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MR. SIMMONS:  I'd like to welcome everyone on behalf of the U.S. Poultry and Egg Association. Secretary Veneman grew up on a family farm, so she understands what is important for American agriculture.  She received her Juris Doctor degree from the University of California, Hastings College, California.


At this time, please welcome Secretary Ann Veneman.


[Applause.]


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, thank you very much, and good afternoon.  It's a great pleasure to be here this afternoon and to join you in Atlanta for this extraordinary exposition.  And I want to thank Ralph Simmons for your fine introduction.  We appreciate your leadership in this organization.


I also want to introduce and thank Dr. Elsa Murano, our undersecretary for food safety at USDA, who is with us today.  We truly appreciate all of her hard work.

We also want to--although he's not here--thank and recognize the new governor of Georgia, who I'm going to have the chance to meet with this afternoon for the first time.


We also very much appreciate the leadership of your senators--a brand-new one, Mr. Chambliss, who I worked with as he was on the House Ag Committee, and now he is our new United States senator and will be on the Senate Ag Committee as well.  He brought me on my first trip to Georgia, as secretary.  I've been here before, but he wanted to bring me on my first trip because I grew up on a peach farm in California and he wanted to show me peaches in Georgia.


We also very much appreciate the leadership and hard work of Zel Miller and his service to this state and the country.  And it's great to see old friends as well.  It's wonderful to see Tommy Irvin here.  I think you may be the dean of the National Association of State Departments of Agriculture now.  Having been a colleague of his in that organization, I can truly tell you that it was an honor and a privilege to work with you, and to continue to work with you in our respective roles that we now hold.


I also want to recognize and acknowledge Bryan Elrich, and I'd like to have him stand up for a moment.  Bryan is the Georgia FFA vice president.  He's a freshman at Alabama Baldwin Agricultural College.  And he's joining me here today as I travel around this trade show and talk to you.


As many of you know, President Bush has asked all of us to give back to our communities--to mentor a child, to do things for a good cause.  And I've chosen a mentor program called Leaders of Tomorrow at USDA.  And as I visit with various groups and travel around the country, I like to have someone like Bryan, a young FFA or 4-H student who joins me for the day and gets the experience with a cabinet officer.  So thanks, Bryan, very much for being with us today.


[Applause.]


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  This conference obviously is a very important conference, but also this industry is a very important part of the agriculture in this country.  Early on, I had the opportunity to visit with some of you on the trade floor to look at some of the advancements in the poultry industry.  It's impressive to see the new technologies and the efficiencies and all of the kinds of new opportunities to advance and make better this industry, particularly with new technologies that help us with food safety.


I applaud all of you for your accomplishments.  There is no doubt in my mind that the U.S. poultry industry is strong and vibrant.  And your ingenuity will keep you at the forefront of competition in the years to come.


You know, at USDA we have a very diverse and multifaceted mission that has impact throughout many parts of the economy, everything from the Forest Service to Food Stamps to so many things that impact all of the food chain.  And much of that multifaceted operation and mission impacts various parts of your business and your products.


We have mission areas that inspect your products to ensure food safety standards and that make sure that they're at their highest levels.  We conduct research on ways to examine and improve food safety technologies, develop new vaccines, and examine ways to control pests and diseases.  And I had the opportunity today on the trade show floor to visit with one of the companies about how the technology that they are utilizing was originally developed in a USDA laboratory.  And that shows you the kind of partnership and importance of this shared research responsibility and increase in technology to help the public health with these issues.


We also actively participate in trade negotiations to ensure that American farmers have competitive access to markets all around the world and to ensure that our trading partners keep their doors open.


And USDA plays a role in working with a host of other agencies, whether it's working together on food safety with FDA or working with the Environmental Protection Agency on environmental regulations--and I know you had some of the folks from the EPA here this morning to talk about some of those regulations.  But I think it's important to point out that partnership and how critical it was as we developed the new CAFO regulations and how they would impact agriculture.


So today I want to bring you some of those messages and some good news on how our administration, the Bush administration, is working to ensure that the production of safe and wholesome products for consumers and how we're protecting the food and agriculture sector against pests and diseases.


As the secretary of agriculture for the past few years--and this week, by the way, marks exactly our two-year anniversary in this administration.  But I can say that during that time we've had a tremendous number of issues to deal with every single day.  But the safety of our food supply is one of the absolutely most important issues.  There is nothing more personal or vital to all of us than the food that we provide to our families and ourselves.


I'm proud of the fact that we have the best production and processing system for food in the world.  We provide consumers with the most abundant and safest food possible.  In just a few weeks, the president will put forth his budget for the fiscal year 2004.  And in that budget, he will not just talk about this administration's strong commitment to these issues, but he will once again announce that he is investing resources to strengthen these critical programs.


