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Thank you.  I appreciate the opportunity to join you at your annual meeting to spend some time talking about the next farm bill.  We’ll take a look at Secretary Johanns’ farm bill proposal and see what’s in it, particularly for specialty crops.  
I think you’ll find a lot to like.  
2007 Farm Bill Overview
We’ve seen incredible changes in American agriculture in recent years.  The advances in farming may not make front page news.  But collectively, and somewhat quietly, improvements in inputs, implements and practices have moved farming forward faster than many beyond rural areas realize.

Yet our farm programs remain pretty much the same.  Many of them are older than most of us in this room.  A number date back to the 1930’s.
But agriculture—at least in this country—has come a long way since then.  Then farming was one man, one mule and one plow.  Today, it’s a man—or a woman—running a tractor that costs more than a farm house.  Further, that tractor is linked to a satellite beaming down streams of data to a sophisticated computer.  And this system guides the tractor to enable precision agriculture.

Over the past 7 decades, we’ve downshifted from 6 million to 2 million farms—all the while upshifting production to feed an ever-growing population—here and abroad.  Even more amazing, today the bulk of our food and fiber comes from about 150,000 farms and ranches.  Efficiency, productivity and yields have increased exponentially.

As a third-generation farmer and rancher with roots—and farm and ranchland—in South Dakota, I’ve observed many of these changes firsthand.  I’ve watched multiple transitions on my father’s farm and on my own operation.  I know the importance of adapting and innovating to not only survive, but prosper.
It’s time to adapt our farm programs to the new realities of agriculture in America in 2007.  The farm proposal that Secretary Johanns has offered does that.
It takes a far-reaching, integrated approach to agricultural policies.  It’s a balanced strategy that offers detailed suggestions for change to improve current farm programs and reduce price and production distortions while maintaining a safety net for America’s farmers and ranchers.  Secretary Johanns has described it as “forward-leaning” and “forward-thinking,” a strategy to continue to transform and modernize agriculture.
This proposal also fulfills the Secretary’s commitment to develop a farm policy that is “equitable, predictable and beyond challenge by our trading partners.”  Equity and transparency are core values for Michael Johanns.  He’s been personally involved in the development of this policy and in listening to farmers and ranchers to ensure that it meets their needs.  
In addition, the Secretary has proposed a simple, common sense approach to management improvements.  He’s recommending reducing and simplifying programs while maintaining support for American agriculture and improving fairness.

We at USDA want to stay grounded and make sure what we do works for the people we serve.  We need to provide a strong safety net while adapting to emerging trends that are reshaping agriculture as we know it.  

We need a balanced policy that responds to the concerns and challenges of every sector of American agriculture.  We can’t help one sector at the expense of another.
The USDA 2007 farm bill proposal would increase equity by improving distribution of income support and expanding market opportunities.  Especially exciting to me are the provisions that open doors for beginning and socially disadvantaged farmers, expanding opportunities for those who want to get into farming and help for those who want to stay in it.

I am also pleased that the new policy includes an unprecedented commitment to conservation and the environment by creating one enhanced cost-share program for conservation with total funds of $21.5 billion over the next 10 years.  

But perhaps most importantly, this new proposal offers the most market-oriented approach I’ve seen since 1985.  It will meet U.S. WTO obligations today—and tomorrow.  

Another significant aspect is the focus on energy independence with increasing reliance on alternative fuels, including ethanol, biodiesel and methane.  In his State of the Union address, President Bush pledged to support research to find new methods of producing ethanol—“using everything from wood chips to grasses to agricultural wastes.”  The farm bill proposal includes $1.6 billion in new research funding focusing specifically on cellulosic energy research.  

We know that today most ethanol is made from corn, affecting prices for livestock producers.  For the future, it makes sense to turn to lower value inputs.  I’m sure you’ll all agree that making ethanol from switchgrass or corn stubble or leftover  wood chips or vineyard and orchard prunings would be preferable.  

Planting Restrictions Removed
Now, I want to get a little more specific and talk about what’s in the proposal for specialty crops.  And I want to be upfront.  
One of the changes that the farm bill policy proposes is eliminating planting restrictions for specialty crops.  Why?  Essentially because removing planting restrictions that are tied to  commodity payments places direct payment support for wheat, rice, grain sorghum, barley, oats, peanuts, corn, cotton and oilseeds squarely in the green box for WTO purposes.  This helps keep our exports—production from one of every three crop acres—flowing.  
Coupled with planting restrictions, U.S. direct payments could be considered amber—and put the U.S. over the limit—and out of compliance with current trade agreements.  Eliminating planting restrictions keeps us in compliance with WTO today—and prepares us to meet future possible requirements if the Doha round is completed.

