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USDA MODERATOR:  [In progress] -- USDA radio studios in Washington, D.C., and with me is Agriculture Secretary Ann Veneman, and USDA's Chief of Staff--gave you a wrong title there--USDA's Chief Economist--that's a real slip--Keith Collins.

Anyway, today's topic is the President's economic growth and jobs plan to strengthen the American economy, and in turn agriculture.
Good morning, Madam Secretary, you have an opening statement.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Good morning, and welcome to all of you who are joining us today out in the country on this radio bridge, and we appreciate you being with us.
"As Brenda said, our Chief Economist, Keith Collins is with us today, as we talk about the President's economic plan which will promote jobs and economic growth in America.
"As many of you already know, the President's plan has been submitted to Congress.  The administration is urging quick passage of the plan to provide immediate benefits to taxpayers.  The President's plan would have considerable and immediate benefits, $4 billion in savings this year in fact to our nation's farmers and ranchers and farm families.  That is welcome news to farmers and ranchers and a boost that is needed particularly in our rural areas, and it is something that this administration will work hard to achieve in the coming months.
"We know that our farm sector has experienced challenging times in recent years, and this plan proposed by the President would provide immediate relief and build upon the tax relief that was signed into law by the President during his first year in office.
"The key objectives of the President's economic proposal are to first encourage consumer spending, promote investments by individuals and businesses and deliver crucial help to unemployed citizens.
-more-

"I want to first provide you some details of the proposal and how it benefits farmers and ranchers.  When the President's plan was proposed I requested that Keith Collins, our Chief Economist, examine the proposal and determine how it would impact our nation's farm sector.  The President's plan would accelerate the 2001 tax rate cuts that were signed into law in 2001.  This would mean that the rate cuts scheduled to take effect in 2004 and 2006 would remain retroactive to January 1st of this year, 2003.  When you consider that about 85 percent of farmers and ranchers will likely benefit from these income tax reductions, the acceleration of tax relief would reduce the tax burden on farm households by about $2.2 billion in the year 2003.
"The President's plan would exclude dividends from taxation.  About one-third of all farmers, including over half of all farmers over 65, receive dividend income that is taxable.  These farm households would realize an average tax savings of over $1,600 for a total reduction in federal income taxes of about $1.3 billion in 2003.  The President's plan would also accelerate tax relief for married taxpayers so that the deduction for married filers is set at twice that for single filers in 2003.
"Currently about one half of all tax returns filed by farm households are by sole proprietors who are married, file jointly and use the standard deduction.  Increasing the standard deduction for these households will lessen their tax load starting in 2003, not in 2009 under the current law.
"The President's plan would also increase the limit on expensing of small business capital from $25,000 to $75,000.  This is important to farm and ranch families because it would allow about 90 percent of all farm machinery and equipment to be immediately tax deductible.  And that means that 97 percent of farmers who buy farm machinery or equipment would be able to deduct their entire investment in the year it was purchased.
"This provision would also simplify the record keeping burden associated with--and minimize paperwork and record keeping.  It would increase the amount of farm equipment and machinery that can be immediately deducted by 20 percent, saving farmers about $750 million in taxes.
"The President's plan also increases the Alternative Minimum Tax Exemption by $4,000 for single filers and $8,000 for joint filers through the year 2005.  More farmers are affected by the Alternative Minimum Tax than other taxpayers.  By increasing the exemption by up to $8,000, more tax savings will be passed on to our producers.
"Other aspects of the President's plan include immediately moving millions of Americans into new and lower 10 percent bracket instead of the 15 percent bracket.  This will lower, and in many cases eliminate, the entire income tax burden.  For all Americans with children, the President wants to immediately increase the per child tax credit to $1,000 from its current level of $400.  For rural Americans the President's plan is likely to spur manufacturing activity and off-farm employment, as well as additional trade opportunities overseas.
-more-

"So as you can see, the President's jobs and economic growth plan holds a great many benefits for farm families, and America's farmers and ranchers as a whole.  We encourage the Congress to act quickly to provide this relief to our country and to our rural sectors.

