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Chairman Gutknecht and Members of the Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to present testimony in support of the U.S. National Arboretum (USNA) on behalf of the Department of Agriculture (USDA).  My name is Rodney J. Brown and I am the Deputy Under Secretary for the Research, Education, and Economics (REE) at USDA.  

Many of you will recall that in March 2002, here on the U.S. Capitol grounds, Secretary Veneman launched the Arboretum’s 75th anniversary celebration at a tree planting ceremony.  At that event, the Secretary said “the Arboretum is truly a national treasure located right here in our Nation’s capital”.  I couldn’t agree more and would add that we are very proud to have the Arboretum in the REE mission area.  On a more personal note, I would also say that in my former life at Utah State University, I led the effort to establish a botanic garden at that very fine land-grant institution.

The National Arboretum was established by an Act of Congress in 1926 and is this country’s only Federally funded arboreta.  Congress chartered the arboretum to be a research and educational facility devoted to the study of plants.  Since that time, the arboretum has emerged as one of the premier research oriented gardens and arboreta in the United States.  In addition, the USNA houses the finest collection of bonsai and penjing in North America.  Yet, with all the scientific activity on its 446- acre Washington, D.C. campus, the Arboretum affords one with beauty and calm in the most urban of settings.  It is truly a green oasis. 

Research

The nursery and landscape industry is the fastest growing sector of American agriculture and makes up 11 percent of agriculture receipts in this country.  Gardening is also the number one hobby in the United States.  During the Arboretum’s 76-year history, it has become the country’s leading institution for the development and improvement of flowering trees, shade trees, flowering shrubs, and floral plants.  More than 660 new or improved plants have been released to the nursery and floral industries since the USNA has been in operation.  New plants are sent to100 cooperators throughout the country for testing and evaluation.  If, after several years of evaluation, the plants prove to be superior, then they are typically named and released free of charge to wholesale growers.  National Arboretum releases are currently grown in 42 states around the nation.  The wholesale growers in turn increase the number of plants and release them to the retail outlets. 
There is a continuing demand not only for novel landscape plants, but also for plant varieties with improved tolerance to pests and diseases.  There is little capacity for the industry to develop these products itself, however, because the industry is comprised mostly of small operators.  The long periods of time it takes to go from seedlings to mature plants bred for increased disease and pest resistance means it is not a profitable enterprise for small farmers and businesses in the horticultural industry.  The germplasm, molecular, and integrated pest management research conducted at the Arboretum is vital in meeting this need.  In fact, 

Dr. Thomas Elias, Director of the USNA, estimated that between 15 and 20 million plants of the Arboretum’s 210-plus introductions are sold each year in numerous marketplaces.  As evidence of their superior qualities, the Pennsylvania, Georgia, Mississippi, Colorado, and Florida Horticultural Societies awarded Arboretum releases 14 Gold Medals.
Two important Arboretum introductions are disease and pest resistance American elms – the Valley Forge and the New Harmony.  They represent 20 years for research in the USNA’s tree genetics laboratory.  As many of you know, over 90 percent of the native American elms, covering a range from the Eastern states to Illinois and Missouri, were lost because of Dutch elm disease.  The Valley Forge and New Harmony cultivars are excellent candidates to return these prized trees to U.S. towns, yards, and landscapes.

Arboretum scientists recently played a critical historic role in preserving a national treasure at the Tidal Basin around the Jefferson Monument.  The original cherry trees, planted at the Tidal Basin in 1912, were a gift from Japan to President Taft for his support during the Russo-Japanese War.  Most of these trees reached maturity several years ago and died.  However, the USNA propagated the few remaining ones in order to preserve the genetic material.  They grew the seedlings for two years and three years ago presented more than 400 cherry trees to the Department of Interior for planting around the Tidal Basin.  

The Arboretum’s work in flowering cherry trees did not end with this wonderful gift.  It has an extensive breeding program.  One of the newest releases is another flowering cherry tree called ‘First Lady’.  It was selected because of its strong upright growth habit and dark pink single flowers.  The plan is for future releases of flowering cherries to be named in honor of First Ladies of the United States.

The Arboretum is also a leader in the study of viral diseases of ornamental and floral plants.  Its contributions in the identification, and detection of specific viruses have earned national and international recognition.  Arboretum scientists also developed the proper formulation of Neem oil as an effective alternate to synthetic pesticides.  I know that funding for the Arboretum is a concern of the Subcommittee but I would like to point out there have been modest budget increases over the last 10 years for the research programs that have helped develop these superior quality plants and new technology.  