On the face of it, this change might concern specialty crop producers.  BUT planting restrictions are not as critical for the specialty crop industry as they might initially appear.  
Most farmers who want to produce specialty crops in addition to program crops are already doing so, and the current planting restrictions don’t inhibit them.  New entrants to the specialty crop business are few and far between.  Why?  Because of a series of formidable barriers that have nothing to do with planting restrictions.  I’m sure that’s no surprise to any of you.  
These barriers include:

· Need for specialized equipment

· Need a contract for produce headed for processing—not easy to come by when markets are stagnant

· Need to be near processing plant 

· Expertise to be successful, meet market demands

· Higher production costs for specialty crops
· Need labor for harvest for fresh market

· Limited, seasonal production time, except for a few states like California 
Proposals Benefiting Specialty Crops
In truth, giving up planting restrictions represents little if any loss for most specialty crop producers—especially in exchange for significant benefits. The proposal presented by Secretary Johanns would:

· Phase-in $68 million in enhanced mandatory funding for the Technical Assistance to Specialty Crops (TASC) program.

· Increase funding for the Market Access Program to $225 million annually.

· Devote $3.25 billion over the next 10 years to purchasing fruits and vegetables for distribution to schools and other groups.

· Encourage nutrition education and consistency with the Dietary Guidelines that promote more fruit and vegetable consumption.

· Establish a number of initiatives to help fight sanitary and phytosanitary trade barriers.  

· Prioritize consideration of specialty crop applications in the Rural Development value-added grants awards process.

· Expand funding for research for the specialty crop industry, including a $100 million annual competitive grant program for producers to improve efficiency and competitiveness, and 
· Make specialty crop biomass used to produce cellulosic ethanol eligible for a new bioenergy program.

Customs and Border Patrol
I want to mention just one other issue.  I understand there’s been some interest in California in transferring agricultural inspectors now with the U.S. Customs and Border Protection agency back to APHIS.  The APHIS inspectors moved to CBP when the Department of Homeland Security was created nearly four years ago.
I met with CBP Commissioner Ralph Basham a couple of weeks ago to discuss how things are going.  As you know, creating DHS involved one of the largest governmental reorganizations in U.S. history.  We knew the transition would take some time and involve some ripples before everything settled down.
Initially, there were difficulties with recruiting and training inspectors, but those problems have been resolved, and CBP is now getting high-quality candidates who are succeeding in the training program.  Also, good news for retaining experienced agricultural inspectors, former Plant Protection and Quarantine employees received higher grades and pay commensurate with colleagues from other agencies that formed DHS.  Another plus is that CBP operates with cutting edge information technology systems.

The result is that in Fiscal Year 2006, agricultural inspectors with CBP intercepted almost 55,000 reportable pests at land borders, maritime ports, airports and other locations.

As you know, APHIS retains responsibility for issuing regulations related to entry of passengers and commodities.  I expect to continue discussions with Commissioner Basham to ensure we work together effectively to keep unwelcome pests out of the U.S.

Conclusion
In closing, I’ve now been with Marketing and Regulatory Programs for about 8 months.  I’ve traveled all over the country talking with agricultural producers—specialty crops, row crops, livestock—you name it.  
I love being with farmers and ranchers.  You have to be an optimist to be in this business.  You have to be an innovator—ready to try new methods, new seeds and breeds, new strategies to stay on top of new developments.

Spending time with folks who produce this Nation’s food and fiber reminds me of a bit of wisdom from President Teddy Roosevelt.  He said, “Far and away the best prize that life offers is the chance to work hard at work worth doing.”  

In that regard, all of us here today are highly privileged.  What can be more important than our Nation’s first and most vital industry?  What can be of greater value than producing food and clothing?  
Clearly agriculture faces challenges in 2007—and in the years ahead.  But those who work the land have chosen a vital career and a rewarding lifestyle.  You have the opportunity to work hard at work worth doing.  I know you value and appreciate it.  And I hope 2007 is a good year for each of you.
