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Good afternoon.  It is an honor to be here to address this prestigious group and to share with you my preliminary thoughts on the future of U. S. agriculture and agricultural research.  I will also talk briefly about the importance of the National Research Initiative Grant Program and biosecurity within the scientific community in regards to homeland security.

Today, American agriculture is at the beginning of a new era. New science and technology born of the information age are coinciding with the globalization of the world’s economies. 

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.  American 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 consumer needs and concerns are helping to direct our future in agriculture and agricultural  research efforts.  Recently, USDA published an important principle book entitled, “Food and Agriculture Policy:  Taking Stock for the New Century.”  It will serve as the guiding principle for the Administration.

Trade expansion is critical to the long-term economic health of the American agricultural sector.  We have far more capacity than needed to meet our domestic requirements.  To capitalize on this excess capacity, our farmers, producers, and food industry must expand to international markets.  However, this market  faces much competition.  This competition means that we need to develop new products for specialty markets, and find new uses for agricultural products, such as bio-fuels and other bio-based products.  All these things are driving the future of agricultural research in the United States.

Improved science and information technology have opened up new avenues for research including, but not limited to, precision agriculture, biotechnology, genomics, and bio-informatics.  These in turn have created new opportunities for solving some of our most difficult problems in agriculture. 

Already biotechnology has introduced new options to farmers, increased profits, and made farming more environmentally friendly.  It also promises advances in combating hunger and malnutrition, while helping to treat and prevent some of the most debilitating diseases affecting much of the world’s population.

Genomics and bioinformatics will also help foster greater advances in agricultural science through the more rapid expression of desirable traits.  Advances 

in genomics could also help us in controlling the many pests and diseases which affect agriculture.

Increased world trade has opened vast new markets for American agricultural products.  Increased trade also brings increased risk from foreign pests and diseases.  The recent outbreaks of BSE and foot and mouth disease have also demonstrated the need for an integrated, cooperative approach to addressing emerging animal disease issues.

Research to develop rapid detection capabilities and new vaccines to prevent disease is also at the forefront 

of protecting American agriculture from emerging disease threats. 

In the past, technological change in agriculture focused on tools and techniques to lower farmer production costs and increase yields. Today, production technologies are being used not only to reduce producer costs, but also to conserve natural resources and protect the environment.  “Precision agriculture” using sensors, automated responses to monitor variables, (such as rainfall) and robotics can help farmers optimize efficiency and environmental quality by reducing inputs.

Biologically based technologies are especially promising as a source for new agricultural products.  For example, the production of bio-fuels, specialty chemicals from plants, soy-based inks and diesel fuel, industrial adhesives, and bio-plastics. 

In addition to plant and animal biotechnology, the food  biotechnology will also permit the rapid development and production of agriculturally grown pharmaceuticals, crops for industrial use, and crops or livestock with specific traits for niche markets.  Products and commodities could be produced with consumer-friendly traits such as higher nutritional content, low fat, or better flavor.

Human nutrition science is another challenging area for future research.  Our approach to human nutrition has moved from a focus on the prevention of nutrient deficiencies to an emphasis on health‑maintenance and  reduced risks of chronic diseases. 

Agricultural research encompasses a broad range of topics from rural sociology to genomics and there are many more areas which will benefit from public investment in new tools and technologies, but no one research organization alone can accomplish everything. In fact some of the problems we face today are so multifaceted and complex that cooperation and collaboration are essential.

That is why USDA strongly supports collaboration with research universities, industry, and other government agencies both at home and abroad.  We have numerous agreements with research universities and industry partners.  Many of our ARS scientists are collocated on college campuses throughout the country.  We also have an active international program and have five laboratories overseas and numerous joint international research program agreements.

We also fund many research projects through various grant programs administered by the Cooperative State Research, Education, and Extension Service. One such program is the National Research Initiative (NRI). The NRI is an important avenue for funding research in the biological, environmental, physical, and social sciences on problems relative to agriculture, food, forestry, and the environment.

The NRI uses a vigorous competitive peer-review process to award grants. Competition is open to researchers at all U.S. academic institutions, federal research agencies, and private and industrial organizations as well as to individual researchers with no institutional affiliation.

The NRI competitive review process encourages multidisciplinary research, which is needed to solve complex problems, and encourages innovative ideas and approaches.

Each year, panels of scientific peers meet to evaluate and recommend proposals based on scientific merit, investigator qualifications, and relevance of the proposed research to U.S. agriculture.

NRI-funded research has yielded significant results across the broad range of agricultural science and has been featured on the covers of prominent peer-reviewed scientific journals. The NRI has been remarkably successful in providing a knowledge base to underpin applied mission-oriented research.  I have made fully-funding of the NRI at the $500 million level my top priority.

In recent weeks, another issue has emerged on the National forefront –- biosecurity.  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 food systems from National attacks.  USDA is intimately involved in these efforts. 

At USDA we are taking extra measures to protect and enhance the physical security at our research and laboratory facilities, particularly at our five bio-safety level III (BSL-3) labs.  

We have identified 56 critical research facilities and completed a survey to determine which facilities require an immediate upgrade in physical security.  Additionally, Sandia National Laboratory has initiated, at the Department’s request, a risk assessment and security analysis of our five BSL-3 labs.  This analysis is expected to be completed by mid-December.  

The scientific community can also help by reviewing security procedures at all laboratories and ensuring procedures are in compliance with all applicable laws and regulations.  Members of the research community should also be alert to any suspicious activity and to the implications of possible hostile use of emerging research.

In regards to what research needs to be done in this regard, development of preventatives as well as treatments for novel infectious agents are needed.  Near-real-time diagnostic techniques are also required.  And the development of forensic techniques, in conjunction with a registry of pathogenic strains to determine attribution, will be important.

USDA recognizes the need to increase security, while not undermining the American principles of access to knowledge and openness of the scientific system.

President Bush said in a recent address to the Nation, “We have entered a new era and this new era requires new responsibilities both for the government and for our people. The government has a responsibility to protect our citizens, and that starts with homeland security.”  

It is important for everyone in the scientific community to remain alert, for it will take the constant vigilance of all of us to ensure our Nation’s food and agricultural system remains safe. 

Thank you for your attention.
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