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SECRETARY  VENEMAN:  Good afternoon, and thank you all for joining us today.  This is I think one of our bigger turnouts in this room for one of our press conferences.PRIVATE 

I am very pleased to be joined today by my North American counterparts and to welcome them here to the United States and to USDA.  Of course we've been working with Secretary Usabiaga for a number of years on US and Mexico issues, but this is the first time we have had the opportunity to welcome Minister Speller here to USDA as he has only recently been appointed -- when was that?

MINISTER BOB SPELLER:  Just over a month ago.

SEC. VENEMAN:  “Just over a month ago, and he's had all these fun issues to deal with already.  

“There are several reasons that we wanted to have this meeting today.  First, it's the beginning of a new year, and it's a good time to take stock and to look forward to what lies ahead.  

“Second, Mr. Speller is a new minister, and we wanted an opportunity to become better acquainted.  We've had the opportunity to speak many times over the phone since he's been minister, but we want to get to know him and build that working relationship. 

“And we have a strong working relationship I think in North America among our departments, and I think we've had the opportunity to really begin a true friendship and strong working relationship among the three of us today.

“One of our ongoing efforts for a number of years has been closer coordination and harmonization of food and agriculture regulations.  The finding of BSE now makes that a greater and more immediate imperative.  Much of our discussion today has been focused around that issue -- common approaches to BSE across the continent.

“We will each make some brief opening statements, and then we'll respond to your questions.
-more-

“As you know, in the past 10 months North America experienced its first two cases of BSE.  The first find was in Canada on May 20, as the announcement was made, and then again we had the announcement in this room on December 23.  We have learned extensively from the experience in Canada last May.  This helped us to respond aggressively and immediately to the single case of BSE that we found in the state of Washington here in the United States.

“Our aggressive response has helped to protect food safety and public health and to help maintain consumer confidence in the food supply.

Two weeks ago I invited Secretary Usabiaga and Minister Speller to come to Washington, DC for the reasons I noted earlier, but especially to discuss how we can further coordinate a North American response to BSE.  It is vital that we aggressively address BSE to protect food safety and the public health as well as the health of the North American cattle industry.

“It is also critical that we have a consistent trade environment on this continent.  We have already begun a process to enhance coordination of our approach to BSE.  Starting in May, American experts worked closely with Canada on its BSE investigation.  This summer Mexico, Canada and the US worked together to encourage the World Organization for Animal Health, what we commonly refer to as the OIE, to develop a practical risk-based guidance on BSE issues that impact international trade.

“The OIE is now reviewing its BSE chapter, and today we are announcing that we have agreed to enhance the cooperative processes that are already in place among our three countries to focus on BSE.

“It is vital, given our integrated markets that we work to harmonize our rules and processes regarding BSE.  This will improve our ability to protect the food supply and public health, maintain consumer confidence, and bring about greater consistency in trade.

“It is to the benefit to our consumers and to our industries to have a strong system.  Officials in our countries, including our chief veterinarians, have been working aggressively and closely together to this end and will continue to do so in the weeks and months to come.  We have coordinated extensively on the ongoing investigation including trace-back and trace-forward of the indexed animal and herd as well as potential feed sources.

“The US sent two epidemiologists to Canada, and Canada has had three in the United States including the scientists who led their investigation that began in May.  Officials from Mexico visited the US just last week to review our investigation, and we remain in ongoing contact through our embassies.

“Two of USDA's undersecretaries -- J.B. Penn and Bill Hawks-- personally traveled to Mexico for discussions with Secretary Usabiaga and other officials about a week ago.  In the next few days technical experts from our Food Safety and Inspection Service will exchange information with their counterparts in the Canadian Food Inspection Agency regarding our new regulations on BSE, which were published this past Monday.

“Together, we are moving forward to enhance our cooperation on BSE issues and regulatory approaches.  We hope our partnership can serve as a model for other nations in the international community to encourage the collaboration necessary to appropriately address BSE.

