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Well, good afternoon and thank you very much, Sheila [Cherry, National Press Club President] for that wonderful introduction. And it is truly a pleasure to be here with all of you today. I appreciate the invitation and I particularly appreciate Mike Doyle arranging for me to join you today. He actually writes for my hometown newspaper, so we’ve known each other for some time.  

I often find that when I speak to groups whether its here in Washington, D.C., or all around the country many people are very surprised to learn that USDA is one of the largest and most diverse departments in all of government.

The U.S. Department of Agriculture has about 110,000 employees and a program level of about $113 billion.

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

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

Our mission spans everything from farm programs and agricultural research, international trade, programs to control pests and diseases, and strengthen food safety.

Our Forest Service manages about 192 million acres of federal lands or an area larger than the state of Texas.

We have programs to promote economic development and infrastructure in rural communities fight hunger around the world through food aid and we administer the Food Stamp program, School Lunch and School Breakfast programs and the Women, Infants, and Children, or WIC program and the Food Guide Pyramid.

In fact, some 60 percent of our budget goes to nutrition and food assistance programs and these programs touch one in five Americans every day and almost half of the babies born in the U.S. today are born into households served by WIC.

These programs make USDA a valuable player in issues such as obesity prevention, providing vital channels for nutrition education and promotion.

One of the most rewarding things about having been Secretary over the past three years is the opportunity to travel around the country and discover that not all wisdom is found in this town.

I am reminded of a story that illustrates this.

It seems there was a lone shepherd out tending his flock in a very remote pasture when a brand new Lincoln Navigator comes roaring toward him and screeches up in a big cloud of dust.

Out steps the driver, a young man with perfect hair and a manicure, Armani suit Prada shoes and he asks the shepherd:

‘If I can tell you exactly how many sheep you have in your flock, will you give me one?’

The shepherd looks at the man, and then at his grazing flock, and calmly answers, ‘Well, I guess so, sure!’

The man goes back to his SUV pulls out a laptop plugs in a wireless modem card and surfs to a website where he calls up a GPS satellite tracking system.

He scans the area, opens a few databases and enters numbers into several spreadsheets with complex formulas.

Finally, he prints out a 150-page report on a portable printer smugly hands it to the shepherd, and says:

‘There, you have exactly 1,586 sheep!’

‘That’ absolutely correct,’ the shepherd says, somewhat amazed. ‘You can take one of my sheep.’

He watches the young man select an animal and put it into the back of his SUV.

But, then the shepherd steps up and says: ‘Now, if I can tell you exactly what your business is, will you give me my animal back?’

‘OK, why not,’ the young man answers.

‘You’re a consultant,’ says the shepherd.

‘That’s amazing, how did you guess?’ the man asks.

‘Easy,’ the shepherd says.

‘You turn up here even though nobody called you, you want to be paid for the answer to a question I already knew and you don’t know anything about my business, because you just took my dog!’

[Laughter.]

I suppose the moral to the story, if there is one, is that you really must know your business to succeed.

The same is true for those in agriculture.

Farming today is very dynamic and any business must change in order to survive.

Business people and policymakers both talk about the future but sometimes the task of adapting to it can be difficult because the truth is, the future is coming a lot faster now than it used to.

Many of us are familiar with Moore’s Law, which states that the processing power of computer chips doubles about every 18 months.

But according to some estimates, a similar concept holds true on a much larger scale in society.

The time that it takes for the sum total of human knowledge to double is compressing with break-neck speed.

It required 150 years, from 1750 to 1900, for human knowledge to double.

But in the following 50 years, between 1900 and 1950, it doubled again.

It doubled again in the 10 years of the 1950s and again in the five years between 1960 and 1965.

Today, it is estimated that the total knowledge of the human species is doubling in less than two years’ time and that by the year 2020 it will take less than two-and-a-half months.

In the age of the Internet, satellites, wireless communication, highly advanced drugs and medical equipment and experiments in hypersonic flight many Americans still have a view of agriculture as a relic of another era.

That view is simply outdated and inaccurate.

While farming ushered in civilized society at the dawn of humankind its methods were little changed until the Industrial Revolution.

In the early days of our country, some 97 percent of our population was engaged in production agriculture

In the 1930s, there were about 7 million farms in the United States.

Today, there are less than one-third that number or about 2.1 million farms according to our just-released 2002 Census of Agriculture.

