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Good morning.  On behalf of the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Research, Education, and Economics mission areas, I would like to thank you for the invitation to speak to you, the 4-H leaders, during your annual conference.

As leaders of the largest youth organization in the United States, an organization with historical roots in rural America, you all play an extremely important part in the future of the American agriculture and therefore, the future of our Nation.

Today, American agriculture faces a difficult  challenge but has a very promising future.  The globalization of the world’s economy has opened vast new markets for American agricultural and food products, providing our farmers, ranchers, and processors, with many new economic opportunities.  At the same time, we face more competition from other nations with lower labor costs on the one hand, and new challenges in dealing with foreign pests and diseases on the other hand.

The growing world population is another big challenge. Available farmland is shrinking and population forecasters predict a world population of nine billion by the year 2050.  Our ability to feed and meet the consumer needs of this growing world population will require new scientific and technological breakthroughs. We will also need to develop new ways to increase the nutritional values  derived from food if we are to solve the problems of hunger and malnutrition in the developing nations of the world.

And environmental concerns will increasingly demand that we find environmentally friendly ways to produce food with fewer input resources, if we are to leave our children a healthy, safe, and cleaner environment.

The exciting part, and the part you can all help affect, lies in the future.  New technologies in the biological, engineering, and information fields hold great promise for solving many of the problems agriculture faces.

Our young people hold the key to fulfilling the promise the future holds.  And you, as 4-H leaders can help ensure that future for all Americans.

Recent statistics shows that while more and more young people are joining organizations like 4-H and the Future Farmers of America, the enrollment in our Nation’s agricultural colleges is not increasing proportionally.  We need to work together to turn this trend around.

One hundred years ago, when 4-H was first organized, roughly 30 percent of Americans were farmers and ranchers.  Today, farmers and ranchers make up less than two percent of our workforce.  Yet employment in the U.S. food and fiber system accounts for about 17 percent of all civilian jobs in our country. And agricultural exports alone accounted for $53.5 billion during Fiscal Year 2001--- a tremendous impact on our economy.  

Today, many Americans have lost touch with our Nation’s agricultural roots and as a result, do not understand the important role agriculture plays in our society and the Nation’s economy.  It is up to us, in USDA and our partners, through 4-H and other organizations, to help bridge this gap through consumer education.  It is important for the future of America to have citizens who are concerned and knowledgeable about our agricultural and food production system in order to answer the challenges that lie ahead and to affect sound agricultural policies.

I challenge all of you, as we enter into the Centennial Year of 4-H, to make a commitment to our future. As leaders, I ask that each of you make a special effort to encourage America’s youth to consider a career in agricultural and food science.  I would urge you use the resources of USDA’s Agriculture in the Classroom and other program’s to encourage elementary and secondary educators and teachers to explore the wealth of information these programs have and transport this information to 4-H participants. 

By fostering and developing an interest in agricultural and food sciences, you will not only be ensuring the future of American agriculture, but you will also be encouraging continued development of a sense of community and public service in our youth.

Agriculture affects us all and touches our lives in many different ways. From the food we eat, to the clothing we wear, to the environment in which we live in.  Today, our Nation enjoys the greatest agricultural and food production system and safest food in the history of the world.  Together, through organizations such as 4-H, we can continue to “Make the Best Better” for our children and the world.

I hope you have a productive annual conference and I look forward to joining you during some of the 4-H Centennial Year celebrations throughout next year.

Thank you.
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