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OPENING STATEMENT OF SENATOR JOHN HOEVEN

Senator HOEVEN. We will call this meeting of the Agriculture Ap-
propriations subcommittee to order.

Mr. Secretary, right off the bat, we want to thank you very much
for being here. We truly appreciate it.

The purpose of today’s hearing, of course, is to discuss the De-
partment of Agriculture’s fiscal year 2019 budget.

In addition to welcoming Secretary Perdue, we want to welcome
Dr. Johansson. Thank you for being here.

And also, Ms. Jones, thank you as well.

Before we begin, I want to extend a welcome to our newest Mem-
ber, Senator Hyde-Smith, who is here. She was sworn in on Mon-
day, and we very much appreciate having you as a Member of our
subcommittee.

Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you. It is great to be here.

Senator HOEVEN. Welcome.

I also, Mr. Secretary, want to thank you for your visit recently
to North Dakota. We really appreciate it. I know it was a cool day,
a beautiful, cool day, and I know that you enjoyed that very much
coming from Georgia, where it is quite warm, to get a chance to
enjoy that beautiful, sunny, cool weather.
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You did a great job with our farmers and ranchers from not just
across North Dakota, but we had a lot of them from Minnesota.
And they really appreciate it, really appreciate it.

We are here today to discuss the Administration’s proposed budg-
et for rural America and production agriculture. Reductions pro-
posed in the President’s budget directly impact our small and rural
communities and rural areas, as well as our farmers and ranchers.
Production agriculture is the cornerstone of local rural economies,
and we need the farm safety net to help our ranchers and our
farmers weather low commodity prices and unforeseen weather
conditions.

Ranchers in North Dakota are recovering from drought, for ex-
ample, and many rely on many of the tools that you have to stay
in business through these tough times. And that is just one exam-
ple of how important farm programs are to our farmers and ranch-
ers, as you know, Mr. Secretary.

Also, agriculture research is vital to our country’s ability to com-
pete internationally and to meet the demands of a growing global
population. And agriculture remains one of America’s net export in-
dustries, right? It is something we are very proud of, and we have
a tremendous balance of trade in our favor in agriculture, thanks
to our great producers.

So we need to continue to do everything we can, not only to pro-
tect our markets but to open up markets and make sure, as we go
through any trade negotiation, that there are no retaliatory tariffs
on our agriculture products. It is extremely important.

It is something that our farmers and ranchers, as you know, Mr.
Secretary, are very concerned about. We can outcompete anyone,
but we have to have that level playing field and that opportunity
in those export markets.

While I support many proposals in the President’s budget, such
as the support for the military, which is a huge priority for all of
us, and we see how important that is in a dangerous world, we can-
not put the burden of balancing the budget solely on the backs of
our farmers. Agriculture has already done a lot to help reduce the
deficit.

When we passed the last Farm Bill in 2014, the calculation was
that we would save about $23 billion, okay? But actually, the most
recent CBO estimate is that the Farm Bill actually saves more
than $100 billion over the 10-year scoring period. Let me repeat
that. This is important as we talk about funding for agriculture.
The CBO estimates that the Farm Bill, over a 10-year scoring pe-
riod, saves $104 billion.

So as we talk here today on this budget, and as we go into the
Farm Bill, it is important to acknowledge that, that our farmers
and ranchers are helping find savings to help address the debt and
deficit.

In the final fiscal year 2018 appropriations bill, this sub-
committee made real progress, working with you, Mr. Secretary, in
terms of modernizing infrastructure in rural America, supporting
rural development programs, and increasing funding for agri-
culture research. We appreciate that. So we look forward to hear-
ing an update from you on implementation of those programs.
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We need to be investing in the future of agriculture and rural
America. The average age of our farmer now, the average age is
60 years old. I know, Mr. Secretary, to you and me, that seems
pretty young——

[Laughter.]

Senator HOEVEN. But overall, when you think about the average
farmer out there is 60 years old, we have to continue to find ways
to help young people get in this great business of agriculture.

So I look forward to working with you, Mr. Secretary, and the
Members of this subcommittee to identify priorities and do every-
thing we can in the most effective and efficient way, to make sure
that we are providing the necessary support and help and re-
sources for our great farmers and ranchers.

So with that, I will turn to our Ranking Member, Senator
Merkley.

STATEMENT OF SENATOR JEFF MERKLEY

Senator MERKLEY. Thank you very much, Chairman Hoeven. It
has been a pleasure to work with you, and now we get to take on
fiscal year 2019.

I want to echo your welcome to Senator Hyde-Smith. Terrific to
have you here. I understand this is your very first subcommittee
hearing, so welcome. That kind of makes it official, you are here
and engaged.

It is certainly appropriate, given that you were co-chair of Presi-
dent Trump’s Agriculture Advisory Committee, so I know that you
will have a lot to contribute to the conversation.

You have already accomplished several things, one is you are sit-
ting here on the Appropriations Committee, a goal that I had when
I was elected, but it took me 7 years to make that happen. You
have done in a single week, so well-done.

[Laughter.]

Senator MERKLEY. Second, you brought the number of women in
the Senate to an all-time high of 23, so you are pushing forward
on new boundaries, and it is great to have you here. Welcome.

Secretary Perdue, thank you for coming before us to explain the
fiscal year 2019 Ag budget, and welcome to your colleagues as well,
Ms. Jones and Dr. Johansson.

I am just completely confused about the Agriculture budget, so
I am so glad you are here to help me understand it. The reason
why I am confused is that, a year ago when you came, you noted
on several of the issues that we asked about, you said that, well,
you had not been confirmed when the budget was put together,
that you did not share all the views in the budget, that you might
have done it differently.

But here we are, a year later when it is your budget, but it looks
very much like the fiscal year 2018 budget. So I know that you will
help us understand that apparent mismatch.

The budget before us for agriculture and rural development is
cut more than $5 billion, more than 25 percent from the fiscal year
2018 omnibus levels, and little is spared. Rural America is not
spared. Our producers are not spared.

More than 20 research programs at the National Institute of
Food and Agriculture (NIFA) like last year, 20 research programs
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at NIFA are eliminated or cut. The Agricultural Research Service
is cut by $184 million.

Twenty agricultural research stations are closed, including one
close to my heart in Corvallis, Oregon. It is certainly an out-
standing contributor to agriculture in my State, which has so many
specialty crops that need special efforts to make sure they remain
productive.

When you were commenting last year, you said, “Research is one
of the areas where we may have missed the mark,” referring to the
fiscal year 2018 budget. You went on to say, “If American manufac-
turing had the same level of basic research, applied research, and
a delivery system like the extension service, we would not be talk-
ing about the demise of American manufacturing.” You went on to
say, “That is how strongly I believe in research in our land grants
and research in our Agricultural Research Service.”

But here in the budget, I do not see that same passion that we
heard last year reflected in the numbers, so I would love to under-
stand that better.

Also, we see nutrition programs being cut, both domestic and
international. I was just over in some of the most challenging parts
of the world, South Sudan and Somalia, Democratic Republic of the
Congo, which should change its name because it is not a demo-
cratic republic at all, gripped by tremendous violence. And in each
of those places I went to, both refugee camps and internally dis-
placed persons camps, people are on the brink of starvation, some
20 million people at risk of starvation.

The thing that is standing between them and starvation? The
United States of America. It is the USAID program, McGovern-
Dole, Public Law 480 really doing something that is very impor-
tant.

And even if one said that the humanitarian issues are outside of
our responsibility, that food, those stacks of grain that I saw were
grain purchased from American farmers. The oil, the cans of oil
that I saw, was oil purchased from American farmers.

And that program has a huge impact on our soft power in the
world, and also on our moral leadership in the world, important,
powerful elements in our foreign policy and our leadership, inter-
national leadership.

So I want to understand that part of the budget better.

We also see the Commodity Supplemental Food Program elimi-
nated, making this budget, in that sense, even more draconian
than last year’s. Thousands of low-income elderly people rely on
this program here in America to supplement their diets.

I did find some irony that the Commodity Supplemental Food
Program done through an existing, cost-effective network of non-
profits is kind of a food box program. So I find it interesting to see
that eliminated while at the same time advocacy for the harvest
box strategy. So I would certainly appreciate more insight on that.

The Farm Service Agency is drastically cut and would lose over
1,000 employees. The Natural Resources Conservation Service
budget, which farmers talk to me about everywhere I go, is cut by
25 percent.

And when you testified before, you said that USDA is a cus-
tomer-focused department, but I know in my town halls all over
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Oregon, and this year I will hit 360 of them, the agriculture issues
that come up, a lot of the programs that are cut in here are the
ones that the farmers are raising for me.

Then we have Rural Development, an agency that you had noted
was very important to you personally, but more than 43 programs
that benefit small, rural communities are eliminated, a number of
vital housing loan and grant programs, the entire Rural Business
Service, the entire Water and Waste disposal grant program.

I should comment on the Water and Waste program, because as
I go to small communities, they talk about the changing standards
for clean water and for wastewater treatment, the expansion need-
ed for their towns to grow and their manufacturing to come in, and
just the fact that their old systems have worn out makes clean
water supply and wastewater treatment just an essential element,
a very expensive element, a very difficult element, and how impor-
tant these Water and Waste programs are.

So those are just some of the concerns I wanted to raise. I hope
to get better insight on your strategy and your thinking in this
hearing.

Thank you so much.

Senator HOEVEN. Do any other members have opening state-
ments before we turn to the Secretary?

All right, then I will turn to Mr. Secretary for opening comments.

SUMMARY STATEMENT OF HON. SONNY PERDUE

Secretary PERDUE. Thank you, Chairman Hoeven, Ranking Mem-
ber Senator Merkley, for the opportunity to visit with you today.

As we all know, it is no secret that there is a good bit of anxiety
out in the farmland today. There are a lot of concerns.

I want to thank you all for the omnibus budget amount that you
were able to do and pass in the Bipartisan Budget Act recently
here. That gave our producers some hope. But from the long-
standing commodity prices that have created anxiety, the current
trade disruptions that are there, wildland fire disasters, hurricanes
this last year, even Renewable Fuel Standards (RFS) issues of un-
certainty have given for quite a bit of concern and anxiety among
our agriculture community.

The forest management tools that you all were able to give us,
as well as the fire funding, I think will go a long way toward us
getting control of the wildland fire budget in that regard.

While you bring up many of the issues here, Senator Merkley,
over some of the deficiencies, we think, again, that there are some
good things in the proposal that we plan to execute. We commit to
you to use and deploy the money that you appropriated in the 2018
omnibus in a timely fashion as quickly as possible, along with the
disaster provisions that were passed earlier. We are working al-
most full time in trying to determine the fair and just way to de-
ploy those resources as well, whether it be fire or whether it be
hurricane disasters.

So there are a lot of issues that I know that your Members want
to talk about, and I am going to make my remarks fairly closely
to deal specifically with the specific questions that Senator Merkley
and others may have to address to us as questions and answers.
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So thank you again for the opportunity to be here, and we look
forward to addressing the questions and concerns of you and of
those of your constituents.

Thank you.

[The statement follows:]

PREPARED STATEMENT OF HON. SONNY PERDUE

Mr. Chairman and distinguished members of this Subcommittee, I appreciate the
opportunity to appear before you to discuss the President’s 2019 budget for the De-
partment of Agriculture (USDA). Joining me today are Robert Johansson, USDA’s
Chief Economist, and Diem- Linh Jones, USDA’s Acting Budget Officer.

A PRODUCTIVE YEAR

When I first appeared before this Subcommittee almost a year ago, I presented
my vision for agriculture and laid out my goals for making the Department of Agri-
culture the best run Department in the Federal Government. Since then we have
set out to give the men and women of America’s agricultural and agribusiness sector
every opportunity to prosper.

Today, USDA is in a better position to support agricultural producers, while pro-
viding increased accountability to American taxpayers. Through the OneUSDA call
to action, we are establishing a new operating model for USDA to better serve its
customers. As a result, we are modernizing USDA operations and service delivery;
reducing burdens on our stakeholders; serving customers; and ensuring responsible
use of the Department’s resources.

The newly established Farm Production and Conservation (FPAC) Mission Area,
comprised of the Farm Service Agency, Risk Management Agency, and the Natural
Resources Conservation Service, has put a stronger focus on domestic agricultural
issues. Through this organization, USDA supported an effective safety net for the
more than two million agricultural producers who provide food and fiber to over 300
million Americans, and millions more around the globe. In response to Hurricanes
Harvey, Irma and Maria, thousands of FPAC staff were deployed across hurricane-
stricken regions to provide timely assistance through various emergency conserva-
tion, clean-up, and indemnity programs while authorizing additional time flexibility
for reporting losses and completing requests for assistance. In addition, our employ-
ees assisted Puerto Rico with a one-of-a- kind program that provided feed for dairy
cattle to prevent herd losses, following virtually complete destruction of feed sources
across the island.

To reduce redundancies and improve operations within the FPAC mission area,
we have created an FPAC Business Center to centralize administrative and infor-
mation technology operations for the three FPAC agencies. This will strengthen cus-
tomer service and capitalize on efficiencies across the Mission Area. In addition, we
are making it easier for producers to interact with FPAC employees through the in-
troduction of Farmers.gov. When fully operational, this website will provide pro-
ducers the ability to leverage FPAC resources and enroll in our programs. We will
continue to improve our systems to make us more responsive to their needs so we
can optimize the time we spend with producers in our county offices.

Since the day he took office as USDA’s first Under Secretary for Trade and For-
eign Agricultural Affairs, Ted McKinney has been circling the globe, promoting U.S.
agricultural products and engaging with foreign government counterparts to break
down barriers to U.S. exports. I said he’d be our “million mile flyer” and he’s already
getting close to hitting that mark. In just over 5 months on the job, he has covered
9 countries—India (twice), Colombia, Panama, Brazil, Mexico, Belgium, the United
Kingdom, the United Arab Emirates and, most recently, Japan—advancing our pol-
icy interests and promoting our products. The trade missions to India and Guate-
mala he led will generate more than $30 million in projected 12-month sales for the
U.S. agribusinesses that took part. International trade continues to be an engine for
economic growth in rural America, with U.S. farm and food exports reaching $140.5
billion for 2017, the third-highest total on record. USDA has worked to find, open,
and expand markets for the high-quality food, fuel, and fiber that our farmers and
ranchers produce. We are leaving no stone unturned as we work to enter into trade
agreements that will benefit American agricultural producers.

China is a key market for U.S. agriculture, but China’s unfair trade policies, in-
cluding for agriculture, have undermined fair trade and the global trading system.
The President is taking steps to address those policies. We will also respond to Chi-
na’s unjustified threats to retaliate against U.S. farmers. America’s farmers, ranch-
ers, foresters, and producers are the ones who feed, fuel, and clothe this nation and
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the rest of the world and the Administration stands ready to defend agricultural
producers who may be harmed. As we take a stronger approach to the way we han-
dle trade as a nation, President Trump has directed me to use all of my authorities
to ensure that we protect and preserve our agricultural interests.

The creation of the Assistant to the Secretary for Rural Development recognizes
that the economic health of small towns across America is crucial to the future of
the agricultural economy. It is our responsibility to use our resources and expertise
to work with these communities to achieve a higher quality of life for the 46 million
people living in rural America. In 2017, USDA made significant investments in
rural infrastructure, including telecommunications, e-connectivity, water and sewer
systems, and critical community facilities that have improved educational, health,
and economic opportunities for rural residents. These vital services are part of the
foundation of a high quality of life and provide support to rural communities in de-
signing and building solutions based on their own specific needs and strengths.

