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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, good morning everyone, and thank you all for being here this morning, and I especially want to thank Secretary Norton and Governor Whitman for being with us today, here, at USDA, on a roll-out that we have not done in past budget roll-outs, and that is to talk about the environmental budget as a whole, that is in the President's budget.





“I'd also like to recognize Jim Connaughton, who is the chairman of the Council of Economic Advisors for the President--I mean--okay, let me start over.





“The Council on Environmental Quality for the President, and we work very closely with him, the three of us, and also our Deputy Secretary who's very active in these issues is also here--Jim Moseley.





“Before we begin today, I would like to take a moment to honor our national heroes, the astronauts who were on board the shuttle Columbia, who tragically lost their lives last Saturday.  Our nation has, once again, come together to express our sorrow, to comfort the families through our thoughts and our prayers, and to gain strength from one another during this difficult time.





“These brave men and women are gone from this Earth but their cause, their search for knowledge and a better world in which we live, that dream of theirs and ours lives on and in their honor, we must keep that spirit alive.





“Also this weekend, the agriculture community lost a long-time friend with the passing of former Secretary of Agriculture Dick Lyng.  Secretary Lyng served our nation during the Nixon and Reagan administrations, first, as an Assistant Secretary, then as Deputy Secretary, and then as Secretary of Agriculture from 1986 to 1989.








-more-








“Secretary Lyng was truly respected and loved by so many, not just here at USDA, but all throughout the food and agriculture community.  He was, indeed, a visionary leader.  He was a good friend and he was a mentor to me.  He loved this nation, our precious lands, and he cared deeply about lending a helping hand to those who were in need.  We will all miss his compassion and his leadership and from all of us we offer our thoughts and prayers to his daughters, his family and his friends.





“Today, Secretary Norton and Governor Whitman were asked by the President to come together to talk with you about the budget proposals to strengthen this nation's conservation, environmental, and natural resource programs.





“As some of you know, and as it gets reported, periodically, the three of us get together, regularly, as the resource agencies, to talk about our common areas of interest, to discuss how we can make our programs integrate together better and work better together, and we believe that this has created stronger programs, stronger relationships, and better use of public resources.





“So I think we all truly appreciate this relationship and we have created through that a very good working relationship, throughout our own organizations, with each other.





“So we are pleased to announce this morning, that the President is requesting $30.4 billion, an increase of $1 billion dollars for these important programs in his 2004 budget.





“This represents about a 4 percent increase over the previous budget.  The President's budget reflects our continued commitment to promoting stewardship and producing results, results that are improving the quality of life for Americans.





“Since taking office, the President has talked a great deal about the environment, about protecting our natural resources through good conservation measures and forest protection.





“But what has often gone unnoticed is that this President continues to deliver results, and this budget request is just one example of where this administration is helping to deliver the critical resources, the necessary tools to make a real difference in improving our environment.





“This includes a healthy forest initiative that has broad bipartisan support, and this proposal will help better protect our national forests and our rural communities from catastrophic fires caused from growth and years of mismanagement.





“The USDA, Forest Service, and the Interior Department, are working together to improve forest health.  Governor Whitman is also leading the effort to make for a cleaner environment by implementing and helping gain support for the President's Clear Skies initiative, and the President wants to ensure strong conservation programs on working farmlands.





“Farmers and ranchers are some of the best stewards of the land, and this administration, in the short time that we have been in office, has worked to nearly double the funding levels for these types of conservation programs, and those that promote stronger public/private partnerships.
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“Our request includes a record level of $3.9 billion for USDA to implement these important programs in 2004.  This is a $582 million increase over our request just a year ago.  Programs where we are increasing funding include $250 million for the Wetlands Reserve Program to restore and enhance 200,000 acres of wetlands; $800 million for the Environmental Quality Incentive Program.  This is $225 increase to install conservation measures such as erosion control and water quality enhancement on more than 17 million acres of agricultural land.





