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Good afternoon.  It is always a great pleasure to meet and speak with members of the Research, Education, and Extension constituency.  I especially appreciate the chance to speak to groups like the USDA and Hispanic Association of Colleges and Universities (HACU) Leadership Group because you represent the kinds of partnerships that are so vital to our future. 

As you know, I have spent much of my career within academia and I have witnessed the tremendous changes which have taken place at our colleges and universities and our society as a whole.  

In the past, economics–largely focused on increased crop yields, drove the research agenda, both within the universities and the government sector. However, our food and agricultural system is evolving from a commodity driven system to one which is consumer driven.  More importantly, the needs of our society have changed and we must respond accordingly.  Today, engagement and outreach into the community are as important as research.

Universities must become part of the social fabric of the country; they must use their tremendous knowledge resources to help people at all levels of society become successful; and they must contribute to the public good.

Likewise, the government needs to adapt in order to support our universities and colleges in meeting the future technological and educational needs of the nation.  This requires optimizing the potential of our greatest national asset–our diverse human resources.

Today the United States is experiencing unprecedented changes in demographics. As you are aware, the most dramatic changes are occurring within our Hispanic population which has grown nearly 40 percent during the past decade. 

As a foreign-born American I can appreciate both the great opportunities which abide within our country and the challenges that minorities face in realizing their full potential.

The very fabric of our society is changing and the challenge we face is whether or not we will seize the initiative to become a nation that uses its great diversity to an advantage or whether we will become a country of “haves” and “have nots.”

The key to our success lies in our ability to create opportunities that address the disparities that exist, particularly in regards to education.  Lack of education is the fundamental barrier that prevents our Hispanic youth from achieving their full potential. As a great nation built by the hands of immigrants, we cannot afford to waste the minds and talents of 12 percent of our population simply because we failed to make education more accessible.  

That is why the USDA and HACU partnership is so vital and why we must continue to strive for greater outreach.  We must not only provide opportunities in the form of educational grants and internships, but we must also reach young people and make them aware of the education and training opportunities available to them.  

In recent years, the Department of Agriculture has made a concerted effort to improve opportunities for Hispanics.  The USDA/HACU initiatives are critical to our efforts. 

The goals of this Leadership Group are fundamental to the Department’s goals.  We share the same objective in carrying out educational programs that contribute to the Nation's food and agricultural scientific and professional workforce. The Department is also committed  to increasing the representation of qualified Hispanics at all levels of the USDA workforce.  Progress has been made, but more must be done so that the “People’s Department” is a better reflection of the people we serve.

During the past four years, the USDA/HACU Leadership Group has taken steps toward achieving our ultimate goals. The continuation of the partnership between USDA and the Hispanic Serving Institutions (HSIs) is important for many reasons.  USDA needs a well-trained workforce if American agriculture is to successfully compete in the global economy.  The training and education of our future scientists and other professionals is also fundamental to our research, education, and extension programs. 

We can only achieve our long-term goals by investing in human capital today.  That means reaching out to students from diverse racial and ethnic backgrounds.  We can do this best by promoting excellence in academic programs at colleges and universities serving students from groups under represented in food and agricultural science.

Government, university, and industry partnerships are fundamental to the continued health and prosperity of American agriculture.  And ensuring every American has access to an education that will allow the full realization of their potential is fundamental to the continuity of the ideals upon which our Nation was founded.

I look forward to working with this group and hearing from you on how the Research, Education, and Economics mission area can better help the Hispanic Serving Institutions.  Thank you.