But while fewer Americans directly engage in farming and on fewer acres than in many prior years today’s agricultural producers are doing so more efficiently and productively.

Currently, about 7.5 percent or 160,000 farmers produce 72 percent or nearly three-quarters of the production in this country of food and fiber for our entire nation.

The other roughly 2 million farms are smaller-scale and increasingly diverse operations driven in part by the love of farming as a lifestyle and the attractiveness of rural living as well as the niche markets for specialty products.

But farming has also become more profitable.

In the 1930s, the average household income of farm families was about one-third of what was earned by Americans in other jobs.

Today, the average farm household income is more than $65,000, which is about 15 percent higher than the non-farm average.

Over time, off-farm income has become increasingly important to farm households.

The majority of income of residential, small and intermediate-size farms now comes from off-farm earnings.

And, the remaining large commercial farms while less dependent on off-farm earnings have household incomes far above the national average.

Last year considering only earnings from farming net cash farm income nationwide reached a record-high of $63 billion.

The index of prices received by farmers for all farm products, which is one of our statistical measurements, for the month of March, last month, was the highest for any month since we started keeping records in 1910 and we expect market sales of farm products to top a record $215 billion this year.

The production of bulk commodities such as corn, wheat and soybeans once dominated farm production.

But today, an ever-increasing share of agricultural output comes from high-value products, which now account for roughly two-thirds of total farm sales.

Other important structural changes are occurring in agriculture and one is the growing nexus between the producer and the consumer as agriculture and the entire food system become increasingly consumer-driven.

Americans want their food fast, they want it now, in lots of different settings and they demand choices that fit their busy lifestyles.

They want safe and nutritious foods, foods that help them lose or maintain weight or to improve their health.

Our country’s growing diversity has increased the demand for ethnic foods while organic and natural foods are a fast growing niche market.

The rest of the food chain is responding to those demands.

Food is increasingly ready-to-eat and packaged conveniently such as salad in a bag, baby carrots, or meal-replacement bars.

Technologies such as “aseptic” processing greatly extend the shelf life of some perishable foods, such as milk and liquid eggs, without refrigeration in convenient packaging similar to the familiar juice boxes.

“Functional foods” are adding health benefits beyond nutritional value, such as lowering cholesterol levels.

Our concept of where and how we get our food is also changing.

Business models are being rethought as the food chain becomes more globalized and pressures from competitors, such as discount chains, are driving new efficiencies. Some retailers are demanding that suppliers use technologies such as radio frequency identification to track products through the supply chain, and in many instances back to the farm itself.

That same technology could soon make the grocery checkout line a much faster experience, as a single sensor will be able to read al products simultaneously in your cart. Retailers are responding to and driving consumer demand, offering a wider variety of foods to cater to different diet choices.

But nearly half of the consumer food dollar today is spent on meals eaten outside the home. That compares with only about 25 percent in 1950.

Our food and agriculture systems stand on the cusp of even greater change, an era that is revolutionizing what we produce, how we produce it, and how it is delivered to consumers.

In 2001, shortly after this Administration came into office, we set out to articulate our vision for the future in a document we called “Food and Agricultural Policy: Taking Stock for the New Century.”

In it, we outlined many of the broad and far-reaching trends that I have just mentioned, as well as goals for our food and agriculture systems and principles that would help guide development of our policies.

As producers and consumers draw closer on the food chain the best policies are those that will be geared to the marketplace, supportive of innovation, flexible enough to allow change to occur and are based on sound science.

Technology underlies many of these principles and is the single greatest contributing factor to the safe, abundant and affordable food supply produced by America’s farmers.

Mechanical advances over the decades, such as tractors and combines, have reduced the manual labor required on farms by 90 percent.

Livestock producers have dramatically increased meat and milk production with new, improved breeding practices and new technology such as computer chips that track milk production of individual cows.

Hybrid seed varieties and new fertilizers have increased yields and biotechnology is opening up important new possibilities for both products and efficiencies.

Biotechnology is helping produce greater crop yields and functional foods, such as “golden rice,” which prevents night blindness, an affliction of millions of children around the globe today.

It is producing crops that can adapt to harsh climates and which require only a fraction of the pesticides of traditional crops greatly improving the environment and also helping to reduce farmers’ costs.

Farmers are also actively conserving natural resources in other ways with irrigation and water-saving technologies, improved tilling practices and practices to improve air quality through carbon sequestration.

