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MR. QUINN: Once again, everyone, these three people probably don't need an introduction to you because you've all worked with them throughout the year or year and a half, as it is, but I will just say a couple of things about Keith Collins who has been chief economist for quite a number of years. He has been with USDA for over 25 years working in the economics area. I tease him about having a quarter-of-a-century knowledge about agriculture, but he is a reasoned, factual presenter of information about agriculture and great for the broadcasters; J.B. Penn and I had the honor being in a young executives group when we were both young about 26 or 27 years ago, and he has been in and out of the Government, getting the best from both the private and the public sector; and our key guest this morning is Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman, our 27th Secretary of Agriculture, and she has, as I have often said, done just about everything one could ever expect you should do before you become Secretary of Agriculture. Madam Secretary, good morning, and you have about 25 broadcasters, representing about 400 to 500 stations.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Great. Well, thank you all for being here, and welcome to USDA. Did you serve them fruit for breakfast, Larry?

MR. QUINN: I told them that that was your Five-A-Day program and that you were taking 

better care of me.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Yes, well, on Thursday we did a joint event with Secretary  Thompson for the Five-A-Day campaign, where we have now, as USDA, become an actual partner. We have been supportive of the program, but now we have signed an agreement. We have become a partner.And Eric Bost, who is our Under Secretary for Food and Nutrition then came to staff the next day, told everyone we were on a five-a-day diet, and gave everyone one of these little pedometers, On the Move, and so we wear them all day long and see how many steps we've taken, and between 2,200 and 2,500 equals a mile. So I've gone about a half a mile today so far.

MR. PENN: They'll also work if you just jiggle them.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: So Secretary Thompson put his whole department on a diet, and we've started this USDA "On the Move." Get more exercise and eat the five a day. So, anyway, that's one of our new projects as of late last week.I really do want to welcome you all and thanks to Larry for all of his good work in helping us so much with the broadcasters. He gave us a little scare earlier this year, and we are very glad that that was only a little warning and nothing serious. Where did he go? He left. He doesn't even want to hear that I say nice things about him.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: I also want to congratulate Colleen on her presidency. How far are you into your year now? So you're about halfway. Well, I think it's great, and I know you are doing a terrific job. It's really terrific to see so many of you when I've been traveling around the country. We've just been to Wisconsin last week-- I had an interesting experience. I had a little press gaggle after the event, and it was the first time I think I've ever had like five reporters and me, and it was all women. For a farm broadcasting event, I thought that was pretty amazing, and we do appreciate the relationship we've had with the farm broadcasters. We've tried to do a lot of different things with you on the radio station from here, including the 4-H event, where so many of you called in and talked about your 4-H experience. I just thought that was terrific, and it was really fun to have Orion Samuelson here to join with the 4-H'ers. I've tried to do a few fun things like call some of you from Air Force One a couple of times, and that's also been kind of fun.

I'm actually going to see you twice today. We're going to bring Secretaries Norton and Whitman here to meet with you later today, which I think is probably unprecedented for your group to have three of us here at once. I think it will emphasize the strong working relationship that we have, but we wanted to spend a little bit of time this morning just talking about some of the many issues that are just sort of on the front burner, as you're here this week.         Obviously, the farm bill is front and center because of what's been going on in the last four or five days, and so we wanted to spend some time on that and some of the other things that have been on the Hill that are getting a lot of action that impact agriculture.

I want to thank J.B. Penn and Keith Collins, two of the greatest ag economists, and we're very fortunate to have both of them in the Department with us. It's a terrific opportunity I think for all of us to work together.

We are very pleased that there has been an agreement reached on the farm bill or at least one that has been announced. They are still working through the details. We understand that they worked until midnight on Saturday night and maybe as late as we heard 3:30 this morning. So the details are still being worked out, so we don't know everything that is in this bill yet, as I know you don't either. So we're going to certainly continue to work with the conference, as we have been all the way along as they try to work out the details of the bill.

