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SENATOR ARLEN SPECTER:  Secretary Veneman went to the University of California for her bachelors degree in Public Policy and for her law degree.  She has served in virtually every position in the United States Department of Agriculture.  She was there from 1986 to '89 with President Reagan.  She then served with President George Herbert Walker Bush, and on January 21 she was inaugurated as Secretary of Agriculture for President George W. Bush.  She's done an outstanding job.  And I'm delighted to see her here today to give a big boost to American agriculture, especially Pennsylvania agriculture.


Secretary Ann Veneman.


[Applause.]


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you so much, Senator Specter, for that kind introduction, and thank you all for being here.  We appreciate, Senator, your long-time service in the Senate and your distinguished career.  And knowing that you're born in Kansas, now I know why you have a great sense of humor in the tradition of Bob Dole.


[Laughter.]


SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “It's a pleasure to be here also with Governor Rendell.  He and I recently had the opportunity to sit together at the White House in Washington when the governors visited all the governors from all over the country.  And we talked about this event and how all of you were going to get together to sign this important agreement.


“So I'm very pleased that the day has finally arrived.


“It's also a pleasure to be here with Secretary Wolff.


“And Congresswoman Hart.  She does a great job supporting agriculture in her district.  


“And I just can't thank the McElhaneys enough for opening up your farm, introducing us to your family, your lovely grandchildren.  It is a farm that is a perfect venue for what we're talking about today because what we're talking about today is about conservation and how, as the President likes to say, ‘Farmers are the best environmentalists.’  And I've seen the McElhaney farm.


[Applause.]


SECRETARY VENEMAN: “The McElhaney Farm really illustrates that very, very well.  And congratulations on what you're doing.


“Even though it's so cold today, Saturday marks the first day of spring, and that means it was National Agriculture Week last week.  And we like to also celebrate the fact that farmers and ranchers do so much for this country, not just during Agriculture Week or Agriculture Day, but all year long, providing food and fiber to Americans all over the country and to people all over the world.


“In the year 2000 Pennsylvania entered into an agreement under CREP, as was  discussed by the governor to promote activities on environmentally valuable land that will protect the Chesapeake Bay.  And today Pennsylvania is entering into an important new agreement to protect the other great watershed, and that is the Ohio River Basin.


“This is an offshoot of the Conservation Reserve Program.  It allows USDA to partner with states and tribal governments to work with private landowners or other organizations to protect some of our most environmentally sensitive resources.  And I think that one of the other important things about this program is that it is voluntary.  


“And as has been stated, this is a win/win/win program.  Everybody who participates is a winner.  It's a win for the environment, for the farmers, for the economy.  And this is the 15th CREP that has been signed under the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program since this administration came into office.  And now we have protection of more than 600,000 total targeted acres with those agreements.


“Grasses, trees and other vegetation plants along these acres will help restore and protect wetlands, highly erodible land and riparian areas.


“These acres will provide benefits to the Ohio River Basin and ultimately much-needed improvements in the water quality in the Gulf of Mexico.


“At the same time these conservation practices will provide valuable habitat for wildlife while reducing marginal farm acreages.  It is truly a big win for farmers, for wildlife, and for the environment.


“Water is one of the most precious resources, but water quality is not an issue that respects lines that are drawn on a map.  That's why the federal/state approach under the Conservation Reserve Enhancement program is so important.


“The Keystone State has a long and proud history of conservation.  Gifford Pinchot was one of Governor Rendell's predecessors.  He was a two-term governor for Pennsylvania.  But he was also the first chief of USDA's Forest Service under President Teddy Roosevelt, who occupied the White House a century ago.


“President Roosevelt offered a definition of ‘conservation’ that we still aspire to today when he says, ‘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 Teddy 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 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.  The approach of this Administration to conservation is built on five points:


“First, our focus is on results-- making our air, water, and land cleaner.  And I think the CREP Program is a perfect example of the results-oriented program.


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


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


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


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


“USDA plays a vital role in supporting Americans who conserve our land and resources through an array of collaborative efforts, locally led partnerships, and voluntary programs.


“We are 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.


“Nutrient management and waste management systems.


“Benefits to air quality by increasing the amount of carbon that is stored in the soil.


And habitat creation that has yielded new hunting and recreation activities.


“In fact, the Administration's record regarding sportsmen, including: increased access to public lands, consultation on policies, and improved passage for fish would probably please that great outdoorsman Teddy Roosevelt.


“But we are working to do much more with private landowners and other partners.  USDA is helping landowners by offering the proper incentives, by pursuing the science and policies needed to create a market for the additional environmental benefits landowners can produce and want to produce.


“One of our market-based tools is the new Conservation Innovation Grants Program.  And today I am pleased to announce that USDA is making $15 million available this year for competitive grants under this program, which is part of the existing Environmental Quality Incentives Program.


“We are requesting proposals for these grants, which will promote conservation technologies and stimulate innovative approaches to environment enhancement and protection on working lands.


“Some examples of these approaches include:  Market-based trading of pollution credits, adoption of best-management practices, and carbon sequestration which means processes that reduce atmospheric carbon dioxide.


“The program will benefit the environment and at the same time give agriculture producers additional opportunities to play meaningful conservation roles.


“USDA is also helping farmers and ranchers build on the 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 providers will help us maximize our resources and focus more of our efforts on outcomes.


“Earlier I mentioned that collaboration with states, tribes, local communities and individuals is key to environmental success.  This approach is exemplified by programs like the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program.  It is a vital way that we can do more with limited resources.


“Everyone is a stakeholder in our natural resources, and everyone can play a role in conservation.  And we will continue to look for these areas of collaboration.


“As Earth Day approaches next month, there is no better time to look for opportunities to promote locally led conservation.  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'm pleased that Pennsylvania is such an active supporter of the Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program.  It is an outstanding partner in our efforts to improve the environment.


“Most Pennsylvanians and Americans do not live on farms, but we all benefit from the conservation activities of farmers and ranchers who prove every day that they are the best stewards of the land.


“Thank you all very much.”


[Applause.]
