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MR. QUINN:  “Farm policy has been a key topic of discussion here in Washington this week and these discussions will now continue as we begin 2002.  Good afternoon.  I'm Larry Quinn, speaking to you from the broadcast center at the U.S. Department of Agriculture.


Our guests today will take a look at the next steps in this Farm policy process, Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman, and soon to join her is Senator Pat Roberts of Kansas.


Madam Secretary, we understand that--in fact here he walks in the room, right on time.  Senator, Madam Secretary”.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“Well, thank you, and welcome, Senator Roberts.  He is just walking in so I'll give him a chance to catch his breath, and we really appreciate you, Senator, joining us again in our radio station here at USDA.


“We wanted to have an opportunity today to talk about the fact that the Senate yesterday ended debate for the year on the Farm Bill, it appears.  This administration had really hoped that a bipartisan consensus bill would be developed as all the Senate Farm Bills in the past have been.  That's not the case.  It didn't happen, but we will go forward next year.


“First, I'd like to reiterate that this administration supports the funding level for agriculture agreed to in the Budget Resolution passed by the Congress this year, or the last fiscal year but this calendar year.


“The President himself has said that a good Farm Bill should be generous but affordable, and it should honor the budget limits the Congress has agreed to live by, and so the administration is certainly committed to those budget amounts that the Congress has agreed to, and the administration is ready and willing to support good policy.


“We were ready last month when the Cochran-Roberts approach was first developed.  We were ready this week when it was offered for a vote and we're going to be ready when Congress returns, and, in the meantime, we stand ready to work with Congressional staff during the recess, to craft and work on any language, as appropriate.


“Good policy for producers, in our view, must include a strong and certain income safety net, things like the direct payments that have been proposed in the Cochran-Roberts bill; a creative countercyclical program for producers.
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‘In the Cochran-Roberts bill, there was a proposal for farm savings accounts, which would help farmers manage their own risk, a commitment to the current trades and an opportunity for new agreements.  The trade agreements are often misunderstood.  They don't prohibit us from supporting our farmers.


‘More, it is a matter of how we do that, and so we want to make sure that the way in which we support our farmers is consistent with our trade obligations, and we want strong conservation programs to help a broader range of farmers and ranchers.


‘What we don't want is to let producers be burdened by federal policy which drives chronic overproduction and therefore low prices, as we know, that high loan rates and target prices will do.
‘Ones that cause uncertainty for farmers that don't know if programs will be cut because of trade violations. 


‘These are triggers that are in some of the proposals, that will allow us to change the amount that farmers would get, depending upon where the levels of obligations may be, and when that creates uncertainty for the farmers, we want something that is certain for our farmers.


“Finally, we don't want a program that does not adequately address the needs of nonprogram crop producers.  These producers account for70 percent of the volume and 80 percent of the value of agriculture in the United States.


“We know that over the last several years, our farmers have faced many challenges, whether it's natural disasters, drought, low commodity prices, global surpluses.  These are all things that hurt our producers.  But we've been there when they've needed help.  Together, we worked with the Congress to provide $5.5 billion of supplemental assistance last fiscal year.  We've already begun distributing another $4 billion for this fiscal year in the AMTA payments, and we will be there in the future.


“In the past, the Farm Bill process has always, always been bipartisan.  For the first time, efforts to achieve a Farm Bill broke down over party politics.  There is now a new opportunity to come together to develop a truly bipartisan Farm Bill that provides adequate funding and producer certainty.


“Our administration stands ready to continue to work closely with Congress to achieve this important goal.  This is not a Republican or a Democrat issue.  It's about our farmers, and we must work hard to bring together that consensus.


“Now I'd like to call on Senator Roberts, a long-time leader in the area of ag policy.  I want to thank you for all your hard work on this and so many other Farm Bills, and welcome back to USDA.”

SENATOR ROBERTS: 



“Well, thank you, Madam Secretary.  I'm sorry I was late.  We were just voting, trying to tie up all the, finishing work in the Senate.  Hopefully we'll pass the defense appropriation bill and then do what we'd all like to do in the Senate, and that is to go home and to join our families for Christmas, and a special Merry Christmas and a special Happy Holidays to all the farm broadcasters who shine the light of truth into darkness on behalf of our farmers and ranchers.