Last week, as you know, we were in South Dakota with the President, and he asked that the farm bill conferees work quickly to complete the bill so that we would have certainty for our farmers and, in fact, we are seeing now an agreement coming together. And just two days after he made those remarks, we did see the conferees announcing that they had this agreement.

Certainly, we want to thank all of the conferees for their hard work on this, and particularly commend Chairman Combest for his leadership in achieving this compromise agreement. I also want to commend the USDA staff who have absolutely worked tirelessly through this conference. We have had people up there literally night and day. It has been a very long and difficult process. It has required a lot of technical expertise, and I just can't tell you how much our folks have really pitched in and done so much work.

Hunt Shipman, from here at USDA, has been sort of leading the charge and all of the people here. Of course, from the White House, Chuck Conner and Dylan Glenn have been up there almost nonstop as well, and we have seen, in the agreement, many of the objectionable provisions eliminated, and we have seen certainly some things that we wanted to see in the farm bill, in terms of the administration, that is, that it lives within the spirit of the budget resolution. We have been very strong on that point, as have I think the budgeteers and most of the conferees, and I think that also it is spending that is relatively even over the 10-year period, at least as far as we have seen so far.

 We have talked a lot about this being the first farm bill--that will spend more on conservation than has ever been spent before. We've  emphasized, as an administration, the need to spend money on conservation for working farmlands, and I think this bill will prove to do just that.

Certainly, it contains a rebalancing of loan rates which are more realistic and in line with where market prices are today. It provides considerable support for low-income Americans through our nutrition program, and it, as I said, did remove some provisions that are more difficult. For example, while we didn't take a direct position on packer ownership, we did point out the difficulties with the provision, and that appears to have been or so far has been deleted from the bill. It appears that the compromise did consider the potential impacts of that provision. As you know, that was not supported by either the Cattleman's Association or the Pork Producers.

We, of course, did not want country of origin labeling. We think it's going to cause additional cost burdens. We don't know the details of that yet, but it indeed appears that that will be in the bill. You know, it's interesting. We've talked a lot about how we're trying to fight against the EU and Japan on labeling for biotech because of the potential burdens, and yet we are doing that same thing here, in terms of our country of origin labeling. The estimates that we have seen show it will cost substantial amounts, both to implement and as a consumer issue.

Overall, we are pleased that a compromise has been reached. One of the things that I think is interesting is basically we've been going through sort of a mini farm bill process for the last four years. The farmers and ranchers in this country deserve more certainty than that, and that's exactly what having a bill now that is a six-year bill with a ten-year budget will do. This has been a difficult farm bill. There has been a lot of disagreement over provisions, and it's not just disagreement between people who are outside of agriculture and inside of agriculture. It is disagreement within agriculture about a lot of these provisions.

So, you know, the conferees have come together under very difficult circumstances, very different philosophies on many issues. While there is still a lot of work to do to flush out the details, and it's got to be done quickly, we do commend the conferees for reaching an agreement.

Now, when the agreement is reached, then comes another really difficult part for USDA, and that is implementing this bill. We are very committed to getting this bill implemented as quickly as possible, but we also recognize that there are tremendous changes in this bill from current law, and it is going to take time, it's going to take resources, and we want to get the job done as quickly as possible, but it's not going to be easy.

So we're going to move forward as quickly as possible to implement this bill. We have talked with--certainly the Farm Service Agency, under J.B. Penn is going to have the biggest task, but NRCS has a tremendous responsibility. There are other programs within USDA that are going to take implementation. Having been here--well, I actually came to USDA in 1986, and I remember we were still, when I was in FAS, trying to implement the trade provisions of the '85 bill. I was 

here for the implementation of the '90 bill, and I know you all have seen implementations. So we're going to work as hard and efficiently as we can to get it done, but again it's not going to be easy. It just doesn't happen overnight.I think one of the things that's happened is because the supplemental AMTA payments, for example, were just based on the information we had about farmers that could just be added on. We could get those out very quickly with a change in the computer program, and I'm a little concerned that we not have that kind of expectation that we can come together as quickly as we do on something like this. These are all new programs, new bases, new yields, and a lot more work. So we're going to do everything we can.