Pest-control technologies improve crop qualities and reduce threats from pests and disease.

Technology is contributing to remarkable efficiency and productivity gains for farmers.

But the result is that our country’s capacity to produce has often far exceeded our demand.  In recent years, we have produced as much as two-and-a-half times the food we need to meet our domestic demand.

And, with 96 percent of the world’s consumers living outside the United States access to international markets for U.S. agricultural products is all the more critical.

Today, we export the product from one in every three harvested acres from this country or a projected near-record $59 billion this year alone in export sales. Those exports solidly underpin farm income and account for nearly 900,000 American jobs, which pay better than average and are largely in rural areas where they are sorely needed.

Recognizing the importance of market access to our agriculture and to our entire economy, this Administration has embarked upon the most ambitious trade agenda in our country’s history.

It includes first and foremost the Doha Development Agenda of the World Trade Organization as well as several bilateral and regional agreements. The bilateral and regional agreements we have already completed since this Administration took office will give our agricultural producers increased access to 119 million consumers in those countries with a combined income of $820 billion.

A very bright spot on the trade horizon is China.  We forecast U.S. agricultural exports to China this year to reach $5.4 billion. This is triple the amount in 2002, and accounts for 9 percent of our total agricultural export sales.

China now is our number-one market for soybeans and cotton and our sixth largest market for wheat, increases that, of course, have coincided with China’s accession to the WTO in 2001, which this Administration strongly supported.

Non-food uses of farm commodities are also expanding market opportunities.

For example, environmentally friendly ethanol and biodiesel are increasing demand for farm products while providing for energy needs.

Ethanol use now accounts for about 10 percent of the U.S. corn production, and with considerable capacity expansion already underway in the ethanol industry; this number can only grow larger.

USDA encourages finding additional uses for many products now with only limited usefulness such as energy systems powered by animal waste and byproducts.

I visited a plant, at one point, that converts corn into a polymer film that is used in a range of products, from candy wrappers to kitchen utensils, and this company even made all the plastic cups for the Salt Lake City Winter Olympics out of this corn-based product. A version of this plastic is now being provided to manufacture biodegradable CDs and eventually DVDs.

Another area that offers tremendous opportunities for the food and agricultural sector is genomics. USDA has taken a role in leading partnerships to focus on research on genomics, which will help unlock the greater potential found in the DNA of cattle, pigs and chickens and other animal and plant species.  

This research will help further improve productivity control and treat animal diseases and enhance food safety.

Strengthening our animal and plant protection systems is more important than ever as we face both intentional and unintentional introduction of diseases.

Even before September 11, 2001, USDA began enhancing our safeguard systems to address such threats as foot-and-mouth disease and BSE, or what is commonly known as mad cow disease.

The recent discovery of BSE in Washington State and the outbreak of Avian influenza in the mid-Atlantic states and Texas are examples of how important it is for us to have strong systems in place.

And research and technology will only strengthen our systems further.

With new technologies and threats come new regulatory challenges and that’s why USDA is working to make sure our regulatory systems are robust and are keeping up with changing demands in areas such as biotechnology.

Another technology, one that has become as indispensable to agriculture as the tractor, is the computer.

PCs have revolutionized virtually every aspect of a farmer’s operation from record keeping to marketing to controlling various production processes.

Using the Internet, farmers can make better production decisions and increasingly are connecting directly with buyers all around the world.

Producers are taking laptops and handheld computers out into the field.

Using global positioning technology, they can map specific areas of their operations that need specific attention such as areas of weeds, wet patches and areas for chemical applications.

USDA is also helping farmers take a quantum leap with our e-Government initiative, which is part of the President’s Management Agenda to improve the overall delivery of government services.  

We are making programs accessible via the Internet that were once available only by going in to local service centers.

We are offering producers a Web-based tool to consolidate all of their farm, conservation and risk-management program information into a single interactive report with customized digital maps of their operations.

To further give farmers state-of-the-art resource-management tools, USDA is drawing on the best available scientific and technical information available through a partnership with NASA in monitoring, mapping, modeling and systems engineering.

USDA is also aggressively supporting the expansion of the build-out of broadband technology in rural areas through grant and loan programs administered through our Rural Development agencies.

Not only do individuals benefit from technologies that shrink the relative distances between us but they are helping slow the long decline in the rural population.