“I'd like to basically just second what the Secretary has indicated.  It's not been a very pleasant week or a good week for agriculture, but I don't know of any farmer who puts the seed in the ground, who isn't optimistic, or very hopeful, and I think the first thing that I ought to say is, to all farmers and ranchers, don't get too frustrated.  And tell your lender that you are protected for the next crop year. 
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That you will have an AMTA payment.  The Farm Bill doesn't expire.


“I think there's agreement in the administration and also in the Congress, there's $7.3 billion in emergency payments, and so you'll be held harmless.  We hope we get our markets back.  We hope we get some progress on our export market share, hope we get presidential trade authority, hope we can be more active, or certainly more active than just two trade agreements out of 133 that have been reached since 1994.


“So we hope we can see some market price improvement.  I was very frustrated in regards to this Farm Bill.  Number one, this isn't about money.  This is not about the 73 billion and this isn't about timing.


“Now every farmer and rancher that I visit with in Kansas, and I think that's all up and down the Great Plain State, and all sections of the country, Southern producers, Far West, everybody said that if possible, please lock up the investment that we must have for the producer, and the man whose job it is to feed America and a very troubled and hungry world.


“The Secretary has just indicated, the President just indicated, that this isn't about money.  That investment will be protected.  Now as to the timing.  We hope we could get it done this year, but, you know, the first rule of any legislation is to do no harm, and we worked very hard in the Ag Committee to do a bipartisan bill.  We had made some progress, and then, quite frankly, our good friends across the aisle got some marching orders and it was going to be the Daschle bill or no bill, and as it's turned out, why, unfortunately, it is no bill.


“But we have time to come back in January.  The budget does not expire until April 15.  The commitment by the administration that the money is there is there, and sometimes we actually slip that date in regards to the budget.


“So we'll have ample time to sit back and listen to producers, have the producers compare the Cochran-Roberts bill, the House bill, and the Daschle bill in the Senate, and I think in a comparison, once you get that yellow tablet out, or I guess I date myself, Madam Secretary, once you get your computer out, and you compare these three bills and then you talk it over with your lender, I just think that we have a better bill, we, meaning the Cochran-Roberts approach, and then Senator Hutchinson from Arkansas said yesterday, well, if we want to conference with the House, let's try the House bill, and it was defeated on a party line vote, and in a paradox of enormous irony, all those that had said we have to go to conference with the House and get this done and save the money voted against the way that they could get that done.


“I called it the "petard hoisting" time, where they hoisted themselves on their own petard.


“I want to make it clear, I'm not challenging the intent of my colleagues across the aisle, they just have a different view into what a Farm Bill ought to be, and it was their bill or no bill.


“I know that we have said, for some time, in Farm Bills, that sometimes it's not possible to get the best possible bill but the best bill possible.


“Well, this was no bill, and that's most unfortunate.  But I think if we take a little "time out" here over the holidays, and thank the Lord for our blessings, more especially since the 9-11 experience, and, you know, rediscover our values and we sit down in a calm way and we look at these alternatives, that we'll make the right decision.
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“I would like to say that the reason that I was so frustrated with the committee bill was that, number one, we didn't have much input and then the bill changed, Madam Secretary, it changed, just dramatically.


“I mean, the bill's over a thousand pages long.  I doubt if anybody really waded through all that, except our staff.  But, basically, what the Daschle bill did is that we had $73 billion, as you know, that was budgeted for agriculture.  Well, they were spending 45, 46 billion, up-front, over the first five years, leaving nothing in the out-years.  So we were robbing Peter to pay Paul, or we were robbing Pat to pay Tom, I guess is the way to put it, and you don't want to do that kind of frontloading.  Our bill was more even in that regard, so we would have money, say, for the next Farm Bill.


“Now we had a conservation title, and this impinged on state water rights, and most of the Western members said, "whoa," the American Farm Bureau finally said "whoa" in regards to federal encroachment in regard to state water rights, and so that was an important piece, and Senator Crapo of Idaho didn't even get a chance to offer his amendment.


“Then you had the payment limitation amendment that we were talking about.  You've all seen the stories.  I can give a pretty good argument on behalf of a larger producer, but there certainly is no excuse for people getting 2 or 3 million, or 4 or 5 million bucks, and having that in the press, and embarrassing all farmers.  So we had reasonable payment limitation.  That wasn't considered.  That was blocked.


