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             SECRETARY VENEMAN: Thank you for being here today.  This is a gathering of many of our top officials at USDA.  And we are very, very pleased to have the opportunity to welcome our distinguished guests from Iraq to the U.S. Department of Agriculture today.


We have had a very interesting discussion for about the last hour and a half talking about many of the conditions in Iraq, many of the things that have happened, and many of their needs for the future.  


It was just one year ago this week that the people of Iraq were still living in terror under the regime of Saddam Hussein.  And as our guests described it to me today at lunch, this was a regime that was worse than Hitler.


This Friday of course marks the one-year anniversary of the beginning of the end of that regime when a quarter of a million Coalition forces began the liberation of the Iraqi people.


So today we have six members of the Iraqi delegation, men and women who have varied backgrounds and who share enormous courage and enormous dedication.  They are all working to ensure that the seeds of democracy that have been planted in Iraq are allowed to grow and flourish.


This Democracy Delegation as it's called is led by Sayyad Qizwini, president of the University for Humanitarian Scientific and Religious Studies in Hilla, Iraq.


We had hoped during our visit to Iraq in November to visit Hilla and to visit the people of this region, but unfortunately because of one of the security incidents we were unable to go to Hilla on the day that was scheduled.  So we are very pleased to have the visitors with us today.


Sayyad is the founder of the Iraqi Democratic Union and also the founder of the Democracy Regional Center in Hilla.  After my remarks he will speak, and then the delegation will be available to talk with many of you one-on-one about their own experiences in Iraq and what's happening in their country.


-more-



Iraq is known for its vast resources, its tremendous culture, and I've had so many people say to me as I've talked about Iraq, well what does have agriculture have to do with Iraq because Iraq is really desert and oil?  


But nothing could be further from the truth because Iraq is really the birthplace of much of modern agriculture.  It is the home of the Tigris and the Euphrates Rivers, and what we learned today at lunch is what happened in so many of these regions -- how Saddam Hussein cut off water supplies, destroyed irrigation systems, brought in animals that ate the productive crops.  It is really, really incredible what this man did to the people, but what he also did with the food to feed the people.


He brutalized the Iraqi people; he devastated the economy; he damaged the agriculture sector even in this area known as the Fertile Crescent.


Iraqi farmers are particularly interested in modernizing their farming techniques to improve efficiency, expand opportunities and diversify production.  We particularly talked today about the need to get newer varieties of seed, equipment, technology.  All is generations old.   And they are anxious and eager to get new inputs into their system so that they can be better farmers.


We know that throughout history when liberty and democracy are able to thrive, peace and prosperity follow.  So we appreciate those who are working toward a better future in Iraq.  



We are especially pleased that we have women in our delegation visiting.  Just a few days ago as part of the International Women's Week I had an opportunity to meet again with the Minister of Municipalities and Public Works, Nesreen Berwari who is the only woman to serve in the cabinet.  And I also had an opportunity to meet with her when I visited Iraq.


In her own words, Iraqi women are ready, willing and very able to do their part.  And we heard today from some of our women guests about the important role that women play in agriculture in Iraq.  They do a tremendous amount of the farming work, the harvesting and so forth.  


Before I ask our guests to make some comments, I want to point out one of the American women who is in this Democracy Delegation today.  And that is Hilary White.  Is she here?  I don't know where she went.  She's here somewhere.


Hilary actually works for the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Alisa's shop, in the Public Affairs shop.  She has been on detail to the Coalition Provisional Authority for the past eight months working in the South Central region, the region from where our guests come.


All of us knew that she was talented and that she was dedicated when she was working and has been working here at the USDA.  But today we have a new admiration for her.  There she is. 

-more-



We have a new admiration for Hilary and the many others in the coalition who are working toward the prospect of better lives for their fellow human beings.  They are working for the cause of liberty that was summed up by President Bush when he said, ‘Free markets, free governments and free societies are not American ideas; they're not European or Western ideas.  They are universal ideas.’


So I want to thank all of you for being here today.  I want to turn it over to Sayyad Qizwini for a few remarks, and then I will join you again.