The Food, Nutrition, and Consumer Services mission area has announced several
new initiatives. We are seeking ideas to promote work and self-sufficiency among
able-bodied adults participating in the Department’s Supplemental Nutrition Assist-
ance Program (SNAP). We intend to use the input to find improvements to SNAP
policy and related services that can best assist SNAP participants return to self-suf-
ficiency. USDA will continue to build state capacity for workforce development
through the SNAP to Skills Initiative and the Employment and Training Work
Academy. The School Meal Flexibility rule has provided local food service profes-
sionals the flexibility they need to serve wholesome, nutritious, and tasty meals in
schools across the nation. Additionally, we continue to pursue efforts to provide
states and school districts with additional flexibility and support to operate more
efficient school meal programs. Recently, we announced a proposal to provide much-
needed relief for school districts with less than 2,500 students, allowing them more
flexibility in the hiring of new school nutrition program directors. To support states’
efforts to improve program integrity, USDA also rolled out a suite of customizable
resources to help local school districts improve the accuracy of their school meal ap-
plication processes.

For the first time, the USDA and Department of Health and Human Services are
seeking comments on the proposed priority topics and supporting scientific questions
that will guide the development of the upcoming 2020—2025 edition of the Dietary
Guidelines for Americans (DGA). This new public comment stage at the beginning
of the DGA development process will help maintain the integrity of the process and
ensure transparency in communicating the topics that meet the priorities of Federal
nutrition programs. Through these and other actions, USDA has improved customer
service across all the mission areas of the Department. We successfully eradicated
New World screwworm after the first detection in the U.S. in 35 years, established
the necessary workforce to quickly respond to animal health emergencies, and re-
duced sanitary and phytosanitary barriers to trade. In 2017, these latter efforts
helped preserve trade valued at $7.5 billion through resolution of foreign market ac-
cess issues related to U.S. export detainment, technical barriers to trade, and other
impediments to trade.

We have maintained our critical responsibility for ensuring that America’s food
supply is safe, while allowing establishments to be as efficient and effective as pos-
sible. Improving the effectiveness of inspection makes better use of the agency’s re-
sources by allowing a greater focus on process control and offline food safety activi-
ties as well as removes unnecessary regulatory obstacles to innovation. Regulatory
changes we are proposing will improve inspection processes and allow for more
rapid adoption of food safety technologies, while achieving a high level of food safe-
ty. Our cutting-edge research program has led to improved productivity and com-
petitiveness, while improving crop quality, nutritional value, and food safety.

In addition, the Forest Service responded to an extreme fire season. In coordina-
tion with other Federal, state and local, agencies, over 28,000 personnel, including
nearly 10,000 Forest Service personnel, were supporting fire suppression activities.
At the peak of Western fire season, there were nearly three times as many total
uncontained large fires on the landscape as compared to the five-year average.
USDA appreciates the work of Congress to include a bipartisan fix to address fund-
ing for fighting wildfires in the 2018 Consolidated Appropriations Act. This solution
will allow us to focus on increasing the pace and scale in the many non-fire-related
programs we manage. It will enable us to improve overall forest health and keep
wildfires from threatening lives, homes, and communities.

We have a strong plan in place to ensure we continue to improve our service to
rural America. On my first day in office, President Trump signed an Executive
Order, directing me to lead the Interagency Task Force on Agriculture and Rural
Prosperity. On January 8, 2018, we released the findings of the Task Force. The re-
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port is the result of an intensive six-month effort made by 22 Federal agencies in
partnership with state, local, and tribal leaders. The recommendations centered on
five areas: e-connectivity, quality of life, rural workforce, technology, and economic
development. To ensure that the findings of this report have a meaningful impact
on rural America, we are moving forward to implement the initial recommendations
and to expand stakeholder participation. We are working closely with the White
Egﬂuse so that we can move forward together in making a lasting impact in rural
erica.

While the Task Force worked tirelessly to identify solutions to the problems
plaguing our rural communities, there is more work ahead. No doubt, rural America
has struggled under burdensome regulations, but this Administration is taking ag-
gressive action to reduce confusing, burdensome regulations that impair produc-
tivity, and USDA is not an exception. As we visit with producers and rural residents
in the coming year, we will continue to listen intently and communicate to our Fed-
eral partners if there are regulations that are unfair or overly burdensome. Whether
it is duplicative paperwork or unneeded process requirements, we want to hear
about it. At the President’s direction, regulatory reform is one of the cornerstones
of the Department’s strategies for creating a culture of consistent, efficient service
to customers, while reducing burdens and improving efficiency. USDA has identified
27 final rules that will be completed in fiscal year 2018 and result in over $56 mil-
lion in annual savings.

We are strengthening our work with our interagency partners in furtherance of
these efforts. At USDA, we are driving interagency coordination to ensure that we
can address the challenges that affect our stakeholders, whether they are under our
jurisdiction or beyond. For example, we recently signed an agreement with the Food
and Drug Administration aimed at making the oversight of food more efficient and
effective by bolstering our coordination. The formal agreement outlines efforts to in-
crease interagency collaboration, efficiency and effectiveness on produce safety and
biotechnology activities, while providing clarity to manufacturers. We also are work-
ing closely with the Environmental Protection Agency, Department of the Interior
and other Federal partners to coordinate on issues such as pesticides, endangered
species, Federal land management and other cross-cutting issues.

President Trump has made it a priority to rebuild our infrastructure since the day
he took office and he has followed through on that commitment. Under the Presi-
dent’s infrastructure plan, rural America would receive a much-needed boost in in-
vestment. With a quarter of the new Federal money heading to rural parts of the
country, states will have the ability to expand broadband access, increase
connectivity, rebuild roads, and supply affordable utilities. Importantly, states will
have the flexibility to choose which projects will best meet their unique needs. In
my travels across the country, I have heard from the people in the Heartland, and
the overwhelming view is that this is just the type of investment they are looking
for to help create jobs, improve education, improve the quality of life, and increase
overall prosperity.

2019 PRESIDENT’S BUDGET

I am here today to present to you the Administration’s Budget for the Depart-
ment. The President’s Budget for 2019 for USDA programs within this Sub-
committee is about $134 billion, of which approximately $120 billion is mandatory
funding and $14 billion is net discretionary funding. The Budget includes manda-
tory funds to fully support estimated participation levels for SNAP and Child Nutri-
tion programs, and discretionary funds to fully serve the expected participation level
in the Special Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children
(WIC). It includes the funding needed to meet our responsibility for providing in-
spection services to the Nation’s meat and poultry establishments. The Budget fo-
cuses on core mission-critical activities, such as expansion of agricultural production
jobs and research, while also supporting the Department-wide reorganization ef-
forts. The Budget demonstrates fiscal constraint and responsible use of taxpayer re-
sources.

The Budget provides resources to help agricultural operations prosper, fulfilling
their mission to feed, fuel, and clothe the world. Funding is requested to support
over $7 billion in direct and guaranteed farm loans for over 46,000 producers. It pro-
vides over $1 billion for the Animal

and Plant Health Inspection Service to promote the health of animal and plant
resources and facilitate their movement in the global marketplace. For agricultural
research and extension activities, it requests a total of $2.6 billion, including $375
million for competitive grants through the Agriculture and Food Research Initiative.
The Budget includes $42 million to transfer operational responsibilities for the Na-
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tional Bio- and Agro-Defense Facility from the Department of Homeland Security
to the USDA. This proposal will more effectively align missions and facilities pro-
tecting our Nation’s food supply within the Cabinet Department that houses some
of the world’s preeminent expertise in animal disease research and diagnostics.

The Budget continues to support USDA’s efforts to promote American agricultural
exports, develop international standards, remove trade barriers by monitoring and
enforcing existing trade agreements, and negotiate new trade agreements that ben-
efit the U.S. agricultural economy. Funding is increased to strengthen monitoring
and enforcement of existing trade agreements, which will help maintain $140 billion
in agricultural trade. Funding is also requested to addresses barriers to preserve or
expand trade valued at $4.5 billion through resolution of foreign market access
issues. To facilitate exports to buyers in countries that may not have access to ade-
quate commercial credit, the Budget includes a program level of $5.5 billion for CCC
Export Guarantee Programs to provide guarantees.

The Budget proposes to leverage over $36.6 billion in Federal funds to stimulate
public- private partnerships needed to build rural infrastructure including
broadband, community facilities, safe and affordable housing, health services and fa-
cilities, and provide capacity-building to help underserved communities become
thriving communities. This includes $1.2 billion to improve water and wastewater
services for 1.5 million rural residents and $3.5 billion to provide access to improved
community facilities for over 5 million rural residents. The budget provides $24 bil-
lion to lenders in providing 164,000 low- to moderate-income households the oppor-
tunity to own their primary residence through the single family housing guaranteed
loan program. The budget also includes $1.3 billion to fully fund multi-family rental
assistance grants for about 274,000 contracts. This funding is in addition to the
President’s infrastructure proposal.

The Budget provides the resources necessary to ensure USDA programs are deliv-
ered efficiently, effectively, and with integrity and a focus on customer service. It
invests $15 million in IT modernization projects to support customer engagement.
This includes the initiative I previously mentioned to establish a “customer portal”
that will allow farmers and ranchers to more easily access USDA services. It also
provides $8 million to enhance the Department’s cyber security capabilities through
the acquisition and implementation of tools and services needed to enhance the safe-
ty and security of customer data and government networks.

The 2019 President’s Budget includes a number of legislative proposals that
produce savings to reduce the deficit. The proposed legislation would generate sav-
ings of $272 billion over 10 years compared to current baseline spending. The Budg-
et proposes to optimize and improve crop insurance and commodity programs in a
way that maintains a strong farm safety net. The Budget does this by eliminating
subsidies to higher income farmers and reducing overly generous crop insurance
premium subsidies to farmers and payments made to private sector insurance com-
panies. The Budget also includes proposals to streamline Federal conservation ef-
forts to focus on programs that protect environmentally sensitive land and increase
conservation practice implementation.

The Budget supports a foundational principle that those that need assistance
have access to wholesome and healthy foods. The “USDA America’s Harvest Box”
initiative—an innovative approach to providing nutritious food to participants in
SNAP that combines the traditional retail based benefit with a package of 100-per-
cent U.S. grown and produced wholesome food staples—and all of it would be home
grown by American farmers and producers. It maintains the same level of food
value as SNAP participants currently receive, provides states flexibility in admin-
istering the program, and is responsible to the taxpayers. States would have sub-
stantial flexibility to distribute these food benefits to participants through existing
infrastructure and public-private partnerships, or States could choose to deliver di-
rectly to residences through retailers or commercial delivery services. Both rural
states and urban areas with food access issues have shown interest in direct deliv-
ery options. We are also hearing from the private sector about helping us innovate
around access to food. This proposal combines the best elements of SNAP and the
USDA Foods programs, and could even allow states to provide participants the op-
portunity to select from a list of food items and some states may choose to include
additional items, such as fresh fruits and vegetables through public-private partner-
ships. In addition, the Budget expands on previous proposals to strengthen expecta-
tions for work among able-bodied adults, preserves benefits for those most in need,
promotes efficiency in State operations, and improves program integrity. Combined,
these reforms maintain the Administration’s commitment to ensuring Americans in
need of assistance have access to a nutritious diet while significantly reducing the
cost to taxpayers.
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The economy is strong with 103,000 jobs created in March and unemployment at
4.1 percent. The Nation’s Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is growing at a healthy
pace. The Bureau of Economic Analysis estimates GDP grew at the annual rate of
2.9 percent in the fourth quarter of 2017. But, according to the US Treasury, the
National debt has grown to more than $21 trillion. At USDA, we will do our part
to reduce government spending. That is why we are committed to making USDA
the most effective, most efficient, most customer-focused department in the Federal
Government.

I would be happy to answer any questions at this time.

DISASTER SUPPLEMENTAL

Senator HOEVEN. Thanks, Mr. Secretary. We will have 5-minute
rounds of questioning then. We appreciate you being here and an-
swering these questions.

I am going to start on the disaster supplemental that you re-
ferred to. What is the status, in terms of getting that funding out?

Obviously, we had hurricanes, wildfires, droughts. There was a
lot that went on. So what is the status of getting funding out to
those farmers and ranchers that were impacted?

Secretary PERDUE. Frankly, Senator, we had hoped to announce
the program this week. Honestly, one of the issues that has come
up is the concentration in the citrus industry there that could lead
to some disparity in awards, some large awards. The industry is so
concentrated in citrus that we have really had to dig in.

We have most of the other things figured out, and we hope to
have that as soon as possible. We are working on it, frankly, every
day, in that issue. I would hope by—I would give ourselves a time
period probably of next week to have some announcement of that.

We would expect it takes a while to get the software, as you
know, in the Farm Service Agency (FSA) offices aligned with the
applications. So we hope that the sign-up can be in June.

We are anticipating announcing a 50 percent advance of antici-
pated losses. Oftentimes, producers, by the time the disaster money
is deployed, they forgot what it is for. So we have challenged our
people, since you all passed the disaster provision sooner rather
than later, the challenge is, many people in this public arena want
to have comments and stakeholder comments about that. We have
taken time to listen to various components of the industry, as well
as your Members and colleagues on this side, and the House side
as well, as well as Governors and industry representatives on both
sides, trying to get a good sense of what is the best way, the most
fair way, the most equitable way to deploy the disaster provisions
that you all provided.

You, obviously, gave the Secretary a lot of discretion in that from
the USDA, and we want to honor that confidence by making you
pleased with the way we deploy those resources. So, hopefully, we
are, again, within a week to 10 days of that announcement of the
provisions of that.

Senator HOEVEN. I appreciate that. And you have put some of
them out. For example, drought funding is an area where you have
p}lllt it out there. I want to acknowledge that and thank you for
that.

Secretary PERDUE. We have on the programs that were already
set in place, not the wildfire and hurricane issues, but where there
are places ready for predetermined Farm Bill programs, we have
already gotten that money out the door and deployed that.
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FARM PRODUCTION AND CONSERVATION BUSINESS CENTER

Senator HOEVEN. Right, which directly affects, for example, our
ranchers. So that is helpful.

I want to ask you about your Farm Production and Conservation
Business Center. It looks like you are working to realign staffing.
So if you would, talk a little bit about your vision for the business
center and the services that it is going to support. And what kind
of timeline are you looking at to put this in place?

Secretary PERDUE. Excellent question. I know there are some
other issues and concerns and questions about staffing.

What I felt was the right thing to do was to get our Under Secre-
taries in place. As you know, in our business reorganization, we re-
aligned our FSA offices along with our Natural Resources Con-
servation Service (NRCS) offices, as well as the crop insurance Risk
Management Agency (RMA) offices there that are directly cus-
tomer-facing.

Senator Merkley reminded me of my conversation and my vision
of being the most efficient, the most effective, but he also left out
the most customer-focused. We know that we do that with people.
With Bill Northey finally on board as the Under Secretary for that
division, we are undergoing a strategic mission-wide staffing plan.

We know there are obviously some deficiencies based on attrition
in various places. There have not been any Reduction in Force
(RIFs) or layoffs or anything like that. This is a matter of, with
100,000-plus employees, you are going to have a certain degree of
attrition every year. This has not been purposeful, to leave those
unfilled. It has been the strategic plan of getting where the right
people ought to be in the right amount in the right places to do
what we want to do by our customers in that regard.

We are probably, I would say, 75 percent through that. We have
authorized already some hiring and some different levels in dif-
ferent mission areas, and I hope to have that completed within the
next 3 weeks, probably, for all those agencies, including the Forest
Service as well.

HIRING FREEZE

Senator HOEVEN. Is there a hiring freeze? You show reductions
in some of the staffing, and we are getting that question. So, I
mean, I understand you are going through some reorganization
here, but is there a hiring freeze?

Secretary PERDUE. There was initially, but the hiring freeze has
been off for a while now. So as I indicated, we have not been oper-
ating under a hiring freeze. It has been operating under: What is
the right number, the right job title? What are the right respon-
sibilities? And what are the expectations in all of these offices
across the country to get the customers served in the most efficient
way?

