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SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Thank you so much.  What a delight to have Esther introduce me this morning.  She's a remarkable young woman like so many young people that I meet all around the country. 


“Just over two years ago I introduced a program called the Leaders of Tomorrow Program.  And when I go around the country I like to have young people like Esther, oftentimes in FFA or 4H, shadowing me as I do events around the country.  And I have met some of the most remarkable young people particularly in the FFA and 4H, two organizations that are developing our leaders of tomorrow and developing our young people to really help agriculture, the food system, and the environment thrive for the future.  


“And so, Esther, I'm just delighted you're here with us today, and thank you for allowing us to have a piece of this program as part of your meeting today.


“I want to thank Gary Mast.  Thank you for bringing your daughter.  And we appreciate all of your hard work on behalf of the nation's 3,000 conservation districts and the strong partnership that we have with you to promote and deliver environmental stewardship all across the country.


“I also congratulate your new CEO Krysta Harden.  We look forward to working with her in this new roll, and she's bringing a welcome knowledge and experience to NACD that will serve all of you well.


“Now before I begin, this is an important week for agriculture.  This weekend marks the beginning of spring, and that means this week is National Agriculture Week.  And so I think it's important that we recognize this.  It's a time for all of us to be mindful of those who provide our food and fiber to the people in our country and people all around the world.  American farmers and ranchers produce a safe, abundant and affordable food supply and as you all know they do it in an environmentally sensitive way.


“Another important event that we observe coming up next year is the 100th Anniversary of the U.S. Forest Service-- which you all know is part of USDA, but I constantly am telling people as I go around the country that the U.S. Forest Service is part of USDA.




“The U.S. Forest Service was established in 1905 by Teddy Roosevelt, who is the champion of conservation.  In fact, he offered a definition of "conservation" that we still aspire to today when he said, "I recognize the right and duty of this generation to develop and use the natural resources of our land, but I do not recognize the right to waste them or to rob by wasteful means the generations that come after us."


“A century later President Bush is reminded of that legacy every day when he sits in the same desk that was occupied by Teddy Roosevelt in the same West Wing which Roosevelt built.  Like Teddy Roosevelt, President Bush finds peace and strength on a ranch in the West.  Those who tour the President's ranch quickly learn that the commander in chief is also the conservationist in chief.


“The President has put time and resources into his improvements at the ranch including a man-made lake which provides habitat for wildlife and fish, hiking trails, a rainwater recycling system for irrigation, and geothermal heating and cooling for his house.  He has also restored native vegetation on his property, and as we all know he gets a lot of exercise clearing brush and dead trees on his property.  


“But the concept of conservation that was embraced by Teddy Roosevelt is not just the President's passion.  It also motivates his policies with a philosophy that's built on five points. 


“First, our focus is on results-- making our air, our water, and our land cleaner.


“Second, we need to use the best science and data possible in our decision-making.  


“Third, we must work to encourage innovation and the development of new, cleaner technologies.


“And fourth, we should continue to build on America's conservation ethic and personal responsibility through education and volunteer opportunities.


“And finally, we must work to improve the environment in a cooperative way with the involvement of states, tribes, local communities and individuals.


“USDA plays a vital role in supporting Americans to conserve our land and resources through an array of cooperative efforts, locally led partnerships and volunteer programs.  The Administration is building on a long tradition of private conservation that has provided enormous benefits to our environment including reduced soil erosion on cropland and pastures, sharp reductions in the loss of wetlands caused by agriculture and restoration of additional wetlands; habitat creation that has yielded new hunting and recreation opportunities, nutrient management and waste management systems, and benefits to air quality by increasing the amount of carbon stored in the soil, among many others.


“But there's much more that our private landowners can do with the assistance of government and our partners.  USDA will help landowners by offering incentives and by pursuing the science and policies needed to create a market for the additional environmental benefits landowners can produce and want to produce.


“Many of the accomplishments of our nation that our nation has made in the past two decades have come through the idling of marginal farm and ranch land; $.85 out of every conservation dollar spent went to such programs.


“But today we are balancing that approach with an emphasis on efforts that involve working lands.  We are helping farmers and ranchers build on past environmental gains while meeting emerging challenges such as air quality, nutrient runoff and water supply issues.


“Conservation programs are combining technical assistance with incentives to improve practices on working farm and forest lands.  Technical service providers will help us maximize our resources and focus more of our efforts on outcomes.


“Yesterday I know that Chief Bruce Knight of our Natural Resources Conservation Services spoke to you and that he discussed one of the incentive-based programs that we have with you in detail.  And that is the Conservation Security Program.


