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· Farmers, ranchers, and private forest landowners are the primary stewards of our Nation’s natural resource - - they manage more than
     two-thirds of the Continental U.S.’ 1.9 billion acres.

· The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) currently has more than 70 million acres of privately owned land enrolled in programs that offer financial incentives to implement conservation practices.

· USDA’s conservation programs help the stewards of working lands to address specific environmental and natural resources concerns.  These programs often address multiple purposes (water quality, water quantity, soil erosion, flood prevention, etc.) and include partnerships to leverage State, local, other federal, and private sector funding.

· USDA’s water related programs and information are delivered by a broad spectrum of agencies that reside in a number of USDA mission areas:

                   Farm and Foreign Agricultural Services (FFAS)

· Farm Service Agency

                   Natural Resources and Environment (NRE)

· Forest Service

· Natural Resources Conservation Service

Research, Education, and Extension (REE)

· Agricultural Research Service

· Cooperative States Research, Education, and Extension Service

· Economic Research Service

· National Agricultural Statistics Service

Rural Development (RD)

· Through these agencies, USDA delivers technical services, education, and information; conducts research; transfers technology; carries out resource inventories and assessments; provides funding for water and wastewater infrastructure; maintains agricultural statistics; evaluates economic impacts; manages the National Forest System; etc.

· In carrying out its water related programs, USDA employs a voluntary, incentives-based approach that focuses on site-specific solutions that make both environmental and economic sense.

· The President’s proposed FY2003 budget for USDA supports the goals outlined in Secretary Ann Veneman’s “Food and Ag Policy:  Taking Stock for the New Century” released in late summer 2001.

· The FY2003 USDA proposed budget totals $74.4 billion, an increase of $11 billion over the FY2002 budget proposal.

· However, the current estimate for actual expenditures in FY2002 for USDA totals $76.6 billion.  The current estimate for actual expenditures is higher than the FY2002 proposed budget because of the slowed economy, the homeland security response, and uncontrollable events (such as forest fires).

· The FY2003 budget proposed by the President builds on USDA’s efforts to protect agriculture and the food supply from intentional and unintentional risks.

· The USDA Natural Resources and Environment Mission Area (Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and Forest Service (FS)) is proposed to be budeted $6.1 billion in FY2003.  Some increases include:

· $50 million increase for NRCS Conservation Operations 

· $36 million increase for the FS National Forest System to support programs such as the National Energy Plan and wilderness management activities.

· $48 million increase, to $118 million, for NRCS Conservation Operations to provide technical assistance to develop comprehensive nutrient management plans to protect water quality.

· Within USDA’s Rural Development Mission Area, the Rural Community Advancement Program is proposed to be budgeted at $2.7 billion in FY2003.  This Program provides flexible funding to states for water and wastewater infrastructure and community facilities.

· In late 2001, Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman released a USDA policy document titled “Food and Agricultural Policy:  Taking Stock for the New Century”.  This policy document calls for USDA to exercise a portfolio approach to land and water resource conservation.  The portfolio approach to conservation includes land retirement, stewardship of working lands, conservation compliance, and regulatory assistance - - carefully designed, using each element of the portfolio where it is most appropriate.

· When talking about the future of federal conservation programs for working lands, it is widely recognized that the Conservation Title of the 2002 Farm Bill will have a major impact on the available programs and their funding levels.  Based on the House and Senate versions of the Conservation Title that went to the House and Senate Conference, it appears at this time that the Conservation Title may bring more resources forward, may expand programmatic scope and tools, and may facilitate more opportunities for the private sector, such as third-party vendors who provide technical assistance to ag producers.

· The Conservation Title of the 2002 Farm Bill is being worked on in Conference by  House and Senate staff as we speak today, and the Conference Members are expected to be active on this when they return from recess next week.

· In closing, USDA has a wide range of water related programs that collect data, provide information and services, and work in partnership with local, state, other federal, and private agencies and organizations to improve water quality, provide water for beneficial uses, and furnish flood prevention and protection.