We are also looking at, as you know, and you all funded some
IT improvements that will help NRCS and FSA do their work in
a more collaborative fashion.
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FARM SERVICE AGENCY COUNTY OFFICES

Senator HOEVEN. One area we are concerned about are the FSA
offices. Our farmers are very concerned about that. Right now, you
are prohibited from closing FSA offices. Is there some intent in
your proposal to do that?

Secretary PERDUE. Well, there is not, but you all need to be
mindful that, while the prohibition remained in the 2018 omnibus
to closing offices, we have them open, but no employees there. That
is the problem. I think there are between 60 and 70 like that.

And that is, frankly, one of the things I would like, when we
bring back a comprehensive staffing plan to you all, that you would
look at and have an opportunity to observe and see where we plan
to staff and how we plan to staff. I hope that you all would give
some consideration to the flexibility of managing the work force in
a way that we want to serve your constituents as much as you do.

Senator HOEVEN. That is why I am saying we need to look at
your proposal, because all those things go together, and figure out
what serves farmers and ranchers the best here.

Secretary PERDUE. We would expect that, and we would love to
do that in collaboration with the Members of Congress who have
to, obviously, account to their constituents for the level of service
they are getting, and we want to be held accountable for that.

Senator HOEVEN. Thank you.

Senator Merkley.

FISCAL YEAR 2018 RESCISSION PROPOSAL

Senator MERKLEY. Thank you very much. And I really have ap-
preciated the dialogue over the last year on multiple issues so im-
portant to the diverse agricultural stakeholders in Oregon.

Three weeks ago, Congress passed the fiscal year omnibus spend-
ing bill, and the Agriculture Division of the omnibus reflects a bi-
partisan, bicameral determination to fund programs so important
over a broad swath of agriculture. However, we understand that
there is a possibility that Office of Management and Budget (OMB)
will submit to Congress a rescission bill that will target specific
programs.

Are there going to be rescissions proposed on the agriculture
budget? If so, what is your advice to the President?

Secretary PERDUE. I am relieved today, Senator, that I can claim
plausible deniability about that. I have had no discussions with the
White House about that. I think that is kind of a recent discussion
that maybe cropped up over the weekend last weekend, or maybe
the weekend just before this most recent one, about that.

But we have not been included in that. I know there has been
probably some staff communications over ideas. But as I said, it is
not something that I am familiar with or have been asked about
thus far.

Senator MERKLEY. Would you consider, as you enter that dia-
logue, consulting with the subcommittee here on what should or
should not be in a rescission bill?

Secretary PERDUE. I think that would be a wise thing to do.
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DROUGHT CONDITIONS

Senator MERKLEY. Thank you. And I did note that you started
out by saying that you were committed to spending the fiscal year
2018 omnibus funds effectively. I appreciate that very much, be-
cause those funds out in the field can do a lot.

We have a challenging situation in Klamath County in Oregon.
Very little snowpack, quite possibly our worst drought ever.

Senator HOEVEN. We still have some snow we can send you.

Senator MERKLEY. Can you please?

Senator HOEVEN. Tester does, too.

Senator MERKLEY. Great. I was offering to ship some snow up to
Alaska, if needed, for the Iditarod. But this year, I cannot make
the same offer, because we do not have it. But you can truck it out
our way.

So the low snowpack means very little water. So there is plenty
underway for how this—we had the worst ever drought in 2001,
2010, 2013, a big shortfall in 2015. But the Klamath Basin is really
worried about this particular year.

So I wanted, first, to invite you to come to that agricultural re-
gion, so you can firsthand see some of the impacts there and maybe
join us and partnering on brainstorming on how the resources of
the omnibus might be effectively deployed to assist the farmers and
ranchers in that region.

Secretary PERDUE. I appreciate the invitation. I have clicked off
35 States, and your State and Washington are the next two on the
list, so we hope to make it very, very soon. We are in the planning
stages there now of Oregon and Washington, to see just those im-
pacts.

Senator MERKLEY. I know that when you come to Oregon, you
may not want to leave, because it is paradise. But paradise does
have an affliction.

Secretary PERDUE. I noticed that in North Dakota as well.

[Laughter.]

FOOD AID PROGRAMS

Senator MERKLEY. It is paradise in North Dakota, undoubtedly,
but it looks a little different, a different type, a different type of
paradise.

So we really would appreciate your partnership in helping to
take on that specific challenge.

Let me turn to the question. You have a motto for the Depart-
ment, “Do right and feed everyone.” You may have been primarily
referring to Americans, but as I mentioned in my opening state-
ment, the work this subcommittee does stand between the issue of
people dying or not dying, and I do not exaggerate, by the millions.
So it is both, as I mentioned, a soft power but also a humanitarian
and a world leadership issue.

So these pictures are representative of what I saw on my recent
trip to South Sudan, Somalia, Congo, and the Democratic Republic
of Congo (DRC). I saw warehouses full of American food, cans of
oil, American cans of oil, American funding at the health care clin-
ics.
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I will never forget meeting these three women at a refugee camp
in Kenya. They had babies in their arms, one baby afflicted by
HIV/AIDS, another baby afflicted by malaria. The third baby, as
far as we could understand, simply on the edge of starvation.

And the hope and possibility for a better life as people flee to
these internally displaced persons camps and refugee camps, often
the first, fundamental thing is something to eat.

So I just wanted to ask about your decision to not fund Food for
Peace and McGovern-Dole, and whether you might consider work-
ing with us to go a different direction on that.

Secretary PERDUE. Senator, I applaud your moral consciousness
on this, and I think anyone who has had the opportunity to view
these sites as you described comes back changed. I know I have
talked to many friends who have been on missionary trips in dif-
ferent parts of the world such as this and see the horror of mal-
nutrition and starvation and come back changed in that way. And
I agree with you.

I also have had the opportunity last year to visit with Governor
Beasley, who is implementing many of these programs around the
world and describing the impact and the influence that the United
States gains from those, so I cannot disagree with you at all over
that issue.

If you all see fit to appropriate money for that, we will deploy
that and use that. As you know, much of it is passed through with
USAID that does that.

I would appeal to you all, while there is some effort to dem-
onstrate—to give cash, I would ask that you all continue the policy
that has been in the past to let us use commodities grown by U.S.
growers in order to do that and not just dispense money.

DROUGHT CONDITIONS

Senator MERKLEY. I was sure pleased to see those U.S. flags on
grains and cans everywhere I went.

I will just close by saying I am glad that Oregon is next on your
list, and I will look forward to coordinating with you in that regard
and, hopefully, having the chance to not just talk about the
drought in Klamath but also the great diversity of Oregon’s spe-
cialty food crops and the real importance of our research station in
Corvallis.

Thank you.

Secretary PERDUE. Thank you, Senator. Certainly, your area, ob-
viously, is vulnerable with the drought predictors we have this year
for wildland fires. That is one area I would like to visit with you
out there, to tell you our plans about what we want to do in
wildland fire prevention and how we can use the tools that you
have afforded us to help to reduce that threat this year.

Senator MERKLEY. Thank you.

Senator HOEVEN. Mr. Secretary, I agree with your comment very
much about using the commodities in those programs. It is a great
way to do it and really a double benefit for our country and for the
people that we are trying to help, so I appreciate that comment.

Senator Blunt.

Senator BLUNT. I believe Senator Moran was here first, and he
will talk to me about this for the rest of the week if I take his time.
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Senator HOEVEN. He was, but he is being penalized for getting
such a big buffalo head, so we have to deduct a certain amount of
time for that.

Senator MORAN. And my preference, Mr. Chairman, is to not
have Senator Blunt hold it over my head that he deferred to me.

Senator HOEVEN. Which one of you wants to go next?

FARM ECONOMY

Senator BLUNT. In that case, I will go next, Mr. Chairman.

Secretary, good to have you here.

Dr. Johansson, your work is certainly cut out for you these days,
trying to anticipate what is going to happen and how that is going
to affect American agriculture.

Mr. Secretary, we had a forum at Missouri State University a
few days ago. Chris Chinn, our Director of Agriculture; the presi-
dent of the Farm Bureau in Missouri, Blake Hurst; and I answered
questions for 45 minutes, and the Farm Bill never came up.

Now, I do not think I have ever been in one of those forums be-
fore when that happened, but the topics were trade and regulation
and rural broadband. I think that says a lot about what is on the
minds of our producers in the country today.

Certainly, on trade, I noticed that the proposed budget actually
reduces the market access funding and the foreign market develop-
ment funding at a time when I think that is probably the worst
thing to do. But our trade relationships are having an impact on
commodities right now.

In an earlier discussion this week, it was pointed out that people
trying to borrow money to put in a crop based on the future com-
modity prices are disadvantaged by the current downturn in those
future prices.

I do not really know what question to ask here. I believe you are
an advocate for expanding our trade opportunities. That is clearly
not the message that is coming out of the Administration or the
trade representative right now.

But to either you or Dr. Johansson, at a time when we are going
to see world food need and world food demand accelerate so rap-
idly, what is the danger of uncertainty for farming families and for
production agriculture, as well as all the other things that are im-
pacted every day by just the economy of food?

Secretary PERDUE. Great question, Senator. Before you were able
to arrive, I talked about the cumulative effect of low commodity
prices even before all these disruptions and the anxiety over farm
income. We know that it has decreased about 50 percent over last
4 or 5 years, which puts a lot of stress on any kind of business.
Certainly, with the trade disruptions in various ways, both from a
trade dispute standpoint, both from RFS uncertainty that we have
dealt with, and those kinds of things, these things are cumulative.

I think you accurately observed the fact that these things have
overshadowed in a Farm Bill year the reauthorization of the Farm
Bill. What we hear about, you identified two of the three topics
that we hear, and that is trade, labor, illegal farm work force and
immigrant regulation. That is what we hear.

Obviously, trade has taken the lead by a considerable amount, in
light of the recent days. The President has assured me, and I have
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tried to assure the constituency, our constituency out there, that
we are not going to ask farmers to bear the brunt and to be the
casualties in a trade dispute war. How we do that—and, obviously,
our goal is to have negotiations.

I was very pleased over the weekend to see the Chinese Presi-
dent come back and indicate some willingness to sit down and talk.
I applaud the President for kind of getting their attention. What
has happened over the years is the Chinese have talked and talked
and talked and talked, and nothing ever happens. And so with this
issue of intellectual property theft, you also are aware that that
has happened to agriculture as well, in fact, in digging up seeds in
fields of Iowa and trying to reverse engineer those genetics.

So it has affected us all, and farmers understand that. They are
patriots first, but when their livelihood and their futures are ex-
posed as they are now, there is considerable anxiety about that.

And our role, our goal, is to afford them as much as we can a
strategy to negotiate and to win the negotiation discussions about
fair trade—we do not believe the Chinese have played fairly in
those issues—but how we can do that while also having their back
from a mitigation standpoint if it comes to that. And that is what
we would plan to do.

RENEWABLE FUEL STANDARDS

Senator BLUNT. One final observation, I am about at the time
here, and, Dr. Johansson, you and I can hopefully talk about this
later, I think it is going to be challenging enough to meet the new
demands and opportunities in agriculture without adding things to
it. People continuing to want to be part of the thing that we are
the most competitive in the world is a good thing.

I think the regulatory efforts generally by the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), certainly well-received where I live, on
the Waters of the U.S. and the power rule that would have really
damaged our economy, but one EPA issue I am going to bring up,
even though this is not an EPA hearing, is the economic hardship
waiver authority on the Renewable Indentification Numbers (RINs)
issue.

I got a letter that we sent the Administration, Senator Thune,
Senator Ernst, Senator Grassley, Senator Fischer and I, and I will
see that you get a copy of that as well, Mr. Secretary.

But I would like to enter that into the record, Mr. Chairman, of
this meeting as part of our record, just our concerns that, if you
are going to use that waiver authority, you really need to use it in
the way it has been intended. Reduction in commodity prices, an-
other reason to reduce commodity prices, is not what we need to
see right now.

Secretary PERDUE. Senator, you might imagine that an astute
Secretary would already have that letter, and I have seen it, and
I concur with your opinion.

As you know, we have a statutory volume of 15 billion gallons,
and those waivers reduce that gallon for gallon. And we asked for
that information from EPA, and the Administrator has promised to
have that as soon as they can gather that information over the
waivers that have been issued.
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But that is demand destruction in that way, along with the trade
dispute anxiety right now, it is having a cumulative effect over our
producers and their financiers and bankers and others in the whole
supply chain of agriculture.

Senator BLUNT. Right. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. And thank you
for the job you are doing and being on top of that and other issues
even before being brought up here.

Senator HOEVEN. The letter will be entered in the record, with-
out objection.

[The text of the letter was reprinted for clarity. The information
follows:]

UAnited States Senate

WASHINGTON, DC 20510

April 12, 2018

The Honorable Scott Pruitt Administrator
Environmental Protection Agency

200 Pennsylvania Avenue, N.W.
Washington, D.C. 20460

Dear Administrator Pruitt:

We are writing to you regarding the actions the Environmental Protection Agency
(EPA) has taken to undermine commitments President Trump made on the Renew-
able Fuel Standard (RFS) to our constituents. Recent reports indicate dozens of
small refiner waivers have been secretly granted to large, multi-billion-dollar com-
panies under the guise of the small refinery hardship exemption provision in section
211(0)(9) of the Clean Air Act. This is extremely concerning to us.

During your confirmation hearing for the post of Administrator of the BPA, you
said, “Any steps that the EPA Administrator takes need to be done in such a way
as to further the objectives of Congress in that statute, not undermine the objectives
of Congress in that statute.” You also wrote to a number of Senators in October 2017
and said, “I reiterate my commitment to you and your constituents to act consistent
with the text and spirit of the RFS. I take seriously my responsibility to do so in an
open and transparent manner that advances the full potential of this program...”

According to recent reports, the EPA has already issued 25 “disproportionate hard-
ship” waivers to large, multi-billion-dollar refining companies reporting billions of
dollars of profits since 2016. Such action would represent a clear violation of your
%)Pr‘lrémitments and clearly undermine the President’s long-standing support of the

These waivers fall well outside the bounds of the letter or spirit of this provision
in the law, which sought to provide flexibility for the smallest of U.S. refiners, and
only in cases of genuine hardship. Worse, EPA’s actions are already hurting biofuel
producers and farmers across the United States at a time when farm income is at
the lowest levels since 2006 and retaliatory trade measures from China threaten to
deepen the crisis.

In 2015, 37 Senators wrote to the EPA requesting that the agency issue a strong
Renewable Volume Obligation (RVO), citing the RFS’s success in driving economic
development, strengthening agriculture markets, and creating hundreds of thou-
sands of clean energy jobs in rural communities. Early reports indicate that the
small refinery waivers you have granted could effectively cut biofuel demand by 1.5
billion gallons, thus effectively lowering President Trump’s commitment to seeing 15
billion gallons of ethanol blended to 13.5 billion. Additionally, once these select re-
finers are no longer responsible for complying with these 2016 requirements, they
are able to sell excess Renewable Identification Numbers (RINs) back into the mar-
ket, increasing supply and lowering the price.

This further reduces incentives for blending, slashing demand for biofuels and feed-
stocks, and hurting farmers and biofuels companies. These waivers could cripple the
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market for years to come, holding back homegrown biofuels while creating a wind-
fall profits for large oil refiners—the exact opposite of this administration’s promise
to voters.

Perhaps most concerning, these lucrative waivers have repOltedly been issued be-
hind closed doors, outside of the public process, while the EPA has simultaneously
been working with refineries to pressure President Trump to sign off on a RIN cap
that would wreak further havoc on the RFS.

We request that you take the following actions immediately:

—Cease issuing any refinery waivers under the RFS;

—Provide a full list of the refiners that have received a refinery waiver in 2016,
2017 or 2018, including the name, location, refining capacity, date waiver was
issued, and number of gallons waived;

—Provide a detailed report to Congress within two weeks of receipt of this letter
that describes your justification for providing each of these waivers. Specifically,
please include whether the volumes were redistributed to other obligated par-
ties. If the volumes were not redistributed, please explain why they were not
and the reason EPA decided to undercut the RVOs against the President’s com-
mitment;

—Respond in writing describing your commitment and plan to consider future
small refinery waivers only during the annual RVO rulemaking process and
commitment to provide full notice and opportunity for comment on any future
small refinery waiver requests.