“I had an amendment that we were going to go ahead with farmer savings accounts.  Goodness knows how long have we talked about the need for farmer savings accounts?  This was a novel approach, it was supported by the administration, and that was not permitted.


“Then this countercyclical payment.  If it's one thing that I get a little tired of basically hearing about, it's that it didn't even take effect until 2004, when the target prices would actually, you know, come into effect, and then, Ann, what happens is, as you well know, especially out on the high plains, especially up in the Dakotas, and up in Montana, you know, high-risk agriculture out in Western Kansas, Nebraska, Oklahoma, Texas.  You know, you can have a good crop, maybe two years; then you can lose a crop.


“If you lose a crop, you get no benefit from the loan rate and you get no benefit from the target price, and that target price is capped anyway at ($3.54).


“So say you lose a big crop like the wheat crop in Kansas.  That price slowly climbs to that level.  You get no countecyclical payment.  I'm not going to call it a fraud but it certainly wasn't accurate in regards to a countercyclical payment.


“We also have a little problem with the WTO.  Hopefully we'll finally get some progress and get some work done on the WTO.  I know that's a "siren song" to many farmers out there but we're going to make our best effort because we have to get our market share back.


“There is no way that any Farm Bill--I don't care, any one of the three can pass, and help in terms of prices at the country elevator, unless we are successful with a consistent and aggressive trade policy.


“Now Bob Zoellick's working overtime on that.  So is Ann Veneman.  I hope we can make some progress. 
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Why pass a Farm Bill that conceivably is in this so-called amber box, forcing Secretary Veneman to come back and tell farmers, sorry, you have to give some of the money back?  Now that's not going to happen.


“Senator Grassley had an amendment to make sure that wouldn't happen.  That wasn't permitted in regards to the Farm Bill debate.


“Now I know I'm getting a little technical here in regards to some of the problems of the Daschle bill, but basically either Cochran-Roberts or the House bill, the administration said in their statement of administration policy, okay, money's not the problem, timing's not the problem, policy is the problem.


“The Daschle bill was a bad bill in terms of policy and so, as I said, one of your first rules of legislation is Do no harm.


“I'm just going to say that I hope every farmer and rancher, every farmer broadcaster takes a hard look at the three bills.  We need farmer input.  I think if you go down each and every T and dotted i, that you'll find out that we have a better approach and we're going to do that in the spring, and the farmers are going to be just fine.


Thank you for inviting me”.


MR. QUINN:  And we'll start with our questions now and we're going to try to catch Janet Merritt  before she has to go back on the air, from Agro America Network, for the first question.


Janet, are you there, please?

QUESTION:  Yes, Larry; thank you.


Madam Secretary and Senator Roberts, you say this is not about money, but when I hear from my farmers across Indiana, and as a farmer myself, it seems to boil down to the dollars.


So when the budgets are released next year, can you reassure farmers that there will be money for agriculture in the Farm Bill?

SENATOR ROBERTS: 


Yes.


“You'll recall, in 1996, or you may not recall, the budget was about what? $52 billion.  We simply divided up what the average cost of the Farm Bills were up to that point.  We passed something called Freedom To Farm, with the hope we would have an aggressive trade policy, and a whole series of component parts to that bill.


“The whole design of that bill was to restore decision making back to the individual farmer, count up the amount of money, over $52 billion that we provided in emergency bills.  We have an AMTA payment next year.  We'll have an emergency payment, if necessary.


“So we're going to go what's right by the farmer.  Now let me just propose something to you. You've got $73 billion here, that we have committed to.  In the baseline there's considerable more money.  That's about $160 billion.  That's more money than we're spending in regards to the war on Afghanistan, more money than we're doing on the education bill.
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“It seems to me that if you went ahead with that and you locked that up, which we were trying to do to some extent, you can get yourself into, you know, quite a debate when the situation has changed with the budget, and I know that farmers are 

worried about that, but the administration has made a commitment, I'm making a commitment.  I think we have bipartisan support for that.


“There'll always be those in the Congress who might vote no, but, yes, the money will be there”.

