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First, I’d like to thank the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry for giving me this opportunity to kick off the Sixth New Zealand Biosecurity Summit.  It’s great honor to be here this morning.

I’ve been in New Zealand just 2 days now, and I’m already deeply impressed with the environmental and agricultural treasures you have here.  It's easy to see why you take biosecurity so seriously—just as we do at USDA.  As a matter of fact, I was met by one of your beagles at the airport.

As most of you surely know, November 4th is Election Day in the United States.  But back in Washington—some 9,000 miles away—it’s still November 3rd.  Our polls on the East Coast won’t open for another 12 or 13 hours.  New Zealand’s elections are also just days away.
Whoever wins this Presidential election, one thing is certain: We’ll see new players both in the White House and at USDA, as well as new thinking about the role of the Federal Government.  Still, I assure you, many things won’t change.

The importance of ensuring biosecurity in trade won’t change.  The need for international standards to promote fair, safe trade based on sound science won’t change.  And the strong relationship between the United States and New Zealand certainly won’t change.
In addition, technology, science, and innovation will—without a doubt—continue to play a critical in role in biosecurity.  This morning, I want to share with you a number of USDA’s latest initiatives—both technological and regulatory—to ensure U.S. biosecurity.  Our goal is always to implement new technologies and new approaches that operate at the “speed of commerce.”

I’m also eager to learn from you as this summit proceeds, and I look forward to bringing ideas from your success stories back to the United States.

The Importance of the U.S./New Zealand Relationship

New Zealand is a steadfast partner with the United States on biosecurity.  When it comes to bio-protection, we essentially share the same worldview.  We understand that when prevention fails, the magnitude of the effort and cost—in terms of eradication programs and lost markets—can be enormous.
Our direct, bilateral relations remain close and cordial, even under difficult circumstances.  For example, in September USDA was forced to suspend New Zealand imports of cut flowers and greenery grown outside of certified greenhouses or screen houses due to recent interceptions of light brown apple moth in shipments at U.S. ports of entry.

Since then, we've been actively working with the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry to create a new protocol to reopen the U.S. market to these products.  I'm pleased to report that, effective November 1, it’s been resolved, and we’re allowing field-grown cut flowers and greenery produced under the Ministry of Agriculture and Forestry Biosecurity New Zealand Phytosanitary Compliance Program to enter the United States.  The fact that we together resolved this issue in just 7 weeks demonstrates the caliber of our trade relationship.

We in the United States have especially benefited from our close cooperation with New Zealand—as well as Australia and Canada, the other quadrilateral countries—in the QUADs for plant and animal health and food safety.  Through the QUADs, we’re sharing resources and information on emergency responses to plant and animal disease outbreaks.  This allows us to be better prepared for future crises.  And the QUADs have proved to be a particularly effective tool, giving all four nations a unified front to influence international standard setting.

On the animal health side, the QUAD countries focus on emergency management, animal welfare, international standard setting at the World Organization for Animal Health (OIE), and general international coordination.  Speaking of the OIE, I would like to take a moment to thank you for Barry O’Neil’s leadership at the organization.  Under his leadership, the OIE has helped to restore and stabilize trade in American products following the detection of BSE in the United States.
On the plant health side, the Quadrilateral Scientific Collaboration in Plant Biosecurity initiative promotes scientific cooperation on phytosanitary issues and the sharing of tools and technologies for plant protection.
Commitment to Science-Based International Standards

I can’t overstate the importance of our cooperative work on international standard setting.  In my view, international standards are a form of biosecurity technology because they’re effective tools developed with most current science.  And—importantly—standards also promote transparency.

Like you, we recognize that the OIE and the International Plant Protection Convention (IPPC) play a central role in biosecurity by promoting safety, predictability, and fairness in trade and improved global management of pests and diseases.  And when trade issues become contentious, as they sometimes do, international standards provide governments with agreed-upon frameworks so they can make correct, scientifically supportable decisions. 
North American Perimeter Approach

These same global principles also work on a smaller scale with bilateral and regional trade.  We’re actively seeking to harmonize—to the extent possible—our regulations with our bilateral and regional trading partners.  An excellent example of this effort is our recent initiative with our largest trading partner, Canada.

It’s called the North American Perimeter Approach, or NAPA.  Through NAPA, we’re working to increase consistency between U.S. and Canadian import requirements related to plant health risks.  This approach will also improve cooperation and communication between us—and ideally lead to the development of a shared plant quarantine system.

