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MR. QUINN:  Today is tax day and tax issues are the subject of this broadcast.


I'm Larry Quinn speaking to you from the broadcast center of the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.  Our guest today is Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman.  And with her is Keith Collins, the Chief Economist at USDA.


Madam Secretary, you're here to talk about tax issues and how they affect American agriculture.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


“I am.  Thank you very much, Larry, for hosting us again today, and welcome to all of our broadcasters around the country who have joined us today.  It is a pleasure to be with you on April 15th, tax day.


“But before I discuss the tax issues today I want to provide a couple of quick updates about the farm bill and an important trade issue.  First on the farm bill, the conferees have begun closed-door sessions, which indicates that they are seriously now trying to reach an agreement on the farm bill.  As I understand it, there will be another closed-door session late this afternoon, followed by a scheduled public meeting of the conferees tomorrow.  We are very hopeful that there will be more progress made during these sessions.  There is a true commitment by the conferees to try to get a farm bill completed, and Chairman Combest is working very hard to bring the conferees together and resolve differences on outstanding issues.


“The administration continues to work with conferees as they are trying to resolve the differences, and we are hopeful that more progress will be made in the coming days.


“As I said last week, we have reached a critical state in the farm bill process.  If USDA is going to implement a new farm bill for this crop year, agreement needs to be reached very soon.


“Now, I want to update you on the Russian poultry situation and the trade issue.  As you know, the Russians have had a ban on our imports of poultry since early March, and we have been working tirelessly to try to resolve this situation.  We were informed on Saturday that Russia will lift and is lifting the ban on U.S. poultry imports and poultry products, effective today, Monday.  We have had teams from both the United States and Russia that have worked extremely hard to try to resolve this issue.  We've had people from all levels of the administration, including the President, engaged in this issue, trying to reach a resolution.  And while we still don't believe that the action that was taken by the Russian Government with regard to our poultry imports was justified, we are continuing to work hard to keep open this market, which is, as you know, the largest export market for U.S. poultry.


“Now, on to a discussion of taxes before I take your questions.  While having to pay taxes is not the most pleasant experience for most people, and we all know that today, the Nation's farmers and ranchers, like other Americans, should be encouraged by the many helpful new tax provisions which have been enacted during the Bush administration's first 15 months in office.


“Under the President's leadership, the economy appears to be moving on the path to long-term economic recovery.  This recovery has been spurred by President Bush's actions to garner bipartisan support for legislation that is stimulating economic growth by helping to protect those who have lost their jobs, providing incentives for new investment, and reducing the tax burden on working families--which include our Nation's farmers and ranchers.


“During his campaign, and once elected, the President pushed hard for tax relief.  The result of his efforts was the Economic Growth and Tax Relief Reconciliation Act of 2001, which President Bush signed into law last June.  The act reduces Federal income taxes by lowering marginal income tax rates, expanding the child tax credit, addressing the marriage tax penalty, increasing education incentives, and allowing for higher contributions and greater flexibility for individual retirement accounts and pensions.  These provisions not only help America's farmers and ranchers, but every American family.


“Very importantly, the act also phases down the federal estate tax.  While this phase-down would be repealed in 2010, the President has made it clear that he would like to make the elimination of the estate tax and the phase-down permanent.


“The changes in the tax laws are reducing the tax burden on our Nation's farmers and ranchers, who pay about $26 billion annually in federal income taxes on their farm and non-farm income.


“Let me tell you exactly what the President's reforms mean to farmers and ranchers throughout the United States.  About 85 percent of U.S. farmers and ranchers will benefit from the many changes in the Federal Income Tax Laws.  Under the act signed by the President last year, we estimate that farmers and ranchers saved $1.2 billion on their 2001 income taxes, and over the next 10 years farmers and ranchers will save nearly $20 billion in federal income taxes.