I've been out all over the country. I've talked with so many of our FSA and NRCS employees. They are ready to do the job and anxious to get going. So I know they are going to do everything within their power to do the best job that they can.

I just wanted to note a couple of other things. The trade promotion authority issue will probably be taken up this week in the Senate as well. As you know, this is an important issue also for agriculture. Nearly 100 ag organizations have signed on to support trade promotion authority, and the bill really needs to get done, so we can move forward in an effective manner to get agreements negotiated. We've got a number of bilateral agreements in the process. We've got 

the Free Trade Area of the Americas, and of course we've got new negotiations under the WTO.

 It's interesting, Bob Zoellick and I have talked about the fact that every time we meet with international visitors, the issue always comes up where do you stand on getting your trade promotion authority? So it's on the radar screens of people around the world who care about the WTO negotiations, who care about trade, and so we're certainly anxious to get this done as soon as possible.

As you know, we talk a lot about the fact that tariffs on U.S. agriculture and food, tariffs on food and agriculture around the world average about 60 percent. Whereas, in this country they are about 12 percent. We believe that if we get trade promotion authority, we can negotiate new agreements that will bring those tariffs down around the world and give our farmers and ranchers more access.

You look at what's happening without negotiating new trade agreements. For example, you all have heard me use the example of the fact that Chile has negotiated a Free Trade Agreement with Canada, so now their wheat and their potatoes have preferential access. I ran across another example. You look at $187,000 tractor made in the U.S. and shipped to Chile, it has about $15,000 worth of tariffs added to the sticker price. The same tractor made in Brazil and sold to Chile would be assessed about $4,000. If it's made in Canada, it has zero. So where are you going to buy your tractor? Certainly not from the U.S., where you have high tariffs. So, if we're going to change this, we need TPA.

As you know, I've also, just on the trade front, been working a tremendous amount on this Russian poultry situation. We are now seeing import permits issued. We are still at a very low level of import permits versus the amount of trade we have seen, but we are continuing to work closely with the Russians and hope that we can quickly see that market regain the strength that it had. As you know, it has been our largest export market for poultry anywhere in the world.

The other thing that happened just in the last few days, is that the Senate passed an energy bill, and as many of you have probably heard, as have I, and I particularly heard it at the Commodity Classic from the corn and soybean growers who said that the energy bill is as important to them as is the farm bill. The energy bill did pass the Senate with the renewable fuels standard. That is going to mean substantially new opportunities for biofuels, and so this is a very big issue and a big opportunity for agriculture as well.

So I don't want to spend all of the time talking today, but I want to thank you all for being here. I hope you have a great time here in Washington, and I appreciate you all being here today, and we all will be happy to take a few questions. Thank you.

QUESTION: This bill will accomplish, and you talked after the first year, the things that the administration wanted to see, [inaudible] with things that the administration wanted. Is this the bill that you really ideally would like to have had? And even in it, are there places you'd like to change?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I think I pointed out some of the things in the bill that are pluses and minuses. I mean, this is a compromise. As you know, this was a very, very contentious farm bill this year. Everybody I think got some of what they wanted, and that's the art of compromise. It's the art of the democratic process. It's the country we live in, and so I don't think anyone is going to walk away and say this is the absolute perfect bill. I'm sure none of our 

farmers and ranchers are going to say that.

But as you know, there were tremendous regional differences, tremendous commodity differences. And so, again, this is a bill that is a compromise taking into account all of those issues, and I think we need to commend those who had to sit in the room and go through issue by issue and come up with what could bring all of those issues together in a compromise.