"As part of this administration's continued commitment to economic opportunities in rural America, today we are also announcing $327 million in loans and grants to improve economic growth and strengthen our infrastructure programs in these areas.  We will begin accepting applications for $27 million in grants and $300 million in loans for distance learning and telemedicine projects serving rural America.  This assistance will enhance economic opportunities and provide life-saving medical services in under served communities, and these programs will provide educational and learning opportunities for students in learning centers throughout rural America.
"More information, including application details and deadlines is available on USDA's website at www.usda.gov.  As well, we have a fact sheet on the President's economic growth plan on our website.
"I would just like to reiterate the importance of this economic growth plan that's been proposed by the President and the tremendous impact, positive impact, it would have on America's farmers and ranchers.
"Again, I want to thank all of you for joining us today, and Dr. Collins and I will be glad to take your questions.  Thank you very much."
USDA MODERATOR:  Thank you, Madam Secretary.
And now farm broadcasters first stop today is going to be Joe Wary of the Mid-America AgNet, and standing by, Laurie Struve, Brownfield Network.  Joe Wary, you're on the air.
QUESTION:  Okay.  Thank you very much, Brenda.  We appreciate it.
And Madam Secretary, thank you for taking the time out of your busy day.  My first question is what's the administration's stance on the possibility of repealing the death tax?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "A very good question, and the administration has--continues to say that we should permanently repeal the death tax.  Certainly our President knows how important that is for our farm and ranch families, that he, particularly when he talks about the repeal of the death tax, talks about the impact on agriculture families because he doesn't want the family to have to sell the farm in order to pay taxes.  He believes that the family ought to be able to maintain the farm in the family and allow the children of farmers and ranchers to continue to operate that farm or ranch.
"And so the President stands prepared and has proposed continuously to permanently repeal the death tax."
-more-

USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Up next is Laurie Struve, standing by Stewart Doan.  Laurie Struve, Brownfield Network, you're on the air.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Brenda.
Thank you for your time, Madam Secretary, and Dr. Collins.
My question relates to if we see the drought continue, of course the tax breaks are good for our producers and our farm families in rural America, but what if we see a continued decline in the farm sector with regard to prices and income?  What would the administration do if we see worst case scenarios continue to develop?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you for your question.  We are very concerned about some of the continued drought in certain parts of the country.  I can say that's certainly not the case here in Washington, D.C., where we've been covered with snow in the last month or so.  But we have been watching these drought indexes very carefully.  We have been looking at our options.
"As you might have noted from my recent speech to the Outlook Conference, one of the things we are looking at is where we can fill some of the gaps in crop insurance and risk management tools, particularly in some of the under served areas and under served commodities, such as livestock for example.  That's one area we're looking at.
"We're looking at what options may be available where the drought may persist the most, and we will continue to watch this situation very, very closely as time moves on.
"This is an impact not only on our nation's farmers and ranchers, but as you know, we're also watching this very carefully from the perspective of forest fires which is another area which we had devastating effects last year as a result of very dry conditions in many parts of the country."
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.
DR. COLLINS:  I would just add one thing to that, and that is, at this point early in the season, what we really need to focus on is things like education, so that we all know what's going on with respect to the drought and whether it's intensifying or not.  We also have to focus on communication, us with our state and local partners, with the Governors Association, the National Association of State Departments of Agriculture and so on.  We also have to focus on mitigation.  We have folks in USDA and the Natural Resources Conservation Service, in the Extension Service, and the states have folks as well that can help farmers with respect to conserving water, making irrigation more efficient, cropping choices that might withstand warmer drier situations and that sort of thing.
So those are the kinds of things we have to focus on now apart from the traditional response, which has been federal disaster assistance legislation.  So there's a number of things we can do as things unfold over the next month or two.
-more-

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "The other thing I might add with regard to the drought that I should have mentioned is we did just get a Drought Relief Bill, which we are working to implement as quickly as possible to provide some benefits to the farmers and ranchers who have been hardest hit by this drought."
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Up next is Stewart Doan, Oklahoma AgNet. Standing by Mike LePorte, KRVN in Nebraska.  So Stewart Doan, it's your turn.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Brenda, and good morning.
Madam Secretary, Dr. Collins, a question I suppose both political and economic in nature.  As was mentioned earlier, most folks would never turn down an opportunity to receive a tax cut.  However, with most rural and farm folks being fiscally conservative type people, I am hearing some rumbling, quiet, but rumbling, questioning the timing of another tax cut in light of rising federal budget deficits.  I suppose the question would be questioning the wisdom of another tax cut in the current budget deficit environment.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, I appreciate your question, and certainly it is one that has been addressed at some length by the President's economic team.  As you know, the President believes that it is important to increase consumer spending to jump-start the economy under current conditions, and that the best way to have that happen is to put money in the hands of taxpayers, and that's what his plan would do, is to jump-start the economy, get it going, and that's really what this economic plan is intended to do, and one of the reasons that we wanted to really look at the impact on farm families, and give you the numbers, is to really lay out what it means to agriculture.
"At a time when agriculture continues to suffer from things like drought and other adverse conditions, we believe that this is the kind of added relief that will benefit our farmers and ranchers, and is very important to our rural sector."
DR. COLLINS:  Let me add, from an economic policy point of view, what economists often would argue is that the time to run a surplus is when your economy's doing well, and the time to run a deficit is when your economy is doing poorly, to provide that fiscal stimulus to the economy, and I think that's being argued here.
I think it's important to realize that in the President's package, almost all of the provisions that are being proposed are accelerating tax cuts that are already on the books.  For example, the marginal rate reductions were supposed to go into effect in 2004 and 2006.  The relief for married filings was supposed to go in effect in 2009.  The increase in the child credit was supposed to go in effect in 2010.
All of those are being pulled forward.  What that means is there's no long-term implication for the deficit, because these are things that would a happened anyway.  So the deficit impacts are now, they're over the next year or two, and they're primarily intended to provide an economic stimulus to an economy that's growing slower than people would like to see.
-more-

USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Up next would be Mike LePorte, and standing by is Michelle Rook.  Mike LePorte, KRVN Nebraska, you are on the air.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Brenda.
Madam Secretary, a question about the confusion that there seems to be surrounding the crop insurance prevented planting as it pertains to drought.  Any clarification that you might be able to give us on that issue?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Could you just again specify--I'm not sure what you're referring to in terms of what's been confusing.  If you could just expand a little on your question."
QUESTION:  Whether the dry weather pretended planting would qualify under the crop insurance deadline.
DR. COLLINS:  that's an issue that we've had every year and I'm not going to try and answer that at this particular moment.  That's a question that the Risk Management Agency has to answer.
But I understand the confusion and concern that people have had about prevented planting, and the Risk Management Agency under Ross Davidson's leadership is in fact undertaking two efforts to outreach with insurance companies and with growers, to try and understand the problems the prevented planting provisions have incurred, to try and straighten those out and rectify those problems.
So I know we realize that we've had some concerns about the way we apply prevented planting provisions, and all I can tell you here today is we're addressing those and we're going to do something about those.
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Up next is Michelle Rook, and standing by is Forrest Laws.  Michelle Rook, WNAX in South Dakota.  Go head.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Brenda.  Dr. Collins and Madam Secretary, what would the $4 billion savings as far as the tax plan break down to per farm family, and will that be enough to really stimulate the farm economy when we have the drought and this impending war which continues to really work hard to decrease the economic benefits that we would see from a tax plan?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Our economic projections estimate that it would average out to be about 2000 per taxpaying farmer, and as I said before, this is part of an overall effort to stimulate the economy.  Obviously, there have been a number of things that we have tried to do to help our farmers and ranchers during difficult times.
"We've done our best to implement this new farm bill as quickly and efficiently as possible to get payments out to farmers.  We are implementing the new disaster regulations.
-more-

"We implemented a very creative livestock compensation program last year to try to fill some of the gap, particularly with livestock producers who were not covered by crop insurance.
"We will have crop insurance payments go out of over $4 billion for this crop year, for losses.  We know that it's tough out there and what we're really trying to do is to emphasize that the President's economic plan, and that the tax benefits it provides is another added benefit to farmers and ranchers who have experienced difficult times."
DR. COLLINS:  Let me add to that too.  We've done a lot of examples of individual farm situations and we find there's a wide range of farms that can get from one to three thousand dollar sin benefits.  It depends on how many children you have, because the child credit is very important.  It depends on whether you're making investments in machinery and equipment, because that's an expense item that can help you as well.
But in addition to the individual tax benefits that would accrue to farm families, it's important to remember, too, that the purpose of this is to try and get stronger overall economic growth and that can help farmers in a couple of ways.
One way it will help domestic consumption of food.  We saw very flat grocery store sales and food service sales in the United States in 2002 and we'd like to see more people eating out at restaurants.  We'd like to see more people shopping at grocery stores and buying more food.  So there's that kind of benefit that agriculture can get as well.
In addition to that, at this point in time, the United States' economy is the growth engine for the world.  If we strengthen our economy, we're going to strengthen foreign economies, and that can help our agricultural exports as well.
Finally, we know that farm families are very dependent on off-farm jobs, and this kind of a package can help create rural economic growth and reduce rural unemployment.
So there's a lot of those indirect ways, too, that will help benefit farm households, besides just getting the lower tax burden.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "I think it's important to point out that this is a plan with real economic benefits. It's real economic benefits to farmers, and that the President has proposed this plan and he is really calling upon the Congress to act on this plan and act really quickly, so that we can provide the relief that is proposed in the plan."
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Forrest Laws, Delta Farm Press, you are on the air.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Madam Secretary, and Dr. Collins, for being available this morning.
Farm Bureau has released a study that rising fuel prices could cost the farm economy $2 billion this year.
-more-

First of all, I'm wondering if USDA agrees with that assessment, and second, what you might recommend to the President that he do to offset this situation?