“The President's tax bill also created a new 10 percent income tax bracket for the first $12,000 of taxable income on a joint account, and reduced the marginal income tax rates for other income tax brackets.  The new 10 percent tax bracket was the basis for the special refund checks mailed out by the IRS last year.  Nearly two-thirds of the farmers and ranchers received the maximum refund for a joint return of $600.  The refunds helped offset the negative effects of the economic recession and pumped $40 billion back into the U.S. economy just at the right time.


“The most significant changes in the federal estate taxes prior to its repeal in 2010 are a reduction in the estate tax rates and an increase in the dollar amount of property tax exempted, from the current $675,000 to $3.5 million.  Prior to this act, 1 out of every 6 farm estates were required to file an estate tax return.  We now expect about 1 out of every 10 farm estates will be required to file an estate tax return in 2002, declining to only 1 out of 25 farm estates by the year 2006.  Over the next decade, farmers and ranchers are expected to save about $3 billion in federal estate taxes.


“For farmers and ranchers, the President's strong leadership helps farm income on two fronts:  by spurring the U.S. economy and bolstering consumer confidence in household income, the demand for farm products should increase.  At the same time, tax reductions directly reduce the amount of money they'll have to fork over to Uncle Sam.


“Now, as the President has called for, and as he has reiterated today in Iowa, we need to make sure the President's tax relief plan is permanent.  We need to ensure that Americans can make long-term plans when saving for their children's education, when planning for retirement, when planning to pass their assets on to their children, and when working hard, as our farmers and ranchers do each day to help feed and clothes consumers throughout the world.


“Thank you, and we'll be happy to answer your questions.

 “MR. QUINN:


Thank you, Madam Secretary.  As we begin our questions, we'll be going first to Jack Crowner, followed by Don Atkinson.  Jack Crowner of the Kentucky Ag Network in Louisville, Kentucky.  Go ahead, Jack.

QUESTION: 


Thank you, Larry, and good morning, Madam Secretary.  What seems to be the hang-up in the senate?

SECRETARY VENEMAN


“Well, I think it's a question in the Senate of agreeing to the overall package.  Certainly it does have a budget impact overall, and they're trying to reconcile the budget, because making it permanent would have an overall impact on the budget.


“As I indicated earlier in my remarks, the administration is strongly supportive of taking away the repeal of the estate tax phase-down over time, and the President wants the elimination of the estate tax to remain permanent, and that's what we're going to continue to fight for in this administration.

MR. QUINN 


Don Atkinson is up with a question next, followed by Rod Zamarron.  Don Atkinson, for the voice of Southwest Agriculture in Oklahoma City.  Go ahead, Don.

QUESTION


Thank you, Larry, and good morning.  I do have a question regarding the farm bill.  I would like to go back to some comments that you made during your opening statement.


You were quoted on Thursday of last week as saying that there needed to be more progress on the farm bill, and the time frame that you gave was 24 to 48 hours, and today you've amended that to say "very soon."  I understand that Keith Collins, the Chief Economist, was just in a briefing with Under Secretary J.B. Penn, and he made the comment that there needs to be something done on the farm bill this week.  Can either of you comment on that?

SECRETARY VENEMAN


“Well, I'll let Keith comment.  When I talked last week about needing to get some progress within the next 24 to 48 hours, I meant that we needed to really see some action on the part of the conferees, that they were willing to sit there and start to make some compromises.  Since I made those comments, they have come together behind closed doors and have started to meet in executive session, and they are looking at a whole range of compromises, and I think that's the kind of progress we need.  They're going to be meeting again today.  They understand, I believe, the urgency of getting this farm bill done as quickly as possible so that we can move on to implement it, because we do need it done quickly so that we can implement it and get the programs under way this year.

MR. COLLINS:


“This is Keith Collins.  I want to be clear.  I didn't say that Congress has to act this week.  What you might be referring to is that I pointed out that there is some legislation that's being proposed by several members of Congress, and they say they're going to do that this week to provide supplemental assistance for the 2002 crops, because they think that it is taking too long for the farm bill to be completed, and that there is some jeopardy that it might not be.  There are some members of Congress who have said that they plan to proceed this week with introducing legislation to provide supplemental assistance legislation.  Perhaps that's what you were referring to.

