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Thank you, Dr. Payton, Dean Hill.  It’s good to be back at Tuskegee, especially to join you as you celebrate your 125th anniversary.
It was my privilege to come here about two years ago during Black History Month to tour your fine university.  I was honored to meet some of the Tuskegee Airmen and to see one of the P-51 Mustang fighters that they flew during World War II.   
Growing up in rural Gann Valley, South Dakota, I heard tales about the buffalo soldiers, stationed at the local fort, but other than that, black history wasn’t emphasized.  So, I really appreciated the opportunity you offered me to learn more about the work of Booker T. Washington, George Washington Carver and others who devoted their lives to Tuskegee and to improving the lives of African Americans—and improving agriculture throughout this country.  

My time here at Tuskegee gave me a new and deeper appreciation for the leadership of pioneers who did not let racial barriers prevent them from reaching their goals.  It was a moving and monumental experience for me, and I am grateful for all I learned.  I also came to deeply admire the honesty, wisdom and faith of those who walked difficult paths with dignity and courage.
I know Dr. Ron DeHaven, who heads the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service, was here with you in September for your Biomedical Research Symposium.  He spoke, as did one of your distinguished graduates—Dr. Chester Gipson, who heads the APHIS Animal Care area.  (And, by the way, Chester has one of the toughest jobs in APHIS.)
In addition, Dr. Saul Wilson, director of Tuskegee’s International Center for Tropical Animal Health, spent many years with APHIS.  And in recognition of his distinguished service, the agency offers a scholarship in his name.  (And I had the honor of meeting him this morning.)  We have been fortunate at USDA to have a number of outstanding graduates of Tuskegee on our staff.  

It’s good to be here again.  This morning I want to talk a little about our work at USDA to reach out to all farmers across the U.S. and to promote a diverse workforce within the Department of Agriculture.  I want to share a little about key principles for sustainability in the future.  And I also want to touch on future opportunities for professional agricultural workers and what lies ahead with the next farm bill.
As you know, until about four months ago I headed the Natural Resources Conservation Service.  In early August, I was confirmed by the Senate as the Under Secretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs.  So, I’ll be talking with you this morning based on my experience in both positions.
Transparency

As we look to the future of agriculture in America, we need to make certain that everyone has information on farm programs and their opportunities to participate.  
Forums like this agricultural workers conference are key to that.

One of the principles that I consider critical in any government position or program is transparency.  Everyone needs to know what you are doing and why.  
We need clear, consistent and fair rules.  Stakeholders should be able to see for themselves that there is a level playing field, that there’s rhyme and reason to the decisions we make.  
We need to be open and provide information freely to everyone.  The Internet makes this job easier, and it’s a great tool for getting information out to the public quickly.  Everything you want to know—and more—about federal farm programs and policies is available at www.usda.gov. 
Outreach

But just putting information on the web is not enough.  I believe it’s important to reach out to our farmers and ranchers to ensure they are aware of new tools and the latest innovations and research, as well as farm programs for which they might qualify.    
As you know, participation in most farm programs is not automatic.   Farmers must apply.  At NRCS, we made an extra effort to reach out to minority farmers to let them know about programs that could help them conserve natural resources on their land.

Limited Resource Farmers Initiative
I want to tell you about one of our special efforts.  In 2005, we began the Limited Resource Farmers Initiative.  We reserved about $6 million in Environmental Quality Incentive Program funds—that’s the biggest conservation program in the NRCS portfolio—just for limited resource and beginning farmers.  
The initial program covered 11 southern states and the Caribbean Area, and the focus was helping limited resource and beginning farmers implement good conservation practices on their lands.

Essentially, limited resource farmers competed only against other operators in similar situations.  This made a lot of sense, and it was a rousing success.  When we tallied the totals, we actually worked with more than 1,100 farmers to invest $6.8 million in cost-effective and economical conservation practices.  
Typical practices under this program include:  
· Erosion control

· Brush management

· Water management

· Grazing land planting and management

· Nutrient management

· Livestock watering facilities

· Pest management

· Fencing, and

· Irrigation systems

And most importantly, NRCS streamlined the practices so they would work better for limited resource farmers.