“The Conservation Security Program will provide payments to producers who have historically practiced good stewardship on their agricultural lands with incentives to do more or as we often say "reward the best and motivate the rest."


“One area where conservation districts are playing a growing role is in forest health, and we are grateful for the active role that the National Association of Conservation displayed in the Healthy Forests Restoration Act which the President signed in December in our Department at the USDA headquarters.


“The President's budget includes $760 million to implement that new law and a $500 million increase in those activities since the year 2000.


“Hazardous fuel reductions are funded at more than $476 million, four times the funding level of back in the year 2000.  Under this Administration we have treated record fuel loads with a total of 7 million acres treated since the year 2001.  This year we intend to treat another 3.7 million acres.  


“The Healthy Forests Initiative and this new law are crucial in our efforts to prevent catastrophic wildfires and to protect lives, communities and the environment.


“Earlier I mentioned our focus on collaboration with state, tribal and local governments as well as individuals.  This cooperation is a vital way to do more with limited resources.  Conservation districts across the country have joined USDA to help improve the environment playing a central role in recent successes such as progress to improve water quality in Montana, Pennsylvania, Mississippi, Iowa, North Carolina, Ohio, South Dakota and Rhode Island; programs to combat invasive species in California, New Mexico, Maine, Texas and Iowa; programs to assist the flood recovery or efforts to reduce the risk of flooding in West Virginia, Minnesota, Iowa, Arizona and Louisiana; and programs to control erosion in Mississippi, Illinois and California.


“Everyone is a stakeholder in our natural resources, and everyone can play a role in conservation.


“One of our programs that relies on strong partnerships is the Farm and Ranchlands Protection Program.  Under this program USDA works with state, tribal or local governments and nongovernmental organizations to acquire conservation easements so that we can protect farm and ranchlands from conservation to other uses.



“Today I am pleased to announce that USDA is making $84 million available under the Farm and Ranchlands Protection Program.  We will be accepting the funding proposals through April.  Qualifying applicants will be required to limit the use of their land for nonagricultural purposes and develop and implement the conservation plan.


“The Farm and Ranchlands Protection Program helps conserve one of our most precious agricultural resources, and that is the land itself.


“As we move forward in implementing laws such as the Farm Bill and the Healthy Forests Restoration Act we continue to look for these kinds of areas of collaboration.  As Earth Day approaches next month, there is no better time to look for opportunities to promote private conservation in our own communities.  


“In that spirit of cooperation I close with a few more words from Teddy Roosevelt.  He said, "The nation behaves well if it treats the natural resources as assets which it must turn over to the next generation increased, not impaired,  in value.


“I want to take this opportunity to thank all of you for what you do for America, for our environment and for our farmers and ranchers.  It's a real pleasure to be here today.  Thank you for the opportunity.


[Applause.]


ANNOUNCER:  We will open this up to a few questions.  Keep in mind this was a meeting that was set up for Secretary Veneman to come and speak to NACD members, so we are limiting the questions to NACD members.  So the floor is open for questions.


QUESTION:  Secretary Veneman, we certainly appreciate you being with us today, and we appreciate the efforts you make on all our behalf.


One of the things that I have [Inaudible] in the current validity of the Conservation Security Program is that we are hearing that this is a reward for the best and motivate the rest.  We are also hearing that this program is probably [Inaudible] for the watershed approach.  And that concerns us, and motivating the rest concerns me because many of us have been in watersheds that we weren't able to get [Inaudible] payments and other payments.  So when you're trying to motivate the rest it's going to be hard selling the [Inaudible] that it can't be part of this program.


I'd like to hear your views on that.  We would like to see it as a national program.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, I think as we look at this program it's very important to understand that this is unlike some of the Farm Bill programs that were in the 2002 Farm Bill.  This was a program that did not have a lot of specificity.  And so it was up to the Department to try to determine how best to implement this program.


“It was also a program where there have been limits put on the amount of money we can spend by the Congress every year.  And so we took a very inclusive approach as we looked at the various types of in-put we would get as we looked forward with trying to put together regulations for this.




“So we began with an ANPR, an advanced notice of proposed rulemaking, to get some initial input.  We had a series of meetings all around the country to take public input and to talk directly to people who are interested parties about what their thoughts were about implementing this program.


“We subsequently put out a proposed rule which the comment period just closed on recently.  And so we hope to have a final rule out sometime this summer and begin program operations.


