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I am very happy to be here with you.

Things have changed. Things have always changed. Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, some things have changed faster than they would have otherwise.

Just after September 11, 2001, airport security, air traffic control, and related activities were at the top of everyone’s list of priorities. Gradually, as the whole picture of homeland security has been painted, every aspect of the food system has been included. Now, availability of safe food is high on everyone’s list.

References in brochures and mission statements to “safe and secure food” were written when that phrase had a very different meaning than it now has. Safe still refers to food safety, but it has taken on additional meaning. Deliberate contamination used to be a minor consideration–now it is at least equal with unintentional contamination.

Secure has changed even more. A few years ago CAST sponsored a meeting on World Food Security, chaired by Dave Lineback. At that time, food security meant adequate food accessible to everyone. This meaning of secure is nearly lost in a new, terrorism sensitive, meaning.

Even with our new sensitivities, the things we have always done are as important as they ever were. As last week’s ground beef recall so vividly declared, HACCP and all that goes with it are still critical.

Thankfully, people in many places around the world have better access to food than they had just a few years ago. However, we must be concerned about adequate food accessibility and assure that the supply of staples in the food chain pipeline is adequate. That, coupled with this week’s stock market tumble, begs us to pay attention to these larger issues.

I urge you to use the resources that have been placed in your control to do what is most important, despite all the fads, whims, and other pressures that buffer you.

Governor Ridge understands clearly the importance of USDA’s role in homeland security. The new Department of Homeland Security is now proposed to include the border security portion of APHIS and the Plum Island Disease Facility.

When the terrorist events happened last September, USDA had already been intensely involved for six months in an effort to keep foot-and-mouth disease out of the U.S. The potential of intentional threats to agriculture production and our food supply have required us to do much more.

We have been working closely with other federal agencies, state agriculture departments, academia, and the food industry. We have collaborated with universities and state agriculture departments to step up the development of rapid detection systems, expand our network of diagnostic laboratories, strengthen pest and disease surveillance, better secure and strengthen laboratories, and improve emergency preparedness capabilities.

Some of your institutions were asked to provide help with agro-security. These requests were based on what you were already doing, indicating that you were capable of quickly expanding. Location within the country was also a factor.

One good result of the analysis resulting from September 11 is an even stronger push toward collaboration. USDA REE is actively engaged with NIH, NSF, DOE, NASA, NOAA, EPA, USAID, and others.

Genomics has been a natural fall-out of emphasis on homeland security. This is motivated by potential for diagnostics, vaccines, etc. based on genomic information. USDA-REE is very influential in directing this work. In addition, Dr. Marburger of OSTP  named Dr. Jen chair of the Interagency Working Group for Animal Genomics.

USDA/NASA collaboration is at an all-time high point. There is an active USDA/NASA working group coordinating between USDA-REE and NASA Earth Science Enterprise. There are seven USDA/NASA geospatial extension programs. Addition of more such programs is being considered, with selection based on finding universities who are already active in geospatial work and giving them some additional support.

It is more important to get the job done than to do it. This concept is leading us to leverage large amounts of funding from many sources. The Farm Bill mentions doubling of funding. By working with other agencies, we can much more than double.

The lesson is to allocate the resources we now have to do what is most important now. Deciding what is most important is not a perfect science. It requires some ability to see into the future. We can optimize our investments into the future by looking at a large number of things that night happen and focusing on the most likely.

We can also build flexibility into our system. If our formula funds are not all tied up in tenured salaries, for example, our ability to respond to unexpected demands or opportunities is much better. This also helps preserve the argument for having formula funds.

The FY 2003 budget is near approval by the House and the Senate, probably after the August recess. The FY 2004 budget, including REE initiatives in genomics and consumer databases, is under consideration within USDA. We welcome your ideas and suggestions for the FY 2005 budget.

Again, I am very happy to be here with you today. 
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