Under the initiative:

· At least 10 percent of the overall cropland had to be planted to alternative crops,

· Producers could have 100 acres or less of cropland,

· Cost-share rates were up to 90 percent for all practices, and

· Contracts were limited to $10,000.

In 2006, NRCS broadened the program and expanded it nationwide, increasing funding to $10 million.  But many states decided to devote additional funds from their base allocations to extend the reach far beyond initial expectations.  The numbers are still incomplete, but the initial tally suggests that in Fiscal Year 2006,more than $54 million in contracts were signed with nearly 1,400 limited resource farmers for conservation projects on their land.
This initiative has proven effective in encouraging underserved producers with small operations to address natural resource concerns.  It’s a viable strategy to help more farmers get conservation on the ground.  

Other Initiatives
Yesterday, CSREES announced the results of the 2501 program.  Congratulations to any of you who were successful applicants.  I know Tuskegee received $300,000.

Another program we found fruitful in NRCS was Conservation Innovation Grants.  (And NRCS announced the opportunity for 2007 just yesterday.)  This program funds projects that explore, develop and pass on cutting edge conservation technology.
One of these grants went to the Wiregrass Farmers Cooperative—and other local groups—in Southeastern Alabama. This project created a demonstration farm to showcase management intensive grazing, reaching out to 60-80 limited resource farmers, most of whom are farming 50 acres or less. 
A year ago, I visited their demonstration project for a Grazing Grass-Fed Beef field day and saw firsthand some practical strategies that will help farmers minimize the negative environmental impacts of overgrazing. This particular effort to share conservation through demonstration was solidly linked to a faith-based commitment to help small, limited resource farmers address both their economic and resource concerns.  

A number of the NRCS Conservation Innovation Grants focus specifically on transferring technology to small operations.  One grant went to Heifer International to encourage limited resource farmers across eight southern states to adopt management intensive grazing.   Another project in Arkansas demonstrated low-cost drip irrigation systems for small producers.  

A Georgia grantee promoted sustainability on small farms through solar power for irrigation.  Several projects involve demonstrating ways to improve feed for dairy cows to minimize excess nutrients that wind up in the watershed.  All of these efforts benefit both limited resource farmers and the environment.
NAIS

I want to switch gears for a minute and mention another effort that’s going to be important to small farmers who have livestock—and an area where I need your advice and comment.  That’s the National Animal Identification System.  
NAIS is a voluntary system designed to protect animal health, protect producers’ businesses, protect access to markets and protect neighbors who share the rural landscape.  It includes three phases—premises registration, individual animal or group identification and then tracing so that when a disease outbreak occurs we can respond quickly.  Farmers and ranchers can participate in one, two or all three phases.  

We are encouraging everyone with livestock—whether they’re in commercial agriculture or just keep a backyard flock or a couple of riding horses—to participate in premises registration.  Registration is simple and free and ensures that the information is available—held in state and private databases—to contact producers should a disease event occur.
Let us speak straight—this issue has been controversial, and we need your contacts to deliver on this.  I know the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service would welcome and greatly appreciate anything that you as professional agricultural workers can do to encourage the producers you work with to take the first step and register their premises.   I’m looking to you all for ideas as to how best to encourage farmers in the Southeast to participate.

Our message is Register to Protect:  Your Animals.  Your Livelihood.  Your Future.  

Premises registration is important for individual livestock owners, as well as their neighbors, and rural communities.  If you’d like further information on NAIS, visit the updated and expanded NAIS website at www.usda.gov/nais.
Opportunities Ahead

I want to turn now to the future outlook for professional agricultural workers.  The future is indeed bright, and there are many opportunities just ahead.  
The retirement wave of baby boomers—out of federal service—or perhaps I should call it a tsunami—is almost upon us.  Students from Tuskegee and other institutions will find the doors wide open and the welcome mat out.  We’re also open to anyone who wants to change careers.
We at USDA want to have an environment that:

· Welcomes diversity 

· Expects excellence

· Encourages innovation and continual learning, and

· Rewards creativity and results achieved.