MR. QUINN
.
Rod Zamarron is up next with his question, followed by Karen Trimble.  Rod Zameron from WRFD, Columbus, Ohio.  Go ahead, Rod.

QUESTION: 

 
Thanks, Larry. And thank you, Madam Secretary and Mr. 

Collins.


In regard to the farm bill, is there any new sense of urgency on the farm bill in light of the collapse in livestock markets over the past couple of weeks?


And also for Mr. Collins, as an economist, is there any type of justification that you see for the slide?

SECRETARY VENEMAN


“Well, let me first say that I think there's a sense of urgency on the farm bill with or without the slide in livestock prices.  And I'll let Keith Collins comment on that.


“But the fact of the matter is that we've had a strong sense of urgency.  If we want to get this farm bill implemented for '02 crops, we believe the Congress needs to finish its negotiations quickly so that we can move on with implementation.

MR. COLLINS:


The farm bill itself does not provide direct financial assistance or payments for cattle or hog or poultry producers.  There would be some financial assistance that would come through the conservation provisions, but there are no direct payment programs.  There's one proposed in a Senate bill for dairy, but there isn't one in the House.  So there is nothing in the farm bill that will directly offset some of the price declines we've seen here in recent weeks and months in livestock markets, with the possible exception of milk.


As for your question of how such a thing can happen, let me just tell you what has happened.  Hog prices today are about 40 percent below a year ago.  Cattle prices have fallen some 10 to 15 percent in the last couple of months.  Poultry prices are down somewhat as well.


“Several things are going on.  Number one, we're in a U.S. and world recession and that has slowed demand for meat.  Number two, as the Secretary pointed out, we've had a problem with the Russians prohibiting our poultry, and that has backed up poultry supplies into the United States and it's helped drive down the price across the board for the whole meat complex.  And thirdly, because of the poor weather conditions in the Western Plains states, we've seen a lot of cattle put into feed lots, many more than we expected, and with grain prices low, we're seeing the average weight for cattle right now running about 30 pounds a head higher than a year ago, so there's a 5 percent increase or so right there, just on the weight gains that we're seeing on animals.


So it's a combination of the U.S. and global recession, the trade problems we've had with Russia, and simply a lot of animals moving into feed lots.  We don't expect that to persist.  We're in a low period now, but we would expect that these markets would start improving as the year unfolds.

MR. QUINN


“Karen Tremble will be the next questioner followed by Randall Wiseman.  Karen Trimble is with the Michigan Farm Radio Network in Lansing, Michigan.  Karen?

QUESTION:


“Thank you very much, Larry.  Secretary Veneman, Mr. Collins, good morning.


I wanted to return to some of the tax issues, specifically a future tax issue.  American Farm Bureau Federation has been talking about what they're calling the Fair Tax, and that is a constitutional amendment to abolish the federal income tax and more or less replace it with a 23 percent national sales tax on new goods and services.  Has that been something that has been on your radar screen at all that you can comment on?  And if so, what are your thoughts?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: 


“Well, we obviously support what the President has proposed in the tax legislation last year, additional tax proposals, and the stimulus package.  This is not a proposal that's supported or proposed by the administration.

MR. COLLINS:


Randall Wiseman will be the next questioner, followed by Bob Hoff.  Randall Wiseman's with Southeast Ag Network.  Go ahead.

QUESTION: 


Thank you, Larry.  Good morning, Madam Secretary and Mr. Collins.


Madam Secretary, a quick question.  I'm just going to go back real quickly to your opening statement.  You made a statement that 85 percent of U.S. farmers and ranchers will benefit from the new tax revision.  Who are the 15 percent that won't?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“Well, I'm going to have our economist, Dr. Collins, comment on that quickly, and talk about where the benefits come in terms of the tax law changes.

