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SEC. ANN VENEMAN (USDA):  "Well, thank you very much for that kind introduction.  It is a pleasure to be here this afternoon and to join you in Atlanta.  I want to thank Jon Caspers for his kind introduction.  And you've done an excellent job over the past year as president of the Association.


"And we look forward to working with Keith Berry over the next year.


"The National Pork Producers and the National Pork Board continue to be outstanding partners and the leading voice on behalf of the pork industry, and we appreciate the work that so many of you do on behalf of your industry.


"Before I begin my remarks today I would like to read a letter, and it begins:  "I send greetings to those gathered for the 2004 National Pork Industry Forum.  Almost half of the land in the United States is used for agricultural production employing millions of workers and providing consumers with food, clothing and other necessities.  


"I am grateful for the industriousness of America's farmers and ranchers whose efforts help to strengthen our economy and ensure our prosperity.  I also appreciate the values of hard work, family and respect for nature that our farmers and ranchers exemplify.  They are a vital part of our nation's character.  Laura joins me in sending our best wishes." And it's signed -- George W. Bush.


"The year 2003 was a landmark year for American agriculture, with a record $63 billion in net cash farm income.  Our predictions indicate that 2004 will remain strong with income above the decade average.  Commodity markets are strong across the sector.  Farmers are getting more of their income from the marketplace and less from the government.


"A major reason for this bright economic picture is trade.  We are forecasting near record exports of $59 billion across all agricultural products for 2004, and this is even despite the lost sales due recently to BSE and avian influenza.  We also expect continuing increases and new records in pork exports with just over 800,000 tons forecast for this year, which is up 3 percent over 2003.


("Excuse me.  I've been suffering from a cold this week.)




"Many of the additional trade opportunities are tied to this administration's aggressive efforts to expand or open new markets.  We continue our work to open markets globally through the WTO negotiations and to advance new bilateral and regional trade agreements.


"Two of these agreements both recently concluded hold considerable potential for pork producers.  The US Central America Free Trade Agreement or what is commonly referred to as CAFTA phases out all tariffs on imports of American pork by the CAFTA countries with the elimination of some tariffs immediately.  


"The Australia Free Trade Agreement could result in accelerated sanitary and phytosanitary regulations that would boost pork exports with some products benefiting from immediate tariff elimination.


"Another bright spot in the trade area for our farmers and ranchers is China, which the Bush Administration worked hard to include in the World Trade Organization when they were admitted when we were at Doha, Qatar in November of 2001.


"U.S. agricultural exports to China are projected to triple in just three years from $1.8 billion in 2002 to an estimated $5.4 billion this year.  


"China has made recent purchases of U.S. commodities, and we see potential for future export growth due to the economic growth and rising incomes in the country.


"Stronger exports mean markets for our products, more jobs from the farm to the processing facility, on our transportation systems and a our ports.


"While trade is vital to producers and to our economy, another tool that your industry has used to improve the competitive position of pork has been the check off program.  As you know, we were all disappointed this past October when the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Sixth Circuit failed to overturn a lower court's ruling on the pork check off.


"In late January, I announced that the government would file a petition asking the United States Supreme Court to review and decide this case.  The briefs were filed a couple weeks ago on February 19th with a March 22nd deadline for the plaintiff's response.


"We believe that the check off programs, when properly administered, are effective tools for market enhancement.  The pork check off has also supported valuable research in areas ranging from consumer behavior and nutrition education to air quality and animal health and welfare.


"One of the critical roles that USDA plays in animal health is in research and diagnostics.  Our National Centers for Animal Health in Ames, Iowa are considered to be the world's premier facilities for research and diagnostics.


"The President wants to enhance those activities by providing $178 million in his budget for fiscal year 2005 to complete the renovation of the Ames facilities.




"Those funds are part of a larger $381 million Food and Agriculture Defense Initiative which will significantly improve our ability to protect the public health and respond to the threat from foreign animal diseases.


"High on USDA's research priorities is the critical field of genomics.  Animal genomics is an area of increasing focus.