USDA will be looking to find—and keep—many new employees.  Those who’ve majored in veterinary science, soil science, agronomy, biology, forestry, chemistry, natural resources management and other agricultural subjects will be welcome.  Other USDA agencies need economists and rural development specialists.

Diversity is important to me today as Under Secretary for Marketing and Regulatory Programs, and I consider it an essential element for managers throughout USDA.  Part of that effort continues to include working with USDA’s 1890’s scholarship program for promising students at Historically Black Colleges and Universities.  
Sustainable Agriculture
As we look toward the future for American agriculture, I think it’s important that we continue to do all that we can to instill in the next generation the land ethic that Aldo Leopold described so eloquently in A Sand County Almanac.  
Farmers and ranchers have always been at the forefront of conservation—their lives and livelihoods depend on the land.  Safeguarding the environment and sustaining the productive capacity of the land begins with a commitment to conservation.  
We must individually and collectively recognize the highest and best use for the land, do all we can to improve water quality and quantity and maintain and enhance habitat for the wildlife who share the land with us. 

The emphasis for conservation in the future will be at the watershed level—nature’s boundaries of rivers and streams—beyond the field, farm and forest. Cooperative conservation will be the norm as more and more projects focus on the landscape level.  Conservation projects will emphasize community objectives of clean water and improved air quality and will involve state and local governments and private organizations along with landowners.
We’re also poised for tremendous opportunities in market-based conservation.  Increasingly the marketplace will become a source for conservation funding.
Some of the market-based approaches will involve agreements and payments—such as credit trading.  Others may be options simply driven by market conditions—opportunities that farmers and ranchers have to increase productivity and improve environmental stewardship at the same time—such as what you will hear this week from corporations that are looking to partner with you. 
2007 Farm Bill
I want to mention one final topic before I close and take your questions.  And that’s the 2007 farm bill.  
As Secretary Johanns has noted, we need a farm policy that supports today’s agriculture—not a policy based on conditions that existed five years ago.  In fact, our basic rural policy hasn’t changed significantly since the Depression—some 70 years ago when we had 6 million farms rather than the 2 million we have today.  
Further, in 2006, most of our food and fiber actually comes from about 150,000 farms and ranches.

Today about 85 percent of total farm-family income is from non-farm sources, and most of America’s farmers work in town and farm part-time.  That’s particularly true of limited resource farmers.  And it’s a reason that a robust farm policy is so important.  
When we met with farmers and ranchers in a series of listening forums in the summer and fall of 2005, we learned that some are very happy with the 2002 farm bill.  But others pointed out that the subsidy programs produced a very uneven distribution of support.  
The reality is that 60 percent of farmers today receive little cash support under the current farm bill.  I don’t know for sure.  I don’t have the statistics to prove it.  But my gut tells me that many, if not most, minority farmers fall into that 60 percent.  
They are not receiving direct support.  The farm support programs we have today don’t match their needs.
On the other hand, minority farmers are eligible for conservation programs, and they do benefit from research and market development efforts.  No-till and other energy reduction strategies can increase their bottom line.  And they do benefit from the farmers’ markets that the Agricultural Marketing Service promotes.  
It’s clear that times have changed—globalization is bringing new and expanded opportunities—and new challenges—and we need a farm policy that reflects and supports the changes.  Secretary Johanns has promised that we will develop a farm policy that is equitable, predictable and beyond challenge by our trading partners.  

Agriculture is our nation’s first industry, and it’s a critical contributor to our economy.  It also embodies the values upon which the United States was founded:  hard work, family, faith and opportunity.  We need a farm policy that keeps pace with the times, but also maintains these values.  

Conclusion
In closing, I want to share with you a wise saying from one of my favorite Presidents—Teddy Roosevelt.  He said, “Far and away the best prize that life offers is the chance to work hard at work worth doing.”

In that regard, graduates of Tuskegee University are among the most fortunate.  
Those who complete their education here will leave with knowledge and skills that are—and will be—in high demand in the U.S.—and around the world.  
Professional agricultural workers—from this institution and from others—know the importance and value of serving our nation’s farmers.  What could be more important or more rewarding than working with those who help feed and clothe the world?  
I wish all of you well in your careers in agriculture.  