While ours is a nation of seemingly limitless opportunities it can be all too easy to overlook those who are in dire need around the world.

Even today, there still are over 840 million people who go to bed hungry every night.

Providing farmers in the poorest countries access to even simple technologies can increase their productivity and help to greatly alleviate global hunger.

This was the focus of a historic meeting that USDA hosted last year.

The Ministerial Conference on Agricultural Science and Technology in Sacramento, California, was attended by more than 1,000 participants, 119 of them at the ministerial level.

It has spawned many follow-on activities that are creating partnerships and directing resources to solve this issue that affects not just developing countries but all countries.

One direct outgrowth of this was announced just last week the establishment of the Norman Borlaug Science Fellows Program to train young people from developing countries in agricultural sciences.

Each one of us in this room today is unique in his or her own special way.

And, as we look at the world around us, our differences sometimes appear even greater but we do share at least one thing in common:

For each of the world’s 6.3 billion people, food equals life.

Our health and survival, our economies and our environment and our national, regional and global stability are all inextricably linked to food and to those who produce it.

The continued dynamism of agriculture along with applied technologies and supportive policies are critical in helping meet the great challenges of this century, and beyond.

Thank you very much.

[Applause.]

MS. CHERRY:  “Thank you, Secretary Veneman.  The first question that we have for you today is, with record budget deficits, isn't it time to reconsider agricultural price supports?”

 
SEC. VENEMAN: “Well, as you know, the Congress passed a new farm bill in 2002, which substantially changed programs from the previous farm bill.  In fact, one of the aspects of that farm bill was a safety net system, particularly countercyclical payments, which are tied to lower prices.  As I indicated in my remarks, because agricultural prices across the board have been relatively high in recent months, the cost of the government programs to the taxpayer has actually decreased. 

         “In addition, one of the things that it's important to point out about the farm bill that was passed in 2002 is, it increased conservation spending by about 85 percent.  So more and more of our farm program spending is going to programs that also benefit the environment and help farmers be the good stewards of the land that we know that they are. 

             “I think that with the budget situation as it is, there will continue to be increasing pressure.  But the administration's budget as it's presented for 2005 anticipates full funding of the farm programs that are in the farm bill.” 

         MS. CHERRY: “A handful of Northeast members of Congress may try to establish a new dairy support program similar to the Northeast Dairy Compact that expired two years ago.  Do we need a dairy program, a new dairy program?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  ‘Well, as you know, in the 2002 farm bill, one of the programs that was established was this milk income program, that it was a new price support program for dairy producers.  That program was implemented nationwide under the farm bill, and as a result, the Northeast Dairy Compact was eliminated.   

         “There are a number of people who want to recreate that program or they want to extend the current program.  And I think that one of the issues that is always debated with some difficulty around Washington are dairy programs because there seems never to be agreement among different areas of the country, between the processors and the producers.  There's always great debate.  So it's very difficult for me at this point to anticipate what dairy programs we may or may not see in the future.”

         MS. CHERRY:  I have two questions dealing with international trade.  The first is, when do you expect to complete the rule that will again allow Canadian cattle to enter the U.S.?  And the second is, when do you think Japan will reopen its market to Kansas beef?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, we produce beef in a lot of places other than Kansas, so it would be American beef. 

         “Let me just first say a bit about the BSE situation.  I didn't talk about it in detail in my remarks, but obviously, it has occupied a tremendous amount of our time at USDA since December 23rd.   

        “One of the things that happened just after our announcement that we had discovered a BSE-positive cow in this country is that our international markets were cut off virtually everywhere except for just a few countries, including -- Canada did keep their market open in a way similar to what we had done after they had a single find of a BSE-positive cow.    We export about 10 percent of our beef, or we did export about 10 percent before this incident.  One of our largest export markets for beef is Japan, the second is Mexico.  We sent a team to Japan within days of the discovery.  In fact, I had the team go to Japan just on Saturday between Christmas and New Year's -- we sent one that quickly -- to begin to explain immediately to our largest customer outside the United States for beef what measures we were taking, how we were aggressively addressing the situation and how we were moving ahead and trying to establish a strong dialogue on our trade with Japan.  And we had additional visits from the Japanese.  We've had several visits over there.   

         “We recently proposed to them that we take this issue to the international organization that oversees animal diseases, called the OIE, based in Paris. 