“The President is also proposing increases for the Ground and Surface Water Conservation Program to conserve water on more than 1 million acres of agricultural land.  The Wildlife Habitat Incentives Program to improve over 800,000 acres of wildlife habitat for priority species.  And the Farmland Protection Program to protect over 150,000 acres of valuable farm and ranch land from development.





“The budget also includes approximately $1.57 billion for USDA's Forest Service for the National Fire Plan, which is an increase of approximately $173 million over last year's request.





“So as you can see, the record continues to be strong, and one when you examine the numbers and the policies, there is a clear record of working to improve our environment.  We look forward to working with Congress on this budget to request--to further the success we have achieved in protecting our Nation's resources.





“I would now like to turn this over to Secretary Norton to highlight the Interior Budget as it pertains to the environmental programs and then to Governor Whitman for a similar presentation, and then we'll take your questions.  Thank you very much.”





SECRETARY NORTON:  Secretary Veneman gave you the great news that some $30.4 billion is slated for environmental and conservation efforts across this Nation in the President's budget.  Interior's budget request is $10.7 billion, the largest presidential request in the Department's history.  This represents a $344 million increase or 3.3 percent over the 2003 budget request.  This is a 24 percent increase since the year 2000.





The three of us have joined in this conference today just as we consult on a continuing basis, as Ann Veneman mentioned, throughout the year in our efforts to work for this country's environment.





Our goals are simple.  Clear skies, healthy forests, clean energy, pure water, land conservation, wildlife habitat, healthy lands and thriving communities.  Our success depends on building partnerships.





Ranchers are partnering with us to use some of their land as habitat for at-risk species.  Homeowners are sowing plants in their yards that offer refuge and food for an endangered butterfly.  Volunteer groups are creating wetlands and rebuilding trails.  I see this as a new environmentalism rooted in the concept of citizen conservationists who want to be partners in conserving the beauty and the best of this Nation.





Just this morning I met with the National Wildlife Refuge Association, people from all over the country who work with us on our wildlife refuges.  They are great examples of the care that people have for their wild lands and wild places.
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Let me give you an example of our programs.  The 2004 budget includes a $9 million increase for the Partners for Fish and Wildlife Program, the largest increase ever provided in this program.  Why?  Because it will enable us to form partnerships with 2,500 additional landowners on the program's waiting list.  These partnerships will restore an estimated additional 20,000 acres of wetlands, more than 80,000 acres of native grasslands; fourth, another uplands.  In almost 250 miles of riparian and in-stream habitat over what we were able to do this year.  Through a $113 million cooperative conservation initiative we address the tremendous untapped potential that resides in our conservation partnerships.  This investment will better enable our land managers to join with Americans across the Nation in caring for the land.  This will allow us to build partnerships through our parks and refuges and BLM lands, as well as on private lands, for on-the-ground conservation initiatives.





We will also continue the private stewardship grants and landowner incentive program.  Both programs provide opportunities for conservation of endangered and threatened species through partnerships with private landowners.  This year we prepare to celebrate the centennial of the National Wildlife Refuge System.  We have built on last year's historic $56 million increase, and are today proposing an additional increase for refuge operations of $26 million.





The U.S. has the largest refuge systems in existence anywhere.  The system spans 95 million acres across all states, providing sanctuary for hundreds of species.  We will use the funds to pay for operating needs, land research and comprehensive conservation planning.  We fully fund the Land and Water Conservation Fund at $900 million, and we are on track to eliminate the National Park Service maintenance backlog.





Secretary Veneman mentioned healthy forests.  Our Interior Budget for all wildland fire efforts is $698.7 million, a $45 million increase.  That's almost 7 percent.  That total figure includes robust funding of $186 million for hazardous fuels reduction.  This money will allow us to treat more than a million acres of wildland, urban interface and other areas in hopes of preventing some of the devastation we saw this year as fires ravaged across the Nation.





Water may be the resource challenge for the 21st century.  If we don't manage every drop well, we will face increasing challenges.  Thus, we are launching a water initiative in the Bureau of Reclamation, to help develop solutions for increasing demands for limited water resources in the West.  This is in addition to our other Bureau of Reclamation programs.  This is a special $11 million fund for conservation and water management innovation.