Indeed, among the major research oriented gardens and arboreta in the United States, the USNA ranks among the very top in investment of research dollars.  The Arboretum devotes 40 percent of its annual operating budget to research.    This financial commitment is nearly double that of other horticultural research oriented institutions including the Missouri Botanical Garden in St. Louis (26 percent), Fairchild Tropical Garden in Miami (20 percent), the New York Botanical Garden (18 percent), The Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University (18 percent), and the Morton Arboretum in Chicago (12 percent).

Maintaining large and diverse stocks of living materials (particularly trees and shrubs) for use in supporting research projects, breeding and improvement studies, and in the identification and understanding of the relationships of plants to each other is another important role of the Arboretum.  Living collections of hundreds of different types and thousands of species of trees and shrubs are vital to the continued long-term health of the nursery industry in the United States.  The extensive collection of Asian plants, and specific groups such as conifers, dogwoods, boxwoods, redbuds, hollies, and magnolias ensure that a vast array of living genetic material will be available to meet future needs.  Germplasm collections are maintained on all of the Arboretum’s campuses located at Beltsville and Glen Dale, Maryland; McMinnville, Tennessee; and Washington, D.C.  

Gardens and Public Education

The Arboretum, with strong public support, has complimented its development and research programs with beautiful and diverse garden displays and collections that provide meaningful educational experiences for the public.  For example, it has built outstanding garden displays and plant collections on its Washington, D.C. campus.  Other outstanding display gardens or collections include the azalea collection featuring the Arboretum’s Glenn Dale hybrids, Fern Valley with its displays of native plants of the eastern United States, and the Gotelli Dwarf and Slow Growing Conifers Collection.  Each of these displays and collections has specialized amateur and professional audiences and many of these audiences help to support the specialized collections. 

Each year, approximately 500,000 people visit the Arboretum, particularly in the spring and autumn seasons.  They come for many reasons but primarily to enjoy and learn about plant life.   
Another 1.2 to 1.5 million people visit the Arboretum annually via the redesigned and more user-friendly USNA website to learn about gardening, plant releases, specialized plant groups, or to research and access the photo galleries.  Visitation to this site has increased between 50 and 75 percent per year during the last several years.    

We are keenly aware of the Arboretum’s potential in public outreach.  Recently, the Arboretum staff developed a new master plan that expands its education role as well as infrastructure improvements that will allow the Arboretum to accommodate up to 700,000 visitors annually.  

This plan builds on the improved educational opportunities and better visitor services that have taken place over the last 10 years.  These improvements include opening earlier on weekends with more staff to assist visitors; weekend shuttle busses from Union Station; guided tours on trams; and special events like the highly successful Big Bugs sculpture exhibit in 2000 and the Asian Arts Festival in 2001.  Other improvements include education classes and workshops; food services, more restrooms and parking; and exhibits of specialized plant groups (orchids, poinsettias, South African flowers, Amaryllis, azaleas, and others).

Concerted efforts have been made to reach a larger national audience as well.  The Arboretum has been featured on special television programs such as Victory Gardens, Flowering Cherry Trees of Washington, D.C., Great Gardens of the United States, programs on the Home and Garden television channel, and news programs nationally and internationally.  In addition, feature and special articles have appeared about the Arboretum in U.S.A.Today, Wall Street Journal, The New York Times, Newsweek, The Washington Post, and many others.  An Arboretum staff member also writes a weekly gardening section for the Washington Post.  This reaches about 800,000 people.  Earlier this year, the April issue of Country Living Gardener published an article, America’s Top 10 Gardens to Visit, and I am proud to point out that the U.S. National Arboretum was one of the ten institutions identified.     

The role of the Arboretum’s support groups, particularly the Friends of the National Arboretum (FONA), has been crucial to many of the improvements to facilities on the grounds and to the Arboretum’s increased visibility throughout the country.  FONA is the only organization that supports all program areas of the Arboretum.  They not only raise funds for special projects such as the National Capital Columns, but FONA also supports an internship program, special events and activities, and the Washington Youth Garden--a program for inter-city children.

The significant public outreach and education roles performed by USNA, do indeed, make it a unique institution.  The dramatic growth in visitors in recent years is proof of its importance and value to the community.  Also, public requests for sound horticultural information and access to quality ornamental plant displays and collections are increasing each year.  This demand for more services is a challenge with current resources.  However, thanks to Congressional support we have been able to increase our educational functions and provide better visitor services without having to compromise any of the Arboretum’s research activities. 
This concludes my testimony, Mr. Chairman, and I will be happy to answer any questions you or the other Members of the Subcommittee may have regarding the Arboretum and its valuable contribution to serving the horticultural needs of the country.
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