SECRETARY VENEMAN


“And I would just like to reiterate, Senator, that the administration, as I said in my opening comments, supports the funding level, it needs to stay within the budget, however, and the Senate bill, as it is currently drafted, would be substantially over that amount of money, and as the Senator said, it would take money in the up-front years and take it away from the outer years.


“Again, this is creating difficulties in terms of certainty for farmers and we know that in addition to wanting to make sure the money's going to be there, farmers need certainly, and so that's certainty one of the parts of good policy that we think needs to be there as well”.


MR. QUINN:  Our next question comes from Tony Purcell at Texas State Network in Arlington, Texas.  Joe Leary is standing by.  Tony, go ahead.

QUESTION:  


I'd like to visit the timing issue.  Senator Roberts, I guess I'll address this to you first.


Are you suggesting, then, that when the Congress comes back in session in January, you go back to square one and hold hearings on Cochran-Roberts and hold hearings on the House version and basically start all over again?

SENATOR ROBERTS:


“I would hope that we would at least know what's in that over a thousand page bill by Senator Daschle.  We know what's in Cochran-Roberts, and I would hope that you folks, and very farm organization, every commodity group would be able to wade through all that, so you could make a judgment.


“I don't think that--as a matter of fact I think we can do that individually in our offices, and working with our commodity groups and our farm organizations and our states.  So I don't think we start off square one in terms of hearings.  I think we start off square one like we tried to do in the Ag Committee, right up until the point it became partisan.


“We were very close, we, meaning Senator Harkin and myself, on a bipartisan bill.  He was working with others as well, and then, all of a sudden, that changed overnight.  I said there's an old country-western song called, "The key's in the mailbox, come on in."  Well, all of a sudden, the key was not in the mailbox and we couldn't get in.


“So if we can get back to that mode and say, all right, what's acceptable? what will pass in the House conference? what will be acceptable to the administration? what will be WTO legal? what at least will make sense in terms of the budget, and all the other considerations that we've made, we can get this thing done.
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“Now whether you get it done--so we come back in January 23.  You're safe until January 23.  All right.  Then in March, I think we move right to this.  We have until April 15, which is the designated date for a new budget.  I think that will slip.  That has always slipped, in some cases, maybe, you know, two or three months.


“So we have ample time to stop and say, wait a minute, let's cool down, let's see what we can really produce here on a bipartisan basis, and let's listen to the producer, and in the meantime the producer has to take a look at all three bills and say this is the one that we prefer.


“The thing that really upsets me, again, is that when Senator Hutchinson--there are things that I don't particularly care for in the House bill.  I'll be, you know, first to admit that.


“But the House bill is better than no bill, and going back to the '49 act, and so we said basically to the other side, all right, here's the money, here's the bill, and I talked to the House leadership of the House Ag Committee, and to the Speaker, to Dennis Hastert.  We could have conferenced that in five minutes, and then, all of a sudden, they turned around and voted against the very bill in the House that they're going to have to conference with.  I don't understand that.  I just think that's very frustrating.


MR. QUINN:  Joe Leary is our next questioner.  Joe, go ahead with your question.


Senator Pat Roberts and Madam Secretary, we appreciate your time.  Senator, you may have touched on this before, but I'd like you to reiterate it, if you would.


What do you see as the key things that need to be changed in order for this to stop being bipartisan, and stop the political maneuvering?

SENATOR ROBERTS: 


“Well, let's just take a look at the House bill.  As I said, if Congressman Jerry Moran of Kansas and I sat down, and wrote a Farm Bill, obviously we'd like to do that, but, you know, you've got to include all sections of agriculture.  But, in the first place, the House bill does not raise loan rates up to three dollars, and, again, if you lose a crop you don't get any value in regard to the loan rate.  There's been a historic debate in the six Farm Bills I've been associated with.  Is the loan rate a market clearing device, or is it income protection?


“If you're going to make it real income protection, you ought to move it up to five or six bucks, but they didn't do that.


“So the House bill doesn't really raise loan rates.  That, I think, probably is the key issue, more especially with Senator Daschle and Senator Conrad.


“The House bill includes larger direct payments.  That means that your banker and your lender out there will know exactly what's coming.  The Democrat proposal virtually phases them out by 2006.  You don't even get a target price until 2004.