MR. COLLINS:


Well, some who won't benefit will be people who wouldn't be paying taxes in the first place for a variety of reasons.  Either they are very low income households (sometimes we call them the limited resource households), or they are producers who in a particular year have bunched their expenses so that they wouldn't have a tax liability or that they've had very low incomes because they've faced a weather disaster or something like that.

MR. QUINN


Our next question comes from Bob Hoff in the Northwest, who is with Northwest Ag Information Network, followed by Keith Merckx.  Go ahead, Bob.

QUESTION


“Do we have any idea how our U.S. tax policy impacts our producers' ability to compete in the international marketplace, either positively or negatively?  And might tax policy in the future be a weapon countries use, if we do eliminate export subsidies and other trade barriers?

MR. COLLINS:


Well, let me take a shot at that.  That's a good question.  We have had tax provisions historically that have actually ended up hurting agriculture, by creating over investment in certain sectors, the so-called passive loss investing that took place.  Much of those kinds of specialized provisions were eliminated by earlier tax reform bills.  So today, there continue to be specialized provisions of the federal income taxes, but they haven't biased investment for or away from agriculture like we've seen in the past.


In fact, the stimulus package, which was just signed into law in March, does provide somewhat of an advantage, in that it increases the expensing provisions for farmers who buy equipment such as a combine or a tractor, and allows them to get a more immediate tax break because of earlier expensing.  You could argue that might in fact help our competitiveness.


But I think your point about whether countries in the future will use their tax provisions to help or hurt their agricultural sectors is a good one. Where we see that is not in federal income taxes or state income taxes, but more in tariffs, in export taxes.  For example, the Argentine Government has imposed export taxes on agricultural exports.  That in fact may help us to some extent.


But I think the point is a valid one.  We have to be vigilant, both in our own tax code and in looking at the tariff and tax provisions of other countries to see if unfair advantages might be conferred through the tax code.

VENEMAN:


“And I think the important thing to recognize today is that as we look at the tax changes that have been made since this administration took office, the numbers that we're giving out today clearly show that it's to the benefit of farmers and ranchers in America, and certainly the estate tax provisions are very important in terms of passing on family farms from one generation to the next.

MR. QUINN

“Keith Merckx will be our next questioner, followed by a second round with Jack Crowner.  Keith Merckx is with Texas State Network in Arlington, Texas.  Go ahead, Keith.

QUESTION:


“Thank you very much, Larry.  We certainly appreciate the opportunity this morning.  Good morning, everybody.  I apologize, I came into the conversation late.  I had live markets the first part of the call here.  I hope no one has yet broached this subject, but here in Texas the Mexican water issue is still weighing heavily on the minds of many farmers, not only here in South Texas but, also in Mexican states farther down the Rio Grande from Chihuahua.  Madam Secretary, I know you've met with Mexican leadership on the issue.  No water has been released, meaning they're still in violation of the treaty.  I'd like to know the status of the situation.

SECRETARY VENEMAN


“Well, I did, as you know, just return from a trip to Mexico about 10 days ago.  This was one of the issues among many that were discussed.


“I think one of the things that is very important to point out is that Mexico understands its obligations under the treaty.  It is experiencing severe drought conditions in the area that is impacted, but they are looking at a variety of measures, including some irrigation technologies that would save substantial amounts of water so that they can comply with their overall obligations.


“As you know, these obligations are based upon 5-year averages, so the obligation to deliver is not on a year-by-year basis, but on a 5-year average basis.  And given what they're now dealing with, they are having some difficulty because of the drought, but they also recognize there are some significant areas where water can be saved in very measurable amounts that can then help them satisfy their treaty obligations.  And we agreed to look at some of the water-saving devices and how they might most expeditiously get these things implemented so that we can have water delivered to those farmers and ranchers in Texas who need it so severely.

MR. QUINN:


“And before we start on the second round, partially at least, I want to just check to see if Cyndi Young might have joined us?  If Cyndi's on the line or Orion Samuelson?   If not, let's go to Jack Crowner, who is with Kentucky Ag Network in Louisville, Kentucky.