“The program has in the budget about $41 million for the year 2004.  Our 2005 budget proposal has around $209 million.  So that's more than a four-fold increase.  So as you can see from the budgets we're proposing, we do see this as a program that begins in certain areas and grows.


“We felt, I think both from a budgetary standpoint and from a programmatic standpoint, it would be very difficult to implement a whole nationwide program at once, and we didn't have the resources to do that that were given to us by the Congress.


“So I have to commend Bruce Knight and his team for a very thoughtful approach as they've gone through this.  We know that people are impatient; we know the people all want to participate in the program immediately.  But I think that as we go through this staged implementation it will in the long run be the kind of program that gives the kind of benefits that are good for the farmers and the ranchers and for the environment.


QUESTION:  Just one comment on CSP.  Ann, you realize you're dealing with the folks that have the most passion for conservation in America.   So anything short of what the law started out with which was an uncapped entitlement program, these guys aren't going to be happy.


[Laughter.]
SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Talk to the Congress.  They put the cap on.


QUESTION:  I'm from the Washington County Soil and Water District of Maine.  When you talk about "motivating the rest," we have in Northern and Eastern Maine a continuous loss of people who have made their livings on the land.  And in effect we're losing the individuals who could be the conservatories simply because of the way agriculture has altered [Inaudible.]  In our state at least they can't make a living on the land.  So the question is, can the Agriculture Department, maybe through NRCS or some other agency, do more to improve the entrepreneurial environment if you want to call it that in these rural areas?


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “I think it's a very good question, and it's really a multifaceted question in terms of how do we attempt to help people remain on farms and keep some of the land in productive agriculture.  Certainly the program that I announced today, the Farm and Ranch Land Protection Program, is one of the programs that helps in that regard.   There are also numerous sort of nonprofit and private efforts that help with farmland protection buying up the easements.  This is particularly an issue I've found as I've traveled the country on the Eastern Seaboard and on the West Coast.  I come from the state of California where we have a lot of farm and ranchland protection programs as well.



“But I think it's important as we look as we look at all of the programs that we have in USDA -- whether it's our environmental programs, our farm programs, our rural development programs -- we have a whole range of programs that help people maintain their livelihood in agriculture, that help rural communities with things like entrepreneurial loans through our rural development programs, what we like to now refer to as our "investment capital for rural America."  And so many of these funds go into businesses that will support production agriculture, whether it's marketing systems or plants or other kinds of means by which we can help support agriculture.


“And so we continue to look for opportunities to assist, but as you know there is more and more development that's going on in some of these areas, particularly on the East Coast and the West Coast where people want to live.


“I also have people talk to me about this in the suburbs of Chicago for example where we see a lot of urban growth into agricultural areas.  And the question is, how do we help with our programs really maintain the kind of agriculture that will help assist and help in the future to maintain viable farms and ranches?


This is the last one.


ANNOUNCER:  Last question?


QUESTION:  This is the last question?  I'd better make it good.  


My name is  [Inaudible]  I'm from the southern part of West Virginia, Madam Secretary.  One of the issues that we have, of course it doesn't relate to water -- in an indirect way it does -- or to land but in an indirect way it does.  But we're a coal-mining people.  In 1977 of course you're aware the Congress assed the Service Mining Reclamation Act.  My point is, that today as we stand here there is about $300 million in the trust fund for the Rural Abandoned Mine Program.  Since 1995 the respective states have not been able to get any of that money to put reclamation on the land [inaudible].  


I happen to live in an area where as I stand here this morning, millions of tons of coal are being extracted to keep our lights on.  We're happy to be a part of that.  What we certainly would like is some of the initiative, something to happen in the Congress of the United States that would address the issue of putting some money back to West Virginia and the other 22 states that would help us to rectify the health, safety factors that are there because of what we're doing.


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “I certainly understand your concerns, and I can say that it is a tremendous challenge today as we work with the Congress to find money for all of the things that we need to do.  But I think it's important to point out that we have an 80 percent increase in conservation funding in this Farm Bill.  We've seen tremendous increases as I indicated in my remarks in funding for so many of our conservation programs.  And while I know there's tremendous need there for projects such as you're talking about, I do think that we need to be aware of how much we have seen in terms of increases for conservation in the last several years.


“And I think it reflects a change in terms of where our priorities are, our need to help working farmlands for example as I addressed in my remarks, the need to look for ways to help farmers and ranchers protect the land, the air and the water which are so important to their livelihood.  And so we will continue to work with the Congress to try to do the right thing for the environment and for our farmers.


“I want to thank you again very much.”


[Applause.]