        “We thought it was a reasonable -- it would be a science-based solution and the Japanese decided to reject that proposal, although I can tell you we were very disappointed, because we thought it gave a reasonable way in which to do that.   

         “So it's difficult at this point to predict when we will see the Japanese market opened again to U.S. beef.  I noted in the press this morning that there was an article that the restaurants are now pressuring their government to allow the market to open, because they're so short of product, because the Japanese consumer has begun to rely on the high quality U.S. beef that we send to Japan. 

         “With regard to Canada, as you know, Canada had its first case of BSE discovered just about 11 months ago on May 20th.  We then opened up -- we closed the market upon the discovery, opened it back up to certain processed beef, boneless boxed beef.  And then in September we published a rule that would allow cattle to come in directly for processing, to reopen partially the Canadian market for cattle to come in for slaughter.  That rule was scheduled to close on January 5th.   

         “Of course, in the intervening time we discovered BSE in this country.  We allowed the rule-making process to close.  We reopened the rule at the beginning of March and the rule will -- the comment period on the rule will close on April 7th, tomorrow.  We will then work to examine the comments and we will do so as quickly as possible, and that would again open the Canadian -- our market to the Canadian product more than it is open now, which is only to boneless boxed beef. 

         “In addition, we've worked closely with our Canadian and Mexican counterparts to harmonize to the greatest degree we can our regulations with regard to BSE in Mexico, the United States and Canada.  North America is very integrated in its beef market, so we've worked closely with our counterparts in these countries to ensure that we have as little market disruption as possible.  Mexico did shut down our markets as well and we have managed to work with them to get some of those markets, but not all opened again to our beef moving south. So we're continuing to work closely with the Mexicans as we work through this issue with BSE as well.”   

         MS. CHERRY:  “We have more questions on BSE and international trade.  So these are follow-ups to that.  The first is, the Japanese government has said that allowing private companies to test for BSE could be a first step.  How would you feel about this idea?  And the    second question is, Canadian Alberta Premiere Ralph Klein believes the border will reopen by June.  Is this an accurate projection for our products, including cattle under 30 months old?”   

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, again, with regard to the Canadian question, I think -- I can't say much more than I just said, in terms of the regulatory process.  As I said, we'll work through that process as quickly as possible after the comment period closes tomorrow, so I will not project when we will publish a final rule. 

            “With regard to the Japanese situation, it is true that the Japanese have insisted on beef, in their own country, every animal being tested.  We had an international panel of experts that we appointed following the outbreak of BSE in this country.  It worked in January and part of February and presented us a report.  And it verified what our scientists were telling us with regard to 100 percent testing, and that is that there is no scientifically valid reason for 100 percent testing of all beef, particularly beef that's younger than 30 months of age.   

         “So we have resisted the Japanese requirement for testing of all beef because there is not a scientifically valid basis for that.  And therefore, that is one of the reasons we proposed that we take this to the scientifically based international organization, it's OIE in Paris, which we thought would be a very reasonable way to move forward with this dispute. 

        “So again, we believe that regulations -- the WTO believes that regulations for food moving in the world market, these regulations ought to be based on sound science, and that's what we are insisting on with regard to the Japanese.” 

         MS. CHERRY:  “Two questions on the WTO.  How do you see the future of American agriculture under increasing liberalization under the WTO? And the second question is, on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 the most likely, how likely would you say it is that the WTO agriculture negotiations would advance by the August deadline?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “First of all, let me just say that I think that the agriculture negotiations are again back on track following, you know, the meeting in Cancun, which many call a failure, but I think we made quite a lot of progress.  We may not have agreed on a text in Cancun, but substantial work to come to a text that's been the basis for further discussions in Geneva was achieved in Cancun. 

         “Since then, a new agriculture negotiator has been appointed in the WTO.  He is moving the process as aggressively as possible.  And I think that there is, if everyone can come to the table and work together, a reasonable chance that we might get a framework -- and it would be a framework, with lots of blanks -- by the August time period that has been set forth. 

         “With regard to the future of American agriculture, we believe that American agriculture has a tremendous amount to gain under a new WTO agreement.  As I stated in my remarks, we produce substantially more than we consume in this country.  Ninety-six percent of the world's population lives outside the United States.  We need the international marketplace for our farmers to be successful.  And as I said, our exports for this year are projected almost at recordbreaking levels, at $59 billion.  So the more markets we can better access, the better off our farmers will be. 