In our upcoming budget, the president will seek record levels of support for USDA's meat and poultry food-safety programs, as well as an increase in efforts to strengthen agriculture protection systems.  USDA's food-safety budget will increase to a record level, $797 million in fiscal year 2004, under the president's proposal.  That is an increase of $42 million over the fiscal year 2003 request and represents $148 million, or a 20 percent increase, in food-safety programs since this administration, the Bush administration, came into office just two years ago.


That $42 million increase will support FSIS food safety activities, including increasing the inspection workforce to 7,680 meat, poultry, and egg products inspectors and veterinarians.  The budget will provide specialized training for food-safety authorities to ensure the safety of the commercial supply of meat, poultry, and egg products.  It will help USDA increase microbial testing to ensure effective control or elimination of pathogens in products.  It will strengthen our foreign products surveillance system to ensure products entering our country meet our food-safety requirements.


And the budget will call for new food-safety public education efforts to ensure that all links of the food chain understand the importance of food-safety practices.  Not just at home, but in the workplace, in restaurants, in processing facilities, and all throughout the food chain.


In addition, USDA's budget will include $70 million in new funding through other USDA programs to strengthen agriculture protection and homeland security systems, particularly in our research agencies, our laboratories, our pest and disease prevention programs.  This new funding will increase our efforts to improve security measures at our laboratories throughout the country.  It will provide important research to develop vaccinations, rapid diagnostic tests to protect against animal diseases, and a variety of other research priorities.


The budget will strengthen our communications and database networks with other federal and state agencies by strengthening the unified federal-state diagnostics network, a system which helps us identify and respond to high-risk biological pathogens.


And these resources will strengthen our plant and animal inspection programs.  It will increase the availability of foot and mouth vaccine and support efforts to crack down on smuggling and other threats from regulatory violations.


So these new resources, 112 million in new food safety and agriculture protection system dollars, will further boost USDA's efforts to protect consumers and the agricultural sector against potential threats, both intentional and unintentional.  Again, the president's budget reflects another year of providing record levels of resources and inspectors to strengthen America's food-safety programs and services.  This is good news for your industries, and it's good news for consumers.


Let me say, though, that even with this administration's strong food-safety record, we continue to face a formidable task.  All of us are aware that food-borne illness can come from many different sources, with some of the pathogenic organisms of highest concern being transmitted through food animals.  As a result, preventing and controlling harmful bacteria received a significant portion of USDA's resources under the direction of the Food Safety and Inspection Service, or FSIS.


This is an enormous responsibility, and the best way to accomplish our mission is to employ science as a critical tool in driving our decision- and policy-making.  It is science and determination on our part that will allow us to win the war on pathogens.


The foundation of our strategy is the Pathogen Reduction and Hazard Analysis Critical Control Points, or more commonly referred to--and easier to say--as HACCP.  There is no doubt that the HACCP role, as a system, has been greatly improved since its implementation.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reports that the rate of food-borne illness across the board are down, due in part to the introduction of HACCP into the meat and poultry inspection system.


That's good news, but our job is far from over.  The past year we experienced two major recalls and outbreaks of E. coli and listeria.  This is evidence that we cannot be complacent and why we must continuously work to improve our food-safety systems.  While our goal is to reduce and eventually eliminate the need for recalls, we have made changes in our program to improve the process, strengthen product-testing measures, and conduct more rigorous audits of processing facilities.


One way that we are going to do this is by continuing to employ an aggressive inspection process.  That is why, in our 2004 budget, we will increase our inspection workforce, and that's why FSIS has worked to reorganize its workforce structure with more checks and balances.  It's worked to implement and new supervisory accountability system to ensure that our inspection force is carrying out its duties effectively and efficiently.  We are creating a new cadre of food-safety experts, our consumer safety offices, who support our existing inspectors and veterinarians in the critical evaluation of food-safety systems.


We also need to strengthen our science-based systems.  Today we are driven by the fact of the enormity of -- our responsibility cries out for a science-based system.  That is why we continue to incorporate state-of-the-art science into the meat and poultry inspection process at every opportunity.  And that's why we are calling for additional research in the administration's 2004 budget.


In addition to all of these other efforts, USDA has been working hard to ensure appropriate coordination among federal agencies and our state partners to protect the food supply.  We have established working groups on everything from homeland security to epidemiology investigations and the coordination of public alerts on food-safety recalls.


This is all good progress.  But the job of food safety doesn't end at the processing plant or with the inspector at the facility.  Food safety is the responsibility of everybody who's involved in the food chain.  And we need to continue to step up our efforts, to collectively ensure that every link, from farmer to processor to transport to retail chain to consumer clearly understands the importance of food-safety handling:  preparation, storage, and cooking requirements.  That is why our budget calls for new public education efforts.  It is an important part of our food-safety program.