The President's budget commits more money to environment and natural resource protection than ever before.  Our job is to use the funds on the ground to see results by extending our hand in partnership with Americans across the Nation.  Our vision is a Nation of citizen stewards and cooperative conservation.





Now let me turn things over to Governor Whitman.





GOVERNOR WHITMAN:  Thank you, Gale.  It's a pleasure for me to be here today with Secretary Veneman and Norton to discuss the very important cumulative impact of our respective budgets on the environment, the very positive impact.


-more-


But I would like to join my colleagues by starting with an expression of condolence to the family, friends and colleagues of those astronauts who were lost in the Columbia on Saturday.  EPA is assisting FEMA and the other Federal and State agencies in ensuring the debris from the shuttle does not pose an environmental hazard to recovery workers or nearby residents, and we stand ready to offer whatever additional assistance we can.  But nothing can blunt the tragedy of the loss of those lives, particularly occurring as it did, as a nation looked on at a moment of high expectations of celebration for a very successful mission.





Secretary Veneman and Norton have given you an overview of the President's environmental budget.  I think you have formed an appreciation of the fact that none of these things occur in isolation and it is the cumulative impact of our individual efforts to preserve the environment which is really going to move our environment forward, and the protection of that environment forward.





I have often said, over the years, that a budget is more than just a spending plan.  It is truly a policy document.  That's why it's appropriate that we are here today to give you a comprehensive view of the environmental commitment in this budget.





The proposed budget for fiscal year 2004 reflects the administration's promise to leave America's environment cleaner than the way we found it.  It strongly supports our determination to develop partnerships to get real and measurable progress, again, to ensure that we are improving environmental quality for all of our citizens.





The budget fully reflects the obligations that we all have and that each of us share.  Government, industry, and, indeed, every American should be good stewards of the environment, to recognize our role in the importance of enhancing the environment and protecting the natural elements.





Last week, in his State of the Union Address, the President called on Congress to protect our environment in ways that generations before us could not have imagined.  Among the measures he called on Congress to enact are several far-reaching programs to make America's air cleaner and healthier.  This budget supports those proposals with real investments that will produce real improvements in the quality of the air that we breathe every single day.  The President's budget strongly supports the development of Freedom Car, an affordable, clean, hydrogen fuel cell vehicle, by the year 2015.





He proposed a $19 million increase over last year, bringing spending in this and other advanced environmentally-friendly technologies in the automobile industry to $169 million.





He also asked Congress for $182 million this year, and a total of $1.2 billion over five years to develop hydrogen production, storage, and distribution technologies, so that when the hydrogen car reaches the showroom, there will be plenty of places to "fill 'er up" and we will break that normal problem that we face of one side saying we can develop the technology but there's no way to support it, and others saying we can support it but there's nobody to use what we develop.





Of course this technology is in the future and we need to do more today to improve the quality of our air.  
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That's why the President's budget request includes $7.7 million for the implementation of the Clear Skies proposal that he has sent to the Congress.  Clear Skies would reduce by an average of 70 percent the admissions of the three most severe 


pollutants from power plants--nitrogen oxide, sulfur dioxide, and mercury.  Clear Skies will clear the skies of more than 35 million tons of these pollutants over the next ten years, beyond what we would achieve under the current Clean Air Act, helping thousands of people to live better, healthier lives, preventing premature death, and avoiding hospital stays for bronchitis and asthma attacks.





Working with Congress to pass the Clear Skies Initiative is a priority of mine and of all of ours this coming year, because Clear Skies and less deposition means better crop yields for the farmer and better opportunities for visitors at our national parks, besides providing a healthier environment for all of our citizens.





The President's budget also contains numerous other clean air proposals, including almost doubling the spending on the air/toxics monitoring grant program which will allow us to better understanding and analyze the hazardous air that air toxins pose, the hazards that air toxins pose both to health and to the environment overall.