QUESTION: Madam Secretary, I want to ask you a question about trade, and Keith Collins may want to jump in or J.B. Penn. You mentioned a moment ago the tariff issue, but isn't it also the relative strength of the U.S. dollar that's really harming our agricultural exports in parts of the world?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I think there are a number of factors, and I think I'll let Keith go through some of those because he recently gave us a rundown in one of our staff meetings on some of the things that are impacting trade, including the Russian poultry situation on meat.

MR. COLLINS: Yes, I think the dollar is a tremendous factor that we've probably underestimated the effect of. We are now at a 17-year high in the value of the dollar. We look at the dollar against the currencies of countries that import from us and our competing exporting countries, and in both cases the dollar is as high as it's been since the early '80s. If you go back and look at the mid-'90s, we're about 30- to 40-percent stronger dollar, depending on the good or  

commodity and whether you're looking at our competitors or our importers.

What that means, for example, if you go back to the mid '90s and you look at what people were buying. Let's take soybeans as an example. If people were buying some quantity of soybeans and paying $6 a bushel for it, to get them to buy the same quantity and pay the same price in their foreign currency, you'd have to price it at 60 percent of the price it was in the mid '90s, which would be $3.60, something like that. So the dollar has been a powerful force in affecting both our exports and the prices of commodities, without question. In fact, it's hard to see a strong recovery in the farm economy without some weakening of the dollar, and we are not projecting that in 2002. Maybe thereafter, when Europe starts to recover and the Japanese economy starts to 

recover a little bit, but for 2002, we're probably looking at as strong a dollar as we had in 2001.

QUESTION: In the past when we've had the supplemental funding, farmers got checks in September. Based on this, do you have any idea of when a farmer could expect to get some of the supplemental funds that would be coming forth from this farm bill?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I think we haven't seen the details of this bill. We are doing everything we can, as I said, to anticipate implementation as quickly as possible, but it appears we are now going to be dealing with both updated bases and yields, and that is going to take some time.I think we got the supplemental AMTA checks out in August of last year. I don't 

think farmers should be anticipating that they'll get checks in August, but I think it's too early at this point to give any kind of time frame. But I think what's important is that the farmers will have the certainty that there will be supplemental assistance coming. While we can't give an exact date, there is that reassurance that there will be that assistance.

QUESTION: I could maybe then follow up, as I understand from some local lenders, that the FDIC or whoever the regulators are, are maybe over-scrutinizing agriculture loans. Since there is this assurance of money coming, is there any way to get that information passed on to the banking regulators?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I think the bankers will look at this bill as the details come forward, and they will be able, like everyone else, to determine what farmers are going to be entitled to as we do the implementation of the bill. And so I think that should be reassurance to the bankers, and certainly I would encourage them to move forward to work with the farmers and ranchers. I mean, to not work with them because they don't have the money in hand I don't think is fair. I think that they are able to look at what the outcome of the bill will ultimately be and to determine what kind of financial assistance their farmers will get.

QUESTION: [Off microphone.] [Inaudible.]

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I have to say I read that quote as well, and I was fairly shocked to read that. Because, as I said, we've had people on the Hill nonstop. Our principles have been well known. We wanted it to stay within budget. We didn't want it to be front-loaded. We wanted to rebalance loan rates. I mean, we have been very engaged in this discussion. I have certainly been out there reiterating the principles. We have had people on the Hill dealing with 

all of the issues, both from a policy sense, as well as a technical sense from day one in this conference.

So I thought that the comments were unfair. I mean, obviously, it is easy to make statements and try to make one person look like a winner and one person look like a loser. I don't think that's the right thing to do in this farm bill,. I think we ought to look at this as a way to give our farmers certainty to move forward, and we shouldn't be playing political games and trying to call this person a winner and this person a loser because, as I said before, this bill is all about compromise. Not everyone got what they wanted, and I don't think it's really appropriate to be making statements like that at this point.

