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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Good morning, Larry, and thank you for hosting us this morning. And thank you to everyone who is with us today. I appreciate the opportunity to visit with you.

I am pleased to be joined again by J.B.  Penn, our Under Secretary for Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services, and Joe Glauber, our Deputy Chief Economist here at USDA.  Today we will update you on a number of issues before we take your questions.  We are, at USDA, finishing up a very busy summer.

But before I discuss some of the issues we have been dealing with, I want to just talk briefly about the financial state of America’s farmers.  USDA's economists are currently forecasting very good crops across much of the country.  Even so, strong demand both here and in our important foreign markets means that the prospects for crop prices are relatively favorable.  We are also seeing notable improvements across much of the livestock sector.  The bottom line is that farm income should be respectable again this year, and with appreciating land prices, the balance sheet for the farm sector remains strong.

Today we are announcing the results of the 26th general sign-up for the Conservation Reserve Program.  As you know, President Bush is deeply committed to protecting the environment.  He has proposed record funding, more than doubling the federal commitment to environmental and conservation programs for our farmers and ranchers over the time when he took office.

The CRP has a proven record of reducing soil and water erosion and improving water quality and wildlife habitat.

The selection criteria used for this signup provide the greatest benefits for the most fragile lands.  As I announced in June when I was in Kansas, CRP's environmental benefits index now takes into account carbon sequestration under the selection criteria.  The five environmental factors that are weighed are:  soil erosion, water quality, enduring environmental benefits beyond the life of the CRP contract, air quality and wildlife enhancement, in addition to the proposed cost per acre.  The land selected will help address key environmental issues such as cleaner water and hypoxia, especially in the northern Gulf of Mexico.
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The 2002 Farm Bill increased the CRP cap to 39.2 million acres from 36.4 million acres.  The selections we are announcing today add 2 million acres of environmentally sensitive land to the CRP.  Offers accepted under this signup will become effective on either October 1st of this year or October 1st of next year, whichever the producer chooses.  Another general signup is now planned for the early part of next year.

About 2-1/2 million total acres are reserved for special initiatives within the CRP including:  a continuous signup program that provides an effective ongoing means to protect the most environmentally sensitive land; planting floodplains to bottomland hardwood trees to help sequester greenhouse gases, improve water quality and restore wildlife habitats; the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, which is a federal-state partnership to target additional resources in defined geographic areas for conservation practices such as buffer and filter strips; and the Farmable Wetland Program to protect certain farmed and prior converted wetlands.  These initiatives are especially helpful in targeting the program to the most pressing environmental needs.

You can find all of the details about the signup on the USDA Farm Service Agency website, and I would invite you to take a look for specific issues you may want addressed.

Implementation of the 2002 Farm Bill is nearly complete, with most of the major programs in place and benefits flowing to farmers and ranchers.  Producers completed sign-ups and acreage and yield updates, and they are receiving benefits under the major commodity programs.  So far more than $8 billion has been paid to producers under the various Farm Bill programs.

My thanks again to USDA employees all over the country for their extraordinary efforts to get the programs in place quickly and efficiently.  Thanks also to all the producers for their patience and particularly their cooperation throughout this process.

As you know, the President signed a Disaster Assistance package in February to provide $3.1 billion in help to farmers and ranchers for losses in 2001 and 2002.  The largest component, an estimated $2.1 billion, is the Crop Disaster Program.  Signup began in June and payments are well underway, with more than $1 billion already paid out, and proceeding at a rate approaching $50 million a day.

We have also completed or made tremendous progress on other components of the disaster package, including the Livestock Compensation Program, the Livestock Assistance Program, the sugar beet disaster program, a hurricane assistance program for sugar cane growers in Louisiana, and the catfish feed assistance program.

One note relating to farm programs.  I remind producers all across the country that nominations for the Farm Service Agency county committees are being accepted through September 5th.  That's next week.  American agricultural is exceptionally diverse, and we want to encourage representation on these committees that reflects that diversity.

We depend on input from a full range of farmers, including minorities, women, the socially disadvantaged and small-scale producers. 
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 Once the nomination period ends, voting will begin and ballots are due by December 1st.  The elected members will take their positions on January 1st of next year.

I want to also update you today on the BSE situation.  As you know, on August 8th we announced that we would begin issuing permits to allow game products and low-risk beef products to be imported from Canada.  That permitting process is underway, and we expect to begin issuing permits this week.  Once those imports begin we will closely monitor the process.  We are also developing a rule to address the importation of cattle under 30 months of age and other low-risk products.  In addition, we are beginning the longer term work on a rule to reestablish more normalized trade of beef and beef products.

