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“A very, very warm welcome to all of you to our place here at USDA. I especially want to thank all of you who have traveled to be here in D.C. It’s a great opportunity when you have, perhaps, your first trip ever to Washington D.C.  I can certainly remember mine and hopefully this has been a good week for you. I also understand we have some international visitors and we certainly give a special welcome to all of you.

“I want to thank Joe Jen for that very kind introduction. As Dr. Jen indicated he and I worked together in California. He was the Dean of Agriculture at Cal Poly San Luis Obispo in California and did an excellent job there and has done an outstanding job for us here at USDA.  So it is a great pleasure to have him on our leadership team.

“It is a great honor to again address the 4-H Leadership conference. During your 100th anniversary year in the year 2002, I was honored to receive an Alumni Award from the 4-H and this is an organization, that as Joe Jen said, that I was a part of when I was growing up in a little town in the San Joaquin Valley right outside Modesto, California called Empire, California. I was a member of the Empire 4-H club in Stanislaus County, California. 

“My projects at the time were sewing and cooking and horses, although I didn’t do them all at the same time. 

“I had no idea at that time that I would eventually end up on a road that would lead me to Washington, D.C. and to this great Department. 

“But I am thankful for the early preparation that I received through 4-H.

“4-H not only helped us learn about agriculture, about values and the importance of giving back, but it provides tremendous opportunities for young men and women to learn by doing, to develop leadership skills, to develop character.

“I was impressed in 2002 to hear some of the tremendous projects that 4-Hers had initiated on their own and it is truly inspiring to hear these stories about giving to others and helping those in need. 

“I also gave my first public speech when I was in 4-H and of course I can never remember being quite as scared as when I was about eight or nine years old giving that first speech.   But did you know that, according to at least one survey, public speaking is the number-one fear of most Americans while the fear of death is a distant number-six?

“Comedian Jerry Seinfeld once said: “This means that most people at a funeral would rather be in the coffin than delivering the eulogy.”

[Laughter.]

“Public speaking is just one of many skills that 4-H is known for skills that will benefit your life and your eventual career.

“Of course, USDA is interested in developing the next generation of agriculture leaders. 

“Not only do we support 4-H and FFA but our 1890 Scholars Program helps students attend one of the so-called “1890” land-grant universities to study agriculture and related fields.

“We also offer about 10,000 internships within the Department every year.

“And a little over two years ago, as Joe Jen indicated I started this program called the Leaders of Tomorrow under which we work to promote the next generation of leaders in agriculture.

“And as part of this program, as was indicated, I am often joined by 4-H students or FFA students.  I was just in Western Pennsylvania yesterday announcing a new Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program and had a wonderful young man who was the president of the FFA in that area and he was assigned as my Leader of Tomorrow. 

“Many people that I speak to are surprised to learn that we have one of the largest and most diverse departments in all of government.

“USDA has about 110,000 employees and a program level of about $109 billion.

“If you compare that to the revenues of the largest American companies, USDA would be seventh, just behind Citigroup.

“We would rank seventh among the largest corporate banks in the United States with a total loan portfolio of $125 billion.

“Our mission is diverse not only do we administer farm programs, conduct agricultural research but we cover a wide variety of other issues. For example, the U.S. Forest Service is under our jurisdiction. 

“And as my niece used to like to say when she was smaller, `My Auntie Ann is Smokey Bear’s boss.’

[Laughter.]

“We also have programs that are involved with international trade both trade policy, trade promotions. We have programs to control pests and diseases, food safety, economic development and infrastructure in rural communities. 

“We have programs that fight hunger and poverty such as the Food Stamp program, the School Lunch program, the School Breakfast program and the Women, Infants, and Children programs.

“Our budget includes more than half-a-billion dollars to provide nutrition education and promotion.

“I was pleased to learn that 2.4 million young people are learning about nutrition, physical activity and healthy lifestyles through 4-H’s ties to the land-grant university system making 4-H the largest program dealing with youth obesity.

“About two-thirds of all Americans today are overweight or obese and one out of six children is obese, double the rate that it was in 1980.

“This epidemic cost our country $117 billion in the year 2000 alone in medical expenses and lost productivity.

“Causes of death attributable to poor diets and lack of exercise now stand at 400,000 per year, which is an increase of 33 percent just since the year1990.

“At the current rate of increase, obesity will overtake smoking next year as the leading cause of preventable death.

“The health of our citizens will always be vital to our strength as a nation and it is great to see 4-H is focusing on this important “H” in your mission statement. 

“In my role as Secretary of Agriculture and through our Leaders of Tomorrow program I’ve been fortunate to interact one-on-one with many, many 4-H members.
“It is always so inspiring to hear your stories and to see your enthusiasm for agriculture and for this great nation.

“I hope that you will take the opportunity provided by this conference to get to know your fellow delegates.

“You will undoubtedly come to appreciate what a large and diverse organization 4-H is with 90,000 different clubs, reaching more than 7 million young people across the country.

“Forty-three percent of its members are from rural areas and towns of under 10,000 people and the other 57 percent are from larger cities.

“Nearly one-third of 4-H members are minorities.

“But despite differences in age, gender, geography, or background you share common values and common beliefs.

“4-H stands for the importance of education and our agricultural sector, self-improvement, volunteerism, and active citizenship.

“I am especially pleased that the theme of this year’s conference is `Stepping Into Action’, which emphasizes the importance of civic participation.

‘There are few causes as noble as helping another human being.

“Shirley Chisholm, the first African-American congresswoman, once said:

`Service is the rent that you pay for room on this earth.’

“And if someone ever tells you, `I’m just a kid, what can I do?’ I would tell them this:

“One person, no matter how young, has the ability to make a difference … on the job, or in life.

“Some have even changed the world.  For example:

“Mozart was just five years old when he composed his first piano concerto.

“Louis Braille invented the alphabet for the blind that bears his name when he was only 12 years old.

“Joan of Arc was only 17 when she led France against the English in the Hundred Years War.

“Cleopatra became queen of Egypt at the age of 18.

“Cyrus McCormick was 23 when he invented the mechanical reaper and that was the same age of Alexander the Great, when he conquered the ancient world.

“4-H might not help you conquer the world but it will give you a solid foundation on which to build the rest of your life.

“The 4-H clover-leaf is decades-old but the ideals it represents the cultivation of head, heart, hands and health will always remain vital to our nation.

“So I wish you the best on the rest of your conference and thank you for having me here today and God bless you all.”
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