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I am happy to be here with you. I bring you the good wishes of Secretary of Agriculture Ann M. Veneman.

I won’t restate what has been said other than to commend the combined efforts coming together from so many directions.

It is hard to imagine a more worthy cause to which we could devote our efforts than bringing people out of the hopeless cycle of poverty, with its whole family of miseries, into the light of security, independence, self-reliance, and progress. 

There is no lack of desire in those here today to see everyone stand on their own feet, lifted from ignorance and poverty to become self-sustaining.

One thing we have learned through all our efforts is that, in the end, if people do not take care of themselves, there is no guarantee that they will be taken care of. 

Sometimes short- and long-term goals interfere with each other. For example, food shipments to stave off starvation in the short-term can wreak havoc with the long-term goal of developing in-country agriculture.

The ultimate aim is to help the people to help themselves.

We have learned also that no one can defy natural laws and win, even economic laws.

Along with wars and famines, government taxes and regulations of everything from land use to marketing seriously affect food security and development.

We have to ask ourselves how to help remedy such root structural problems?

Agricultural Trade

The U.S. food system is a major factor in the political stability of the world.

There is a hierarchy of food status in the world. At the end are those who need to increase per capita food supplies to reach adequate caloric intake while protecting the environment and relieving stress on water resources. The middle is those whose rising per capita incomes are driving demand for greater dietary diversity, including more meat, milk, eggs, fruits and vegetables. At the top are consumers seeking highly customized diets, with emphasis on nutrition, healthfulness, convenience and sensitivity to how foods are produced, prepared and served. The U.S. food system has to deal with all levels.

With 96 percent of the world’s population living outside the U.S., the economic and population growth in developing countries will largely determine the future growth in demand for the U.S. food sector.

Over 50% of our current food exports go to lower income countries.

Our challenge is to make the global food system open to competitive forces.

By building human capital and stimulating development in low-income countries, we help them become trading partners.

Conflict Resolution and National Security

Agriculture is the economic livelihood of most developing countries and its health lies at the heart of the development process. Food security is more than food production. It is the efficient, reliable combination of access to needed food supplies and the ability to pay for them. Consequently, while agricultural development is a critical starting block for the economic development process, more is needed. As agricultural development takes hold, its growth in productivity releases labor that needs to find alternative productive uses.

Food and the Environment

The world faces a host of environmental issues including water availability and quality, carbon sequestration, soil erosion and contamination, and loss of biodiversity.

The most severe challenges to the environment occur in areas where food production is most constrained by lack of education and resources. Using fragile marginal land for agricultural production causes much of this damage.

Conclusion

Our universities are a great resource, but we have nearly lost the generation of people with international development experience to retirement.

When Malthus made his dire prediction about the starvation of the world it took about 20,000 square meters to feed one person. Now it takes about 2,000. By 2050 we have to reduce that to about 1300, even if we all keep eating just as we do now.

We have the technology to feed the whole world now, if everyone were to use it. We do not yet have the technology to feed the people who will live here in 2050.

The day before yesterday I read something from a former Economics Professor at University of Maryland that I would like to share with you. He said,

This is my long-run forecast in brief:

The material conditions of life will continue to get better for most people, in most countries, most of the time, indefinitely. Within a century or two, all nations and most of humanity will be at or above today’s Western standards.

Julian Simon (1932-98), Professor of Economics, University of Maryland (Regis 1997:198)

Having said that, I would add that things don’t just happen. Someone has to do something to make them happen. I have confidence that Dr. Simon’s forecast will prove to be correct. I believe we can shorten the time.

Thank you.
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