Close U.S.-Canadian collaboration on biosecurity is crucial for both countries.  We both share serious pest risks from shipments that arrive from other countries—and pests that enter one country could easily spread to the other.
And there’s another significant, complicating factor: Shipments arriving in North America can transit through Canada on their way to the United States, or through the United States on their way to Canada.  Because of differing geographical and environmental factors, the pest risk to the country of destination may be vastly different than the pest risk to the country of transit.  That’s why it’s imperative that each country take into consideration the phytosanitary risk to both countries for all commodities we import.
We enjoyed a major success in this area when we harmonized our Asian gypsy moth import regulations.  We now require ships departing from Japan, Korea, China, and Russia to be inspected for the moth before departure, and the ships are subject to inspection upon arrival in either country’s ports.  So far in 2008, the United States and Canada have detected 21 infested vessels from Japan, Korea, and China.
As part of NAPA, we're also developing a permit system to ensure that commodities grown in other countries entering either the United States or Canada comply with the phytosanitary import requirements of the destination country.  An equally important piece of the program is the electronic certification systems each country is developing that will allow us to exchange phytosanitary information efficiently and securely.

Animal Identification and Trade

Animal identification is another area where we’re collaborating very closely with Canada—as well as Mexico—to advance and to harmonize animal identification in North America.  And we’ve been active participants in the OIE’s activities to develop specific guidelines for animal ID and traceability.  The reason is simple.  Individual animal ID is one of the most important applications of technology for biosecurity today.

I’m eager to share our progress in the United States with our National Animal Identification System, or N-A-I-S.  Our goal with NAIS is to create a modern, tech-savvy, up-to-date system for responding to outbreaks of serious animal diseases.

NAIS is designed to cut losses, reduce delays, and retain markets, which protects a producer’s herd health and economic vitality.  This system will enable us to significantly reduce the time needed to conduct disease investigations.  Ultimately, we hope to put traceability data in USDA’s hands within 48 hours of an outbreak.

NAIS has three components: premises registration, animal identification, and animal tracing.  The system covers cattle, swine, sheep, goats, horses, poultry, bison, deer, elk, llamas, and alpacas.
Our initial focus has been encouraging farmers and ranchers to register their premises, and more than 488,000 are now registered out of 1.4 million—that’s more than a third of all premises in a few short years.  Premises registration is continuing even as we’re promoting animal identification and animal tracing.  Thirteen States now have more than 50 percent of their premises registered.
And we’ve made big strides in animal identification.  We’ve approved 24 devices that can trace an animal to its herd of origin, and so far millions of these devices have been issued to livestock premises.  We have also approved two injectable transponder devices and two tag devices for cull breeding swine.  In addition, we’ve worked out the protocols for group lot movements of poultry and swine that likely won’t receive individual identification.

To increase traceability, we’re doing a great deal of behind-the-scenes work—building the information technology infrastructure that supports NAIS, approving identification tags, and encouraging farmers to use them and participate in tracing animal movements in animal tracking databases.  We now have 17 USDA-approved State and private animal tracking databases established.

These are critical systems, but they’re practically invisible, tucked away on computer servers across the United States.  But building them and connecting them represents tremendous progress in creating the IT structure that undergirds NAIS and links us with our State and private partners.
We’re extremely pleased with our Web-based Animal Trace Processing System.  During an animal disease event, USDA can “ping” State and private animal tracking databases and receive crucial information to assist in our traceback efforts.  Six of the 17 databases I mentioned are fully functional with the animal tracing system, and all the others fully comply with NAIS data standards.
We also launched a new system this summer using Google mapping technology that will enable our staff to quickly map locations near a suspect herd.  With this program, we can draw a ring around an infectious herd and quickly find neighboring herds within a specified distance—another enhancement for tracing.  This won’t replace boots on the ground, but automation will cut days off of the current paper-based system.
The Lacey Act

As a regulator, I understand that participation and cooperation by industry and the public are keys to success for any government initiative.  Most people want to participate and comply with all requirements, but they just don’t know what they are.  Unfortunately, a few others are simply bad actors.

The United States recently passed farm legislation—known as the Farm Bill—that took aggressive action against bad actors who try to import illegally logged lumber.  The legislation amended a 108-year-old conservation law called the Lacey Act that is designed to combat illegal trafficking in wildlife, fish, or plants.  The amendment expanded the Act’s protection to a broader range of plants and plant products—with some limited exceptions—taken or traded in violation of any U.S. State law and most foreign laws.
As of December 15, 2008, it will be unlawful to import any plant or plant product covered under the Act without a declaration.  The Lacey Act now covers a wide variety of products, including lumber, wood pulp, paper and paperboard, and furniture, among many others.  The United States is serious about enforcement.  The Lacey Act provides for both civil and criminal penalties.
To address the new requirements, we formed an interagency group to develop a reasonable, feasible implementation plan that will allow us to enforce the law while giving those who are affected—including us regulators—time to make the necessary adjustments.  Based on the group’s work, we are proposing a plan for phased-in enforcement of the declaration requirement.  We’re also holding a series of public meetings near key port locations throughout the United States to inform our stakeholders about the new requirements.  
The Lacey Act amendments are a new tool that will help the United States to support the efforts of other countries, and its own States, to combat illegal logging and other threats to biodiversity.
Securing our Borders with New Technology

Now let’s take a look at USDA’s technology initiatives that are designed to ensure biosecurity without impeding international trade.  Our Centers for Plant Health Science and Technology are developing some fascinating technologies in this area, some of which I’d like to share with you now.  We’re also applying some tried-and-true technologies in new ways.