We appreciate your timely response to these matters.

Sincerely,
Charles E. Grassley Amy Kldbu
United States Senator United States Senator
}:mst ebbie Si
-;i States Senator United States Senator
Dob Fischer Richard J. Durbin B

United States Senator United States Senator
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Tina Smith
smcs Senator United States Senator
Roy Blunt " Claire McCaskill
United States Swatur United States Senator
Tassnorhodol= /A«.ﬂ. &tu‘b'r.P
Tammy Heidi Heitkamp
United MOI United States Senator

Joe]Donnetty
Upfited States Senator U

Senator HOEVEN. Senator Leahy.
FISCAL YEAR 2018 RESCISSION PROPOSAL

Senator LEAHY. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Secretary Perdue, welcome. I have appreciated the conversations
we have had since the time of your nomination.

I like your slogan about do right and feed everyone. But I also
look at the budget, and the programs you want to eliminate or cut
benefit our rural communities. And you certainly are familiar from
your own State of rural communities, as am I, that these commu-
nities face housing, infrastructure, and opioid crises. And they
eliminate some important work being done around the world to
feed people.

We need to make investments, so we actually do right by all and
feed everyone. It has to be more than a slogan.

Now, President Trump agreed with the Republican leadership
and the Democratic leadership on our bipartisan budget agree-
ment, and we passed it knowing that he said he would sign it.

A few days later, he starts tweeting he does not like it, he has
changed his mind, and he wants to send up rescissions, a package
of rescissions that would go back on his word and everybody else’s.

Now, I am probably a little bit old-fashioned, but I have been
here with a lot of Republican and Democratic Presidents. I have al-
ways felt that, if you strike a deal with them, they keep their word
and we keep ours. I am hoping that the Senate does not and the
House does not change the budget we passed.

Now, you talked about the importance of investing in our rural
communities. I agree with that, in infrastructure, telecommuni-
cations, water and sewer systems, community facilities.

Would you support rescissions to programs we just funded in the
bipartisan Republican- and Democratic-supported fiscal year 2018
omnibus appropriations act to advance these goals: rural
broadband funding, water and wastewater loans and grants, rural
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business development grants, funding for community facility
grants? Would you support rescissions to what we did?

Secretary PERDUE. Senator, I indicated, maybe before you went
in, that I have plausible deniability.

Senator LEAHY. I heard the words. I just want to hear them
again.

Secretary PERDUE. To answer your question specifically, we are
very grateful of the omnibus appropriation and our commitment to
deploy that as wisely and as quickly as possible what you have ap-
propriated.

I agree with you. I think, again, once a budget is set, it certainly
would require extreme collaboration to look at any rescission issues
in that area, and we would be extremely very careful about that.
We have not been participative in those discussions.

DAIRY SECTOR

Senator LEAHY. The Senators I have talked with and House
Members have talked with in both parties are not eager to see any
rescissions. We worked hard enough to get to the deal we had. We
have kept our word. We want the President to.

Now, you are looking for new ways to compensate farmers for the
losses due to the new Chinese tariffs and trade war. Dairy farmers
are still wondering when you will use some of your existing au-
thorities to help them. I get calls all the time for my office about
this.

Our Republican Governor and others in our State Agency of Agri-
culture are supporting a crisis hotline for farmers who are feeling
financial stress and depression and, tragically, thoughts of suicide.

Beyond the reopening of the Margin Protection Program on Mon-
day with the changes in lower premiums included in the Bipartisan
Budget Act of 2018, how are you applying the standard of pro-
tecting and preserving to the Nation’s dairy farmers who are al-
ready facing enormous stress?

That may sound like a parochial view, but you hear it from a lot
of other States, too.

Secretary PERDUE. There is no doubt, Senator. We discussed it
coming over with Dr. Johansson that, out of all the agricultural
sectors I am familiar with, I think the dairy sector, particularly the
smaller dairy sector, is probably under more duress than any other
one we know.

We are hopeful that the new revised Margin Protection Program
that you all rolled out in the Bipartisan Budget Act will be helpful.
We tried to implement and announce that as quickly as possible.
We will look at any other kind of animal or forage type of help that
people qualify with in that way.

Again, I think that this is an issue for the broader Farm Bill dis-
cussions coming up. We know that the dairy sector did not fare as
well as we had hoped in the 2014 Farm Bill, and I think there
probably needs to be some additional help in that bill.

Senator LEAHY. My staff will probably talk with your staff, and
please direct them to be as open with us as possible.

Secretary PERDUE. Certainly. And if they have ideas about what
we can do in the meantime, I would request the same thing, rec-
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ommendations of authorities that we can use. We are willing to do
that in the dairy sector.

FARM-TO-SCHOOL PROGRAM

Senator LEAHY. The last thing I would ask, about the Farm-to-
School program, this has had enormous success. I take some credit
for getting that program through originally.

It has brought farm-fresh products to schoolchildren. It has
helped them learn about healthy eating, which is even more impor-
tant, in some ways. It has connected children to local farms.

My wife and I go and visit a lot of the schools that have that.
She is a nurse. We were just excited to see these children eating
sometimes things that they had never seen before and find out that
it actually tastes good.

We included $5 million in discretionary funding in last month’s
omnibus appropriations act to support Farm-to-School grants.
These funds have been authorized in the past, but they have never
been in there. But I see some Members of the Appropriations Com-
mittee here. We got it in.

Would you please help get this funding out the door as quickly
as possible to help support these Farm-to-School programs around
the country?

Secretary PERDUE. I will absolutely commit to that. With my RV
tour up in your part of the world, I was really stunningly, pleas-
antly surprised about the number on farm growth, particularly in
the smaller farms, the farm-to-table type movements up there, the
farm markets. Agriculture was alive and well. We talk about the
age of producers, these were young millennials coming back with
a spirit of healthy eating and healthy producing.

So we will absolutely get on that as quickly as possible.

Senator LEAHY. And look at the front page of the food section of
the Washington Post today about how we make maple syrup.
Thank you.

[Laughter.]

Senator COLLINS [presiding]. Senator Moran.

FARM ECONOMY

Senator MORAN. Chairwoman, thank you very much.

Mr. Secretary, thank you for your presence here. I am pleased
with your leadership at USDA and the responsiveness that you and
your team have had with us in trying to take care of issues that
we care about at home.

You have commented about trade. The photograph behind me is
my arrival in Kensington, Kansas, to speak at a Veterans Day
event, and I am driving down the street of a town of less than 500
people and notice that there is something piled on the ground. You
can barely see the grain elevator in the background. It is the cir-
cumstance that we face across Kansas. This is not an unusual pho-
tograph.

And I would highlight for you what Senator Merkley said about
food aid and the importance of us meeting our moral obligations
around the globe to put grain into the diets of people who are suf-
fering in five different famines across the globe.
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But I will not dwell on trade not because it is not important, but
I know that Senator Blunt and others have raised this topic, and
I want to raise other topics with you.

But this is a reason why we need every market. And if we are
going to engage in a potential war in China based upon tariffs, that
means we need to be making certain that are other countries are
our allies—the European Union, Mexico, and Canada, those who
buy grain from us. We need to be engaged again in the Trans-Pa-
cific Partnership (TPP), in trying to get those markets.

We need to pick our battles, would be a point I would make to
you. We need more trade agreements, not less. And if the President
is interested in bilateral, let’s get those bilateral trade agreements
negotiated.

On the other hand, this is the surplus. There is no such thing.
I should not use that word. There is no surplus of grain. It can be
consumed around the globe where people are starving.

But this has a price consequence. Commodity prices are as dra-
matically challenging as they have been.

Now we face a drought. I want to thank you for the decision to
open up Conservation Reserve Program (CRP) for emergency
haying and grazing. That will expire on April 15, just a few days
away, and I would be interested, maybe save this for your response
in writing, tell me what else the department is thinking about in
regard to how to respond to drought. The emergency haying and
grazing will be insufficient.

Mr. Northey was in Kansas this past week, and we appreciate
his visit to the drought-stricken areas of our State.

BROADBAND LOAN AND GRANT PILOT PROGRAM

I want talk about RUS. We have had this conversation in pass-
ing. This is not a checking-the-box kind of question, to say that I
said something. But over the years, I have seen RUS loans—and
you now have additional authorities, monies that come from the
omnibus spending bill that Senator Leahy mentioned.

One of the things that I have seen happen—it transpired in the
past, and it continues to occur—that I would complain about for
two reasons. RUS makes loans or grants to those who are going to
provide broadband services in underserved or unserved areas, and
there are plenty of them in our State. But in doing so, they also
allow that provider to overbuild in communities that already have
broadband service.

My complaint about that is, one, it does not emphasize, does not
prioritize where the money desperately needs to be spent; and, sec-
ondly, it creates competition with the private sector who is already
invested in putting fiber in the ground, cell towers, whatever the
mode is for delivering that service.

So we have put in the omnibus bill some parameters requiring
that 90 percent of the residents live in a place that is not served,
and I assume that you would assure me that when you develop the
rules and regulations as you are doing that you will abide by those
parameters.

Let me explain why, again, we do not have this problem with the
Federal Communications Commission (FCC) and Universal Service
Fund, but when I have made these suggestions, these complaints
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to folks at RUS over the years, they tell me, no, they need the sub-
sidy from those bigger communities in order to pay for the service
in the smaller communities.

My point to you and to them is the subsidy is what money we
are providing to provide service in rural communities. It is not a
matter of competing and taking business out of a community and
taking those dollars to provide service in that smaller community.

Does this issue resonate with you, make sense?

Secretary PERDUE. Yes, sir. It resonates with me, because we
cannot afford duplication. We cannot afford duplicative type of pro-
grams. There is not enough money to go around to overbuild. You
stated the fact that it destroys the economic model of the private
sector investors there.

So the $600 million that you all put in the omnibus and the pa-
rameters there, I think we will even enhance those parameters. We
are looking for some of our cooperators to be the rural electrifica-
tion associations and co-ops that serve those areas in your State
and other States across the country to be our partners in that area,
with specificity that this is not for overbuilding.

Our new administrator of RUS comes from one of those rural co-
ops, your neighbor to the east in Missouri, and has a great perspec-
tive of how we can get that done.

NATIONAL BIO AND AGRO-DEFENSE FACILITY

Senator MORAN. We are pursuing a meeting with Ken Johnson
and understand that it is in the works, but he needs to arrive at
his job before we can have that conversation. But it will be very
similar to the one you and I had.

In the 47 seconds that I have already overused my time, I would
raise the topic with you, Mr. Secretary, about the NBAF, the Na-
tional Bio and Agro-Defense Facility. The last appropriations bill is
moving that authority from the Department of Homeland Security
over time to the Department of Agriculture.

That facility is located in Manhattan, Kansas. I look forward to
having additional conversations with you and your team. If you can
point the person to me who is responsible for NBAF at USDA, I
would like to have dialogue with that person.

Secretary PERDUE. We will do that, as we have with Senator
Roberts as well, who is vitally interested there. We think Kansas
State will do a great job. We think the Department of Agriculture
has a core competency to manage the NBAF facility, and we would
love to have those conversations.

By the way, your visual aid there, you have a Secretary of Agri-
culture who understands that was a pile of grain sorghum that was
vulnerable to the washing machine and solar issues early on.

Senator MORAN. Ninety-nine points the price of grain sorghum
dropped in my hometown of Plainville, Kansas, on the day the tar-
iffs were announced.

Secretary PERDUE. We are very mindful of that.

Senator MORAN. Thank you, Mr. Secretary. Please come to Kan-
sas.

Senator COLLINS. Senator Tester.
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CROP INSURANCE PROGRAM

Senator TESTER. Thank you, Madam Chair.

And I want to thank you for being here today, Secretary Perdue.
I very much appreciate hearing from you.

I have a few thankyous. First of all, I thank you for your commit-
ment to use commodities instead of cash. You are right on. I thank
you for the work that you did on Brazilian beef. It took a lot of
guts, and you did it, and you did it early. I think it set a standard
that I very much like.

The (CRP) part in your budget where it is 80 percent of fields
will not work. If I have a 10-acre field, I am not going to put eight
acres into CRP and farm the other two acres. However, 80 percent
of whole farms will work, and I think that is a good policy. What
we saw the 1980s was people putting whole farms in and a mass
exodus from the land.

So I thank you for your vision, and, hopefully, you have the same
vision in that as I do.

I want to talk about crop insurance, because when I go home,
most people are pretty damn happy with the Farm Bill. They are.
And they tell me unequivocally, “Don’t screw up crop insurance. It
is our lifeblood. It is our safety net.”

You know in this proposal, for the second year in a row, you are
going to cut subsidies for crop insurance. I know there are some
out there that do not understand agriculture that think that is just
a good thing to do. You understand agriculture.

I will tell you that it is unacceptable. And I want to know if this
is real or if you have an expectation of us putting that money back
in, and this is just a way to make the budget look better.

Secretary PERDUE. I think you have rightly articulated my view
of crop insurance, certainly, and understand the value of it. I think
it is one of the great programs in 2014 that was guided toward pro-
ducer risk management that we can continue to utilize. I think,
again, I support the crop insurance program and will support what
you all added in 2018, to utilize that.

TRADE BARRIERS

Senator TESTER. All right. Thank you for that.

I would just tell you that, and it has been expressed earlier, we
did some stuff on direct payments, and we made crop insurance a
better program, I believe. I would love to tell you that we do not
need taxpayer dollars in that program. I think you would like it,
too. But the truth is, we do. Otherwise, it will be unaffordable, and
people will not use it. We are dealing with nature. We are dealing
with volatile markets.

And I want to talk about those volatile markets for a little bit.
It has been touched on already.

Mexico is the biggest importer of American grain in the country.
They just signed an agreement with Argentina for 30,000 tons of
wheat late last year. Due to a number of reasons—probably the
North America Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) talks, maybe the
border wall, maybe tariffs, and period—our largest trading partner
Canada is uncertain.
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Look, there are a lot of things wrong with NAFTA, you and I
both know. But I am going to tell you that, you pull out of this,
it is going to be major havoc to the markets. You combine that with
what is going on with TPP where I believe 11 nations signed it, the
United States was not part of it, and one of the countries was not
China, by the way, we have a series of things that are going on
with the Administration that are not going to be helpful for farm
gate prices.

So if you combine that with the tariffs on steel and aluminum,
and the fact that durum and cattle and other things, China said
no, and it is a huge market. And as the Chairman said, we should
be expanding them, not contracting them.

But what I hear in the press is the President was going to say:
You know what? Don’t worry about it, farmers. We are going to
give the responsibility to Secretary Perdue to make you whole.

Not exactly those words, but that is what I hear. That means
that we are going to be depending on more taxpayer dollars, not
less. We just talked about the Administration’s view of cutting aid
for crop insurance, and now we are going to turn around and say,
you know what? Because what I believe are uncertain trade poli-
cies, we are going to take more taxpayer dollars and reimburse
farmers who do not want government subsidies as a general rule.
They want their paycheck coming from the marketplace.

Could you address what you are going to do when, in fact, these
markets go to hell? Because they are going to, and they are.

Secretary PERDUE. Let’s address what we will hopefully do to
keep them from going wherever you said that they are going.

Senator TESTER. Well, the truth is, Sonny—and I really like you.
You are really a good guy, and I mean that. I mean, you are a guy
I would like to go have a beer with.

But the truth is, what is going on right now is having impacts
right now today. I had Lighthizer in my office. He said we are sign-
ing bilaterals. It has been 15 months. Has there been a bilateral
signed? I do not know of any. But I but I know we backed out of
TPP. I know we are talking about backing out of NAFTA. I know
we are putting tariffs on Chinese goods.

