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Good morning. It’s a pleasure to be here on behalf of the U.S. Department of Agriculture and the Research, Education, and Economics mission area. I am also pleased to see that the workshop topic, “Insect Genomics,” has attracted the attention of such a distinguished group of scientists.  

Workshops such as this provide a unique opportunity to foster the kinds of collaborative relationships that will be key to finding scientific solutions to the problems confronting humanity in the 21st Century.  USDA highly values continued and increased cooperation and partnership opportunities such as this to help achieve common goals. 

These are exciting times for science, including those of us concerned with agricultural science.  The field of genomic research has opened a whole new avenue to solving some of the most vexing problems facing agriculture today.  Many of these problems involve controlling insect pests.  This is an issue that cuts across the entire range of commodities and has a tremendous impact on our agricultural economy—an economic sector that depends increasingly on global trade.  This is true, not only for the American economy, but for many other countries who rely on agricultural exports as part of their overall economy. 

For example, the United States exports about 25 percent of its agricultural production and during Fiscal Year 2001, these exports totaled $53.5 billion.  Additionally, every dollar of export sale generates another $1.39 in supporting economic activity.

The total value of U.S. agricultural commodities in the year 2000 was about $200 billion, but insects literally “eat away” about 13 percent of this value, or $26 billion–a significant amount.

In today’s global economy, farmers already face tough competition in the world marketplace, driven by consumers who demand high quality, safe food, and agricultural products at a good price.  This globalization of trade, coupled with an ever more mobile population, creates additional problems for agriculture in the form of invasive species.   It is estimated that in just the United States, invasive plants and animals cause $138 billion per year in losses to agricultural and natural areas. Invasive insects alone cost us $30 billion. Important invasive species such as the corn earworm/cotton bollworm, the corn rootworm, or the imported fire ant, are responsible for $1 billion in losses annually. 

Additionally, American agriculture continually grapples with recurrent invasions of fruit flies, our number one quarantine pest, costing federal and state governments large outlays for eradication. 

Beneficial insects are also affected by invasive pests. Honey bee pollination adds $15 billion value to agricultural commodities; yet, honey bees are being devastated by invasive mites and diseases. Insects as disease vectors are also a major concern and are extremely difficult to control. The glassy-winged sharpshooter, which has recently invaded California, transmits Pierce's disease.  This disease threatens the entire $9 billion California wine industry. Researchers estimate that we have to control 96 percent of the bugs before we get the slightest reduction in disease. This is a near impossible task with current technologies. New approaches are urgently needed. 

The problems are obviously enormous, and growing but, not without solutions--solutions that may lie within genomic research.  Insect genomics offer us important tools to controlling these insect pests and diseases.  Any way we can reduce agricultural losses caused by insect pests will have a tremendous impact on our food and agricultural system.

So, you can see why USDA has a vested interest in genomics and why workshops like this will be an important factor to finding solutions to these global problems. Indeed, the issues we are faced with are so complex and multifaceted they can only be solved through cooperative efforts.  

For those of you with questions, for specifics on USDA genomic programs I’ll have to defer to our scientific experts whose presentations will follow shortly.

In closing, I would like to personally thank, Dr. Kevin Hackett from the Agricultural Research Service and Dr. Mary Purcell from our Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service for their hard work in organizing this event and for the opportunity to address this prestigious group.  I hope you have a productive workshop and I look forward to being part of future cooperative efforts.   Thank you.
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