MR. CROWNER


“Thank you very much, Larry.  Madam Secretary, about a year ago this month, we had the honor of coming up with NAFB [National Association of Farm Broadcasters] to your office and had a very enjoyable day there with you, Keith Collins,   and many others.  One of the highlights of the trip last year was the visit to the Chinese embassy, where we met with Ambassador Yang.  A lot has happened since then.  They've gotten into the World Trade Organization  (WTO) and we've gotten word that they are not exactly the dependable importer that they said they were going to be.  Any comment?

SECRETARY VENEMAN

“Well, as you know, we are working very hard with China to ensure that they implement the specific agreements that were negotiated during the accession talks and as part of their condition of coming into the WTO.  That has meant that they have had to increase some tariff rate quotas for certain products.  They have had difficulty getting those done in a timely manner and in accordance with the timetables that were agreed to,  and we continue to work very hard to make sure that we achieve that.


“Secondly, we also have been in intense negotiations with China about their proposed biotechnology regulations.  Those are of particular concern with regard to a very sizeable market we have had in China in recent years, at least about $1 billion market impacting our soybeans.  So we are very vigilant in our discussions with China to make sure that we do gain the benefits of the negotiations that were completed as a part of the WTO accession agreement.

DR. COLLINS:


“The only thing I would say is that this is not going to happen overnight--this is not going to happen very quickly but, certainly, with China's growth in income (which is running 7 percent a year) and their population growth, China will become a stronger market progressively over time.  A lot of people were hoping for something quick, for example in corn or wheat.  But China has large grain stocks, and in fact we just raised our estimate for corn exports to China this year to 4 million tons.


“On the other hand, although people were thinking we weren't going to sell cotton to China, they've been a fairly steady buyer of cotton over the last month or two.  So we're making some progress on some fronts, it's coming very slow and it's going to be slow.  But that will still emerge as a good market for us in time.

MR. QUINN

John Atkinson, Voice of Southwest Agriculture, do you have another question?

MR. ATKINSON: 


Yes, I do, and it is on the issue of trade.  In recent weeks, a news item has been the Cuban trade delegation, which was to come to the United States.  They had their visas pulled by the State Department.  Over the weekend, we picked up a comment from the U.S. Wheat Association saying that those visas may be reinstated.  I wonder if you could confirm that, and also comment on a statement made by Senator Pat Roberts concerning the Cuban trade situation, saying that if the Bush Administration continues on its present course, it could lose farm-state support for trade promotion authority.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


Well, as you know, I think the President has been very consistent on his position on Cuba.  That has not wavered.  As to the visas, I have not heard the specific comments you're talking about over the weekend.  But I think it is clear that, regardless of whether or not those visas are issued or not issued, it would not have an impact, at least as far as I'm told, on the trade that we have experienced with Cuba over the last several months since the hurricane.  We are shipping product to Cuba, as a result of the recent legislation that was passed.  It is on a commercial basis, and my understanding is that this  commercial-basis trade is not impacted by whether or not the visas have been issued.

MR. QUINN:


Rod Zamarron, do you want to follow up with another question?

MR. ZAMMOND:


Sure, Larry, thank you very much.  Madam Secretary, in regard to the situation with China, we keep hearing stories about how their production is difficult to gauge, but I want to shift gears and not focus so much on China but on South America.


This question is for Dr. Collins as well, to ask whether he's concerned or if he can comment, in general, about the potential for growth in South American soybean production, because there are many American farmers who are already farming down there and many more who can't wait to start farming down there.  And what effect do you think that's going to have on our domestic production?

