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     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  "Thank you very much. Thank you, Dr. Jen, for that very kind introduction.  What he didn’t tell you is he’s one of the people I brought with me from California.  He was the Dean at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo, and we encouraged him to come to Washington to join us, and I know that Iowa State in Ames actually once tried to steal him away, too.

"So he’s got connections all over the place.  

"I’m really proud of his leadership and that of ARS and APHIS.  Both of these agencies are very instrumental, as you know, in this facility, and we appreciate not only Dr. Jen’s leadership but also that of our Under Secretary Hawks.   And Peter Fernandez is here, who is our associate administrator for APHIS.  And we really appreciate the kind of partnership that we have here with this facility, and the importance of what it means to animal agriculture in particular in this country. 

"I’m very pleased that we have both Senator Harkin and Congressman Latham with us today.  Senator Harkin, as you know, is the ranking member on the Senate Agriculture Committee, and for awhile, when I was first in this position, he was my chairman, and Congressman Latham is on the Appropriations Committee--and his favorite question to ask me is ‘when we’re going to give more money to the Ames laboratory?’  So I’m going to give you a little preview of what my answers to him in the appropriations committee hearings are going to be today.  Senator Grassley is unable to be here today because he had other commitments, but he also sits on the Senate Agriculture Committee, and so Iowa has both of its senators on the Ag Committee, and we appreciate very much the strong working relationship that we have with our Iowa delegation.  All of these gentlemen--and I mean the entire Iowa delegation--have been very good friends to this Center here.  (APPLAUSE) 

"And in fact my staff said that we get so many letters from them on what we are going to do about Ames that we’re going to have to add people to our correspondence staff.  

"I also appreciate Secretary Patty Judge being here.  Many of you may or may not recognize the really important role that the federal government and the states have to play in working together, particularly on issues of animal diseases and animal disease outbreaks.  So we very much appreciate this strong working relationship that we have with the various state governments. 

"Ken Olsen is also here from the National Institute for Animal Agriculture, and we very much appreciate the partnership that we have with them.  We also have the Agricultural Research Service Administrator, Dr. Knipling, and we appreciate his leadership as well. 

"It is a pleasure to be here today for a historic groundbreaking for USDA-- although if we were outside, it might more appropriate to call it an ‘icebreaking.’

"When it is completed, the National Animal Disease Center will become the most modern and best-equipped animal disease research facility in the world.

"Taken together, the multi-year project that also incorporates the National Veterinary Services Laboratories and the Center for Veterinary Biologics will be the world’s premiere animal health and diagnosis facility.  Collectively, we now refer to this world-class complex as USDA’s National Centers for Animal Health.

"This facility is made stronger by the partnership that includes other government agencies, private industry, and the university system, and with strong contributions from Iowa State.

"The work that is done here is a crucial link in the overall effort to protect American animal agriculture. The work here is more important than ever before, in the context of recent animal disease threats, and, of course, our nation’s response to the events of September 11th, 2001.

"Animal health and food safety are priorities of the Bush Administration.

"The National Centers for Animal Health are central to that commitment.  But, as we know, continued renovations are critical.

"In May of 2001, I submitted a report to Congress, reviewing the needs here at Ames, and presenting options to bring the facilities up to date. Since that time, the Administration has worked closely with Congress on this renovation.  But the time to get the job done is now.

"That’s why I am pleased to give you a preview of the budget today. President Bush will include full funding for Ames in his budget recommendations for Fiscal Year 2005. (APPLAUSE)  This will be announced in early February, and I will have my hearing that month. The request of $178 million by the President would represent the final installment of the $460 million needed to fully renovate these facilities.

"If approved by the Congress, these funds will permit us to fully complete this project by the end of the year 2007.  We intend to use accelerated contract procedures and construction techniques to meet this schedule.

"Let me give you a thumbnail sketch of what the completion of the National Centers for Animal Health will give us:

· " We’ll have almost 1 million square feet of thoroughly modern facilities.

· " They will be biosafe, energy-efficient, and will provide state-of-the-art capabilities for research and diagnosis.

· " In a single location, the Ames facility will house a critical mass of scientists, who are at the top of their fields, with programs across animal disease research, diagnostics, and biologics.

· " Our Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service will have greater capacity to respond to animal disease outbreaks and possible acts of  bioterrorism.


"We look forward to working with Senators Harkin and Grassley, Congressman Latham, and all their colleagues on completing this project--sooner, rather than later.

"We saw one of the critical roles played by Ames with the single case of BSE, also known as “mad cow disease,” that was confirmed on December 23rd and found in the state of Washington.

"Even though the ultimate confirmation was made in England, we had the confidence in our own experts at the National Veterinary Services Laboratories in order to make an immediate announcement and respond quickly.

"As soon as we received that “dreaded” call on December 23, we began implementing our BSE response plan. We acted quickly to inform the public and reassure them of the safety of the food supply. We immediately began a traceback of the animal, and a trace-forward of its products.

"Just one week after the confirmation of BSE, I announced a series of actions to strengthen our systems against the threat of BSE.

· "First, we immediately banned downer cattle from the human food chain.

· "We have required the holding of all products tested for BSE until a negative result is obtained.

· "We are putting in place stronger regulations on specified risk material and advanced meat recovery. 

· "We are prohibiting air-injection stunning during slaughter, and the use of mechanically separated meat in human food.

· "And we are expediting the implementation of a verifiable nationwide animal ID system.

"I also announced that we would work with an international panel of scientific experts, similar to one in Canada they put together last year just after their find in May, to review the investigation and make recommendations on possible additional actions.

"These steps build upon USDA’s response plans dating back 17 years, and an evolving body of scientific knowledge.  Our actions were critical in maintaining consumer confidence in the food supply.

"While BSE is a major focus for USDA, of course, we remain very busy in other areas as well that we have under our jurisdiction. One of those is Rural Development, and assisting many of the infrastructure needs of rural and remote areas.

"Today USDA is announcing an award of $28 million for rural electric loans in five states, including loans for two Iowa rural electric cooperatives totaling more than $4.5 million. Building and improving the electric infrastructure helps communities and businesses grow and create jobs opportunities, especially in rural America.

"Before I conclude, I would like to commend the continued outstanding work of the staff here at the Ames facility. You are doing excellent work in the facilities that we currently have, and we are excited about what your future work will yield in the new facilities that are now under construction.

"We cannot do without the appropriate technology and infrastructure--but it is our people who make Ames the crown jewel in animal health research and diagnosis worldwide.  The new and improved National Centers for Animal Health are helping us confront the problems we face today--but also preparing us for tomorrow.

"I want to again thank Senator Harkin and Congressman Latham for their support and being with us today. And I want to again thank all of you for the terrific job you do on behalf of American agriculture.

"Thank you very much. "
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