To assist in the continued export of beef products to Japan, we have implemented a voluntary beef export verification program.  Under this program assurance is provided through a documented plan and on-site audits that beef products exported to Japan are produced only from cattle slaughtered in the United States.

Following our August 8th announcement, Mexico also reestablished trade with Canada on a basis similar to that which the U.S. did, and other countries have also announced that they are allowing resumption of Canadian beef imports.

We are also working with our NAFTA partners, Canada and Mexico, and have asked the OIE, the Office of International Epizootics, to develop a more practical risk-based approach to addressing BSE safety issues that impact trade.  We feel that the current standards need to be updated in light of recent advancements in the science associated with this disease.

Also on issues related to trade, we are aggressively addressing recent actions by China that are disrupting our soybean trade.  China is our single largest market for soybeans, so we watch developments there very closely.  We are engaging the Chinese at several levels to resolve the issue and avoid further unwarranted disruptions.  In fact, Minister Du from the Chinese Ministry of Agriculture is visiting the United States, and I will be meeting with him later today.  These trade disruptions are not under Minister Du's direct jurisdiction.  Instead they are under China's quarantine and inspection agency known as AQSIQ, which is similar to USDA's APHIS.

However, I will use the opportunity of my visit with Mr. Du to express the strong concern of our government about this matter.  Minister Du and I will also sign a memorandum of understanding to expand our cooperative efforts in a number of areas.  This agreement is a follow up to my visit to China in July of last year.  A key part of this arrangement is the establishment of a biotechnology working group.

This will give us also an additional forum to address sanitary and phytosanitary issues such as the soybean problem with the Chinese, and also to promote the use of sound science in regulations.

Another critical area in trade for agriculture is the current round of WTO trade negotiations.  The next ministerial meeting in Cancun begins September 10th.  This meeting will be a midterm review of progress under the DOHA round to date.  We are currently working very closely with Ambassador Zoellick and his team at the United States Trade Representative's Office as we prepare for this ministerial.
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I would note that prior to the Cancun meeting we will have another opportunity to talk with reporters, before we leave for Cancun, in greater depth about the negotiations.

Quickly updating on a few other important issues.  On July 20th the Food Safety and Inspection Service released a document to guide continuing food safety initiatives.  FSIS has been hard at work since that time to support those efforts.  On July 25th FSIS established a food safety risk assessment committee with membership from across USDA.  This committee is intended to help ensure that we maximize our research, regulatory, and public outreach resources in order to protect the public health and avoid redundancies.

Two weeks ago FSIS established a new technology office, which will expedite the implementation of safe interventions or processes that will eliminate pathogens at slaughter and processing plants.

And just last week, FSIS announced that it is establishing new regional centers to bring comprehensive workforce training programs to its field employees across the country.

Under USDA Rural Development I am announcing a number of important grants and loans to assist job creation and energy needs in rural areas.  First, we are awarding $13.1 million in loans and grants to 115 recipients in 42 states for rural business development.  These funds are expected to create or save more than 6,000 jobs and will support 1,166 business ventures.

In addition, we are awarding more than $21.2 million in grants to 113 recipients in 24 states for renewable energy systems and energy efficient improvements.  These grants are a vital part of the administration's efforts to promote energy independence and to address the needs of rural Americans.

On another issue, the process of revising the Dietary Guidelines for Americans is underway.  The guidelines are revised every 5 years and they form the basis of federal nutrition policy and nutrition education initiatives.  On August 11th Secretary Thompson and I released the names of 13 nutrition experts to serve on this advisory committee.  The committee will hold its first meeting this fall, followed by quarterly meetings throughout 2004.  The revised guidelines are scheduled to be issued in early 2005.

Finally, we are continuing to urge the Senate to quickly pass the President's Healthy Forest legislation when it returns from its August recess.  I spent some time this month with the President touring fire damage in Arizona and in Oregon.  This Health Forest Initiative is a common-sense plan to reduce the risk of devastating wildfires by thinning areas of unnatural dense forest growth.  About 190 million acres of forest and wildlands are currently at risk from fires that destroy trees and wildlife habitats, pollute the air, impact the public health, contribute to soil erosion, and harm water quality.  Two of the past three years broke modern records for destruction from wildfires.

The House has already passed bipartisan Healthy Forest legislation, and the Senate Agriculture Committee followed suit.  The legislation will help us do the job of protecting forests quicker, more efficiently, and at lower cost.

This is just a sample of all the various issues we have been dealing with throughout a very, very busy summer.
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I want to thank you all for being with us today, and now we will take questions from the reporters that are online.  Thank you again very much.

MODERATOR:  Thank you, Secretary Veneman, and I'll remind, as we begin our questions from reporters, that today's conference is fully interactive, and you can help us have a successful session if you'll keep your line muted when you're not speaking.