Look, China is a bad actor. They have been doing stuff. But you
put me and my neighbors out of business in the process—I am not
saying you personally, but the Administration—we have a major
problem here.

So I know it is to get a better deal. But in the meantime, those
prices go to hell? We are done.

Secretary PERDUE. Let’s talk about where we are on the trade
negotiations again. I think we had a successful negotiation with
Korea Free Trade Agreement (KORUS), and that will be an-
nounced very soon. Agriculture is better off, no worse off than we
were with KORUS.

We are expecting, Senator, an agreement on NAFTA that has
some improvements for agriculture, maybe not all that we wanted,
but some improvements with agriculture on NAFTA.

I know that you and I probably would not use the same negoti-
ating style that President Trump does, but it appears that even
with China calling the question on some of these things—look,
there is no doubt I am anxious. Producers are anxious. It is their
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livelihood. It is their future. But we do expect that we can get ne-
gotiations done on those. I think that will relieve the anxiety meter
to a degree, and then deal with the China issue.

Senator TESTER. I will just tell you that we had some pretty
damn good years from 2008 to 2014 in Montana because we had
good prices and we had good production. The last 3 years have
been pretty tough.

If this tax on the margin—it is nonexistent. It is going to be—
remember the 1980s. If this does not get solved pretty damn quick-
ly, we are going to see a repeat of the 1980s.

I do not want to see myself losing the farm or my neighbors.
That is all. And I know you do not either.

Secretary PERDUE. I hear you, and I agree with you.

Senator TESTER. Thanks.

Senator HOEVEN [presiding]. Senator Collins.

Senator COLLINS. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

ORGANIC AGRICULTURE RESEARCH PROGRAM

Welcome, Mr. Secretary. It is good to see you.

American consumers are increasingly interested in knowing ex-
actly where and how their food is produced.

You mentioned the farm-to-table program, which is very popular
in my State. What we are finding is that the demand for organic
locally sourced products is reversing a decades-long trend away
from agriculture in the State of Maine. Instead, we are seeing more
people buying farmland and becoming involved in farming.

So that is a great sign. Over the past 5 years, the number of cer-
tified organic operations in my State has grown by more than 75
percent, representing roughly 90,000 acres of organic cropland.

So I am concerned that the President’s budget request would
completely eliminate the Organic Agriculture Research and Exten-
sion Initiative. Instead, in my judgment, we should be helping pro-
ducers meet the growing demand for organic products.

Could you please give us what the rationale is for eliminating the
organic agriculture research program?

Secretary PERDUE. Senator, all I can tell you is I think, from the
proposed budget, there are some deficiencies in the research over-
all, not just in the organic area.

To their credit, you have to give the organic producers of this
country, scratching and clawing over the last 15 years, building a
$50 billion business and growing every year, a lot of credit for their
ingenuity and creativeness and innovativeness in that area.

Obviously, research is important to all of agriculture, including
organic, and we look forward to using the research dollars you gave
us in the omnibus budget to flesh out those areas as well as others.

MARKET ACCESS PROGRAM

Senator COLLINS. I am hoping that we can take a look at the fis-
cal year 2019 budget and restore some funding in that area.

Another important program to the producers and growers in my
State is the Market Access Program. It really has been critical to
the success of Maine farmers and fishermen as they work to find
new markets and remain competitive in the global marketplace.
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This program has allowed our producers to greatly expand their
markets and create more jobs at home by facilitating the promotion
and sale of such iconic Maine products as wild blueberries in the
Middle East, Maple syrup in Central Africa, and shellfish in the
Far East. One of the Department’s strategic goals is to promote
American agricultural products overseas.

Other Nations are moving forward on new trade agreements, and
I am concerned that that is leaving American producers at a dis-
illdvantage. Let me give you an example that hits very close to

ome.

Canada recently negotiated an agreement with the European
Union called Canada Comprehensive Economic and Trade Agree-
ment (CETA). And it has reduced tariffs to zero on live Canadian
lobsters, and it will eliminate tariffs over a few years on frozen and
processed Canadian lobsters. Well, you are not surprised to learn
that Maine lobstermen are put at a huge disadvantage by this new
agreement. And the lobster do not stop swimming when they
reached Canadian waters and stay in the American side of the
boundaries.

But prior to the implementation of this new agreement between
Canada and the European Union, Maine lobster dealers were suc-
cessfully using the Market Access Program funds to find new buy-
ers overseas. And I have proposed a bill that would actually double
the funding for that program.

In light of the current barriers to international trade and the
many disruptive developments facing domestic agricultural sectors
and our farmers and our fishermen, can you speak to the impor-
tance of maintaining robust funding for the MAP program in the
years to come to help them deal with these new trade agreements?

Secretary PERDUE. I can, and I will, Senator. That is why we ar-
gued and fought to keep the MAP program whole at $200 million.
As I learned about it through the last year, the leverage we were
getting from our private sector participants in the Market Access
Program was significant, many times as much as sevenfold in that
area. Oftentimes not as much for smaller industries that did not
have the check-off dollars or the funds to do that.

But there has been no doubt that it has been a very popular pro-
%racrln among our commodity groups of a variety, not only the sea-
ood.

By the way, we are having direct discussions through Secretary
Ross of Commerce, who is negotiating steel tariff and aluminum
tariff discussions with EU over the specific seafood issues there as
well and the new CETA arrangement, which puts us at a huge dis-
advantage not only on our seafood but other issues as well.

So we are having direct discussions, candid and frank discus-
sions, with the EU about those agreements.

Senator COLLINS. I am very glad to hear that, and I look forward
to working with you. Thank you so much.

Senator HOEVEN. Senator Udall.

BROADBAND LOAN AND GRANT PILOT PROGRAM

Senator UDALL. Thank you so much, Chairman Hoeven.
Secretary Perdue, great to see you here today. It was a real
pleasure to have breakfast with you in your office and to continue
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to visit about these important agricultural issues. We really appre-
ciate your hard work and your care for the mission at the Depart-
ment of Agriculture.

Everyone on this dais and, frankly, nearly every Senator is con-
cerned about the availability of broadband in our States’ rural
areas. I am pleased that the omnibus set aside $600 million for a
broadband pilot project, but that is just a drop in the bucket com-
pared to the resources needed to build out in our hardest areas.

I want to ask you for caution. It is imperative that your agency
work closely with the other agencies that help support broadband
buildout, including the Federal Communications Commission.

The Rural Utilities Service loan programs are essential to help-
ing small companies in New Mexico connect their customers, but
we cannot support programs that overbuild other federally sup-
ported networks.

Will you commit to working with me and with the FCC as you
implement this pilot program?

Secretary PERDUE. Absolutely, Senator. That is one of our con-
cerns.

We deploy a good bit of Federal money into broadband right now,
but it is done in a fairly nonstrategic type of way. We plan to use
the resources that you gave us in the 2018 omnibus to direct that,
along with partnerships. Our goal is to leverage that money, many
times with rural cooperatives, in order to do that with the specific
direction that it cannot be duplicative, and it cannot be over-
building in other areas that create unwholesome competition in
those areas where they are already served.

So, absolutely. I am very grateful for the momentum and the in-
terest that the Congress has in broadband. I think it is one of the
most transformative issues we can have in the 21st century.

Senator UDALL. That is great. Thank you for that answer. An-
other issue is the time it takes to get pilots like these up and run-
ning.

Will you commit to have the pilot project in place by the end of
December 2018?

Secretary PERDUE. I do not want to put too much pressure on our
people, but my expectations are much quicker than that. I am a
sooner rather than later guy, and we think these pilots by the mid-
dle of the summer should be announced and taking applications.

ANTIBIOTIC RESISTANCE

Senator UDALL. Great. I am glad you are going to push it really
hard, and get it up and running as soon as you can.

Mr. Secretary, I am deeply concerned about the antibiotic over-
use in livestock impacting the effectiveness of antimicrobials for
use in animals and humans. I am interested in the work that
USPA is doing to survey the use of antibiotic drugs in farm ani-
mals.

How does the President’s budget support these activities? Does
this budget support activities that increase collaboration and co-
ordination with the Food and Drug Administration to prevent anti-
biotic resistance? And if so, would you please summarize those ac-
tivities?
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Secretary PERDUE. First of all, I think you all, through the new-
est statutes there, have brought a new awareness to that with the
prohibition over people just going and picking up something at the
farm supply store and injecting antimicrobials into the food source.
That is the biggest thing you hear about it overall.

We are working in conjunction with FDA, our food service admin-
istration. Our Food Safety and Inspection Service monitors anti-
microbial residue levels in that area, and we are collaborating with
FDA in the overall effort.

I think we have already seen—I don’t have the numbers right at
my fingertips, but we have already seen quite a bit of reduction
there. I think you will see even more as the program matures.

[The information follows:]

The National Antimicrobial Resistance Monitoring System (NARMS) is a collabo-
rative interagency partnership which includes state and local public health depart-
ments, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration (FDA), the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention (CDC), and the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) Food
Safety and Inspection Service (FSIS). This national public health surveillance sys-
tem tracks changes in antimicrobial susceptibility of select foodborne enteric bac-
teria found in ill people (CDC), retail meats (FDA), and food animals (FSIS).

FSIS collects and analyzes antimicrobial resistance data for the animal segment
of NARMS through two programs: the Pathogen Reduction/Hazard Analysis and
Critical Control Point (PR/HACCP) verification program and the cecal sampling pro-
gram. Samples from both programs are analyzed for Salmonella, Campylobacter,
Escherichia coli, and Enterococcus. In 2014, FSIS began to move from a risk-based
sampling approach to routine sampling of all establishments in the PR/HACCP
verification programs, enabling the Agency to better evaluate prevalence and con-
tamination trends in these commodities over time. In March 2013, NARMS began
the cecal sampling program-a collaborative effort between the FDA’s Center for Vet-
erinary Medicine (CVM) and FSIS. Samples are collected from cecal contents at
slaughter; these samples reflect the microbial characteristics of food animals prior
to the application of in-plant antimicrobial interventions.

While available data indicates continued effort is needed to limit the factors con-
tributing to antimicrobial resistance, the following describes trends that suggest re-
cent strides have potentially been made in reducing antimicrobial resistant bacteria
in FSIS-regulated commodities:

Antimicrobial resistant Salmonella

—The proportion of ceftriaxone-resistant Salmonella declined between 2014 and

2016 among PR/HACCP cattle isolates (15 percent to 11 percent) and turkey
isolates (10 percent to 7 percent). (NARMS results from 2016 are the most re-
cent available data.)
—1In cecal swine (market hogs and sows), ceftriaxone-resistant Salmonella has re-
mained below 5 percent since 2013.

Antimicrobial resistant Campylobacter coli

—The proportion of erythromycin-resistant Campylobacter coli isolates declined
between 2013 and 2016 in cecal chicken samples (15 percent to 5 percent) and
in cecal cattle samples (5 percent to 1 percent).

Antimicrobial resistant E.coli

—The proportion of Trimethoprim Sulfamethoxazole-resistant E. coli declined be-

tween 2013 to 2016 in cecal turkey isolates (10 percent to 4 percent).

Senator UDALL. Mr. Secretary, I hope you will put in the record
the numbers that you cannot quite get off the top of your head
now. I mean, I know this is a complicated area, but I hope you will
answer this question more thoroughly for the record, so that we
can see the kind of progress that you are making.

REGIONAL CONSERVATION PARTNERSHIP PROGRAM

And then just very quickly in the last couple seconds here, I am
enormously impressed with the Regional Conservation Partnership
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Program (RCPP). As you know, there has been an effort in the
President’s budget to cut that. I hope, notwithstanding that re-
quest, that you will push, if we give you the moneys there, push
to make sure that those are spent well.

I just toured one of these projects. I invite you out to New Mexico
toCtake a look at the really solid work that is happening with the
RCPP.

Secretary PERDUE. We know, Senator, that waters do not recog-
nize political boundaries. They affect all of us in watersheds. Grav-
ity still works. And we believe in regionalization.

Senator UDALL. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Senator HOEVEN. Senator Baldwin.

TRADE DISRUPTIONS

Senator BALDWIN. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Secretary Perdue, welcome. So you do not need me to tell you
that the farmers of the State of Wisconsin are deeply concerned by
the Chinese threats of tariffs and retaliation. Wisconsin producers
of corn and soybeans, of pork, beef, ginseng and cranberries have
all been in touch with me and my office to share with me the dev-
astating impacts that they fear these tariffs could have on their
business.

As you also know, and I think some of my colleagues have ques-
tioned you about this already, the recently passed omnibus legisla-
tion provided your Department with additional resources to ad-
dress the impacts of retaliatory tariffs on agricultural products.

I support taking action to punish China for its cheating and to
create a level playing field for American workers and farmers. But
I also believe that the Trump Administration should act to prevent
harmful retaliation against farmers in Wisconsin and across the
country.

So I am interested in knowing what specific steps you are going
to take to help farmers who may be impacted by retaliation by
China. And will you use the authorities provided in the recently en-
acted fiscal year 2018 agriculture appropriations bill?

Secretary PERDUE. We will, if needed. And we very much appre-
ciate that.

Obviously, our first goal is to negotiate ourselves out of the
saber-rattling that has occurred and to make sure that these mar-
ket disruptions do not have a permanent impact. There is enough
anxiety, as you well know, already with lower commodity prices,
trade disruptions, and disaster and drought and hurricanes. All
those have a very cumulative stressful effect on our producers.

So our goal, obviously, is to finish NAFTA, which is important
to your State as well, and then to work on negotiations with China,
so we do not have to get into mitigation efforts. But thankfully to
you all in the 2018 omnibus, you all gave us the liberty to use some
of those tools at our disposal to make sure that our farmers do not
bear the brunt of retaliation.

Senator BALDWIN. So I just want to dig a little deeper on this.
I know there are a lot of what-ifs, because I agree, we want to ne-
gotiate our way out of the threats and possibility of retaliation. But
have you determined what criteria you would use to ensure prompt
action in support of farmers, if we get to that place?
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Secretary PERDUE. What we have done so far is, on a weekly
basis, look at the market impact. I have talked with our econo-
mists. Dr. Johansson may be able to describe more deftly what the
calculations of determining the market trade impact or the trade
dispute impacts are, versus normal or seasonal market disruptions.

What we do not want to do is create an environment where we
take normal trade fluctuations there and attribute them to trade
disruptions in a retaliatory kind of way. Our economists tell us
that we have very good tools, they feel very precise tools, to iden-
tify that.

The authorities that you gave us in 2018, there is also Section
32 that I think cranberries have used before, that are possibilities
to use.

MARGIN PROTECTION PROGRAM

Senator BALDWIN. Ginseng is another one that we are hearing
threats about.

So, as you know, our dairy industry is facing major challenges.
We have low prices, oversupply of milk, and unfair trade practices
from our Canadian neighbors, all at a time when other export mar-
kets are uncertain and the NAFTA market is being debated, at
least market access.

I have two questions, now that dairy farmers can enroll in the
Margin Protection Program with the revisions, the lower costs and
better coverage, and I want to make sure that our farmers have the
chance to get enrolled.

So on these two topics, the status of the Administration’s effort
to follow through on President Trump’s promise to ensure Canada
changes its unfair dairy pricing scheme, and, number two, what
are you doing to get the word out about this enrollment period and
to help farmers have really high-quality information about the ex-
pansion and improvements in the MPP and dairy insurance op-
tions?

Secretary PERDUE. I think the good news is, I was just on an RV
tour last week through Ohio, Michigan, and Kentucky, and word
travels pretty fast in the agriculture sector. The dairy members
that showed up for those hearings understood already. We had
made the announcement about the application, and they know
about the ability to go back to January 1, and we know that it has
already been triggered there.