DR. COLLINS:  Forrest, I have not yet done an estimate of what it will do to production expenses in 2003.  We release our estimates on a quarterly basis and we just released one last month, and we did show an increase in fuel expenses and fertilizer expenses, but not on the order of $2 billion.
But now what we've seen here over the last month or two is the very strong increase in natural gas prices, which is incredibly important to agriculture.
70 to 90 percent of the costs in nitrogen fertilizer are natural gas prices.  So we know that this is going to mean very sharp increases in hydrous ammonia costs for farmers this year.
So there's going to be a sizeable increase in production expenses, particularly for those crops that are heavy in using nitrogen, and of course we all know about fuel crops like corn, but there's others like grapes, wine grapes, that are very heavy nitrogen users, and many of our vegetable crops are heavy nitrogen users as well.
Related to the second part about, you know, what we would recommend to the President, I think what's going on now is the administration is collecting information from all federal agencies on the implications of natural gas price increases and energy increases.  I know the USDA had to provide its report to the White House this week, and so there's a lot of discussion going on, right now, to formulate ideas and policies.
But remember, of course, this President came into office with an energy crisis, and proposed a national energy policy, and there are energy bills in play in the Senate and House right now, and the purpose of those is to increase supply and to improve conservation.
So I think we have a legislative vehicle right before us, this year, with the energy bills that are being up by the House and the Senate.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Let me just reiterate one thing, and that is that this administration clearly understands the importance of energy issues to agriculture.  USDA and I have been included in the President's energy task force as we look at the pressures, as Dr. Collins says, on natural gas prices now.  USDA is part of the process in considering what this means, and so this administration takes very seriously the impact of energy on our nation's rural sector, and farmers and ranchers."
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  The Secretary has time for one or two more questions, and we're going to go back to Laurie Struve from the Brownsfield Network.  Laurie, go ahead.
QUESTION:  No other question, ma'am.
USDA MODERATOR:  From there we will go with Stewart Doan.
-more-