QUESTION: There's some specific things that this administration has had to work on, prevention of foot and mouth disease, to keep it out of the country, and you've [inaudible] the next hurdle of the farm bill. What's your next goal that you've got in mind? Is trade going to be a primary focus for you now?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I don't think it's a matter of sequential importance. We have been obviously very engaged in, last year we were dealing with the threat of foot and mouth disease. We then had September 11th, and I didn't talk today about the importance of the whole homeland security issue. I know you're going to have some discussions about that later, but that's been front and center on our radar screen. I've got a hearing on the Hill on that tomorrow. But, you know, we've had the threat of foot and mouth disease, followed by September 11th, so all of our systems are constantly under review. We're continuously in the process of looking at how we can better protect our food and agriculture system, and so that is certainly priority.

The farm bill has been a priority and now the implementation is going to be a priority. Getting a new WTO round launch was a priority and now negotiating that round, getting trade promotion authority is a priority. So I wouldn't say that we're moving from one priority to another. I would say these priorities have been front and center, and they're going to continue to be front and center for us here in the Department.

The other thing I think that is very important is what we've seen, particularly in the energy bill, on the opportunity for different uses rather than just food and fiber for agriculture. Renewable fuels, the energy bill obviously is important. When we were in South Dakota last week, we were at an ethanol plant. There was just a plant that was opened in Nebraska that makes  polymers out 

of corn. Corn was used to make all of the plastic cups at the Olympics for example. And so I think another focus that we're going to have, in addition to the three things we've just talked about, are what are the other opportunities for agriculture to expand markets? I mean, that's really what it's all about is expanding markets. And so we're going to be looking at a whole host of opportunities like that and how we can be of assistance. Certainly, our rural development loans have been helpful in that regard. The energy bill will be helpful, the energy title of the farm bill will be helpful. So we're going to be looking at new opportunities for farmers as well.

QUESTION: You talked about the energy bill and the fact that certainly at Commodity Classic expression of the fact that that was just as important as the farm bill. With conversation now the end of last week about price fixing of ethanol and some ethanol manufacturers bringing in wines to make the ethanol, does that cloud this? Does it make it more difficult to address?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, I mean, certainly when you read articles like that it's of concern, and I know that there have been a number of people, particularly from California and New York, who have tried to play up that story, partially because they don't agree with the renewable fuels standard. So I think it's gotten more play in that regard. I have not seen any independent investigations of this issue, so I'm not able to comment in detail. 

MR. COLLINS: I have a couple of comments on that. One is regarding price fixing. We follow the price of ethanol closely, and the price of ethanol can be explained by the price of gasoline and the price of MTBE, its competitor. They correlate very, very well together. So I think that one company has 40-percent of the market in ethanol, but we have lots of competitors for that company, not only in ethanol, but in alternative fuel, such as gasoline. Remember, a large part of ethanol is just sold into the conventional market as an octane booster. So it's hard to seen any evidence of manipulation when you look at the price of ethanol, compared with gasoline and MTBE.  

Regarding wine, the U.S. does have a tariff rate quota on ethanol. We do import a little bit of ethanol from Caribbean Basin countries. We have a zero duty on 7 percent of last year's domestic use of ethanol. And a little bit of ethanol has come in through that tariff rate quota that has been based on surplus wine in Europe. What we are talking about is tens of millions of gallons, and we consume 1.8 billion gallons of ethanol each year in the United States. It's something that's 

out in the decimal place. I agree with the Secretary's point of view that it's largely been used by those who were opposed to the renewable fuels standard in the energy bill.

QUESTION: Dairy farmers in the Northeast have looked upon farm bills for decades and said, "What's in it for us?" And there hasn't been very much until recently. We've had a successful Northeast Dairy Compact, and a version of that is in this new farm bill. I would be interested to hear from you, and maybe from Keith, if you could project and see what positive or negative things the dairy provisions of this farm bill have for the nation's dairy farmers.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Gosh, I don't know that we've seen the details. We haven't seen the details of any provision. I don't know if we have enough--

PENN: I was just going to say the dairy provision is a new program. I mean, it's not a restoration of the compact, and it’s a payments program, and beyond that we haven't seen much of the details. We think it'll be retroactive to the beginning of this year, but beyond that I don't know much. It's also finite. It sunsets before the end of the farm bill. It's a direct payment program. As a direct payment program, you know, the good thing is that it helps dairy farmers that have low incomes when prices are low. The bad thing is that, like other programs where the payment is tied to price, and this is tied to price, it can stimulate production a little bit, which makes markets a little bit harder to adjust. So those are sort of the good and the bad parts of that.