So dairy-men and -women have to be pretty good business peo-
ple. They have already calculated they want to sign up. It has been
pretty widely distributed. The information should be out at our
FSA offices already. They have specific FAQs over the various com-
ponents there.

But we think it will be a program that the dairy industry will
flock to, unlike the previous one. The MPP had kind of gotten a
bad name. I think you all have helped to retool it in a way that
they understand it can be very helpful.

Certainly, we have impressed upon Ambassador Lighthizer al-
most on a weekly basis how important it is to get the dairy situa-
tion with Canada. He has some larger issues. I think we would love
to have any other help in impressing upon the Ambassador how
important it is to make sure that the dairy situation in regard to
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Canada is also resolved. I am not as optimistic as I would like to
be.

TRADE DISRUPTIONS

Senator BALDWIN. Mr. Chairman, I know my time has run out.
May I just put in one more question? Thank you so much.

Secretary Perdue, I mentioned Wisconsin products like cran-
berries and ginseng. They do not have futures markets. So without
this price indicator information, our producers are concerned that
USDA will not have the data and information it needs to respond
to the retaliatory tariffs, if they occur, until it is too late.

So I want to ask, how is the USDA monitoring the impact of tar-
iffs on specialty crops like cranberries and ginseng?

Secretary PERDUE. If you do not mind, I would like to ask Dr.
Johansson to tell us how we monitor the cash prices when there
is no future or board there to do that.

But we have a pretty good discovery price network through our
National Agricultural Statistics Service (NASS) program of looking
at markets every year, but he will have a more precise answer.

Dr. JOoHANSSON. Thank you, Senator, for the question and, Sec-
retary, for giving me an opportunity to say a couple words.

Certainly, with respect to some of the specialty crops, we do not
have futures prices, so we rely on price signals that we get from
the Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS), for example, that are
out there asking what market prices are. We know what the trade
value is for those commodities going to China, because they are
certainly tracked through our trade data. And we know what it will
mean if we face a 25 percent tariff on some of those commodities.

So we will use the tools that we would normally use in any kind
of trade dispute to analyze what the potential effects would be.

Senator BALDWIN. Thank you.

Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

Senator HOEVEN. Mr. Secretary, thanks very much for being here
and for allowing all of our members to ask you questions and for
your responses.

Just in closing here, we want to again emphasize crop insurance
as an absolute number-one priority for our producers out there. We
hear it day in and day out. I know you do, too. You heard about
it when you were out in North Dakota.

Certainly, a very important aspect to that is preventive plant.
You are going to see, with the late spring, you are going to see
need for preventive plant this year.

And also, on the school meals, the flexibility that our schools
need on whole grains, on sodium, and on milk requirements, I
know you were working on those regulations, and I know you un-
derstand that need for flexibility, so I appreciate that.

Is anything else that you want to provide for the record before
we wrap up here?

Secretary PERDUE. I think we have already submitted, but we
will be happy to address any of the unanswered questions and
things that your members mentioned for the record.
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ADDITIONAL COMMITTEE QUESTIONS

Senator HOEVEN. Right. Members have a week to provide addi-
tional questions that they may have, which they can submit in
written form.

We would ask that you and your staff respond within 4 weeks,
if that seems reasonable.

I think, with that, I will finish on the note that I always do, and
that is that our farmers and ranchers provide the highest quality,
lowest cost food supply in the world that every American benefits
from every single day, and we need good farm policy to support
their efforts that are so important to us.

Thank you to Dr. Johansson. Thank you to Ms. Jones.

And, Secretary, thank you for being here and for your advocacy
for agriculture.

Secretary PERDUE. Thank you, Mr. Chairman.

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR SUSAN M. COLLINS
SNAP HARVEST FOOD BOXES

Question. Mr. Secretary, SNAP funding is critically important in Maine, where
one in five children are food insecure. Last year, 189,000 Mainers representing 14
percent of the state population received SNAP benefits. The President’s fiscal year
2019 budget proposes cutting monthly SNAP benefits in half and replacing them
with the America’s Harvest Food Box program.

I have heard concerns about the logistics of implementing such a proposal from
organizations such as The Good Shepherd Food Bank in Auburn, Maine, which dis-
tributes roughly 21 million meals across the state each year and also participates
in the Commodity Supplemental Food Program that delivers similar food packages
to seniors at their homes. Regularly delivering hundreds of thousands of Harvest
Food Boxes—especially in more rural states like Maine—would require a sophisti-
cated network of organizations and infrastructure and could result in unanticipated
costs.

Mr. Secretary, can you explain in greater detail the logistics behind implementing
the Harvest Food Box program, particularly in rural states like Maine?

Answer. SNAP State agencies would be responsible for the administration of the
program at the State level and would partner with USDA to determine and imple-
ment the most efficient food box distribution model. States would be able to cus-
tomize their delivery models to consider special circumstances such as rural loca-
tions. As is currently done for other USDA nutrition assistance programs, USDA
would purchase staple, shelf-stable foods (such as shelf-stable milk, juice, grains,
ready-eat-cereals, pasta, peanut butter, beans, canned meat, poultry or fish, and
canned fruits and vegetables) and have them delivered to States. States would then
be given substantial flexibility in deciding how to deliver the food benefits to partici-
pants, for example through existing infrastructure, partnerships, and/or through
commercial and/or retail delivery services.

MAINE LOBSTER INDUSTRY TRADE OBSTACLES

Question. The Foreign Agriculture Service’s Market Access Program (MAP) pro-
vides critical support to U.S. exporters that enable them to promote their products
globally, but these programs alone cannot compensate for broad tariff discrepancies.

As the Maine lobster supply has increased in the last 10-15 years, lobstermen,
lobster wholesalers, and lobster processors have aggressively pursued new markets
for these products around the world. Exports have driven strong demand, and with-
out strategic trade agreements, the Maine lobster fishing community stands to lose
opportunities to its Canadian counterparts. The Comprehensive Economic and
Trade Agreement (CETA), for example, create preferential treatment for seafood
shipped from Canada to the EU. Historically, US lobster wholesalers and processors
have been the majority suppliers to the EU market but are now at risk of losing
that market.

What steps can USDA take to better support U.S. lobster, seafood, and agricul-
tural producers that distribute their products into Europe and now face a consider-
able disadvantage in that market?
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Answer. Opening new export markets are clearly one of the best ways to sustain
the vitality of American producers, and USDA remains confident that ongoing nego-
tiations with our trading partners will be successful. Reflecting the strong message
we heard from our constituents, the updates to The U.S.-Korea Trade Agreement
(KORUS) strengthened that agreement for our workers without harming market ac-
cess for U.S. agriculture. The President also directed us to seek significant changes
to NAFTA, and those talks continue. We have a trade working group with the
United Kingdom as it prepares to withdraw from the European Union. We have told
Japan that we are interested in having a bilateral free trade agreement. We are ex-
ploring possible countries in Africa and Southeast Asia with whom it might be ap-
propriate for us to enter into model free trade agreements. USDA is, and will re-
main, an active partner in these negotiations as we also continue our work with the
rest of the U.S. government to enforce our existing agreements. If the European
Union decides to come to the table to try and fix some of the longstanding dispari-
ties we face selling into that market, you can be assured that improved access for
U.S. agricultural products will be a top priority and that we will share your prior-
ities with our trade negotiators.

Question. Furthermore, the Maine lobster industry benefits from fluid trade with
Canada due to the timing of the supply of fresh-caught live lobster in both countries
a}r;d thus has concerns about the potential impact of NAFTA to this trade relation-
ship.

Given that one of the USDA’s strategic goals is to promote American agricultural
products and exports, can you please provide an update on NAFTA and the efforts
being made to ensure that the existing trade relationship between the Canadian and
American lobster industries is not negatively affected by these negotiations?

Answer. The United States is working to secure the best possible deal for Amer-
ican farmers, workers and businesses as we work to update the North American
Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). We will not rush to conclude an agreement that
does not fully meet congressional and Administration objectives. To date, sub-
stantive discussions have concluded in nine chapters of the Agreement and six sec-
toral annexes. We have also made significant progress in several other chapters. In
these areas, we have secured ambitious, TPP-plus commitments. However, signifi-
cant challenges remain in many areas of our modernization and rebalancing agenda,
including rules of origin, intellectual property, agricultural market access, labor, dis-
pute settlement, and others. Trade Ministers of the three countries are in regular
contact and are considering how to advance the negotiations. In the meantime, the
current NAFTA agreement remains in place.

SPECIALTY CROP PROGRAMS (AMS)

Question. Specialty crops, including Maine potatoes and wild blueberries, con-
stitute half of all crop value in the U.S. and provide regional economic development
as a high-value enterprise for rural communities. I am encouraged that the budget
request includes strong funding for Specialty Crop Block Grants, particularly since
the fiscal year 2018 budget request proposed to eliminate this important program.
Maine farmers were deeply concerned by that proposal. In addition, I am encour-
aged that the request proposes increasing funding for the Specialty Crop Research
Initiative, which funds quality research projects that address long-term and emer-
gency needs in the specialty crop industry.

IsdT:)ISDA committed to funding these critical Specialty Crop programs moving for-
ward?

Answer. It is wonderful to hear that you value the Specialty Crop Block Grants
and the Specialty Crop Research Initiative. With available funding, USDA is com-
mitted to funding Specialty Crop programs.

SUPPORT FOR FORESTRY RESEARCH

Question. With the recent decline of the pulp and paper industry in Maine, state
officials and industry stakeholders have been working together to create opportuni-
ties for new and expanded forest products businesses, a more diversified forest econ-
omy, high value exports, and increased jobs and wages.

According to a 2017 report from The Blue Ribbon Commission on Forest and For-
est Products Research and Development in the 21st Century, Federal research ca-
pacity in the forest sector has fallen by half in 30 years. As such, I am concerned
that the fiscal year 19 budget request proposes to reduce funding for critical forestry
research activities.

For example, the budget proposes to reduce funding for the U.S. Forest Service’s
Northern Research Station (which covers a twenty state region across the Midwest
and Northeast) by $12 million. According to researchers at the University of Maine,
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the Research Station is already operating at a deficit, jeopardizing several existing
joint venture agreements. In addition, the budget proposes to reduce funding for
MclIntire-Stennis Cooperative Forestry grants by $5 million. These grants are cru-
cial for increasing forestry research in the production, utilization, and protection of
forestland; training future forestry scientists; and involving other disciplines in for-
estry research.

What is the Department’s justification for proposing to reduce funding for forestry
R&D at a time when the industry is facing obstacles to growth and working to ex-
pand new forest products markets?

Answer. The fiscal year 2019 President’s Budget required hard choices for the For-
est Service—one of which was to propose reduced funding for Forestry Research and
Development and focus funding on the management of National Forest System
lands. The Budget demonstrates the President’s commitment toward achieving
major goals such as rebuilding our military, sustaining 3 percent economic growth,
deregulation, and ensuring American families keep more of their hard-earned money
through tax reform.

Question. Is the Department taking steps to facilitate growth and expansion of the
forest products industry?

Answer. The fiscal year 2019 President’s Budget proposes to maintain the funding
level for the Forest Products Laboratory (FPL). The FPL focuses on collaborative
work intended to maximize the use of forest products coming from all the Nation’s
forests.

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR JERRY MORAN
MCGOVERN-DOLE PROGRAM

Question. If the drought in Kansas and across other areas of the country con-
tinues or intensifies, what steps (beyond allowing emergency haying and grazing on
CRP) will USDA take to help producers in the summer and fall of 20187

Answer. USDA will continue to provide assistance to drought-affected producers
through the following programs:

Emergency Watershed Protection (EWP) Program.—EWP provides recovery
assistance to help local communities and private landowners relieve immi-
nent hazards to life and property caused by drought, windstorms, wildfire,
and other occurrences that impair a watershed. The funding can also be
used to reseed drought-stricken areas that would be prone to erosion and
could potentially pose a threat to life or property.

Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP).—EQIP provides finan-
cial resources and technical support to help producers conserve scarce water
resources, reduce wind erosion on drought-impacted fields, improve live-
stock access to water, and recover from drought-related natural disasters
like wildfire.

Conservation Technical Assistance (CTA).—CTA provides one-on-one, per-
sonalized advice and planning support to help drought-affected farms and
ranchers increase their resiliency by recommending and providing technical
assistance implementing practices that protect crop and forage yields from
weather extremes.

Conservation Reserve Program (CRP).—Emergency haying and grazing of
CRP allows participants to continue to receive CRP rental payments and
provides needed forage during times of drought.

Emergency Conservation Program (ECP).—ECP provides emergency funding
and technical assistance to farmers and ranchers to rehabilitate farmland
damaged by natural disasters, such as drought, or to implement emergency
water conservation measures during periods of severe drought.

Emergency Assistance for Livestock, Honeybees, and Farm-Raised Fish Pro-
gram (ELAP).—ELAP provides assistance to livestock producers that suffer
losses resulting from the additional cost of transporting water to livestock
including, but not limited to, costs associated with water transport equip-
ment fees, labor, and contracted water transportation fees.

Livestock Forage Disaster Program (LFP).—LFP provides financial com-
pensation to eligible livestock producers who have suffered grazing losses
for covered livestock on land that is native or improved pastureland with
permanent vegetative cover or is planted specifically for grazing.
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Noninsured Crop Disaster Assistance Program (NAP)—NAP provides finan-
cial assistance to producers of crops for which Federal crop insurance is not
available to protect against natural disasters, such as drought, that result
in lower yields or crop losses, or that prevent crop planting.

Tree Assistance Program (TAP)—TAP provides disaster assistance to eligi-
ble orchardists and nursery tree growers to replant or rehabilitate trees,
bushes, and vines that are lost because of an eligible natural disaster, such
as drought.

Emergency Loan (EM) Program.—The EM program provides low-interest
loans to family farmers who have suffered a production or physical loss re-
sulting from a natural disaster, such as drought.

Question. Will USDA consider allowing emergency haying and grazing on CRP,
including on acres enrolled in CP-25, during the 2018 primary nesting season due
to drought conditions?

Answer. USDA may approve emergency haying and grazing on CRP, including
acres enrolled in CP-25, during the primary nesting season under certain condi-
tions. I understand the importance of providing farmers and ranchers with the op-
tion to emergency hay or graze their CRP land during times of drought.

Question. The fiscal year 2018 and fiscal year 2019 budgets claim McGovern-Dole
International Food for Education and Child Nutrition Program “is duplicative of
U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID) programs, lacks evidence that
it is being effectively implemented, and has unaddressed oversight and performance
monitoring challenges.”

W{Pat specific school feeding program within USAID does McGovern-Dole dupli-
cate?

Answer. In 2014, USDA and USAID signed a medum of understanding to leverage
and complement programs, and USDA is an active member of USAID’s Reinforcing
Education Accountability in Education Act to develop a strategy.

Question. What steps has USDA taken to improve the implementation of McGov-
ern-Dole and address any oversight and performance monitoring challenges?

Answer. We have not yet begun to formulate the fiscal year 2020 budget. In re-
sponse to a Government Accountability Act report, USDA implemented a monitoring
and evaluation (M&E) policy in May 2013. The policy is updated regularly; the most
recent major update related to the nutrition indicators. All implementing partners
are required to adhere to the M&E policy, which includes expending no less than
3 percent of total project funds on M&E. All the implementing partners must exe-
cute baseline, midterm and final evaluations using third party evaluators and report
biannually on their progress on indicators set forth in their projects.

Question. Why did those actions not result in the claim being removed from the
fiscal year 2019 budget proposal?

Answer. The Administration believes that further improvements can be made in
the program oversight and performance evidence. The claim was not removed from
the fiscal year 2019 budget because substantial steps had not been taken to monitor
and evaluate projects and share data publically since USDA implemented the M&E
policy in May 2013.

Question. What steps will USDA commit to take to improve implementation of
McGovern-Dole and address any oversight and performance challenges to avoid hav-
ing the claim repeated in the fiscal year 2020 budget proposal?