DR. COLLINS:


Well, I think that South America--with respect to not only soybeans, but other commodities, as well, perhaps poultry, maybe corn--is going to be a continuing, major competitor for the United States.  It's probably the greatest challenge we're going to face over the next decade.  There are enormous land reserves in Brazil that can be developed, and with every passing day they are being more readily accessed with improved transportation networks, whether it's canals and waterways or railroads or trucks and highway systems.  Likewise, in Argentina, where the land base is more limited, we still see land expansion, particularly in soybeans.  And I think the devaluation of the Argentine peso is actually going to boost soybean production even more because it's probably their cheapest crop to produce and it doesn't require the imports, such as nitrogen, that corn uses in Argentina.  So there is no doubt about it.  Because of their own internal investment in the infrastructure and also (as you mentioned) investment by outsiders--including many American producers who are going south--we're going to see steady increases in soybean production and other crops over the next decade.


That doesn't mean that we're going to be at a huge disadvantage.  The world can accommodate more than one big producer, as long as world demand grows fast enough, and if world protein demand, demand for livestock--beef and pork and poultry--continues to grow, particularly poultry, which is the cheapest meat in the world and for which demand is going to grow strongly over the next decade.  And poultry, of course, is where most of the soybean meal goes in the world market.


So, if we can get good strong demand growth for meats, that's going to drive a strong soybean and soybean-meal demand and that, potentially, can accommodate two big players in the world, like South America and the United States.  So, there's no doubt about it, we're going to face  a lot of pressure from Brazil and Argentina in coming years, but how we fare is going to depend just as much on the growth of the world markets as it is on what comes out of Argentina and Brazil.

MR. QUINN:


Karen Tremble, Michigan Farm Radio Network, do you have another question?

MS. TREMBLE:  


Yes, I do, Larry, just a quick one. I have heard of interest in creating permanent normal trade relations with Russia, as we have with several other countries.  Is this a possibility?  And what kind of opportunities are there for U.S. producers in Russia?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“Well, the discussions have been ongoing in terms of Russia and permanent normal trade relations. Russia has expressed interest in becoming a member of the WTO, and negotiations are ongoing on accession talks for Russia to become a member of the WTO.


“Now, that has had some difficulties in recent weeks because of the poultry issue.  But with the announcement that we made on Saturday that poultry trade is going to resume, that obviously is something that will allow these talks to go forward.


“As far as what the potential is, in terms of trade, I think it's important to recognize that poultry is our largest export for Russia.  And that's why what was going on with regard to the ban on poultry exports was so very important to us in terms of a whole wide range of issues with Russia.


“I think that, in addition to agricultural exports, we also have the opportunity for equipment, such as tractors; in fact, the Russian trade and economic minister is here in the United States meeting primarily with Secretary Evans this week.  And we'll have the opportunity to meet with him, as well, and talk about some of the issues that are upcoming in our overall trade relations with Russia.

DR. COLLINS:

“The only thing that I would add to that is to quantify the point the secretary made about what opportunities are there for U.S. farmers in poultry.  Exports are more important to poultry than any other meat that we produce.  Poultry exports account for about 20 percent of production.  And about 40 percent of our exports go to Russia.  So that means, almost 10 percent of our total poultry production is going to Russia.  So when our exports were shut off, we saw the price of leg quarters, which is primarily what goes to Russia, fall from something in the neighborhood of 26-cents-a-pound, all the way down to 18- to 19-cents-a-pound.  And leg quarters account for about 22, 23 percent of the value of the whole broiler.  So this is an enormously important market for U.S. producers.  And to get this back up and running again is going to give a boost to leg-quarter prices and whole-bird prices will help relieve the backup of poultry we have in our U.S. markets, which is affecting pork and beef, as well.

MR. QUINN: 


“Randall Wiseman, do you have another question from Southeast Ag Network?

MR. WISEMAN:


Just a real quick one for Keith Collins.  Mr. Collins, you made a comment about exporting cotton to China.  Of course, growers in this area are very interested in seeing how much exports we can have of cotton or do you have any indications that the numbers we're shipping that direction will continue or possibly even expand.