"The swine genome is the next livestock species in line to be sequenced with the support of USDA scientists.  What we learn about the pig genome will not only help improve product quality and safety but also animal health as well.


"And it holds the potential for benefits to human health on a range of conditions including cardiovascular disease, diabetes, reproductive health, as well as obesity.


"As many of you know and I know some of you attended our recent USDA Agricultural Outlook Forum in Washington.  I discussed at that forum the issue of overweight and obesity, and we focused generally on nutrition and health issues at the USDA annual Outlook Conference for the first time ever.  Overweight and obesity are a growing crisis that now affect about two-thirds of all Americans and cost in our country about $117 billion a year, and that's a 2000 number, in increased medical expenses and lost productivity.


"USDA is uniquely positioned to address this epidemic in areas such as research and nutrition education.  And we know that pork producers have also played a role contributing to nutrition research and nutrition education and responding to consumer demands by producing leaner products.  


"As I mentioned, animal health issues, BSE and avian influenza, have been issues that have kept us busy over the past couple of months.  Although BSE doesn't affect pork producers directly ripples are being felt throughout agriculture.


"In the trade area, the BSE and avian influenza situations will create additional export opportunities for pork.  Japan is just one example.  Interrupted beef and poultry supplies have caused demand increases for both pork and fish.  BSE has also added urgency to our plans to develop an effective and verifiable national system of animal identification.  


"And we greatly appreciate the Pork Producers leadership in participating in this process and helping move the issue forward.  The support and the input of industry are absolutely vital in order to develop a system that is effective and that works.


"Animal identification is not a substitute for effective animal health and food safety systems, but it is an important supplement.  USDA already has supported various animal ID systems at the state level, which can help provide the information and experience on which to build a national system.  Some funds to implement animal identification are provided in the 2005 budget, and we are also looking for funding in the current fiscal year to accelerate implementation.


"The complexity and size of the U.S. hog industry helps demonstrate the kinds of challenges that we are facing.  We have an inventory of about 50 million hogs.  Last year alone about 109 head were born, and about the same number were slaughtered.  

There are more than 75,000 hog producers located across all 50 states; almost three out of five producers have fewer than 500 head.


"The U.S. animal agriculture sector is vast and it's diverse, and any effective system of national animal identification must be flexible.  We support a system that would be technology-neural so that we can respond to changing technologies as well as keep a diversity of producers, species, regions and conditions under which animals are kept.


"In short, we do not want a system that will be quickly outgrown by our needs.


"We look forward to continuing to work with public and private stakeholders including the Pork Producers as we move forward with implementation.


"As we are seeing with animal identification, technology is rapidly changing the nature of agriculture.  The computer and the Internet have taken their place next to the tractor and the plowshare as revolutionary technologies for farmers.  But no technology can be useful until we unleash its full potential for the people it is meant to serve.


"And that's the goal behind USDA's e-Government or what we call e-Gov initiative, which I announced in January this year.  E-Gov means providing more of our services and programs over the Internet.


"In the past, most information was available only in person or over the phone and during normal business hours.  But today we can provide it at the click of the mouse 24 hours a day.  Our first step was to redesign the look and feel of our website at USDA to make it more useful to our many customers.  


"And just two days ago I announced the next step which we are calling the "customer statement."  This new feature will make available a wide range of USDA services and programs through a single report for each producer who signs up for this service.  The customer's statement will allow producers to view program payment and loan information, participation and application status in various conservation programs, and conservation plan and land-unit information.


"And we are going to add new features such as the ability to cross-reference the data with interactive maps of producers' own operations.


"The customer statement will only be accessible to the individual user with strong security and privacy protections.


"We've seen overwhelmingly positive feedback from this new addition to our website.  This week our CIO Scott Charbo unveiled this new concept at the Commodity Classic, which was held in Las Vegas.  He reported back from that meeting that where they demonstrated these web-based tools and signed up producers and that the booth was literally packed for two days, and they had many producers sign up to begin the service immediately.


