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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you very, very much, Eric (Bost), for that very kind introduction.  It is truly a pleasure to have you on our team as well, and I have to say I have met his mama.
[Laughter.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “And she and his father are wonderful people.
“Well, I want to welcome all of you to the Black History Month Opening here at the U.S. Department of Agriculture.
“Before we begin today, I wanted to take a moment to honor our national heroes, the astronauts aboard the Shuttle Columbia, who tragically lost their lives last Saturday.  Our nation has once again come together to express our sorrow, to comfort their families through our thoughts and prayers and gain strength from one another during this difficult time.
“These brave men and women are gone from the earth, but their cause and their search for knowledge and a better world and their dream lives on.  And in their honor, we should all keep their spirit alive.
“It is an honor for me to be here today to pay our tribute and deepen our collective knowledge of the history of African Americans in this country, and I want to begin by thanking all of our special guests who are here today, who we'll hear from a little later.
“President Bush has called Black History Month a time of learning for all of us.  Black History Month was established through the efforts of Dr. Carter G. Woodson, and this year's theme is based on the book, "The Souls of Black Folk," written a century ago by W.E.B. DuBois.
“Both Dr. Woodson and Dr. DuBois received Ph.D. degrees from Harvard University, the first two African Americans to achieve that distinction.  Both men were instrumental in founding organizations, the NAACP and the Study of Afro-American Life and History, that in time would play major roles in the lives of African Americans, and indeed all Americans, and these are roles that still continue today.
“Dr. Woodson said, "If a race had no recorded history, its achievements would be forgotten," and he spent the major part of his life working to document and disseminate positive information on African Americans and the African-American experience, contributions and accomplishments in the United States.  Thanks to his efforts, we are now more aware of the vast and proud record established by African Americans throughout our country's history.
“When I first arrived back at USDA in 2001, I had the pleasure of presenting the Secretary's Superior Service Award to the Forest Service's Eastern Region staff for their extensive work, which they undertook to document and preserve Underground Railroad sites and artifacts within the Wayne, Shawnee and Hoosier National Forests.
“That work continues throughout the region, in partnership with the historically black colleges and universities, and in fact has since been expanded due to a growing interest in this subject on the part of the public.  Also, in the Southern Region of the Forest Service, a similar effort is underway to help document and preserve slave sites within the National Forest system.
“Of course, we here at USDA continue to celebrate the life of George Washington Carver.  In 1999, USDA dedicated our George Washington Carver Center in Beltsville, Maryland, and we present activities in memory of Dr. Carver at the Center every October.  The Carver Center is also the site of Carver Gardens, where visitors see living samples of the many fruits and vegetables with which Dr. Carver experimented.
“In addition, over 22,000 copies of USDA's children's activity book on Dr. Carver, which was developed for the dedication of the Carver Center have been distributed to visitors and schools throughout the country in the past few years.  We work in partnership with the Washington Carver birthplace monument in Diamond, Missouri, and have participated in their yearly celebration.
“We are also acutely aware that today's actions are tomorrow's history.  We have chartered an African-American Advisory Council, co-chaired by Jim Howe, director of our Small Business Office, and Don Arnett, deputy administrator of the Food and Nutrition Service.
“The Council has membership from all USDA mission areas, as well as employee organizations.  They are working to identify and address issues affecting African-American employees and customers and help USDA ensure opportunities, access and equity in program delivery and services.
“We are proud of our many programs and partnerships with the 1890 Land Grant Historically Black Colleges and Universities.  We have revitalized our 1890 task force, composed of college presidents and USDA leaders, and we have appointed Ron Hicks, acting assistant administrator of the Food Safety Inspection Service, to chair this important task force.  I had the opportunity just recently to meet with this task force and had a very productive discussion about our partnership.
“In addition to the financial and technical support provided these institutions over the years, USDA has provided grants to 1890 Colleges and Universities to help research and document issues of historical interest to the African-American community.
“Last year's group of 1890's Outstanding Scholars was here for their orientation last July, and I had the opportunity, and the pleasure, to meet with them.  One of these young men, the one who introduced me to the group, had actually been one of my "Leaders of Tomorrow," as I was on the road when I was in Chicago and helped me ring the bell at the Board of Trade.  We had a wonderful day together, and he is now one of our scholars at the 1890 Universities, and we were very proud that we were able to share this day with him.
“This year is the tenth anniversary of this flagship program that's designed to expose bright, young people to USDA.  We pay for their college education and thereby support the 1890's institutions, and then they give us something back by coming to work at USDA.  It's a very win-win situation.
“Recognizing their unique role, the President has proposed funding increases for support to Historically Black Colleges and Universities so that our close relationship may continue and keep us moving in the right direction.
“I am proud that USDA has been, and will continue to be, a player in promoting and protecting the history and heritage of African Americans and all Americans.
“Now, I have a particular pleasure today, and that is to introduce you to Vernon Parker, who has been nominated by President Bush to be USDA's new assistant secretary for Civil Rights.
[Applause.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN: “We look forward to Mr. Parker's speedy confirmation by the United States Senate and having him as a full member of our team.  He is now here as a consultant and preparing for that arduous confirmation process that we've all been through.
“There's a great task ahead, and we will benefit from his knowledge, his experience and his enthusiasm.  I know that he's going to do a great job.
“As we celebrate Black History Month, we at USDA will continue to learn from the past, and we will work hard to build a history that we, and future generations, can be proud of.  Let us cherish the resilience and the accomplishments of our country's African-American heroes forever.
“Thank you very much for having me here today, and thank you all for being here to celebrate with us.”
[Applause.]