“In the Senate bill, the Democrats have all this forward-funding, $45 billion, $10 billion more than in the first five years in the House bill.  There are other significant, you know, policies there.  I'm talking about water rights.  Those would have to be conferenced anyway with the House.  The House is just not going to accept that and neither is the administration.
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“So you're talking about three, four, five weeks.  That's not necessary.  If the Senate will move more toward the House provision and more especially towards Cochran-Roberts, I think we can work this thing out”.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  



“The other thing that I would point out is that because so much has been added into this thousand page bill, there is a growing dissatisfaction among the various agriculture groups with regard to this bill.


“As the Senator pointed out, the Farm Bureau, who had been supportive is now backing off because of provisions on water rights.  They're split on what should be done on dairy because there's so many regional differences.  There are a whole variety of issues where there's a tremendous amount of disagreement among farmers and ranchers and various agriculture groups, and so there needs to be time to create the bipartisan consensus approach for good sound policy.”

SENATOR ROBERTS:


“I would add one other thing, Joe.  We had three remaining amendments, we had more than that, other Senators, you know, thought they had some important amendments, but in each case we were denied the opportunity to offer the amendment.  One was payment limits.


“Now you know out there in Kansas, on the front page of virtually every Kansas newspaper, we've had these farm payments publicized, that our individual producers receive.  Now you can make an argument for a farmer that has 2- or 3,000 acres and his costs are big, and whatever, to a certain amount, but, man oh man, you can't justify a 2-, 3-million, 4-, 5-million bucks, and then big corporations getting, I think the total was 49 million over the life of a Farm Bill.  That's terribly egregious, to say the least.


“Senator Grassley had a payment limitation section, or amendment.  We had, in Cochran-Roberts, a payment limit that I thought was all right.  Then you had the water rights issue, and then basically we had the farmer savings account.  We couldn't offer those amendments.


“So if you're going to at least have a bipartisan approach, let us offer our amendments. Now if you vote them down, you vote them down, but at least we have that process.


MR. QUINN:  Cyndi Young will be our next questioner, followed by Tom Riter.  Cyndi, do ahead, please.

QUESTION:  


Thank you, Madam Secretary, Senator Roberts.  Again, this debate has been extremely partisan and you say you'll get back into the bipartisan mode and when you're [audio drop] what will you be asking farmers, so you can get this done and come to a compromise?

SENATOR ROBERTS:


“Well, I'm going to be going around a number of counties, we have 105 counties in Kansas, and I've got about 30-40 of them already scheduled in late January, early February, and we like to go from courthouse to courthouse, to any of the farm group meetings, wheatgrowers or soybeans, or the pork producers.
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“Don't forget the livestock producers here as well.  We're going to have charts and we're going to go up there and we're going to show, hopefully, accurate charts, not the ones that were on the floor, and we're going to say, okay, guys, take a look at this.  You know, what do you think?  These were the three bills.


“If we can come together, and I can tell you already, that in terms of Kansas, the wheatgrowers and the Farm Bureau and the livestock producers were more supportive of the Cochran-Roberts approach.


“Now of course I think that's probably natural because I've been working with them for what? 32 years now.  So I think what each member needs to do, who has the privilege of serving on the Agriculture Committee, instead of simply putting their feet in cement or saying I'm not moving, listen to the producer, and the producer as well ought to really take a hard look at the three options we have out there, and what has been said.  Then I think we can work together.


“Now your talk about this is the only Farm Bill being partisan, well, we have short memories.  You know, the last Farm Bill in '96, vetoed twice by the President, finally got it done after the Farm Bill expired.  Now that went on and on and on.  I used to have a full head of hair before, you know, that started, in terms of 1996.  There were a lot of adjectives and adverbs that got a little partisan.  People have strong differences of opinion, I understand that, and I'm not questioning the intent of my colleagues.


“I just think that the bill that was proposed by Daschle was a bad bill, not because he introduced it, because of the policy down the road and how it will affect the daily lives and pocketbooks of our farmers.


MR. QUINN:  Our next question is from Tim Rtder, WNAX.  Go ahead, Tom.