SAYYAD QIZWINI:  [Through translator.]   Before I begin the speech I'd like to express [inaudible] Washington, to thank.  I was told to provide this words of thanks to you by the chiefs of tribes in Iraq and the farmers in Iraq and the graduates of the university of Iraq and Iraqi women, the orphans of Iraq, we all thank you tremendously. We give their thanks to President Bush and the families of the martyrs and the American families whose sons provided their blood that was shed side by side with the Iraqis for the liberation of Iraq and the democracy of Iraq so that another dictatorship would not come to rule that country.


Saddam was not a human being, neither was he an animal.  But he was a bad president. In order to see how patient we are in order to bear what he did and to see whether  human beings can continue their paths to build up the world of peace and justice in the presence of such a person or will we can stand an unable to fight terrorism and to fight such people like Saddam.


What you did, my brothers and sisters in humanity, and what the President of the United States did in liberating Iraq, I consider it as a humanitarian decision, for it was a political one. So thank you very much for everybody in the United States.  Thank you for those who composed the Coalition to reduce 25 years of murder. I would also like to thank, her honor, the Secretary of Agriculture, who gave us a lot of her time…in fact she gave us a little time because we wanted more of that to explain to her the suffering of the Iraqi people and what Saddam did in order to put them under hand. But you do know, my brothers and sisters, when Saddam Hussein took over the lands of farmers and distributed among his sons and his own family, do you know that he came with seeds that would block the canals of water so that water would not reach farmers lands?  Do you know that he took taxes, so that even lands that were organized were not cultivated? Do you know that those who did not give Saddam the first portion of their produce in order to give to special animals, those were put in jail?  That was Saddam. That’s how he dealt with the Iraqi people.  He deprived us of the least price of animals.  He gave us the flour mixed with sand and children were quite hungry.  Children would walk to schools barefooted. That was Saddam Hussein. 

And let me show that Iraq has first our lands. There are countries that do not have 10 percent of the resources of Iraq. But technologically speaking they were so sophisticated and we had no idea about [inaudible] until the invasion of Iraq. We never heard of this and we had no idea what a computer was like until the invasion of Iraq. And we did not know so many things. The Secretary asked me did Saddam Hussein want crops planted and sold at the world market price. So I said, I did not understand that I had no idea that people could sell at a world market price. I had no idea because for 25 years there were 25 persons in a cage alone with a hungry lion that's never satisfied. He never wanted and the rest of us were deprived of everything.

-more-

So those who would say the USA was wrong in taking the decision to liberate us because it is in the interest of the USA and we say ‘No, it is in the interest of the Iraqi people that decision.’ Those who would want examples of the country under Saddam Hussein should come to me and to my university. They should come to the chiefs of tribes and children in 1991.  I saw Saddam and how he buried members of my own family in 91’ along with my cousin. We were in an uprise against Saddam  along with the [inaudible] government and the tanks in the streets could not move because of the flesh and bones of the people killed underneath them.. There were thousands of young people and women and children in the streets murdered. [inaudible] his head was cut off his body in front of my own eyes. And when Saddam continued like that [inaudible] before my own eyes he killed my father and brother.  This is Saddam Hussein and this is how we lived with him. So let's be objective. And let's be brave and let us say to the USA God bless you, America, and God bless your president and your people who made such a sacrifice for the sake of humanity.  Thank you very much.


[Applause.]

            SECRETARY VENEMAN: We talked about the spread of liberty and hope in Iraq and throughout the region, which are essential to the defeat of despair, bitterness and terror.  We talked a lot about the killing under the regime of Saddam Hussein, the fact that he killed over a million people, that some of the farms are now mass graves.  


What he also did was killed over a million plants and trees, and that is the agriculture that needs to be rebuilt.  The momentum that's building a free and democratic Iraq is being reflected in the Middle East and beyond, and it's a force of positive change that stands to benefit Iraqis and people all around the world.  It is our privilege and pleasure to host this delegation here.  It has been the privilege and pleasure of the U.S. Department of Agriculture to be a part of rebuilding Iraq, whether it's in the Agriculture ministry or it's the work that Hilary and so many others are doing around Hilla with the women's center and all of the people that are represented here today.


It has been truly something that we see a difference when we meet our friends from Iraq -- be they this delegation or the only minister in the cabinet that we met with last week or the woman from the governing council who was here at the White House with the President last week who calls George Bush her "liberator."


So I want to thank you again for being here today, all of you who have joined us, and I want to thank our delegation.  It's truly been a pleasure to be with you today.


[Applause]