QUESTION: As this bill relates to trade and the barrage of views that came to us on Friday afternoon as things were being released, your counterpart in Brazil was already upset about the legislation. We have to hopefully look for a WTO agreement. How tough is this farm bill a sell to try to begin world ag negotiations?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, we've heard certainly from a number of our international counterparts of the concern about the amount of money that is going into this bill, and I have consistently said the WTO does not preclude countries from supporting their agriculture.

[Tape change.]

SECRETARY VENEMAN: --parameters for how you do that. The real question is how does the support that's contained in this bill fit into the various requirements under the WTO? And because we are not sure of where all of the numbers fall yet, it's difficult to say that it creates as much of this box or this box. But the fact of the matter is that, as you know, we've used the coupled payments, which have been in the green box, which are minimally trade distorting, so don't count against our ceiling. I mean, the real issue here is, is can we continue to maintain programs that keep us under our commitment. There is nothing in the WTO that prevents us from supporting our agriculture. It's just how we do it.

QUESTION: One of the things that my listeners and viewers in Montana and Wyoming were really concerned about and wanted in this farm bill was the disaster assistance money, because although these programs are great, if we can't stay on the land and actually produce or raise livestock out there because of one of the worst droughts we've had in recent years--and thank you for coming out to Montana--what can USDA do now to expedite the process, in whatever form it takes in Congress, to get some disaster assistance out in Montana and Wyoming?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, this has been an issue for the conferees, and I think it was clear by the Budget Committee, and then the administration, that if this disaster assistance was going to be granted, it should be included in the $73.5 billion. That did not happen with the conferees. So, at this point, obviously, these areas have been declared a disaster, and that makes them eligible for a number of USDA programs. I think that when we were out there, we put the disaster declaration out when I was in Montana I think for the entire State of Montana, which then triggers the availability of some of your FSA loan programs and so forth.

QUESTION: Well, I think what the concern is, at least out there, is we don't need any more loans. I mean, the last thing we need to do is go further in debt. In a situation like that, we need real money that we don't have to pay back just to keep us on the land, get us back on our feet. Then we can take those loans. 

MR. COLLINS : Let me just comment on that. The range of programs that's available may not be viewed as sufficient by producers, but there are substantial programs. There is emergency haying and grazing on CRP lands, there is the emergency loans that the Secretary mentioned, there is the emergency conservation program, which pays for producers to haul water to their cattle, for example, and there is the noninsured assistance program, which is available for forage crops, for feed crops, and it was reformed in the Agricultural Risk Protection Act of 2000 to 

try and make it a more effective program. It is no longer an area-wide trigger program. It's triggered by an individual producer's loss. So there are a range of programs that are available. One of the reasons the livestock feed assistance program doesn't exist is because the statutory 

authority for that was removed in the 1996 farm bill, and it was removed because Congress envisioned that producers would use crop insurance and noninsured assistance program to cover their feed losses. Now you can argue that those may not be sufficient, but those are the tools that are out there, and those will help some producers.

             QUESTION: Can you talk about foot and mouth disease? When you were in Wisconsin, I know you were solicited regarding chronic wasting disease. One of your Under Secretary's commented that it is a disease that should be eradicated. Can you give us an update on chronic wasting disease? Are we going to get some more Federal funding, and what about that issue of eradication?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, chronic wasting disease has been an issue that has been really on the front burner here in terms of animal diseases, and certainly when we were in Wisconsin, we had the opportunity to meet with the state officials. One of the areas where we have been most proactive is in domestic elk and deer herds. That is where we have jurisdiction.