QUESTION: 


“Thank you very much, Larry, and Senator Roberts, Madam Secretary, the question that I have, Senator, is how long can Congress go before adopting a Farm Bill, without losing funding that's been allocated for producers, and giving them the certainty they need to make those planning decisions?

SENATOR ROBERTS: 


“Well, if you believe the budgeteers in terms of writing those numbers in stone, and the timing, it's April 15 in terms of we have a deadline for a new budget.  But, now, you know, having said that, Tom, we have slipped that date many times, and as I have indicated to you, before '96, that total thing for six years was about 52 billion, we just divided up the average cost of Farm Bills, said that was a guaranteed deal, you and your banker can depend on it.


“Well, look what happened.  We lost the Asian market, we lost the South American market, there was the value of the dollar, there was a worldwide glut of products.  Worldwide, we had a commodity depression.  In view of that and in view of the unfair amount that was spent in the EU, why, Congress stepped up with emergency bills, and so if you figure up how much we really spent on top of that budget figure, you can see that Congress will respond, if need be.


“So next year, we're fine, we've got an AMTA payment up there in South Dakota, and we have a $7.3 billion emergency bill.
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We hope we get the bill done before that, but, you know, farmers will be "held harmless" for this next crop year and I don't put that much attention on the argument that the other side uses, says, oh, my goodness, if we don't do it by date certain, we're going to lose the money.


“I just don't think that's the case.  Secretary Veneman has indicated the administration doesn't have a quarrel with the money.  It's the policy.”


MR. QUINN:  And our final question, it looks like our time is running out on us today, Stewart Doan the  Yancy] Ag Network in Little Rock, Arkansas.

QUESTION


Thank you, Larry.  Good morning, Senator Roberts and Secretary Veneman.


A question for Secretary Veneman.  Given that we will not, apparently, have a Farm Bill this year, what about the issue of loan rates?  Undersecretary Penn indicated back in early November, I think you had as well, Madam Secretary, that there would be a loan rate announcement at some point before the end of this calendar year.


Are you in a position to tell us if there will be a loan rate announcement before the end of the year, and, if not, give us some indication when that announcement might be forthcoming, Ma'am?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“Yes.  First of all, the loan rate issue I know is something that is of concern in the countryside, and we are still looking at a decision, hopefully before the end of the year, or shortly thereafter, because we know that that is something that people are waiting for.


“But we are committed to moving this process forward as quickly as possible and the loan rate issue is one we're going to address quite quickly as well.


MR. QUINN:  I think our time has run out today.  Sorry I couldn't get to all of the reporters today with your questions.


Madam Secretary, do you have any closing comments?

SECRETARY VENEMAN


“Well, I just want to say happy holidays to all the farm broadcasters and thank you for what you do for America's farmers and ranchers.  Today is kind of a special day for me because it's the one year mark of the day that I was announced to be in this position by President Bush, and I must say that I'm honored to be here.  I made a commitment, a year ago, to our country's farmers and ranchers, and I stand by that commitment.  We believe our farmers and ranchers are the best anywhere in the world.


“We want to make sure that we do everything possible to make sure it stays that way, and we are committed to move this process forward, to make sure that we make the best policies for our farmers and ranchers all around the country


So I wish you very, very happy holidays and all the best for the new year.”


MR. QUINN:  Senator Roberts?
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SENATOR ROBERTS


“Well, I'm going to go back a little bit, this will really date me.  Bing “Crosby, remember him?  White Christmas.  He had another song called "Accentuate the positive, eliminate the negative, and don't mess with Mr. In Between."  I hear a lot of complaints and a lot of rhetoric in regards to the Farm 
“Bill.  I really think, here, Inside The Beltway, it's a lot like two frogs in a milk can.  They're making a lot of noise but you open up the milk can, there's just, you know, two little frogs there.  We're going to do fine by the farmer.  We're going to get a new Farm Bill.  He's protected next year.


“Nobody in the United States Congress is going to do anything counterproductive to the man whose job it is to feed this nation and a troubled and hungry world.  We will be there for you.


MR. QUINN:  Thank you very much, Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman and Senator Pat Roberts of Kansas for being with us today to talk about farm policy and how it will be discussed in the year 2002.  I'm Larry Quinn bidding you a good afternoon from the U.S. Department of Agriculture Broadcast Center in Washington.
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