Please state your name and affiliation and ask to be recognized as we call on you, so we can hear your question clearly.  We're now ready for our first question.

QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, it's Rick Cowan from Reuters.  On the meeting with the Chinese Agriculture Minister, I realize you say he doesn't have primary responsibility on the soybean trade problem, but you said that you would express your concerns.  Will you tell him what might happen if China does not promptly lift whatever barrier's it has imposed?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, we anticipate that we will have some pretty strong discussions on this issue.  As I indicated in my opening remarks, this is our largest market for soybeans, and this will be an issue that we spend some time on with Minister Du today.  I mean even though the agencies that oversee these technical regulations are not under Minister Du's direct supervision, certainly he, at his level, ministerial level, can carry a strong message back and talk about the consequences of not complying with their obligations under the WTO.

In addition, Secretary Snow will be visiting China early in September, and we fully expect to have him prepared to raise the issue as well if it's still an issue that needs to be resolved.

QUESTION:  Consequences?

MODERATOR:  Say that again, Rick.

QUESTION:  What are the consequences.  You mentioned that there would be consequences.  What are they?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I think it's too early to speculate at this time.  I mean it is a sanitary issue.  We don't believe it's based on science.  We do have the ability to go to the WTO.  China is now a member of the WTO, so we could bring an ‘S and P’ action in the WTO if we feel that we can't resolve the issue.

MODERATOR:  Ready for our next question.  Please ask to be recognized.

QUESTION:  This is Tony Purcell at the Texas State Network.  Madam Secretary, there seems  to be a sense of urgency at USDA on opening or reopening the Canadian border to live animals.  I'm wondering first, why this is, and second, there's a lot of concern about the backup of live animals in Canada that are just waiting to flood across the border, and what precautions are being taken to prevent that?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, thank you, Tony, for your question.  As you know, we've spent a considerable amount of time on this issue of Canada and the single case of BSE.  The announcement we made on the 8th had several aspects.
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 One was we were going to use a permit process to open the border with respect to boxed beef from animals under 30 months.  As you know, animals under 30 months are generally thought to be of virtually no risk of having BSE.  Now, we will also begin a regulatory process to look at the lowest risk animals, those under 30 months.  That regulation is in process at this point, but it will take some time to actually do the regulation.  That will include a risk assessment and so forth.

So I wouldn't say that there is--I think we're going through a very deliberate process.  We have a very integrated market.  We are trying to use sound science as we move through this decision-making process, and the regulatory process that we will go through, will include, as I said, a full risk assessment.  We know these animals under 30 months are of very low risk, and then we'll proceed with a longer regulatory and separate regulatory process to resume more normal trade as I mentioned in my earlier remarks.

QUESTION:  If I might ask a follow up.  And what I was getting at specifically older animals.  Is there a timetable?  I'm thinking mainly bred cows and bulls.

MODERATOR:  Say that again, please?

QUESTION:  I was wondering if you can address the issue of older animals, specifically, bred cows and bulls.  Is there any kind of a timetable for when they may start coming across the border again?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, as I said, that will be a separate regulatory process that will take a longer period of time because it will be a more complicated risk assessment.  But we are taking this in a two-track process, one for lower risk animals under 30 months, that will be on one track of a regulatory process.  And the older animals will be a longer regulatory process, and at this point it would be impossible for me to predict at what point those animals might resume trade with the United States.

MODERATOR:  Next reporter's question.

QUESTION:  Madam Secretary, Joe Wary from the Mid-America Ag Network in Wichita, Kansas.  The Justice Department and the Nebraska Cattlemen have each requested a review of the Eighth Circuit Court of Appeals' decision concerning the beef check-off.  What do you foresee happening with that?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, the Justice Department has requested an appeal, and as I've said many times, we believe these are effective programs.  We believe--and obviously, we worked with the Justice Department to request the appeal.  We think that--we want to try to maintain the integrity of these programs and as you know, there have been a number of court decisions on these programs that have thrown some of them into question.

And there are actually conflicting opinions even from the Supreme Court at this point, which is why I think we're getting so many differing opinions from the circuits.  But we do feel it's important to appeal.  We're working closely with the Justice Department, and we will proceed with the appeal, and I certainly at this point can't predict the outcome.

QUESTION:  Any prediction as to when we will find out more?
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MODERATOR:  Prediction when we'll find out more?  Is that your question?

QUESTION:  Yes.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  No, I don't know when the appeals schedule will be.  I don't know what the appeals schedule will be.

MODERATOR:  Next question.