In Wisconsin, as you know, one of the problems has been in the wild herds or the wild deer and the fact that it's been found in some of the deer that have been hunted. We had good conversations. We're going to continue to work with the state officials--the state wildlife officials, obviously, have jurisdiction over that-- to look at how we can deal with the fines in Wisconsin. We've had a very comprehensive program. I think we've had $13- or $14 million 

already allocated for eradication and compensation for some of the domestic producers, but we're going to continue to work on this one very hard. I think Mr. Hawks is going to be going up to Wisconsin in the next couple of weeks to talk directly to the folks up there.

QUESTION: We don't know about money yet?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: We don't know yet about money.

QUESTION: If I could revisit that dairy question. This farm bill does include a national program. Considering the regionalism that we've had with dairy in the past, the problem trying to get even the national plan in some of the former farm bills, how big of an accomplishment is that to have a national dairy policy?

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Well, from some of the things I have been reading, some of, and I will let the economists comment on this as well, but as I've said repeatedly, I said this in my confirmation hearing, you know, dairy is a very regional issue. It has also been an issue where there hasn't been agreement between the processors and the producers, and I have said over and over again I wish everyone could come together and agree on dairy policy, but I know that's 

going to be very difficult to do. The fact of the matter is, is this I think the program is being heralded more by some of the areas of the country where the producers have smaller size cow herds and less supported by areas where there are larger operations, and so it's not a universal support for this program. I think there is some concern about it from what I've read, but I'll let the economists comment on where they see--

PENN: I think you've said that very well. Dairy is especially difficult because of the structure. You've got relatively small herd sizes in the Northeast and very large herd sizes in the West and elsewhere in the country. Their costs of production vary a lot, so it's very difficult to get a one-size-fits-all program for the dairy industry.

QUESTION: A question for Keith Collins on Argentina. It seems like the economic problems there depend on who is in charge today and whether or not they are willing to take the austerity measures of the IMF to heart. What do you see happening there and what effect would it have on our exports?

MR. COLLINS: Well, I hesitate to try and project what will happen in Argentina. Obviously, they have gone through a huge shock and had a huge devaluation of their currency. We're not sure where that's going to settle out, where that's going to stabilize. They've had the issue of export taxes on agricultural exports. I think where it settles out is they end up with a much-devalued currency, which generally ought to make them tougher competitors in the world marketplace for us. However, for some of their commodities, they import a lot of inputs, such as 

nitrogen for corn, even though they have one of the world's largest, if not the world's largest, nitrogen plant in Argentina. They still import a lot for their corn. In addition to that, credit is going to be a problem for farmers. So, even though their exchange rate can make them more competitive, the internal turmoil, the access to capital, the high cost of inputs I think work against making them, and the export taxes all work against making them that competitive.

I think because of the need for capital to finance their production, they will go to a lower cost commodity like soybeans, where the cost of production is very low. So I would look for them to be a tougher competitor in soybeans, but maybe not such a tough competitor in some of the other commodities because of those problems that I mentioned.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: Last question, Tom?

QUESTION: What, if anything, can you tell me about conservation provisions; in particular, Senator Harkin's Conservation Security program? I've talked to at least one farmer that is a little concerned about what he has to do, if anything, to qualify for this green payment.

SECRETARY VENEMAN: My understanding is that this was an issue that was still being worked out late into the night, and so at this point we have no details on how this program is going to work. I know there's been a lot of back-and-forth about whether or not we can put together a program. Because Senator Harkin had this out there for quite a long time, there has been a lot of discussion about how we can make a workable program. At this point, I don't know how the language is coming out to design that program.

MR. QUINN : Thank you very much, Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman; J.B. Penn, 

Under Secretary for Farm and Foreign Agriculture Services; and Keith Collins, 

Chief Economist.

