[image: image1.jpg]== TRANSCRIPT

United States Department of Agriculture + Office of Communications + 1400 Independence Avenue, SW
Washington, DC 20250-1300 » Voice: (202) 720-4623 + Email: oc.news @usda.gov » Web: http:/Awww.usda.gov





Release No. 0197.04

of

Remarks by Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman

Stand Up For Rural America Day – Policy and Investment Forum
Washington D.C. - May 18, 2004

“Well thank you so much for that kind introduction. And I certainly appreciate all the efforts of the Rural Local Initiatives Support Corporation, your supporters and all of our partners in working to build a better and stronger rural America. 

“It is a pleasure to join you today in standing up for rural America. We do that today. We do that the every day.

“When many people in urban settings think about rural America, images of farms and ranches are often the first things that come to mind.

“Historically, agriculture has gone hand-in-hand with the rural way of life.

“In the early days of our country, some 97 percent of the population were 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 the 2002 Census of Agriculture.

“That means the vast majority of our population including more than 50 million rural residents are no longer directly involved in raising the food and fiber for our nation.

“But many rural communities continue to rise and fall on the fortunes of the farm economy, which today is in a historic position of strength.

“Last year, net cash farm income was a record $63 billion and we are projecting a level for 2004 above the 10-year average.

“The index of prices received by farmers for all farm products, which is one of the measurements we use at USDA, for the month of April was the highest for any month since we’ve been keeping records, breaking the previous record, which was set the month before in March.

-more-

“We expect sales of farm products this year to top a record $215 billion.

“Farm land values were at an all-time high in 2003, increasing at an annual average rate of 5 percent since 2001 and farm equity reached nearly $1.2 trillion last year, the strongest balance sheet ever for farmers.

“The President’s tax cuts will allow farmers and ranchers to keep an additional $4 billion of their own money in both of the years 2003 and 2004 for a total of $8 billion in tax benefits that farmers and ranchers in just two years.

“The outlook for agricultural exports is also strong.

We are projecting a near-record $59 billion in agricultural exports this year and we are still hopeful we might break our all-time record of $60 billion.

“A strong farm economy is a critical boost to rural development investments and USDA also works closely with the more than 50 million rural Americans who are not directly involved with production agriculture.

“Rural Americans face challenges that include geographic isolation a declining population base and an increasingly competitive and global marketplace.

“USDA is working to help position rural areas and rural communities for the new millennium through our Rural Development programs focusing our efforts on three major areas:  housing, infrastructure, and economic development.

“First, housing.

“For most Americans, our home is the biggest investment we will ever make and it is a major factor in our quality of life.

“Under this Administration, USDA Rural Development has invested more than $10.2 billion to help 138,000 families realize their dream of homeownership.

“This year, we expect to help make that dream a reality for an additional 40,000 families.

“These investments not only help families build wealth but they also lead to job growth and additional economic activity in rural communities.

“Today, rural America has a high percentage of homeownership but more can be done, especially for minority populations.

“USDA is working aggressively to help meet the President’s goal of an additional 5.5 million minority homeowners by the year 2010.

“No matter where we live, quality housing is a vital part of our standard of living.

“Next, infrastructure.

“Last century, much of the development of rural infrastructure involved the stringing of telephone and electricity lines and clean water systems.
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“Today, it is still critical that rural Americans be connected to these basic services.

“Under this Administration, we have invested $10.7 billion in electric loans nearly $5 billion in water and waste-water systems and $1.5 billion in community facilities loans and grants.

“But in order for rural communities to compete and succeed, they need infrastructure for the 21st century, as well.

“Broadband technology is vital to help ensure that rural communities keep pace with other areas in terms of the opportunities it provides for businesses and individuals.

“Earlier this month, I announced the approval of an additional $190 million in loans and loan guarantees to increase the availability of rural broadband technology in 19 states.

“These funds are part of nearly $2.5 billion we have invested under this Administration that support the development of broadband-compatible systems throughout rural America.

“This will support the President’s commitment that he recently made, to universal, affordable access to broadband technology for all Americans by the year 2007.

“The promise of broadband is not just faster Internet access.

“It means economic growth and new markets where businesses can prosper and grow locally, nationally, and internationally.

“It also means new educational opportunities through distance learning.

“And it means life-saving medical treatment over telemedicine networks.

“Health care is one of the most critical aspects that contributes to the quality of life in rural America.