Remote Monitoring and Tracking of Quarantine Treatments
To reduce biosecurity risks while they’re still offshore, we’re developing a system to remotely monitor and track quarantine treatments.  Our Commodity Treatment Information System will be capable of collecting, analyzing, and reporting data from quarantine treatments performed on fresh fruits and vegetables at remote locations or in transit—including ships at sea.
The system integrates specialized data recording and transmission equipment, satellite communications, and advanced software architecture to allow USDA to track treatments—such as cold and hot air, irradiation, hot water, and vapor heat.  The result will be enhanced biosecurity and faster cargo movement and release at the port of entry.  The system will also include an irradiation reporting database we can use to electronically audit irradiation treatments.
Irradiation

On the subject of irradiation, USDA has truly advanced this technology as a phytosanitary treatment.  In fact, we wrote the North American Plant Protection Organization’s irradiation standard that became the IPPC standard.

Irradiation is an extremely effective method of mitigating a wide array of pests without compromising a commodity’s food quality.  We made it an official pest mitigation option under our regulations in January 2006, after we established a standard radiation dose for fruits and vegetables.  In March 2007, we published the first final rule allowing irradiated fruit—mangoes from India—to enter the United States.

We’ve pioneered irradiation programs in India, Thailand, Vietnam, and Mexico, with many more countries waiting in the wings.  Just last month the United States received the first shipment of irradiated dragon fruit from Vietnam.  The program has been so successful that Thailand has already had a second facility certified.  Our preclearance staff operates on site at USDA-certified irradiation facilities, monitoring the treatment and verifying that it’s mitigating all intended pests.
This process has excited many countries, especially those with small economies.  Sometimes, this is the only way they can mitigate pests.  We’re also exploring the idea of building a certified irradiation facility close to the Mexican border for importers and exporters moving commodities from quarantined areas.
Trace Element Analysis

To enhance biosecurity at the border, we’re developing chemical sniffer equipment to identify commodities, pests, noxious weeds, diseases, and pathogens—not unlike those beagles at the airport.  Although we’re in the developmental stage, we hope to make significant progress next year for some commodities—including the ability to identify propagative citrus material.
Enhanced Molecular Diagnostics

We’ve also deployed new diagnostic tools to address the increasingly complex challenge of pest detection and identification.  Our use of molecular diagnostics has allowed rapid, sensitive, and specific identifications that previously could not be realized.

We want to take this technology to the next level.  One of our goals is to adapt and develop molecular diagnostic tools for rapid identification of immature fruit fly species of economic importance.
We have a similar project aimed at economically important—but very difficult to identify—thrips species such as the chilli thrips.  We’re also exploring DNA variations in the Mexican fruit fly, which we hope to use in identifying the origins of these pests when they’re intercepted.  All of these molecular diagnostic innovations will mean higher throughput for screening material passing through our plant inspection stations—and more accurate trace out when we have a find.
Remote-Sensing Insect Traps

We’re also developing new technologies to combat pests that slip through our offshore and border defenses.  We know that early detection is the key to successfully eradicating exotic pests.
USDA, along with The Pennsylvania State University, is developing remote-sensing insect traps that make early detection much easier.  Here’s how they work:

Once an insect enters the trap, a sensor measures the acoustic signature of its wing-beat.  In many cases, an insect’s frequency shift in wing beats is unique and can serve as a species "fingerprint" for remote identification.  Our next step is to give the trap the ability to send the detection information  right to the computer screens of the monitoring staff, who can be anywhere in the United States.
New LBAM Insecticide Treatments