DR. COLLINS:


I think the market looks very good for cotton exports this year and next year.  We're on track now to export something close to 11 million bales of cotton--this is basically unheard of.  And I think that we're going to continue to see strong cotton exports over the next year or two.  What happens in China is going to be very much a function of their production.  Their internal prices have been above the world prices for a long time, with their accession to the WTO, we expect their internal prices are going to be coming down.  They're importing more and so I see some opportunities there.  I don't think we're going to see a 2- or 3-million-bale in China like we once had 10 or 15 years ago, but I think we'll see good opportunities.  Because China's going to be a producer of low-cost apparel for the world market.  And as long as the demand in developed countries remains for cotton-based apparel, it's going to be sourced from countries like Pakistan and India and China, because that's where the lower labor costs are.  And, hopefully, they'll use more and more of our cotton and we'll see that showup in the products that the American consumer buys.

MR. QUINN:


Bob Hoff, from the Northwest Ag Information Network, do you have another question?

MR. HUFF


“Yeah, back to taxes--beyond the estate tax, is there anything in federal policy we could do to help young and beginning farmers?

DR. COLLINS: 


“Well, I think that, if you're going to talk about helping young and beginning farmers through the tax code, the best way to do it is simply lower taxes.  And that's the direction we've been on in the last couple of years, by lowering marginal tax rates.  I think one of the things that last year's tax bill did was it introduced a 10 percent marginal tax bracket, so that no longer you start out with a 15 percent as the lowest tax bracket, you start out with 10 percent.  And I think beginning farmers, probably, maybe not in all cases, but many beginning farmers are going to start out with lower incomes because they're getting off the ground, they're going to have high expenses.  And so something like what was done in last year's tax package of lowering marginal rates, no doubt, would help them.


I also think that depreciation and expensing provisions for new equipment because beginning farmers are going to be buying new equipment or used equipment.  And I think the opportunity for them to depreciate that faster and get a quicker tax write-off while they're trying to get started is also helpful, as well.

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“I think that the kind of things that Keith Collins has indicated in terms of the things that are helping new and beginning farmers are ones that have been included in the President's tax package.  In addition, when you look at the importance of the estate tax provisions and the ability to pass on a farm from one generation to another without having to sell half the farm in order to pay the tax--that is extremely important for continuing generations of farmers.

MR. QUINN:

And our final question today, comes from Keith Merckx of Texas State Network, Keith.

Mr. MERCKS: 


Thanks, Larry.  Going back a couple of weeks to the Kansas FMD rumor, a lot of people obviously lost money that day.  There's speculation that some might have made some money that day through some market manipulations so, therefore, there have been investigations called for.  Is USDA involved?  If so, how?  How seriously does the agency take this and what is the status?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“Well, let me make a couple of comments on that.  Yes, we are involved in looking at this from our investigative agencies to determine what happened.  It's quite clear to us, however, that these rumors were not started by USDA employees.  As you know, these animals were contained in an auction yard.  And, as one person said to me, there's no quicker place for a rumor to get started than in an auction yard.  So, I think it's really unknown at this point how the rumor got started.  But the fact of the matter is that there were rumors that impacted the markets to some extent.  And we are looking into  determining how that happened.  We test a lot of animals every week for potential diseases.  It is very rare that we have this kind of problem and we're going to try to find out why it happened in this particular situation.


“I would also like to compliment the media, particularly some of the broadcasters, for getting the word out quickly as to what was going on with this situation.  I think it was particularly important to stop the rumor as quickly as possible.  And you all played a very important role.  So we appreciate that.

MR. QUINN:


“And we do thank you all for your questions today.  Madam Secretary, do you have any closing comments today?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:


“Well, I'd just like to thank all of our broadcasters for again joining us today, for being with us as we celebrate on tax day the importance of the tax provisions that the President has proposed and the Congress has passed and their positive effect on America's farmers and ranchers. We believe that's a very good story to tell”.

MR. QUINN: 


Thank you, Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman for being with us, and Keith Collins, the Chief Economist at USDA.  This is Larry Quinn bidding you a good morning from the Broadcast Center at the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.
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