"Technology is a key to the productivity of American agriculture which continues to be a vital and dynamic sector of the economy.  While our overall economy is strong and getting stronger, President Bush continues to make jobs and the economy a top priority.  




"One crucial element in our economic growth has been the President's tax cuts-- which we need to make permanent.  It is hard to believe but if Congress does not take action the death tax will return from the grave in just a few short years.  You as American agricultural producers know better than almost anyone that it is time to permanently repeal the death tax once and for all.


"The President's plan for jobs and the economy also includes making health care more affordable for Americans, with options that suit the needs of individuals.  He is proposing tax-exempt Health Savings Accounts that would help cover the cost of health care; tax credits to help lower-income individuals buy coverage; and Association Health Plans which would let industry groups pool their members and provide health care coverage.


"President Bush has said, "Agriculture is not just one industry among many; it is the very heart of our economy."  We appreciate the many contributions that you as producers make to our country and to the unique character of our nation.


"I want to thank you all very much for having me here today, and God bless you all.  Thank you.


[Applause.]


JON CASPERS:  (Pres., National Pork Producers Council):  If we can, Secretary Veneman has graciously agreed to take some questions from our delegates here today if possible.  Now we have arrangements afterwards here for the media to spend some time with the Secretary, so I would like to limit questions here to the delegates here right now.


Are there any delegates that have any questions?


QUESTION:  Mr. Chairman, thank you.  Charlie Arnot from Zurig (sp).


"Secretary Veneman, first I want to commend you and your staff at USDA on your very swift response to the discovery of BSE last year in Washington State.  Your clear thinking and prompt reaction to this potential crisis resulted in strengthening food security and greatly comforted the general public.  


"My question for you is related to a recent UN included agriculture organization report that appeared to indicate that about one-third of the global protein exports are currently affected by animal disease outbreaks such as BSE and avian flu.


"World trade watches could total $10 billion if import bans extend to the rest of the year.


"When do you see these import bans ending?


SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you very much for that question.  I think it's important to put some of this into context, particularly with regard to BSE.  As you know, when we were notified of our first case of BSE on December 23, the first thing we did was to determine how do we let the public know that we have indeed found this disease in our country?  And we decided that it was important to make this information public as quickly as possible and to give the public as much information as we knew and could possibly give them.




"So I made the announcement about four or five hours after I found out about the find.  It was followed up with daily briefings from our chief veterinarian Ron DeHaven and then followed by an announcement just one week later on December 30 of some very aggressive actions that we'd taken.


"In the context of all of this we have been looking at our trade situation, and in fact I sent a team to Japan just days after we discovered the outbreak -- so between Christmas and New Year's -- to begin discussions about how aggressively we were handling this situation.


"We export about 10 percent of the beef that we produce in this country.  We consume domestically about 90 percent of what we produce.  So keeping domestic confidence, consumer confidence in our marketplace was extremely important.  And fortunately we did not see a decline in domestic consumption.


"However, most of our export markets were cut off including our number one market, Japan, and our number two market, Mexico, and Korea and several others.  Canada because we had reopened to them after their initial find did maintain a limited market opening consistent with our market opening for them-- for the United States beef.


"We have continued discussions with the Japanese.  They have continued to insist that we test every animal, which our international scientific expert review panel said was not scientifically justified.  So we stand at somewhat of an impasse with respect to Japan and BSE.


"I was very happy to announce this Wednesday just two days ago that Mexico has opened up partially their market, and as I said that's our number two export market for beef.  After many discussions between our technical people and many discussions that I personally had with my counterpart, Secretary Usabiaga, we are pleased that the market opening that has been created there will now probably resume about 60 to 65 percent of previous trade that we had with Mexico.


"We are continuing to work with Mexico on the remainder of that trade.  


"With regard to avian influenza, as you know there has been a major outbreak of avian influenza, a strain in Asia that is high pathogenic and with some repercussions for human health. I think there's been about 33 cases where humans have been impacted by the bird flu.  We discovered in the United States some low-path avian influenza in Delaware that is not at all even really, should not even be a problem for trade, although some countries did at least exclude Delaware from trade with their countries.