         “We have some of the lowest tariffs of anywhere around the world on food and agricultural products in this country.  If we can lower market-access barriers around the world, the benefit will be for our farmers and ranchers who will be able to better sell into markets. And so I think we have a tremendous amount to gain.  I think the future of American agriculture, if indeed we can get a good WTO agreement, is very strong.”

             MS. CHERRY:  “Thank you.  I have two question on inspections.  The union that represents federal meat inspectors says your administration is trying to cut back the inspection workforce and the traveling inspectors responsible for more plants over larger areas so they would be unable to inspect plants as much.  Why is this?”

         SEC. VENEMAN: “I haven't actually heard that allegation, so I'm not able to respond directly to it.  But I can tell you that I believe we have a very strong record with regard to food safety.  We've worked very hard to address a number of issues, including a new Listeria rule, E coli rule and directive, and to increase the training of our inspectors because that's one of the things that we have seen in some of the reports that was lacking.  I think that it is critical that we continue to improve our food safety inspection process, which is for meat and poultry in this country.  One of our priorities, we spend a tremendous amount of time working to make sure that our systems are working as efficiently and effectively as we possibly can, and we've added resources and inspectors to our workforce and federal monitoring resources as well since this administration has come into office.” 

         MS. CHERRY:  “And the second.  Your own inspector general said the ConAgra massive meat recall in 2002 showed that there is not enough teeth in food inspection enforcement or E coli testing.  According to the IG, before the recall at least 87 tests showed E coli in the meat. There were more than 130 instances of fecal contamination and 66 non- compliance reports, yet the plant kept operating.  Why?  What have you done to put some teeth into E coli enforcement after the ConAgra report?  Do you consider this a failure on the part of the USDA?”

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, certainly I think that the ConAgra situation showed that there was lots of room for improvement in this particular plant.  And in fact, we took many measures, including several directives, to ensure that our inspectors were actively getting reports of any E coli or any other food safety incidents in the plants. 

         “As I've said, one of the things that we do with any incident of this type is we learn from it.  We look at our systems and we try to improve them, and that's exactly what we've done with the ConAgra incident.  And it has raised some particular issues with regard to the plant and the inspectors that are in the plant communicating about what the findings are, and that is the issue that we have been correcting since the ConAgra incident came to light.”

MS. CHERRY:  “You talk about how seven-and-a-half percent of U.S. farms produce three-quarters of our food as if this industrialization of farming is a good thing.  Does this not show the dying out of family farms?  And what is the average income of the family farm?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, I didn't mean to imply anything.  I was simply trying to give a picture of what U.S. agriculture today looks like, and we do have a smaller number of farms producing an increasing amount of production, largely due to efficiencies.  But we have, as I've said, about 2 million farms, many of which are relying on off- farm income or niche markets or specialty products or direct marketing through things like farmers' markets. 

         “One of the things that people don't understand about American agriculture is just how diverse it is; how many different opportunities there are. 

        “We were in Pennsylvania just a couple of weeks ago and we were on a farm that has expanded its operation to include some tourism.  Many of the farms are earning extra income from things like hunting or agro- tourism or speciality products in niche markets or direct marketing.  

         “And so we have a tremendously diverse agriculture in this country.  I certainly don't mean to imply anything about the structure of agriculture other than factually what it looks like today.  And I think that it's important to recognize that we do have a very diverse agriculture in this country. 

         “As far as the average farm household income, as I mentioned in my remarks, it  is about $65,000, which is greater than the average of -- the general average of income in this country.” 

         MS. CHERRY:  “With the comment period on the interim final rule on downed animals soon to close, the industry seems to be pushing for a retreat on the no-downer policy.  Will the administration maintain its position now that the media focus on the issue is not so intense?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, as you know, we are in a rulemaking process. We introduced a series of measures on December 30th, one week exactly after the discovery of the positive find of the BSE cow in Washington state, and those measures were pretty aggressive -- things like removing specified risk materials, taking -- or eliminating the downed animal from the food supply.  And we did this because -- if you look at all the countries that have had BSE, many of those animals have been downed animals.  And so we took that measure.  We know that there will be comments on that in the rulemaking process.  But certainly it would not be appropriate for me to comment on a rule that's in a rulemaking process.”