QUESTION:  Ron Hays in Oklahoma City with Clear Channel Ag Network.  Madam Secretary, I would be interested to hear your thoughts on the continuing process of USDA to write the rules and regs for the mandatory country of origin labeling.  We heard from some of your officials just a few weeks ago that perhaps by around the first of October we might have those rules and regs, the preliminary rules and regs out regarding the implementation of mandatory country of origin labeling for next fall.  Do you see that on track at this point?

And you might give us your thoughts too about Congress's ideas of maybe delaying that whole process as well through the appropriations process.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Thank you, Ron, for that question.  I know there's been a lot of interest in this issue around the country, and a lot of confusion I think as well.

You know, USDA has been charged under the Farm Bill with implementing this country of origin provision which is a very prescriptive law, that is, a law that's very specific in what it's requiring us to do, which is where I think some of the confusion has come about.

We are on track to put a proposed regulation out sometime this fall.  I can't give you an exact date.  We have been working to implement the law as was specified by the statutes and by Congress.  We've been working very closely with our lawyers to make sure we're doing this appropriately.

 We had a number of listening sessions all around the country to get input from various interested parties, and so I think that we've done a very thorough and comprehensive job as we've gone through this process.

Now you mentioned the fact that Congress has a provision, at least in the House Appropriations bill, that would delay the implementation of this.

We have not delayed our action in terms of implementation based upon what's in the House bill, because we don't know that that ultimately will come out of the final appropriations bill, so we're moving along as if the timetable is unaffected, which it is at this point, and so I think we're on track, and we'll get the proposed regulation out some time this fall.

MODERATOR:  Next question, please.  Can I have another question from a reporter?
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QUESTION:  Daniel Goldstein, Bloomberg News.


Hello.


MR. QUINN:  Go ahead, please.

QUESTION:  Okay.  The U.S. has obviously been urging Japan to cut back its beef tariffs and to offer some sort of a compromise.  What, if there's anything, would happen, if Japan refused to cut back?  Are there any consequences to Japan not cutting back its tariffs that have been, that are right now affecting our shipments of beef to Japan?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  This is a good question because this relates to a provision that Japan used based upon import surges and it's a special provision that they had in their agreement, that allows them to put additional tariffs on if there are import surges.  As many of you have heard me say many times before, we believe this is completely unjustified because the surge is an artificial surge.

When Japan got BSE a year or so ago, the demand for beef went down considerably, and so as a result, their traditional levels of shipments also went down.  So, now, the surge is over that time period when the demand was down below normal levels.  They are now back at normal levels, not above what has been traditional, and so we think that the tariff being imposed under these circumstances is completely unjustified and we continue to strongly make that case to the Japanese officials, including my own discussions with Japanese officials, our embassy, our ambassador, and we will continue to press the point because we do think it's really not a justified use of the tariff.

So we're continuing to work on this issue very consistently.

QUESTION:  Would there be any sort of "tit for tat" kind of tariffs, coming back against Japan in a related industry, exports that they sell to us?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  I don't think that's contemplated at this time, but as I said, we continue to press the Japanese very hard on this.

MR. QUINN:  And we have time for one last question, so who has a question, please.

QUESTION:  This is Chuck Abbott with Reuters.  I'll ask a question.

I was curious.  Madam Secretary, you mentioned country wars and labeling.  That's one area where the Department and the administration has been willing to make changes in the farm bill.

Are there other areas where the administration would propose or support changes in the farm law, such as payment limitations?
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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, as you know, Chuck, we haven't taken a position on payment limitations.  The Payment Limitation Commission report we expect will be out by the independent commission shortly.  We're looking forward to reading it and being briefed on their report, and what they've found.  But the Department has taken no position on payment limits.  As you know, that's consistent with where we were in the farm bill.

There are some other technical areas that may need some legislative fixes, but there aren't major areas where the administration is proposing changes in the farm bill.

MODERATOR:  Thank you, reporters, for your questions today, and Madam Secretary, do you have a closing comment?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, I just want to again thank everyone for being with us today.

As I indicated, we've had a lot on our plate the last several months. Certainly this BSE situation has been a very difficult one but one that we have consistently worked very closely with our friends in Canada on, to try to resolve, we've tried to use sound science.

We are continuing, and I think effectively continuing, to implement both the farm bill and the disaster program. And of course today there was a lot of people very interested in us getting the CRP announcement and the sign-up done, and we're very pleased that we were able to announce that today, because I know producers want to make decisions.

So, again, we've had a very busy time.  We appreciate all that you do, the broadcasters and the print media, to make sure that farmers and ranchers around the country know about the various programs that are available, know about the issues, and are able to update our folks on the issues all around the country.  So thank you again.

MODERATOR:  Secretary of Agriculture, Ann Veneman.  I'm Larry Quinn, bidding you a good day from Washington.
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