Before I conclude today, I want to touch on a couple of other topics of interest.  First, those of you in the poultry industry know how important it is to defend against diseases that may threaten our poultry.  Through the Animal Plant Health Inspection Service--or APHIS, as it's commonly referred to--in partnership with the states, USDA has worked aggressively over the last year to combat outbreaks of poultry diseases.


We worked hard in the outbreak of the Asian influenza that hit Virginia.  Our response was strengthened by a strong federal commitment of resources, which included our expert Forest Service Incident Management Team that came in and helped organize the response people that were involved in the eradication of the disease.


Now we're currently attacking the outbreak of Exotic Newcastle disease in certain counties in Southern California and Nevada with the same vigor.  Together, USDA--our APHIS and Forest Service teams are working with those states, and collectively we have committed significant resources--nearly 1,000 personnel to prevent the spread of this disease to other areas, and to eradicate the disease.


This has taken an even greater effort because of the proliferation of the disease in backyard flocks and in fighting cocks.  It is incumbent on the industry to be vigilant about bio-security on your farm and in your plants and in all the related transport and people that go in and about.  People and equipment present the greatest risk to bio-security.  That is why it is extremely critical to remind all members of the industry of the need to have rigorous plans in place and make sure that they all have strong bio-security measures for the facilities and the workers, and to make sure that they are implemented and enforced.


As you know, poultry disease impacts our ability to trade.  And for your industry, a trade interruption means economic loss.  During the past year, your industry has experience first-hand some of these interruptions--sometimes trade disputes with certain countries.  Poultry trade with Russia has been on our agenda in a big way over the past year.  We worked tirelessly through the U.S. government to keep your number one market open.  And this continues to be one of our top priorities on the trade front.


Sometimes these trade disputes bring some to the conclusion that trade is not worth all the trouble, we should stop negotiating new agreements.  This argument could not be more wrong-headed.  Trade is so critical, not only to the poultry industry but to American agriculture as a whole.  We export nearly 20 percent of all the poultry and poultry products produced in this country.  That represents a lot of business, a lot of jobs, and a lot of revenue to your industry.  Just think what would happen to this industry if it lost all of its export market.  Where would you sell your products?  What would happen to your businesses?


I bring this up today because, while sometimes these disputes we see are frustrating, we nevertheless must collectively work to maintain and to expand our markets.  But for those who believe we are not making progress, let me share one last thought.  Today, Ambassador Zoellick and I are announcing that this administration has successfully worked to ensure that U.S. poultry exports will continue to go to Mexico with preferential access, forestalling possible Mexican action that could have resulted in a significant trade blockage.


On January 1, under the North American Free Trade Agreement, Mexican tariffs on U.S. poultry exports fell to zero.  However, under NAFTA, Mexico could have taken action to impose what's called a safeguard, or an emergency import tariff of up to 240 percent, on U.S. poultry exports, which is the tariff that countries without a preferential arrangement with Mexico pay.


Now instead, Mexico is going to allow a specified number of tons of U.S. chicken leg quarters into Mexico, duty free, over the next six months, with a provisional safeguard on imports of chicken leg quarters above that level.  All other U.S. poultry exports will continue to enter Mexico duty free.


By working with Mexico in consultation with the industry--and I must emphasize, the industry's played a key role in these negotiations--we have been able to ensure that our poultry will continue to flow to Mexico at levels comparable to the last few years, while we continue to work on some of the larger implementation issues of the NAFTA.


So that's a bit of good news on the trade front.  And again, so many of these issues take a little patience.  But I believe they're worth it.  And let me assure you that we've been very aggressive not only in negotiating new trade agreements, but in trying to maintain these markets that we already have and have worked so hard to develop.


So as you can see, it's been a very busy couple of years for us here at USDA.  Whether it's food safety, it's trade, it's homeland security, or the whole host of other issues that we deal with every day, we continue to make progress.  And I believe that in the months ahead we'll continue to make even more progress in these areas and continue to provide consumers around the world with a safe, wholesome, and abundant supply of poultry products, and ones that I, quite frankly--I'm a little biased--ones that I believe are the best quality of anywhere in the world.


I want to thank you for having me here today, and I want to wish you all the very, very best for a successful trade show and conference.  Thanks very much.


[Applause.]


MR. SIMMONS:  Thank you, Secretary Veneman.  At this time, Secretary Veneman has a very tight schedule, but we've got time for a couple of questions.  So if anyone has a question--back here?


QUESTION:  [Off mike, inaudible.]


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, thank you.  It has been a Herculean effort, I think, on the part of the California Department of Food and Agriculture, our APHIS people, and as I said, we are now bringing in our Forest Service people to help manage these incidents.  We do need to make sure that we eradicate this disease as quickly as possible and we're doing everything to make sure that we can do that.


                                  #

