to put agriculture research higher on the agenda in our countries individually, as well as internationally.  Our focus should be on our citizenry, especially our children, and preparing them for new technologies and future challenges.  Our Colombian colleague suggested that the World Bank become a "bank of knowledge" and that economic development and the development of human capital be viewed as complementary goals.  Another suggestion from a breakout session involved the need for more female extension agents in Africa given that the majority of farmers there are women.  Conferences on staple foods can be spawned by our discussions to involve researchers, producers, governments, NGO's, and others.  South Korea has already announced its intention to host a conference in conjunction with next year's International Year of Rice.  Follow-on efforts like these can address specific issues that have been raised here in Sacramento.

"Placing greater emphasis on partnerships and international cooperation, as well as among domestic institutions, can help make scarce resources go further.  Dr. Rita Colwell spoke about "twinning,"or partnering the needs in the developing world with research institutions and resources in the developed world.

"Governments can also help facilitate the benefits of technology through supportive policies and regulations.  We need to focus on a mix of science-based regulatory systems, conducive national policies, and open economies that stimulate trade.

Without these, the power of technology will be diminished.  

"Another example of the critical role of supportive government policies and regulations is in strong food safety and sanitary and phytosanitary systems.  We need to recommit ourselves to capacity building in these areas, as well as the harmonization of regulations, and regional partnerships that focus on plant and animal diseases.  It has been pointed out at this conference that diseases and pests do not respect borders drawn on a map.

"One area where policies and regulations are especially important is biotechnology.  While this was not a biotech conference, as some have tried to characterize it, we must recognize 

-more-

it’s critical importance and address the controversy that surrounds it.  This meeting helped gain a clear vision of the role of technology in agricultural development, a wide range of technologies that includes biotechnology.  We saw a strong desire to learn more about biotechnology, to evaluate it, and to understand its potential.

"Consumer education and transparency in regulatory systems are viewed as critical in overcoming some of these challenges.  But as Secretary Lorenzo put it, "If we felt that we had to have a 100 percent risk-free environment, we would not have had the last 200 years of tremendous advancements that have helped humanity."  We cannot hold further development of this technology hostage to fear.  We must proceed, but with all due caution, and in a strong regulatory context, using the best available science.

"Many here have described this conference as a unique opportunity to find real solutions and to put us back on track toward our goals.  Nelson Mandela once said, "When the water starts boiling, it is foolish to turn off the heat."  We must find ways to keep the heat that has been generated here at a high level.

"In confronting hunger and poverty, we here in this room have a special responsibility that transcends the borders of our individual countries.  Dr. Borlaug reminded us today of the achievements that can result from strong leadership.  We are the decision-makers.  We as ministers are responsible for establishing and implementing the policies that will determine success in the global battle against hunger and poverty.  In fulfilling this special responsibility, we sometimes have to take political risks to do the right thing.

"While our stated goal is to reduce by half the 800 million hungry people around the world, even one hungry person is unacceptable.  That one person is someone's child, or mother, or father.  It is one person who is denied the sustenance they need to be a productive member of society.  It is one person who is prevented from meeting their full potential.  Behind our efforts here, there are a lot of statistics, but there is also a human face.  As we move forward from Sacramento, as we form new partnerships and seek new ways to unleash the power of technology, we must always remember that human face.

"Thank you."

[APPLAUSE.]

DR. PENN:  Thank you very much for those remarks Secretary Veneman.