Answer. We have not yet begun to formulate the fiscal year 2020 budget. Begin-
ning in fiscal year 2018, all McGovern-Dole awards are required to contribute to the
McGovern-Dole Learning Agenda, which builds the evidence base on school meal
programs and supports adaptive management for improved performance. USDA is
updating its Monitoring and Evaluation Policy and Indicator Handbook and will
continue to collect regular performance data from all McGovern Dole projects, and
will commit to sharing that data publically, including on the FAS website and in
congressional reports such as the McGovern Dole annual report and the congres-
sional budget justification. USDA is also investing in rigorous studies to generate
evidence of the effectiveness of the McGovern Dole program, which will be directly
applied to performance improvement in the future.

Question. USDA’s food purchases for The Emergency Food Assistance Program
(TEFAP) are down in 2018 compared to previous years. Have fewer Section 32 funds
been used to purchase surplus commodities for TEFAP in 20187 What, if anything,
is USDA doing to expedite USDA TEFAP bonus commodity purchases?

Answer. FNS works with the Agricultural Marketing Service on purchases of com-
modity food products that are delivered to schools, food banks and households in
communities across the country. USDA intends to provide high quality services to
our customers and recently announced a new streamlined purchasing process for
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bonus commodity purchases for the nutrition assistance programs, including The
Emergency Food Assistance Program. As of the date of this hearing and using this
new process, USDA will make up to $177.4 million in timely purchases of products,
including pork, tart cherries, dried peas, cheddar cheese, peaches, tomatoes, prunes,
pinto beans, lentils, blueberries, and raspberries. This is comparable to past years’
planned purchase totals for the same time period.

Question. USDA is conducting a study regarding USDA field offices. In most
cases, conservation districts in Kansas share space/leases in these offices. The con-
servation districts are concerned how they might be affected by a reorganization of
USDA at the service center level. The conservation districts have not been included
in the USDA office study. Due to the valuable contributions conservation districts
provide to help NRCS deliver conservation programs, why have they not been in-
cluded in these discussions?

Answer. The realignment of FSA, NRCS, and RMA into the newly-formed FPAC
Mission Area will not impact the longstanding agreements we have in place with
conservation districts to share office space. The core of the Optimally Productive Of-
fice study was a rigorous analysis of FSA’s and NRCS’s productivity rates at the
county levels. We are looking at how efficiently and effectively FSA and NRCS are
serving farmers, ranchers, and forest stewards across the country based on core
deliverables, products, and metrics.

We are also in the process of evaluating the impact of key variables (e.g., histor-
ical and forecasted customer demand) to inform the level and types of capabilities
needed to meet producers’ needs and optimize staffing distributions over time. Incor-
porating additional variables, such as driving distances and producer demographics,
will inform how scaling staffing (upwards or downwards) may impact the commu-
nities we serve.

Because the primary focus of this study is to analyze productivity, we had not pre-
viously asked conservation districts to provide specific metrics (e.g., their cycle time
for delivering core products). We are, however, incorporating the number of part-
ners’ full-time equivalents in aggregate to evaluate their impact on FSA’s and
NRCS’s overall productivity rates and ability to achieve mission success.

Question. A number of management positions, as well as county office positions,
are vacant at Kansas NRCS and FSA. There are growing complaints across Kansas
regarding delays and lack of staff who can offer guidance and make decisions re-
garding conservation programs, technical assistance, and FSA loans. What is USDA
doing to expedite hiring to fill these vacant positions so that USDA can better serve
Kansas producers?

Answer. NRCS and FSA began filling positions in February 2018 as work began
concurrently on the analytical staffing tool to better inform hiring decisions. NRCS
and FSA used version 1 of the tool to fill approximately 800 positions in high pri-
ority functions and areas. Additional positions will be filled in August and Sep-
tember 2018, utilizing version 2 of the analytical staffing tool. At least 90 percent
of the hires are focused on state and field level staff who work directly with farmers
and ranchers.

BUSINESS AND INDUSTRY LOANS

Question. I understand that a rationing scheme will begin on May 1 for the Busi-
ness and Industry loan program because the demand for loans exceeds the expected
available resources.

The fiscal year 2018 appropriations bill added $10 million to the Rural Business
Development Grants—can a portion of those funds could be used to back B&I loans
by applying more budget authority to the program?

Answer. Yes, RBS could have requested a reprogramming of funds from Congress,
however, RBS chose to keep funds allocated as specified by Congress.

Question. Can USDA move toward zero subsidy, which is the methodology used
in the SBA program?

Answer. RBS is currently considering whether the policy goals of the program
support a “zero-subsidy” or fee-based approach like the SBA program.

Question. What other actions can USDA take to avoid rationing B&I loans?

Answer. To ensure funding meets demand, RBS has directed the States to fund
projects identified under the B&I unnumbered letter, which directs State Directors
and Program Directors to award administrative Priority Points to projects that sup-
port the five “Calls to Action” identified in the Report published by the Interagency
Task Force on Agriculture and Rural Prosperity.
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QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR MARCO RUBIO
UNFAIR TRADE PRACTICES

Question. What actions are you and Under Secretary for Trade and Foreign Agri-
cultural Affairs, Ted McKinney, taking to support Ambassador Lighthizer’s efforts
in the NAFTA renegotiations to allow seasonal and perishable produce growers, in-
cluding many in Florida and Georgia, to more easily challenge, and defend them-
selves against, unfair Mexican agricultural trade?

Answer. USDA is working closely with others in the Administration to advocate
for effective solutions to current problems, while preserving the important agricul-
tural markets that we created through NAFTA.

Question. How does the fiscal year 19 budget request impact USDA’s ability to
continue funding detection, research, and control to combat citrus greening?

Answer. The citrus greening efforts are very important to USDA. Three agencies
are currently participating in these efforts, and I have asked for more specific infor-
mation be provided for the record.

APHIS.—The fiscal year 2019 request provides funding to allow APHIS to
focus on maintaining producers’ access to export markets, continuing survey
activities by shifting more responsibility to States and industry partners,
facilitating domestic movement of fruit and plant materials, and preventing
the spread of HLB into commercial production areas of California. In fiscal
year 2019, APHIS will continue to use funds Congress provided for the
HLB MAC under General Provision Sec. 771 in the fiscal year 2018 appro-
priation to further develop tools to control, manage, and prevent citrus
greening.

NIFA.—Under the 2014 Farm Bill (FB), funds were allocated to the Emer-
gency Citrus Disease Research and Extension (CDRE) under The Specialty
Crop Research Initiative (SCRI) through fiscal year 2018. Per the FB there
are no specific allocations to CDRE under SCRI in fiscal year 2019. NIFA
intends to build on the success of the CDRE by investing resources from
SCRI moving forward. In addition, funds from the Agriculture and Food Re-
search Initiative and the Crop Protection/Pest Management programs could
be used to address citrus research and extension activities as well as the
various capacity research and extension programs implemented at the state
level.

ARS.—The President’s fiscal year 2019 budget request would maintain ARS
funding for citrus greening research, to detect, mitigate, and combat citrus
greening at the fiscal year 2018 Enacted Budget level of $2.3 million. ARS
will continue to conduct innovative research to detect, mitigate, and control
citrus greening in fiscal year 2019 according to the capacity provided by
available budgetary resources. Research includes crop resistance, insect
management, suppression of the disease-causing bacterium, and predictive
models that help state agencies survey and monitor the disease.

Question. What USDA programs or research initiatives are being prioritized to ad-
dress the next major invasive threat to Florida agriculture—in whatever form that
may be—so that folks on the ground are better prepared?

Answer. Florida is a gateway to the United States for invasive species, so we have
numerous research initiatives designed to protect and prepare Florida agriculture,
and U.S. agriculture as a whole, from major invasive threats. I have asked for more
specific examples be provided for the record.

For example, the Agricultural Research Service’s (ARS) Mosquito and Fly re-
search program in Gainesville, Florida, conducts research on improved surveillance
and control of mosquitoes and biting flies, including the development of new and im-
proved mosquito and fly traps, skin and clothing repellents, insecticides, genetic
technologies, resistance management, and models to predict risk of disease out-
breaks from invasive pathogens such as Rift Valley Fever (RVF). Introduction of
RVF into Florida would be devastating to the Florida cattle production industry due
to the impact of disease on cattle and the mosquito species present in Florida, which
are very effective at transmitting RVF. ARS also partners with the American
Phytopathological Society to prioritize new and emerging pathogens that threaten
U.S. agriculture. The Animal and Plant Health Inspection Service (APHIS) and ARS
then prepare Response Plans and Recovery Plans for those threats, such as from
Citrus Leprosis, Citrus Greening (Huanglongbing), Citrus Black Spot, Citrus Varie-
gated Chlorosis, Laurel Wilt of Avocado, and Cucumber Green Mottle Mosaic Virus,
all of which constitute major invasive threats to Florida agriculture. Further, the
Oriental Fruit Fly (OFF), a highly invasive tropical pest, destroys more than 400
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types of fruits and vegetables including many important to Florida agriculture and
U.S. agriculture as a whole. OFF has been detected frequently in Florida and Cali-
fornia, each detection triggering expensive quarantine and eradication programs. In
fiscal year 2018, ARS embarked on new research on OFF control in Miami, Florida.
ARS, in collaboration with APHIS, will apply advanced robotics, nanotechnologies,
and other methods to develop improved detection methods and systems to reduce
tshe risk of OFF establishment and spread to Florida and elsewhere in the United
tates.

In addition to efforts by ARS, the National Institute of Food and Agriculture
(NIFA) has several capacity and competitive programs that invest in research and
extension activities focused on the invasive species in Florida. For example, NIFA
has provided funding to the University of Florida and Florida Agricultural & Me-
chanical University for research and extension work on: integrated management of
major arthropod pests of tropical fruit crops in south Florida; biology and manage-
ment of arthropod pests of vegetable and small fruits; integrated management of
major diseases of vegetable and herb crops important to south Florida; strategic re-
search for the biological control and ecological-based management of invasive insect
pests and weeds; biological control of invasive insect pests with fungi; and devel-
oping disease tolerance (e.g., Pierce’s disease) for Florida grape varieties.

Question. Can you speak to USDA’s commitment to helping reduce America’s sea-
food trade deficit through domestic aquaculture?

Answer. Although the U.S. aquaculture industry is a small producer on a global
scale, it is a vibrant and growing industry providing 21 percent of the seafood pro-
duced in the United States by value ($1.4 billion farm-gate value per year). Aqua-
culture is already important in some regions of the United States where oyster,
mussel, clam, fish, and seaweed farms are creating jobs and helping to keep working
waterfronts alive. Ensuring this momentum continues and accelerates is key to the
Administration’s commitment to create jobs and expand a safe, secure, and sustain-
able U.S. seafood supply now and into the future.

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR JEFF MERKLEY
CONSERVATION

Question. 1 have a letter from Western farmers, ranchers, sportsmen, and con-
servation organization that are all deeply concerned about the proposed budget cuts
to conservation programs. Why does the budget propose to cut the Regional Con-
servation Partnership Program when these efforts are really helping agriculture
producers and others on and off farm conservation needs and stabilize the Colorado
River basin?

Answer. We support providing assistance to address natural resource concerns fac-
ing the Nation’s farmers, ranchers, and nonindustrial private forest landowners.
The budget proposal reflects an interest in streamlining programs that address
similar concerns. Since the Regional Partnership Program draws its funding from
the four “covered” programs (such as the Environmental Quality Incentives Program
and Agriculture Conservation Easement Program), NRCS anticipates that it will
continue to provide assistance and support the conservation needs of Western pro-
ducers, including those in and around the Colorado River Basin.

Question. How do you plan to ensure that the 2018 Farm Bill contains adequate
funding and new tools to expand USDA’s efforts to enhance drought resiliency and
water conservation?

Answer. USDA is committed to providing technical assistance to the Agriculture
Authorizing Committees as they draft the 2018 Farm Bill. One of our many Farm
Bill principles is to streamline conservation programs, including working lands pro-
grams, to achieve efficiencies and maximize producer benefits. This includes en-
hanced drought resiliency and water conservation. Furthermore, we continue to pro-
mote the benefits of healthy soils to promote clean air and water. Extreme weather,
such as drought, in the last few years has highlighted the need for soil health man-
agement. We plan on implementing efficiencies within existing programs and con-
tinuing to provide assistance through our conservation planning process. Addition-
ally, we will be developing products that highlight the economic benefits of soil
health for distribution throughout the agriculture community.

HORSE PROTECTION ACT (HPA)/ANIMAL WELFARE ACT (AWA) TRANSPARENCY

Question. Mr. Perdue, at the beginning of February, APHIS abruptly removed
from its website thousands of pages of searchable inspection reports, annual reports,
and other documents regarding enforcement of the Horse Protection Act and the
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Animal Welfare Act. Public access to this data ensures accountability for the agen-
cy’s enforcement of these laws and acts as deterrence against violations.

It is essential that the public be able to see which dog dealers, horse train-
ers, laboratories, roadside zoos, and other regulated entities have been cited
for subjecting animals in their care to abuse or otherwise failing to meet
basic welfare standards. Responsible actors in the regulated communities
fvant to be able to point to their clean records that help them establish pub-
ic trust.

When will the agency restore these vital records and resume posting them in a
timely way on a searchable database with names and cities identified?

Answer. In July 2016, APHIS initiated a comprehensive review and update of the
USDA Animal Welfare and Horse Protection Act program website, publications, and
correspondence to eliminate out of date content, improve the information provided,
and balance its commitment to transparency with applicable laws, including rules
protecting personal privacy. In August 2017, APHIS announced improvements to
the Agency’s Animal Care Information System (ACIS), which allows APHIS to make
animal welfare information publicly available on the APHIS website and ensure
compliance with all applicable laws. The improvements to ACIS are ongoing, and
APHIS will notify stakeholders as additional information becomes available. We an-
ticipate completing the updates and having all information available before the end
of calendar year 2018. With regards to the Horse Protection program, USDA does
not use the same report format under the Horse Protection Act (HPA) and has never
posted equivalent HPA records to its website.

HORSE SORING

Question. The last Administration proposed an important rule to update Horse
Protection Act regulations to finally end the cruel practice of horse soring—inflicting
pain on the hooves and legs of Tennessee Walking Horses and related breeds to
force them to perform an artificial high-stepping gait. The rule was designed to fix
serious weaknesses in USDA’s oversight of this law enacted almost 50 years ago.
This rule had overwhelming, bipartisan Congressional support from 42 Senators
and 182 Representatives who sent letters to USDA, along with more than 100,000
public comments submitted in support.

Mr. Perdue, will you commit to reviewing this broadly supported proposed rule,
and inform us promptly about your intentions regarding final publication?

Answer. In July 2016, USDA issued a proposed rule amending the Horse Protec-
tion Act (HPA) regulations to establish a USDA-administered training and licensing
program for industry inspectors and to prohibit the use of pads and other action de-
vices in Tennessee Walking Horses and Racking Horses. USDA received and care-
fully reviewed 130,975 comments. Consistent with Executive Order 13777, USDA
has taken meaningful steps to reduce regulatory burdens on the American people
and promote economic growth, as reflected in the Current “Unified Agenda of Regu-
latory and Deregulatory Actions”. Although the rule is on the inactive list for Cur-
rent Regulatory Plan and Unified Agenda for Regulatory and Deregulatory Actions,
USDA continues to develop other solutions to improve compliance with the HPA. We
are working closely with horse industry inspectors and USDA inspectors, providing
learning opportunities for the regulated community, and will continue to fulfill our
regulatory responsibilities under the HPA to the greatest extent of our authorities.
USDA continues to conduct inspections at horse shows and other covered events to
monitor the performance of industry inspectors and assess compliance with the
HPA. USDA also pursues appropriate sanctions for alleged HPA violations. In fiscal
year 2017, for example, we initiated 75 cases, issued 213 official warnings, and ob-
tained 88 administrative orders assessing $113,000 in civil penalties.