"On the other hand, we then discovered a high-path avian influenza in Texas a couple of weeks ago.  It was a different high-path strain than that in Asia.  And we do not have any scientific evidence that this strain conveys to humans.


"Despite that fact, we have seen a number of our trading partners, particularly around Asia, where most of the poultry trade has already been cut off because there's so much avian influenza in Asia, the high-path avian influenza.  And we've seen also Mexico terminated our poultry imports.




"We have just recently this week also gotten word that Japan has worked out a protocol to take the poultry that was in the pipeline, which is certainly some assistance.  And secondly that they are working to perhaps reduce their ban to just the states where avian influenza has been found because we have quickly contained, cleaned up and not found any new outbreaks in the last week or two.


"So we're hopeful that we can reopen the poultry market quickly to Japan.


"We've also been talking about reopening the poultry market with Mexico which of course, again making the argument that the states that have been impacted, to regionalize the states that have been impacted directly.


"Our largest poultry export market which is Russia did not take action against the whole United States but rather took action only against Delaware and Texas, so that market has been remained open.  And so we continue to have these as a very high priority.  I spend a tremendous amount of time personally on these issues in trying to open these markets back up.


QUESTION:  Mike Downsly (sp), GPIC (sp) delegate.


Secretary Veneman, in a recent USA Today poll it showed support for free trade waning even amongst its most ardent supporters.  The poll suggested that the recent loss of U.S. jobs unfairly tarnished free trade.  What's your read on this free trade issue?


SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, I think as I addressed in my remarks earlier today, trade is very important to agriculture.  As I mentioned, 2003 was a record year for net cash farm income for our farmers and ranchers. And a lot of that can be attributed to the fact that our trade has been very strong.  And despite the fact that we have had these issues with BSE and avian influenza that we just discussed, we're still projecting exports at around the $59 billion level for this year.


"Now let me just give you a comparison.  Our highest level of exports in any year was $60 billion, and if our trade continues we could go higher than the $59 billion and therefore reach or even break the record, but I'm not really projecting that at this point.


"But our current estimate is that we will reach about $59 billion.  


"So trade is critical to American agriculture, and I think that people who want to look inward because they are concerned about the impacts on trade, on jobs, we've seen so many jobs created by trade, just even in the agriculture sector -- I mean, think of the fact that we export about one-fourth of what we produce.  If we had no home for a fourth of what we produce in this country, it would indeed make a much different picture for American agriculture.


"So I think that we need to look at the benefits of trade.  We need to look at the fact that we are in a global economy, that trade will continue, and that we need to look very proactively at the benefits of what it's providing to our economy and particularly to our sector.


MR. CASPERS:  Thank you.  Let's try one more question if we can.  Mike five.




QUESTION:  Yes.  Secretary Veneman, some of us in Iowa had the honor a few weeks ago of meeting you at the National Center of Animal Health.  And we would like to thank you for the President's Budget, $178 million to complete the renovation of the National Center of Animal Health.  We just want you to know that we strongly support the Ames complex and USDA's pledge to its labs to enlarge animal research.  We thank you very much.


[Applause.]


SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, thank you very much for that comment.  As I mentioned in my remarks, this was interestingly enough this completion, this money to complete the Ames complex was included in the President's Budget before we were notified we had BSE.  But it clearly is where the bulk of our BSE testing and research is done.  So it has a very strong tie-in in that regard.


"As you can see from the issues that we've been discussing over the last months, animal health is a critical component of animal agriculture in this country.  And so the Ames complex is really our flagship facility in terms of the testing, the diagnostics and the research that we do on so many animal diseases.


"So we have done a complete review of our facilities, our research facilities, our laboratories, and we are really trying to prioritize those areas where it makes the most sense for the long-term of American agriculture.


"I think this is going to be the largest -- if Congress approves the President's request this will be one of the largest appropriations for a capital project in USDA's history.


[Applause.]
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