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I thank the chair for yielding.  I am happy to join the Chairwoman as we markup the fiscal year 2008 appropriations bill for Agriculture, Rural Development, the Food and Drug Administration and Related Agencies. 

I would like to say how proud I am to serve on this Subcommittee.  It is important to remember that the work that this Subcommittee does reaches every American, and many others around the world, everyday.  From agricultural research, to farm and conservation programs,  marketing and regulatory programs, rural economic development, nutrition assistance and international food aid, and food and drug safety – we are there.
The chairwoman has done her best to hold hearings that she believes are important to the work of this subcommittee, and we will continue to work with her on these issues. 
The bill before you is at our 302(b) allocation of $20.623 billion dollars, and any spending amendment would have to be offset in BA.  It is a good bill and deserves our support.  

As Ranking Member, I think we should all respect the request by the Chair to hold off on offering amendments at this markup, and wait until the full committee.  However, members do have rights, and if you feel strongly enough that you need to offer an amendment today, we’ll deal with it.  

There are several issues in this bill that I am concerned about and want to highlight and I hope that we can work in a bipartisan way to address these issues:

Earmarks 
As you are aware I have sponsored legislation to find ways to improve the process and lessen the amount of earmarks, and I continue to support that concept. I have restrained my own requests and I hope that I will have the chance to review all the member requests before the bill moves forward to ensure that the funded requests are meritorious and that they will withstand the test of public scrutiny. This subcommittee is unique in that I will have had no hand in determining which projects are most deserved of funding for Republican members and will not have had a chance to review democratic member requests before they become public.

Economic Research Service

I strongly agree with the Administration that we need to increase the capacity of the ERS in order to ensure that we can meet the demand for high quality neutrally objective analysis of the recently enacted farm bill and its impacts on rural America as well as international trade and farm income.  The request was modest, and I strongly believe that it would be an excellent investment and urge that the request be approved. Further, the Report to this bill often cites the work of ERS as a basis for its recommendations and assigns new work to ERS. We should be sure that ERS is funded to do all the analyses we demand of it.
Animal Health Monitoring and Surveillance/APHIS

I greatly appreciate the value of increased funding for programs under the Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service. I am hopeful that the merger of the low pathogen avian influenza program and the high pathogen avian influenza enhance the USDA’s ability to effectively detect and control outbreaks of both forms of avian flu.
National Animal Identification System (NAIS)


I recognize the majority’s efforts to force the agency to make progress on animal identification by providing $14.5 million, but I am concerned about the requirement that beginning in July 2009, the USDA only purchase meat products for the school lunch program that are derived from livestock raised on premises registered with the USDA’s National Animal Identification System.

The National Animal Identification System is designed to be a tool for addressing animal health issues. It is not intended to provide traceability for meat products, nor is it intended to be a food safety assurance system. Therefore, the Majority’s assertion that this provision “will strengthen AMS’s traceability standards for meat purchases for the school lunch program” reveals that the Majority entirely mistakes the purpose and nature of the NAIS. 
Few, if any, meat product recalls are linked to on-farm practices. When it is much more likely that the safety of meat products will be compromised by inferior food handling practices at the preparation level than by on-farm practices (which by their very nature link good animal husbandry practices and value at market), it is irresponsible to inject into the school lunch program an improper reliance on the NAIS—a program created for the purpose of guarding the U.S. herd—for safety assurances, and it could result in economic damage for farms unjustifiably linked to meat recalls.

Country of Origin Labeling
The 2008 Farm Bill added the finishing touches to the long-awaited country-of-origin labeling program. It is now set to take effect in just over 3 short months. Importantly, the Committee recommendation does not include the administration’s proposed user fee for implementation of the Country-of-Origin Labeling program. I agree with this approach. Although country-of-origin labeling will primarily benefit U.S. producers and consumers, retailers stand to bear most of the burden for country-of-origin labeling. The implementation of a user fee that would have required retailers to bear additional costs was the wrong idea. Instead, the recommendation includes an increase of $9.6 million for the Agricultural Marketing Service’s Marketing Services account to provide the resources necessary for implementation and oversight.

The recommendation also includes important milestones that will encourage the timely implementation of country of origin labeling, such as a requirement that, by July 30, 2008, the USDA must publish a final rule containing specific labeling guidance for suppliers and retailers of covered commodities. This information cannot come to soon as many industry participants struggle to comply with the new law by the September 30 implementation date.  
Risk-Based Inspection

The recommendation maintains the prohibition on implementation of risk-based inspection that was adopted for FY ‘08. The Majority claims that the lifting of the prohibition is contingent upon FSIS’s addressing and resolving of all issues identified by OIG in its review of FSIS’s risk-based inspection plan. I understand the value of the OIG’s recommendations, but I look forward to the eventual implementation of risk-based inspection. 
I believe that risk based inspections are the best solution to the problem of limited resources and am concerned that this Committee will continue to throw road blocks that the Department cannot meet into the bill every year.
FSA 
IT Modernization

This bill postpones yet again the serious issue of the deterioration of the FSA computer system. While I support the $50 million in continued funding for stabilizing the current system, we continue to avoid the obvious. We don’t have the funds and will likely not be given the several hundred million dollars it will take to develop and implement a new IT system and we can’t continue to stabilize a system that can no longer get parts.
Our efforts to get the Authorizing Committee to include funding for the system in the Farm bill did not succeed. Therefore we need to find a way out of this box and do so soon. I hope we can spend some time discussing this before the bill reaches the floor this year.