“That is why today I am pleased to announce that we are awarding a total of $1 million in grants to nine recipients, under the Rural Community Development Initiative to support the development of home health-care cooperatives.

“These cooperatives are a valuable addition to the health-care services available in rural areas especially for low-income and elderly Americans.

“Community organizations are a key to establishing and providing these services in a way that best meets the needs of local communities.

“Many of the partnerships in which our Rural Development programs participate also help support the President’s Faith-Based and Community Initiatives.

“It is vital that these organizations in communities and neighborhoods across the country become more aware of how they can come to the assistance of those in need.

“Finally, our last area of focus is economic development, which is so closely tied to our efforts to improve and provide housing and infrastructure.
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“Competitiveness in rural communities will depend on increased diversification and on new approaches and opportunities.

“Some of these new opportunities include renewable energy and promoting value-added agriculture production and we are making inroads in these type of activities as well. 

“USDA Rural Development has invested $21.7 million in grants that help reduce energy costs for rural business, farmers and ranchers, and communities and we will be making an additional $23 million available this year.

“These funds help enhance energy efficiency in rural areas or help develop a new generation of efficient and modern energy systems.

“These systems will be owned, and will ultimately generate new economic opportunities, for rural small businesses and small-scale farmers and ranchers.

“The Administration has also invested nearly $130 million in bioenergy and biomass ventures in rural America and more than $85 million in value-added agricultural product market development grants.

“But to help rural businesses better compete, we cannot simply focus on grants; businesses also need to operate more efficiently.

“Focus on strategies, finance, marketing, and other areas that will help them succeed and thrive in an increasingly competitive and dynamic business climate.

“Better rural businesses will be more able to maintain and attract high-caliber employees, which will improve rural communities.

“All of these areas, housing, infrastructure and economic development require strong partnerships.

“As you know, USDA is just one player in these partnerships but we are a critical one.

“All told, under this Administration, USDA Rural Development has invested more than $37 billion to support rural Americans’ pursuit of economic opportunities and a better quality of life.

“These activities have created or saved about 500,000 jobs.

“We often talk about programs and inputs when we discuss building stronger rural communities.

“I think the real proof of our success also can be seen in the faces of the men, women and children who benefit from these efforts.

“I have met with countless people who have bought their first home connected to the Internet or who have been provided with clean drinking water, thanks to USDA programs.

“Rural America is not just a source of food and fiber for our country and others around the world it is also emblematic of the unique character and strength of our great nation.
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“It is rewarding to be able to contribute to the quality of life of millions of our citizens and to touch them in such a meaningful way, on a daily basis.

“And we are pleased to have so many partners, like those represented here today, who share the mission of being committed to the future of rural communities.

“Thank you very much for having me here today. I truly consider it an honor.”

[Applause.]

QUESTION:  "Good afternoon.  Thank you for being here.  Thank you for your support.  Robin Fernandez from Ventura, California.  About two weeks ago we just opened up a 24-unit farmer project in Ventura.  Agriculture is a big dollar industry, (inaudible), and citrus.  We need more support in the farm worker 514-16 Program for rent subsidy.  I want to thank you for the increase in the 514-516.  But the other part as you know is crucial, so any comment about that in the future?”


SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, there is tremendous demand for all of our housing programs, and we've had the fortunate situation that housing programs have particularly on the home ownership side, loans, we are beginning to get a little more participation for our money because the interest rates have been so low.  But as I said, there's tremendous amount of interest in these programs, and we're going to continue to try to do what we can to make them used efficiently as possible and to allow us to do as much as we possibly can.  (inaudible).  I know the area in California where you come from and it is very difficult many times for farm workers or farmers and ranchers to get workers because there simply is no place for them to live.  (inaudible) like Ventura County where the cost of housing has really skyrocketed.  


"I was fortunate enough to go to Florida a few months back and open a new farm worker housing project there along with Governor Bush in which it was a partnership, as a faith-based partnership with Catholic Charities, putting together a whole new project there for farm workers, which was really designed in a very unique way.  I think they had (inaudible) architects from the town hall in San Luis Obispo come out and help design it.


"But I think when you see the lights on the faces of some of the people who hadn't had access to adequate housing (inaudible).”



QUESTION:  "(inaudible) San JoaquinValley (inaudible) in California.  We are thrilled to have the Secretary of Agriculture come from the Central Valley.”

SEC. VENEMAN: “Everybody is from California.”

[Laughter.]

