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Good morning.  It’s a great pleasure to be here today on behalf of the Department of Agriculture’s Research, Education, and Economics mission area.  It’s always an honor for me to meet with representatives of the people we serve and a privilege to speak with our Native American constituency. 

As a lifelong educator, the forward-looking theme of your conference and the goals of your organization strike a particular chord with me.  I have spent much of my professional life in education, helping to prepare the next generation of agricultural and food scientists. Even now, in my capacity as Undersecretary, for Research, Education, and Economics, education remains a primary focus. We both share a common goal in promoting the enrollment of more young people in university agricultural programs.

As in other communities, higher education plays a key role in the socioeconomic advancement of Native American communities.  As an Elder from the Crow people once remarked, “Education is the only lasting means for ending poverty on reservations, and among Indian people.” Today, in the new complex global economy, education is more vital than ever before.

The world’s food and agricultural system is undergoing dynamic changes being driven by the globalization of markets and cultures, and advances in information, biological, and other technologies.  Agriculture is changing from a commodity driven system to one that is driven by consumers — consumers who are concerned with the safety, nutrition, and environmental impact of the food they consume. 

These same consumers, however, have little understanding of how the food they eat is grown or produced.  For them food comes from a grocery store.  Still, others see agriculture and food production as crops growing in the field or stock grazing on the land.  These people fail to see the scientific, technological, and economic dimensions of agriculture. 

The challenge is not only to educate and inform people about our food and agricultural system but also to stir interest in our youth to the possibilities within agriculture beyond the farm or ranch.  We need to make our young people aware of the important and exciting opportunities available to them through the study of food and agricultural science.  Our success in this effort is vital to the continued health and prosperity of our agricultural economy.

Long ago the Department of Agriculture realized that the continued success of our citizens and our agricultural economy depended upon the welfare of our farmers and their farms.  Education was the way to ensure both. Since then, education has been a cornerstone of the USDA mission. We carry out our education mission through grants, cooperative extension programs, and through our relationships with universities and colleges. 

For more than 100 years USDA has had partnerships with institutions of higher learning through the Land-Grant Universities. And, over time, USDA has made special efforts to reach historically under-served communities, through refinement of the land-grant system, including the addition of the Tribal Colleges in 1994.  USDA highly values these partnerships as essential to carrying out the Department’s goals and as a means of optimizing the potential of our greatest national resource–our diverse human capital.  

The key to our success in meeting the challenges of the future lies in our ability to create opportunities for education.  Lack of education is the fundamental barrier that prevents many young people today from reaching their full potential.  Programs such as 4-H, not only teach life skills, but also make young people aware of the education and training opportunities available to them.  Extension programs can bring information, educational programs and technical advice directly to individuals, families and communities that enable them to be self-reliant and improve their lives through education.

The Extension Indian Reservations Program (EIRP) is one way that universities, Indian communities, and USDA cooperate to address the unique needs and problems of Native Americans.  These programs allow us to focus on the unique needs of the community and provide relevant and culturally-sensitive services, many of which target young people and families on the reservations. So far, there are 28 extension projects in 15 states.  

In FiscalYear 2001, we were able to add three new projects in Arizona, Idaho, and Montana.  

Today’s youth, regardless of where they live, will need an unprecedented level of education and technical skills to compete in the new global economy.  American agriculture, like all economic sectors, faces tough competition in the global marketplace.  We have far more capacity than needed to meet domestic demands. Today we export 25 percent of our agricultural products and further trade expansion will be critical to the future of American agriculture.  Our future markets will be among the 96 percent of the world’s consumers who live outside the United States.

We will need to continually look for new customers by developing new products and new uses for agricultural products, and finding niche markets to meet the demands of consumers worldwide. 

While increased trade is vital to our economy it also brings increased risks in the form of foreign pests and diseases. Recent outbreaks of “Mad Cow Disease” and foot and mouth disease overseas, and emerging issues of bio-security, make it imperative that we have systems in place to respond to disease outbreaks.  

Since the September 11 terrorists attacks we have faced significant challenges ensuring the safety and security of every aspect of our society including our food and agricultural sector.  USDA has taken steps to strengthen its essential programs and services to protect America’s food supply and our critical agricultural infrastructure.

As you are aware, President Bush established the Office of Homeland Security in early October under the direction of Governor Tom Ridge. One of the mandates of the Homeland Security Office is to coordinate efforts to protect United States livestock, agriculture, and systems from terrorist attack.  USDA is intimately involved in these efforts.  Some of the actions we have undertaken include stepping up security at appropriate USDA facilities.  This includes increased security at USDA facilities, building more facilities to adequately store hazardous materials, and additional resources to provide education, training, and technical support to states, local governments, and the food and agricultural sector.

USDA also responded to the terrorist threat by providing grants of approximately $2 million to more than 30 states to improve emergency preparedness and protection activities for agriculture.

In addition, USDA’s 3,400 agricultural inspectors are on heightened alert at ports of entry and in food processing plants. We are coordinating on biosecurity issues with other federal agencies such as the FDA, CDC, Customs, and law enforcement. And, we are examining our responsibilities ‑‑ looking at our short and long term needs ‑‑ to ensure we continue to protect America’s food supply and agriculture against pests and disease of any kind.

Assuring a safe food supply is a key component of USDA’s biosecurity strategy.  USDA’s Food Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS) has maintained a heightened state of alert with an emphasis on spotting irregularities in meat and poultry. 

The Commodity Credit Corporation, which works with commercial warehouse operators throughout the country, has alerted operators to be alert for unauthorized persons trying to gain access to storage facilities.  And the food industry has been alerted that their stocks might be vulnerable to attacks and tampering.

The Department and America face an enormous challenge. Cooperation and continued vigilance will be vital.  Everyone can help by staying in contact with your local and state officials who are coordinating emergency response where you live. Know who to contact if you spot any unusual activities so that you can report them.  It will take the constant vigilance of all of us to ensure our nation’s food and agricultural system remains safe. 

I want to thank you all for the opportunity of addressing this group.  I look forward to working with your association and hearing from you on how the Research, Education, and Economics mission area can better serve Native American communities.

Thank you.
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