“I want to thank you all again very much for being here.  I'm going to turn to my colleagues first, and then we will take your questions.  Thank you for being here.”
-more-

SEC. JAVIER USABIAGA: Well, good afternoon.  First of all, with your permission I would like to thank Secretary Veneman for this invitation.  I welcome Minister Speller to this teamwork of North America.

This is a great opportunity to reinforce the activities and the cooperation that our North America has proven in the past to be able to do.  Many years ago, 50 years ago North America was capable to fight disease on our cattle industry and maintain up to date the example of how leadership and cooperation, it [BSE] can be avoided.

Today we can use that as a reference.  Today we have to go a little bit farther than just maintaining and regaining the consumer confidence.  As I always have stated that the 21st century is the century of the consumer.  It's our obligation to get to the tables the food that contains all the characteristics that will maintain the health and sanitary regulations that today's market requires.

This has been a great opportunity to reinforce the relationship between the three countries but more so to increase the compromise between the three countries to save our North American herd and protect the North American consumer.

Thank you very much.

MINISTER SPELLER:  Ladies and gentlemen of the media, I simply want to take this opportunity of reinforcing what my two colleagues have said and particularly thanking Secretary Veneman for her invitation to come down here.  

As the new kid on the block, these issues are sometimes daunting but having two senior, not too senior, but senior politicians and statesmen around me to work with me I think helps in terms of a coordinated approach that needs to be taken on this issue.

There's no question that this industry is a North American industry.  It's probably one of the industries that is the most integrated within our North American context.

We've spoken today.  We've agreed to move forward -- for me -- at the request of my prime minister and a meeting he had with President Bush and another meeting in fact he had recently with President Fox -- to move forward rapidly on this issue and to ultimately move forward to the normalization of trade in beef.

There's work to be done, and we've tasked senior officials, as Secretary Veneman said, to work on this.  We will give the political leadership that's needed to deal with this issue because the fact of the matter is, ladies and gentlemen, this is not only an economic issue but this is a human issue.  And this issue deals directly with the lives of Canadian, American and Mexican farmers and their farm families.  And they would expect nothing less of us than to do this.

Thank you.

JUAN GAUVERA (sp):  Juan Guavera with the Mexican News Agency.

Secretary Veneman, after the Mad Cow disease case was found here a lot of countries banned US beef.  And this action was, sometimes these actions were called as old categories that's unfair by your government.

-more-

 Nevertheless yesterday an influential newspaper published an editorial saying that these unfair actions by the other countries only reflects or mirrors the same actions that your government has been taking in cases like this and they refer exactly the case of Japan who has one of the most vigorous beef inspections in the world.  And even though the Japanese beef is still banned in US.

How do you respond to those charges?

SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, the issue of trade obviously is one that's very complex, and that's one of the reasons we're having these discussions.  It is true that when the single case was found in Canada and in each of the other countries that have found BSE the US has excluded then been exports.

“In the case of Canada which was just last May, the US worked fairly quickly to do a risk assessment and look at the least risk product and then allow what's called "boneless boxed beef" to come back into our market and thereby resume a significant amount of trade into this market.

“We then published a regulation that is still pending regarding the lowest risk cattle that would be coming in for slaughter.  That's still under consideration.

“And likewise, when the find was discovered here in the United States, Canada took quite similar actions with regard to our market.

“One of the problems is, is that this has been a very difficult disease in terms of how countries have dealt with it with regard to trade.  When it was first discovered in Europe it was a much greater outbreak.  There were many animals.  There was the question of ruminant-to-ruminant feeding.  There were a lot of issues about the spread of this disease.

“We know much more today than we did then.  And one of the things that the OIE is talking about, one of the things our three countries went together to the International Organization to ask for was better international guidance on exactly the questions you're raising, and that is, how to maintain and resume trade, particularly when you have countries with single cases of BSE as we have in the US and Canada.”