I look forward, later today, to going into greater detail about EPA's budget for fiscal year 2004, but there's no doubt that taken together, across departments, from EPA to Agriculture, Interior to NOAA, the President's budget proposal strongly supports the environmental goal of this agenda, to leave America's air cleaner, its water purer, and its land better protected than the way we found it.  Thank you very much.





SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ I think we have time for just one or two questions here.”





QUESTION:  [inaudible] I know of and that is energy development.  How will we develop our energy resources in the forest lands and on the public lands while we don't mess up the environment?  Now how do you all work that situation out, because I know that's an issue?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, let me just start by saying we were all on the President's task force that developed the President's energy policies.  I appreciate your question because none of us spent much time on energy today but it's very important to all of our departments.





“Certainly, for us, not only the development of biomass from the forests but also the development of renewable fuels, and the enhancement of renewable fuels, be it ethanol or biodiesel, and then the opportunities for biomass.  But also in, obviously, the fuel cells, and the other departments, that the energy part of all of this is critical.”





SECRETARY NORTON:  The Department of the Interior produces about a third of the nation's coal, oil, and natural gas.  Energy is very important for our Department and we will discuss the aspects of our energy program in our departmental conference this afternoon.





I will point out that we are also increasing the nontraditional energy sources and increasing our programs for geothermal and solar and wind power on the public lands.  So we are looking at both the traditional sources, and also at the innovative sources.
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GOVERNOR WHITMAN:  Obviously our role is to ensure that any of these new sources that come on line are environmentally friendly as well as investments that we make in developing alternate technology.  For instance, we have more money to put at methane recapturing from landfills, a source of energy for nearby facilities.  We have a number of those projects already up on line and many more in the pipeline, and our relationship here is to ensure that the alternative and renewable resources are ones that enhance the environment as we move forward.





QUESTION:  [inaudible] budgets, does this budget include revenue from drilling in ANWR?





SECRETARY NORTON:  The President's budget estimates that for a lease sale beginning in 2005, there will be $2.4 billion in revenue from bonus bids, and so that is included as a portion of the estimates that are a part of this budget.





QUESTION:  A similar question.  How much--





SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ I think she wanted you to identify yourselves.”





QUESTION:  No problem.  Ted Monasue [?] with Casper Star-Tribune.  How much does this budget take into account for coal bed methane production and revenue generated from that on federal land?





SECRETARY NORTON:  That's not something I have off the top of my head, but something that we can discuss at the Department's presentation this afternoon.





QUESTION:  Bill Tomson, Oster Dow-Jones.  Will there be a renewable fuel standard this year?  And the President's energy plan didn't go through last year.  How hard will he be pushing for a new comprehensive plan this year and will a renewable fuel standard be included in that?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “As I said, the energy proposal and the energy bill is very important to the President's agenda.  I believe he made this point when he had the State of the Union, just the other night, and the renewable fuel standard, which was in the Senate bill last year, is something the administration supported then and continues to support this year.”





QUESTION:  Robert Gerhke, the Associated Press.  I notice your budget includes about 2.2 billion on forest fire fighting. Last year, you ended up where you were seeking supplementals and additional money, I believe about a billion dollars last year, which--is there a reason you expect this firefighting season to be less severe than last year's, or is there gonna be additional supplementals coming down the road?





SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, it's very difficult to predict how serious any firefighting year will be and so the way that budgets are built is that they are based upon a 10-year average.  As you know, last year was one of the highest years in terms of, or the most severe years, in terms of firefighting.  So that year gets put into the ten year average which means we have a higher level than we've had in the past designated for firefighting, but, again, the level is based upon a ten year average.”
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QUESTION:  Maureen Groppe with Gannett News Service.  Is the ag conservation funding at the level authorized by the farm bill?





SECRETARY VENEMAN: “ It is--for the most part yes, but we can go over the specific numbers with you, with Mark Rey and some of the budget folks, but I can't get into absolute details.  But overall, what's important to recognize about this budget is it nearly has doubled since the time, in terms of overall conservation spending, since the time this administration came into office.”





[END OF RECORDED SEGMENT.]
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