QUESTION: “ Briefly you mentioned the frustration in San JoaquinValley, which is not considered rural in many ways.  (inaudible) here yesterday and this morning about perceptions in understanding rural America.  I think by that if Department of Agriculture, which knows better than anyone,  could assist in taking some leadership in helping to redefine rural America statistically, informationally so we can create better picture of what the needs and successes and general (inaudible).”
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SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, you know, this has been an issue that's been a concern to me.  The largest agriculture-producing county in the country is Fresno, the largest agriculture county in the country used to be (inaudible).”


(Laughter.)


SEC. VENEMAN:  "But the fact of the matter is, there's a couple of things that happen as you go west.  The definitions that you have in the cities and counties is over economic population and so forth don't quality for certain kinds of rural development programs.  And particularly as you're on some of the more populated areas like the West Coast, like the East Coast you run into this problem because you often are around fairly major sized cities although the bulk of your county is rural. 


"The other problem as you move from east to west is that in the East the counties are very, very small in area.  And in the West they're very large, so it's much harder not to have a city of some size that disqualifies you. So I had raised this issue having been in the Central Valley (inaudible) organization we know about called the Great Valley (inaudible).  There was some frustration that a lot of these programming was not available.  One of the more agriculturally productive areas in the country that was also an area of the country that in many ways did very much need the kinds of (inaudible) but they don't qualify (inaudible) program.


"The problem is defined in the statute, and we did bring this up with the Farm Bill, but we haven't yet been able to correct it legislatively to allow for some additional flexibility in that regard.  So I certainly share your concerns.” 



QUESTION:  "(inaudible) bread basket of New England, so at one point (inaudible).  My question is we do a lot of (inaudible) development.  We use (inaudible) program by the way which is very important, so I just (inaudible) matters way in which (inaudible) have a very good staff (inaudible) do our share.  When I was in South Africa a couple years ago I attended the United Nation’s World Summit on Sustainable Development, and I was just very impressed with the extent to which the [inaudible] , a lot of NGOs were quite concerned about the subsidy issue of farm payments and American farm exports that were working to the detriment of small farmers in those communities.  And I came back here thinking, we've got a small farm community too that probably needs a lot more help, and it made me realize too the Department of Agriculture budget and the Farm Bill actually devotes a lot to the subsidies but not so much to the other kind of development we need in Rural America.


"I know this might be sort of a ticklish item today, rather timely perhaps, but what would you think to be the prognosis of (inaudible) some of the subsidies in ways that create I guess more of a just share of that subsidy pie and or ways that are going to really help invest in alternative types of enterprises that are developing in rural America.”


SEC. VENEMAN:  "Well, I think it's a very good question, and there are multiple issues that come into this discussion.  As you say there's been a lot of criticism in the developing world (inaudible).  Actually in November of 2001 we were successful leading the global community, successful in negotiating the beginning of a new round of WTO  negotiations in Doha, Qatar. Ambassador Zoellick was (inaudible) we were able to launch the Round. In July 2002 the United States put on the table a very aggressive proposal in agriculture that basically said if others will reduce and eliminate their subsidies, we will do the same.  And so we stand ready to negotiate in the global trade talks to substantially reduce our subsidies as long as other countries do likewise.
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"Now with regard to some of the various (inaudible) we subsidize production agriculture versus what we spend in rural development programs, I think it's very, very important to understand that there are (inaudible) in discretionary spending you have, most of our farm programs are on the mandatory side but rural development programs, research programs,  are all on the discretionary side, which we try to hold pretty level every year as part of the budget process.


"And so it becomes more and more difficult as we have increasing pressures on what people need for discretionary spending.  All of our pest disease eradication programs are on the discretionary part of the  budget.  But when you look at the number of things we have had to deal with FMD, BSE, Sudden Oak Death, Newcastle disease, we have had major, major issues that are impacting discretionary spending putting a lot of pressure on our discretionary budget.


"So not to make excuses but it helps explain why there are certain kinds of spending and also certain kinds of pressures on the budget processes as we know it  today.  It's difficult.  We have a lot of programs we'd like to put a lot more money into but we have to --


"(inaudible) look at our strategic planning and our performance evaluation looking at where you get the best terms with the federal dollars spending.  So we're doing a lot more of that kind of thing as well.  


"But I do appreciate your question.  We certainly recognize the demand for increased --


"I want to thank you again very much for having me today, and I thank you for all that you're doing out in the country in rural America.”

[Applause].
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