Farm Labor

I am concerned about the continuation of 2008 funding for Farm Labor grants and loans in 2009 for construction of facilities for farm laborers. I am concerned not only because the program cannot really function properly without substantial rental assistance and a deep subsidy, I am also concerned because the program is limited to domestic farm workers which means that the program is not widely used by many states.

But most importantly the Department has made a compelling case this program is no longer useful to those who need and supply housing for farm labor. Instead, farm owners are increasingly opting for Low Income Housing Tax Credits as the vehicle for construction and rental assistance to farm workers. This reflects the changing nature of farm labor and farm businesses. In spite of the superficial politics of such an increase, a careful review of this program by the Committee is in order. We should not be funding programs that are not being used or are not useful to the users.   

Renewable Energy

Last year I noted concern over the need to proceed with great caution with this program. This is the kind of program that can easily turn into a boondoggle and leave the taxpayer holding the bag for a bunch of small white elephants that don’t work or are not used. Free money tends to produce these kinds of results.
Yet the Farm Bill has created a loan program as a mandatory program. I urge the Committee not to add the nearly $20 million in additional grant funds to that loan program that is included in this bill, especially since the grant dollars will likely go to those who cannot afford to take out a loan. At a minimum I would like to see additional language that sets strict protections for these dollars by insisting that the projects actually work and save money for the grantee.
Rural Broadband/Distance Learning and Telemedicine

I have expressed my reservations about this program before. It is one thing for the federal government to help put DLT and broadband services in places that the private sector would not or could not do at a reasonable price. It is quite another for the government to both compete with and undermine the private sector where they would operate except for being undercut by the government. 
The kinds of increases we are providing in this bill (over $100 million in loans) should not be enacted until and unless that issue has been resolved or it will exacerbate the problem. 
In addition, I am very concerned about the government subsidizing the implementation of internet services for individuals that have the wherewithal to pay those costs. I am all for helping rural, low-income areas, but not the doctor who has retired to a mountain-top lodge. 

Nutrition Programs
The Committee provides significant increases in funding for nutrition programs. By and large, I view these as mandatory requirements on the Committee, in the sense that this is our first and foremost obligation.

For Child Nutrition Programs, the Committee provides an increase of $558 million (4%) above the amount available for FY ’08.

For the WIC program, the Committee provides an increase of $630 million (10.5%) above the amount available for FY ’08 ($550 million above the budget request), due to projected increases in participation and food costs for FY ’09.

For the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (formerly known as the Food Stamp Program), the Committee provides an increase of $3.66 billion (9%) above the amount available for FY ’08 ($91.5 million above the budget request). Some of the increased cost here is no doubt due in part to the easing of eligibility standards that occurred in the 2008 Farm Bill. Since this program is designed to respond to increases in food prices and participation, and because I believe that benefits should be concentrated in the segments of the population that need help the most, I think we could have done without some of the costly modifications that were part of the farm bill.
For the Commodity Supplemental Food Program, the Committee provides $155 million, $15 million above the amount available for FY ’08, and the amount considered necessary to maintain the level of participation that exists in FY ’08. Due to the rising cost of food, I think it is more important than ever to  consider supplanting this program with the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) (or the WIC program in some instances). 
There are several problems with the Commodity Supplemental Food Program. It duplicates the efforts of other nutrition programs--but with greater inefficiency, and it lacks important performance measures. 
Unlike the Commodity Supplemental Food Program, the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program is designed to respond to increases in food costs, and operates with  success in all 50 states.  It makes much more sense to convert the CSFP participants to our nutrition assistance programs such as SNAP and WIC.
Humanitarian Food Aid

The recommendation provides a necessary increase of $4.7 million above the FY ’08 funding level for the Foreign Agricultural Service. The U.S.’s humanitarian food aid efforts have been hindered by rising commodity and fuel costs. I appreciate that the recommendation declines to authorize the use of up to 25% of the funding for the P.L. 480 program for “local or regional purchases of food” as requested by the Administration, choosing instead to monitor the performance of a pilot program for overseas commodity purchases authorized in the 2008 farm bill. Because of many uncertainties involved with procuring commodities abroad, I believe this is the right approach at this time.
FDA

The bill before us today includes the recently requested $275 million increase for FDA. I am assuming therefore that there will not be funds in the yet to be completed supplemental. I much prefer this approach in that the new level will be in the 2010 baseline and gives the FDA some certainty. That certainty is needed since most of the funds are for additional staffing.

I question, however, whether the FDA can use all of the increase in 2009 and as we move forward I hope that we will carefully review the details of the FDA funding plans, which quite frankly we have not properly vetted. Moreover, scientists and engineers and medical professionals will have to be recruited and I doubt that the nearly 400 additional professional staff can be brought on within the next fiscal year.

General Provisions

I am dismayed by the continued inclusion of language prohibiting the importation of poultry products from China. While I am sensitive to concerns about substandard and even dangerous imports from China, I have watched this style of response to a trade concern has resulted in retaliation by China against many innocent U.S. companies. 
Conclusion
The bill is a bipartisan product with a lot of hard work and input from both sides of the aisle.    I would like to thank Mr. Lewis and Mr. Obey, who serve as the distinguished ranking member and chairman.  I would also like to thank all my subcommittee colleagues, and in particular the gentlewoman from Connecticut (Ms. DeLauro), the distinguished Chair of the subcommittee, for all her good work on our bill this year.
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