QUESTION:  Thanks, Brenda.
Madam Secretary, Senator Dorgan, out of North Dakota, has raised the question in recent days why the Federal Payment Limits Commission is not holding open, or meetings open to the public.  I would ask you that question, and also if Dr. Collins, as the chairman of the commission, could give an update on what he can say about what has gone on to date there.
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Let me first say that we have worked with the Congress to organize this commission.  It is a ten-member commission of three appointed by the Secretary of Agriculture, three appointed by the Senate, three appointed by the House, with the addition, by statute, that the chief economist is a member, and I appointed our chief economist as the chair of the commission.  That was my prerogative, to appoint the chair, and determined that Dr. Collins should be the chair.
"They have been meeting.  But in response to Mr. Dorgan's specific statement about the meetings, this, by statute, was, this commission was exempted from the Advisory Committee Act, which specifically means that these meetings are not required to be open, and that's what the Congress determined.  I assume the Congress determined that so that the commission could work on their report, and that's what Dr. Collins and the commission have been doing as they've been meeting, and I'll ask him to just update you for a moment."
DR. COLLINS:  I'm happy to address this issue.  I'd just reiterate what the Secretary just said, and that is that the statute that created the commission exempted the commission from the Federal Advisory Committee Act, which means the commission is left to decide whether it wants to meet in public venues or meet alone by itself.
I put that issue to the commission at our first meeting, and the commissioners were very concerned, that if we brought payment limit experts from federal agencies, whether it's the Inspector General, the GAO, or Farm Service Agency, or whatever, that if there was a lot of press there, if there was a lot of public there, that we might not get their opinions about payment limits.  We might not get all the facts and figures.
So I think people were concerned that public venues might inhibit those who have come before us to share information that would limit their ability to share information with us.
I think the commissioners found that persuasive, and so we decided, since we're doing a study, which is supposed to be analytical in nature, that we would conduct the study as a study team like most other studies are conducted.
We're not holding public hearings.  This is a study that the commission is conducting.
Secondly, the commission decided they do need public input, and I hope that, you know, you will help us publicize the fact that on February 20th the commission put a Federal Register announcement out asking for public comment from all interested parties who want to say stuff to us about the effects of tighter payment limitations on American agriculture and the rural economy.
-more-
So we are definitely encouraging public input.  That'll be an important part of this process.
Now what we've gone on so far in the commission meeting is pretty much just educational.  We have ten people with very different backgrounds and expertise, and we've been sitting in a room having a variety of experts come in and share their views with us about the effects of payment limitations.  Part of the issue is simply to learn what payment limits are and how they're administered, which is no small challenge, in and of itself.
So right now we're on the learning curve.  We're on the education curve.  We're trying to understand the limits, how they're administered and what the economic consequences of those are.
QUESTION:  Thank you.
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  We've got time for one more question and that will be Mike LePorte, KRVN in Nebraska.  Mike, go ahead.
QUESTION:  Thank you, Brenda.
On the sign-up, since we're behind schedule on that for the farm program, is that April 1st deadline something that is in stone, or is there a chance that we might "fudge" a little bit on that?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, it is in stone, because if we don't have a deadline, then we won't get the job done. And we are at about 50 percent overall sign-up as of today's date, and of course in some states it's much higher than that, and we also anticipate that there will be probably as much as about 30 percent, give or take a few percent, of farmers that will simply not sign up and default to their current bases and yields.
"So if you add those two together, then, you know, we've got about three weeks to finish.  There will be some offices where the actual appointments cannot be scheduled just because of workload.
"But in fact the farmer has to at least come in and sign up, and if the appointment can't actually be scheduled before April 1st, but the physical act of getting into the office and signing your name for the program benefits is clearly set for April 1st by that date.
"I might ask Keith Collins just to comment again.  He's been, as you know, one of our leaders in the implementation of the farm bill and has been very involved in this as well."
MR. COLLINS:  I'll be happy to.  There are some folks that have suggested we're relaxing this April 1st sign-up date.  We are not.  A producer has to do one of two things by April 1st if they want to update their bases and yields.
They either have to come in and have their appointment, and sign up for updating their bases and yields, or they have to come in and get on a register for an appointment after April 1st to update their bases and yields.
-more-
If they don't do that before April 1st, then they default to their existing bases and yields.
USDA MODERATOR:  Okay.  Thank you very much, Dr. Collins, Madam Secretary.  Do you have a closing statement?
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Well, I just want to thank all of our listeners for joining us again today.  We always enjoy the opportunity to come and share some time with our farm broadcasters and other interested ag media.
"One of the reasons we wanted to focus on the President's economic plan today is that it is now being debated in the Congress, and we felt that it was very important for farmers and ranchers, and the rural residents, to understand how this economic plan will benefit farmers and ranchers, what it means to farmers and ranchers, and how it does make a difference and can make a difference in our rural economy.
"I think Dr. Collins has laid out many of the overarching issues and the ripple effects of this kind of economic plan and how it can benefit rural America, and I think that's really the message we'd like to get out today.
"We continue here, at the Department, to work on a number of initiatives.  Hopefully most of you were able to see from our Web site some of the discussions that took place in our outlook conference recently, just a few weeks back, in which we discussed many of the future issues of agriculture.
"At that time I talked about a number of issues that we are focusing on here at USDA.  In addition to administering our programs and getting this new drought relief out, and the farm bill out, we are looking at, as I mentioned earlier, the whole area of risk management.
"How can we make the program function better?  How can we better serve underserved areas and underserved farmers and commodities?  So that's one of the initiatives that we're really looking at as we go forward this year.

"We're also looking to strengthen our food safety systems, to make sure that they are as strong as they possibly can be.  We're continuing to work hard in the area of international trade and keeping markets open for our farmers, and opening up new markets for our farmers and ranchers because our industry is so expert dependent.
"Finally, one of the things I talked about in my outlook speech was the importance of biotechnology and making sure that we have a strong regulatory system for biotechnology so that we can continue to advance the technology in a way that has consumer confidence.
"In that regard, I would just mention that we are announcing our new guidelines for planting of nonfood, that is pharmaceutical and industrial crops, and we will have a media briefing on that this afternoon at 1:30, and we would invite all of you to join in that briefing this afternoon at 1:30, if you would like to.
-more-

"I will be making a few opening comments at that time, and it will be via telephone briefing, and so we certainly would invite any of you to join in that briefing as well.
"So again I want to thank everyone.  We appreciate the opportunity to join you today."
USDA MODERATOR:  And thank you once again, Madam Secretary, and this is Brenda Curtis from the USDA radio studios in Washington.
- - -