         MS. CHERRY:  “How safe is our food supply from terrorists?  And what is USDA doing about this threat, or is that entirely a Department of Homeland Security responsibility?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “That's a very good question and I think a very critical one in today's environment.  When we all experienced September 11th, 2001, of course we were worried about how does that impact the food and agriculture supply.  You may remember that some of the concern right around September 11, 2001 was some of these people that were using cropdusters or getting flying lessons in cropdusters.   

         “So we began to look at all of the vulnerabilities in the whole food chain, whether it's production, processing, transportation, retail -- working with all of the different aspects in the food chain, all the different segments of the food chain, to see where were the vulnerabilities.   

         “Since the Department of Homeland Security has been established, we have worked in a very close partnership with them on these issues. And there was -- you may have noted in the USDA budget that we announced for 2005 in February, there is a Food and Agriculture Defense Initiative that spans our department, HHS and Homeland Security.  And so we are strong partners with the other agencies and with the various aspects of the food chain in looking for vulnerabilities and protecting the food supply from vulnerabilities. 

         “One of things that was noted in the introduction was that one of the first things we had to deal with when we came into this administration -- I don't think I'd been in office one or two weeks when we saw the devastating pictures of the cows with foot and mouth disease in England. 

        “Now that was not an issue of a food safety problem.  Foot and mouth disease doesn't impact food safety for humans, but it's a very, very fast-spreading animal disease that's devastating to primarily bovine populations. 

         “And so we took a number of measures to prevent foot and mouth disease from coming into this country, including working with the airlines, certainly working with the ports of entry for passengers and cargo that was coming in from the areas. 

         “So after September 11th, one of the things we recognized is that something like foot and mouth disease, a very quick-spreading, easily spread disease, is something that we most needed to guard against in terms of homeland security in our agriculture, because while this wouldn't impact human health, it would have a devastating impact on a major, major segment of our economy. 

        “And so we have focused our efforts on those kinds of possible introductions of animal diseases, plant-type diseases, and then just protecting the entire food supply at every link in the chain, to ensure that we're aware of vulnerabilities and addressing the vulnerabilities where they may exist.” 

         MS. CHERRY:  “And one last question.  Does or will USDA require some form of labeling of genetically modified foods to help people with food allergies avoid accidental exposures?” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Well, as I indicated in my remarks, we continue to look at new advances in biotechnology to determine what regulatory measures need to be taken.  At this point, labeling for most products of biotechnology is not required, and that would be by the FDA, not the USDA, primarily because it has not changed the nature of the product. 

         “Now if there are specifics within a product that would require some alteration or may have some allergic reaction, I'm sure that labeling would probably be required.  But to the best of my knowledge, the products that have been approved have had no allergenic reactions in human health that the FDA has deemed to warrant any kind of labeling requirement. 

        “I think it's very important to recognize the kinds of benefits that we see from these new discoveries in biotechnology, whether it's more efficiency -- we are already beginning to see tremendous benefits in terms of water quality from areas where, say, BT cotton is being used, where they don't have to use so many chemicals.  And the waterways around those areas are improving substantially from these new varieties produced through biotechnology. 

        “I mentioned in my remarks the benefits of enhancing certain foods, like the golden rice which helps prevent night blindness.  When we hosted the Ministerial Conference on Science and Technology, some of these African countries were so fascinated by the potential to produce specific crops -- drought-resistant crops, for example, in Africa; things like cassava, which are basic to their diets. 

         “Norman Borlaug, who is the father of the green revolution, spoke at our conference about how important it was that Africa not be left behind, as it was in the green revolution; that it not be left behind in the gene revolution. 

        “I think it's very, very critical that we look at the promise of this technology for the future.  We are doing everything that we can within the USDA to regulate the new products appropriately because it's important to have strong regulation so that the scientific advances can continue to expand to provide the benefits that I just discussed. 

        “Thank you all very much.”  [Applause.] 
         MS. CHERRY:  “Secretary Veneman, thank you so very much for coming and speaking with us here today.  And I'd like to present you this Certificate of Appreciation for being here.” 

         SEC. VENEMAN: “ Thank you so much.” 

         MS. CHERRY:  “And the coveted National Press Club mug.  You've earned it.” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  [Laughs.]  “Thank you!” 

         MS. CHERRY:  “And thank very much.” 

         SEC. VENEMAN:  “Thank you so much.”  [Applause.] 

         MS. CHERRY:  “Thank you very much for coming here and speaking to us here today.  And with that, we are adjourned.”  

#