REPORTER: (unclear) with (Nikan?) (sp) Newspaper.

I have a question for Secretary Veneman.  I heard the delegation of USDA would go to Japan next week, so do you have any new proposals to Japanese government?

SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, we are continuing our discussions, as you say, with the Japanese.  We've been having almost nonstop discussions with the Japanese since this find because Japan is a very, very important market for our beef exports in terms of in the international context, as is Mexico and Canada.

“We sent a team immediately to Japan just about three days after the initial outbreak or the initial find, cow was found.  We then had a team from Mexico who was here in the country last week -- I'm sorry, from Japan.  I'm getting a little confused; we've got so many countries -- from Japan that was in the country last week.  And we then will have a team going back to Japan to discuss what conditions we might have in terms of resuming trade.
-more-

“I had a very lengthy conversation with my counterpart Minister Kamei earlier this week.  He talked about the desire to resume trade, but again it's those conditions upon which we will resume trade.  And that will be the topic of discussions.  I certainly can't discuss at this point proposals that we may put forward.”

REPORTER:  Minister Usabiaga of Mexico, have you made a decision to open your border to Canadian and American beef today.  And if not, do you have any idea when you will open your borders to Canadian and American beef? 

SEC. USABIAGA:  The Mexican border is open for Canadian beef since October 31 I think it is, according with the norm that Canadian government and Mexican government agree to put on certain restrictions on that.  The Mexican border will be open to United States beef as soon as the United States implements the measures that they have offered to do and they then satisfy the Mexican officials responsible for the health and sanitary conditions of the Mexican herd and they satisfy the Mexican consumer.

REPORTER:  (unclear) Mexican Magazine.  

This is for you, Secretary Veneman.  When are you going to implement the requests of the government of Mexico?

SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, we have implemented all of the actions that we said that we were going to implement.  If I can just briefly go through some of them.

“We announced on the 30th of December an aggressive list of actions that we were taking after the find of the single case of BSE cow.  Obviously one was, we immediately banned all downer animals from the food system.  That took effect immediately.  That is in place.

“We also announced very aggressive regulations with regard to what we call SRMs, specified risk material.  Those regulations mirrored those same regulations in Canada.  So we now have North American regulations at least insofar as Canada and the US are concerned with regard to SRMs, those were published as interim final rules on the 12th and in effect at this point.

“And the other actions, we have either implemented or we are ongoing in implementing them.

“So I think one of them obviously that's immediately implementable is, we have said we would move quickly to work on the animal identification system.  That one's going to take a little more time, but I don't think that's one that -- that's certainly something that, you know, we've been discussing but not one that I think that is going to be a precondition to opening the markets.”

REPORTER:  If you can address that question I'd like an answer to that -- when are you going to open the borders.

SEC. USABIAGA:  Oh, it's not a matter of when.  It's a matter of how.  I think that more important to open the border, the important thing is that we take; that the most secure beef in the world is the North American beef, regardless if it is from Mexico, from Canada or it is from the United States.  That's the most important thing.  
-more-

But we're going to open the border as soon as the United States meets the commitments that we have by international regulations.  That's because why in her statement Secretary Veneman stated that taking into consideration the regulations that OIE is preparing for this particular disease North America will sustain a working group to face new methods of analysis, new methods of quarantine, new methods of border crossing, new methods that won't affect trade as much as they are doing today.

RICHARD COWAN:  Richard Cowan from Reuters.

Did you discuss possible changes to animal feed regulations, and if so did you come to any agreement?

SEC. VENEMAN: “ We discussed it insofar as there is a recognition that animal feed regulations are under the jurisdictions of my two counterparts' agencies, and there is a recognition of course by them that animal feed regulations are under the jurisdiction in this country of the Food and Drug Administration.

“We did agree that we wanted to include discussion of the Food and Drug Administration officials along with our working groups to have North American discussions about the issue of feed, but no specifics were discussed.

“Thank you very much.”
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