Insecticides remain a potent weapon in combating exotic pests.  In our fight against the light brown apple moth (or LBAM), USDA—in cooperation with researchers in Australia at the South Australian Research and Development Institute—has begun to develop novel insecticide treatments for LBAM on nursery stock.
The project seeks to identify alternatives to the current treatments that are equally effective but less acutely toxic.  Work to date has shown promising results for treatments using foliar applied oils, insect growth regulators, and some newer, “softer” synthetic organic insecticides.
In pursuing all of these technologies, we’re protecting our biosecurity on three fronts: Offshore, at the border, and in-country.  Technology clearly allows us to do more with less, an important factor in today’s global economic climate.
Revising and Streamlining Trade Regulations
Innovation at USDA is not confined to technology.  We’ve been pursuing a number of regulatory innovations to revise and streamline our import regulations.  We’re doing it because it’s the right thing to do, but we’re also doing it by necessity.
In the wake of lower tariffs, World Trade Organization agreements, and increased interaction through free and bilateral trade agreements, many countries now have heightened expectations for access to U.S. markets.  In addition, our consumers are demanding fresh goods in any season.  The result is that import petitions have quickly outstripped our rulemaking capacity, which typically involves a time-consuming pest risk analysis for each commodity from each country.
In response to this new international environment, USDA developed two major regulatory streamlining initiatives in the plant community.  We recognize that progress requires leaving behind the idea of promulgating rules “one commodity, one country” at a time.
Our goal is to find a way to use the rulemaking process to establish general standards for the international movement of animals, plants, and their products—and then act on individual country requests at an administrative level.  This frees up USDA resources to focus on more complex import issues.
Revision to the Quarantine 56 Regulations
Here’s the first example: In July 2007, we revised our fruits and vegetable regulations by implementing a new risk-based process for approving the importation of certain fruits and vegetables.  The revised regulations—commonly referred to as Quarantine 56 or Q56—expedite and streamline the rulemaking process.
The Q56 revision eliminates the need to publish a proposed rule followed by a final rule to approve the importation of each new fruit or vegetable from each individual country—as long as the risk for that import can be mitigated by one or more of five designated plant health measures.  Those five measures are: 

1. Port-of-entry inspection;

2. Use of approved post-harvest treatment;

3. A phytosanitary certificate accompanying the commodity, attesting that it originated from a pest-free area; 

4. A phytosanitary certificate accompanying the commodity, attesting that it is free from a specified pest or pests; or

5. The fruits or vegetables are imported as commercial consignments only.
However, if this criterion cannot be met, the commodity must undergo the full rulemaking process, which consists of a proposed and final rule.  We still conduct a pest risk analysis for new fruits or vegetables, just as in the rulemaking-based process, so we haven’t sacrificed protection—only paperwork.  However, if the risk analysis shows that the plant pest or disease risk can be sufficiently mitigated by one or more of these five measures, we approve the import through a notice-based process.
In that case, we simply publish a notice in the Federal Register announcing the availability of the pest-risk analysis to allow for public comment.  Barring substantive comments that disprove the findings of the pest-risk analysis, we publish a second notice announcing that USDA will begin issuing import permits for the commodity.
The Q-56 revisions do not change which fruits and vegetables are approved for importation or alter how the associated risks are evaluated or mitigated.  The revisions simply reduce the time involved in the approval process for those fruits and vegetables that are safe for importation under one or more of the five measures.  This process should also help to expand market access for U.S. agricultural exports as other countries recognize our efforts to encourage trade.

We also just launched a searchable, online database to make it easier for importers to check the entry requirements for authorized fruits and vegetables, including those approved using the notice-based process.  The database will include emergency pest notifications to alert users of changes in a commodity’s import status.  It will also allow U.S. agricultural inspectors to quickly determine whether a commodity is authorized to enter the United States—as well as the general requirements for importation.
Revision to the Quarantine 37 Regulations
We’re also revising our regulations pertaining to living plants, plant parts, seed, and plant cuttings for propagation— commonly called Q37.  This should be of interest to New Zealand exporters, who shipped more than $3 million in live plants to the United States in 2007.
Currently, Q37 prohibits or restricts the importation of certain plant and plant parts from designated countries.  We spell these out in the regulation.  Plants or plant parts that are not specifically listed can enter the United States as long as they undergo inspection at our ports of entry.

The problem is that we’ve intercepted an uncomfortable number of pests during these inspections.  To strengthen our biosecurity, we want to publish a rule that creates a new category of regulated plants whose importation is not authorized—pending pest risk analysis.  I believe this is very similar to your rules.
We recognize that once we have those restrictions in place, we’ll need to create a streamlined regulatory process for authorizing imports listed in this new category.  We’re looking very closely at modeling this new process after the fruits and vegetable regulation I just discussed.

Conclusion

As I mentioned at the beginning, USDA’s goal is to implement technologies and approaches that safeguard biosecurity while operating at the speed of commerce.  And the United States and New Zealand are on the right track to achieve it.  We’re applying technology to accomplish this goal on all three biosecurity fronts: offshore, at the border, and on the final battleground: within our borders if a pest or disease somehow slips in.
We’re standing shoulder to shoulder in the QUADs to advance biosecurity, international standards, and the flow of international commerce.  But perhaps the most important biosecurity measure we can take is building strong relationships and maintaining constant communication with our trading partners.  That’s certainly been the case with the United States and New Zealand.
The New Zealand Biosecurity Summit gives us a chance to learn and benefit from each other’s experiences.  Clearly, when one nation improves its biosecurity, all of its trade partners benefit.

Thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak with you today.  In the age of globalization, there is no doubt that we’re all in this together.  I look forward to enjoying the rest of the Summit.
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