FOOD AID

Question. Could you please explain to what extent the procurement and shipment
of Title IT commodities today compares with similar operations over the past several
decades, especially in reference to the time necessary for commodities to reach food
insecure populations once the need for assistance is recognized?

Answer. USDA and USAID work closely together on the provision of Title II food
assistance abroad, which has evolved from the distribution of surplus U.S. in-kind
commodities to, in recent decades, distributing U.S. commodities purchased on the
open market.

Shipping U.S. commodities from the U.S. to beneficiaries overseas takes between
three and 6 months. In an effort to reduce these times, USAID pre-positions in-kind
food in four key locations overseas as well as in Houston, Texas. However, as main-
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taining secure, safe warehouses for food around the world comes with additional
costs, USAID limits the number of its pre-positioning warehouses to locations clos-
est to regions where there are recurrent crises and the types of commodities it can
effectively store.

In addition to U.S. in-kind commodities, USAID also employs market-based food
assistance interventions to support its responses where appropriate. Often, buying
food closer to a crisis will get it to those in need more quickly. When USAID buys
food regionally or locally, it takes one to 2 months to reach beneficiaries, and is on
average 20-30 percent cheaper than U.S. commodities due to decreased shipping,
delivery, and related costs. When markets are functioning, food vouchers and cash
transfers allow hungry families to buy food directly in local markets. These tools are
especially useful for refugee populations, for example, as it can be challenging to
reach beneficiaries with normal food distributions due to frequent displacement.
Section 202(e) of the Food for Peace Act, as amended by The Agricultural Act of
2014 (i.e., the 2014 Farm Bill), authorized USAID to use a limited amount of funds
to enhance existing Title II in-kind programs through these market-based interven-
tions where appropriate to reach more beneficiaries in a timely manner or fill gaps
until U.S. commodities arrive. With this authority, USAID is able to reach more
beneficiaries more quickly each year.

Question. What problems or delays exist today that create problems in providing
food assistance in a timely manner and identify if remedies to such problems re-
quire a policy, regulatory, or statutory response.

Answer. Global hunger and food crises often occur in difficult and remote loca-
tions. USAID faces many obstacles to improving the speed and cost-effectiveness of
aid delivery, ranging from political challenges, such as working in countries in con-
flict, to programmatic challenges, such as reaching beneficiaries located in insecure
or remote locations or who are more often dispersed within a wide area or forced
to move with some frequency in an evolving conflict. In these circumstances, elec-
tronic transfers and cash/vouchers are far more timely and effective than in-kind
food aid.

Shipping U.S. commodities overseas can be more expensive than other food assist-
ance modalities. For example, U.S. food assistance programs are subject to cargo
preference laws and regulations, which require that at least 50 percent of all food
assistance be shipped on U.S. flagged vessels providing that vessels are available
at fair and reasonable rates. In some cases, the U.S.-flagged fleet cannot provide the
services necessary to deliver food to required locations. In fiscal year 2017, USAID
received no U.S.-flagged vessel bids for over 253,620 metric tons of Title II commod-
ities, and U.S.-flagged regular direct services do not exist to most of the destination
ports for Title II commodities. Further, USAID typically pays substantially more per
metric ton for U.S.-flagged vessels as compared to shipping commodities on for-
eign—flagged vessels, thus reducing USAID’s ability to address ongoing and unan-
ticipated global food needs.

Question. What lessons can be learned from the U.S. private sector’s ability to
move commodities internationally that can be applied to food aid shipments? What
changes would be required to allow food aid agencies, including our many NGO
partners and international organizations like the World Food Programme, the abil-
ity to employ those same efficiencies in the pursuit of saving lives?

Answer. The private sector continues to innovate and find new ways to cost-effec-
tively address the rise in demand for shipping products, including through new tech-
nologies to better track and ensure the security of shipments, and is looking increas-
ingly to apply its methods to development and humanitarian contexts. Leveraging
the private sector’s logistics and transport expertise and working collaboratively
with private sector leaders helps generate new ideas and solutions in tackling global
hunger.

USAID seeks to increase its engagement with the private sector in efforts to bet-
ter serve populations in need. USAID continues to explore ways to find efficiencies
in its programs that would allow it to reach more beneficiaries with available re-
sources. For example, during the past two fiscal years, USAID has supported a food
safety and packaging project with the UN World Food Program (WFP) focused on
improving the packaging, quality, and shelf life of food assistance products to ensure
beneficiaries are being reached with the highest quality nutritious food through
USAID’s programs. Private sector suppliers and analytics companies are working in
partnership with WFP and USAID to meet these objectives. These changes, how-
ever, we have not yet determined the impact of these changes on the costs of food
aid.
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BUSINESS AND INDUSTRY LOANS

Question. Mr. Secretary, does USDA anticipate a shortfall in the Business and In-
dustry Loan Program based upon the fiscal year 18 funding level?

Answer. No, RBS has put in place a funding process to ensure funds will be avail-
able through the end of the fiscal year.

Question. If there will be a shortfall, will USDA submit a reprogramming of funds
to address the shortfall?

Answer. At this time, the Department does not anticipate a shortfall in funding,
so the Department does not expect to have to submit a reprogramming of funds.

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR DIANNE FEINSTEIN
TRADE

Question. Secretary Perdue, the trade actions under Section 232 and the retalia-
tory tariffs put in place by China have disproportionately hit California producers,
removing markets and causing great distress for fruit, nut, and wine producers.

Can you provide specific details on what USDA is doing to assist producers who
are now facing challenges due to lack of foreign markets?

Answer. President Trump is standing up to China’s abusive trade practices like
intellectual property theft. China wrongly believes it can bully our farmers to get
America to back away from defending our national interests. The President under-
stands that our farmers feed, fuel, and clothe this Nation and the world, and he
will not allow U.S. agriculture to bear the brunt of China’s retaliatory tactics.

There is no denying that the disruption in trade relations with China is unsettling
to many in agriculture, but if the President succeeds in changing China’s behavior,
America’s farmers will reap the benefits.

In the meantime, the President instructed me to craft a short-term relief strategy
to protect agricultural producers while the Administration works on free, fair, and
reciprocal trade deals to open more markets in the long run to help American farm-
ers compete globally. At USDA, we have tools at our disposal to support farmers
faced with losses that might occur due to downturns in commodities markets.

I recently announced that we will take several actions to assist farmers in re-
sponse to trade damage from unjustified retaliation. Specifically, USDA will author-
ize up to $12 billion in programs, which is in line with the estimated $11 billion
impact of the unjustified retaliatory tariffs on U.S. agricultural goods. These pro-
grams will assist agricultural producers to meet the costs of disrupted markets.

This is a short-term solution to allow President Trump time to work on long-term
trade deals to benefit agriculture and the entire U.S. economy. The President prom-
ised to have the back of every American farmer and rancher, and he knows the im-
portance of keeping our rural economy strong. Unfortunately, America’s hard-work-
ing agricultural producers have been treated unfairly by China’s illegal trading
practices and have taken a disproportionate hit when it comes to illegal retaliatory
tariffs. USDA will not stand by while our hard-working agricultural producers bear
the brunt of unfriendly tariffs enacted by foreign nations. The programs we an-
nounced help ensure our nation’s agriculture continues to feed the world and inno-
vate to meet the demand.

Of the total unjustified retaliatory tariffs imposed on the United States, a dis-
proportionate amount was targeted directly at American farmers. Trade damage
from such retaliation has impacted a host of U.S. commodities, including field crops
like soybeans and sorghum, livestock products like milk and pork, and many fruits,
nuts, and other specialty crops. High tariffs disrupt normal marketing patterns, af-
fecting prices and raising costs by forcing commodities to find new markets. Addi-
tionally, there is evidence that American goods shipped overseas are being slowed
from reaching market by unusually strict or cumbersome entry procedures, which
can affect the quality and marketability of perishable crops. This can boost mar-
keting costs and discount our prices, and adversely affect our producers. USDA will
use the following programs to assist farmers:

—The Market Facilitation Program, authorized under The Commodity Credit Cor-
poration (CCC) Charter Act and administered by the Farm Service Agency, will
provide payments incrementally to producers of soybeans, sorghum, corn,
wheat, cotton, dairy, and hogs. This support will help farmers manage disrupted
markets, deal with surplus commodities, and expand and develop new markets
at home and abroad.

—Additionally, USDA will use CCC Charter Act and other authorities to imple-
ment a Food Purchase and Distribution Program through the Agricultural Mar-
keting Service to purchase unexpected surplus of affected commodities such as
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fruits, nuts, rice, legumes, beef, pork and milk for distribution to food banks and
other nutrition programs.

—Finally, the CCC will use its Charter Act authority for an Agricultural Trade
Promotion Program administered by the Foreign Agriculture Service in conjunc-
tion with the private sector to assist in developing new export markets for our
farm products.

Question. Will USDA be using its authorities under the Commodity Credit Cor-
poration to make purchases of large quantities of produce that can no longer be sold
for profit in one of the largest export market for U.S. growers?

Answer. Section 5 of the Commodity Credit Corporation (CCC) Charter Act au-
thorizes USDA to provide funding to assist farmers suffering from damage due to
unjustified trade retaliation by foreign nations. The Market Facilitation Program,
Agriculture Trade Promotion Program, and Food Purchase and Distribution Pro-
gram will be made available to affect this assistance. On September 4, 2018, local
FSA offices will began taking MFP applications that apply to 50 percent of the total
production of covered commodities. USDA will reevaluate the trade situation in
early December to determine if a second payment is warranted. Through the ATPP,
$200 million will be made available to develop foreign markets for U.S. agricultural
products. The program will help U.S. agricultural exporters identify and access new
markets and will help mitigate the adverse effects of other countries’ restrictions.
Under authority provided to the Secretary by the CCC Charter Act, the AMS will
purchase up to $1.2 billion in commodities under its Food Purchase and Distribution
Program (FPDP).

Question. What outreach is USDA doing to producers who are facing the difficult
decision of what to do now that China has imposed retaliatory tariffs on 94 U.S.
food products?

Answer. As part of its extensive overseas reporting network, USDA has expedited
release of public reports from our overseas offices on new import restrictions im-
posed by foreign governments. This information is made available as soon as pos-
sible to players throughout the agricultural sector, including the traditional agricul-
tural press and producer organizations. In addition, USDA officials are in regular
contact with producer groups to keep tabs on the impact of these actions. This open
communication channel will be essential in helping us design any response that may
be necessary.

Discussions about marketing alternatives in light of trade disruptions have been
on-going with MAP and FMD participants. In addition, USDA continues an increas-
ingly aggressive schedule of Agribusiness Trade Missions that include participants
from a wide-variety of companies, agricultural associations, and State Departments
of Agriculture. Recent trade missions to Guatemala and Japan included more than
150 participants and generated $55.4 million in projected 12-month sales. A total
of 17 California companies participated in the Guatemala and Japan ATMs, and the
California Department of Agriculture participated on the Japan mission. Additional
trade missions are being planned for South Africa, South Korea, Colombia, Mexico,
Vietnam, Canada, Taiwan, United Kingdom/Ireland, and Kenya. The trade missions
provide participants an effective way to investigate new markets and introduce new
products into current markets.

DISASTER RECOVERY

Question. California experienced its worst wildfire season on record in 2017. More
than 1.2 million acres burned in our state, and thousands of homes were destroyed.
There was also significant damage to farmland and important watersheds.

Congress passed a disaster supplemental that included more than $2.3 billion in
agricultural disaster assistance for the victims of the hurricanes and wildfires in
2017.

Can you provide an update on what assistance, particularly related to rural devel-
opment programs, has been provided to individuals, families, businesses, and other
entities in California?

Answer. USDA will begin sign-up by no later than July 16, 2018 for the 2017
Wildfire and Hurricane Indemnity Program to assist impacted farmers and ranch-
ers. Losses due to conditions caused by last year’s wildfires and hurricanes, includ-
ing excessive rain, high winds, flooding, mudslides, fire, and heavy smoke, could
qualify for assistance through the program.

The $2.36 billion that Congress appropriated through the Bipartisan Budget Act
of 2018 was implemented through USDA’s Farm Service Agency through the 2017
Wildfires and Hurricanes Indemnity Program (2017 WHIP), not Rural Development.
The Bipartisan Budget Act of 2018 also provided additional financial assistance for
the Rural Housing Insurance Fund Program Account and the Rural Water and
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Waste Disposal Program Account, however those funds were namely available for
those areas impacted by Hurricanes Harvey, Irma and Maria, not wildfires in Cali-
fornia or elsewhere. In addition, Rural Development is working with borrowers in
the affected areas to help with the needs for water and waste systems and multi-
family housing properties that got devastated with the 2018 Hurricanes.

FOREST MANAGEMENT

Question. As part of the fiscal year 2018 omnibus appropriations bill, Congress en-
acted a comprehensive wildfire budget fix in addition to several new management
provisions and additional funding for forest management work.

I have written several letters to you proposing ways the Forest Service could as-
sist California with the more than 129 million dead and dying trees in our state.

Can you provide an update on the number of NEPA-ready acres that are ready
for work in California?

Answer. In fiscal year 2018, there are 37,000 NEPA-ready acres in the high haz-
ard zones on National Forest System lands in California.

Ql‘t?estion. How many acres does the department plan to complete work on this
year?

Answer. In fiscal year 2018, approximately $19 million has been allocated to Na-
tional Forests in California, which are experiencing high rates of tree mortality.
Treatments cost between $1,000 and $2,500 per acre, and the Forest Service will
treat as many acres as possible within available appropriations, with the goal of re-
ducing risk to the public.

PATHOGEN STANDARDS

Question. A recent GAO report (GAO-18-272) recommended several actions the
Food Safety Inspection Service (FSIS) could take to enhance our food safety system.

While FSIS has developed pathogen standards for several types of meat products
that are widely consumed, there has been significant delay in implementing new
standards for additional products such as several pork cuts and turkey parts.

Does FSIS have plans to identify acceptable pathogen levels for these widely
available products, and if so, what is the timeframe to develop those standards?

Answer. With regard to pork cuts, as FSIS explained to GAO, FSIS is collecting
data on pork products, including pork cuts, through an exploratory sampling pro-
gram. Under this program, FSIS samples and tests pork products for Salmonella
and other microbial indicator organisms. In 2019, FSIS will analyze the data col-
lected through this exploratory sampling program, along with FSIS baseline data
and outbreak/illness data to determine whether standards or additional policies
(e.g., training, guidance to industry, or instructions to field personnel) are needed
to address Salmonella in pork products.

FSIS also explained to GAO, that the reason the Agency chose to focus on chicken
parts and not on turkey parts is because chicken parts constitute about 85 percent
of the poultry available to consumers. Further, the amount of chicken parts derived
from chicken carcasses is larger than that of turkey parts derived from turkey car-
casses. In addition, FSIS has found that chicken carcasses are more contaminated
with Salmonella and Campylobacter than are turkey carcasses (80 FR 3940). For
example, in 2008, FSIS found that broiler carcasses had a Salmonella prevalence
of 7.5 percent, while 2009 turkey carcasses had a Salmonella prevalence of 1.7 per-
cent. Given the lower consumption by consumers of turkey parts as compared to
chicken parts, and the lower contamination of turkeys in general compared to chick-
1e;ns, FSIS made a risk-based decision not to develop performance standards for tur-

ey parts.

ANTIBIOTIC USE AND DATA COLLECTION

Question. As you know, antibiotic resistance is a serious public health threat. I
strongly supported the FDA’s move to ban the use of antibiotics for growth pro-
ﬁotion purposes, and I look forward to the positive impact this policy change will

ave.

Part of the effort to better understand the risks associated with antibiotic use and
resistance is through on-farm surveillance and data collection. The Animal and
Plant Health Inspection Service’s National Animal Health Monitoring System
(NAHMS) is an important initiative that should be prioritized, as it is implementing
standardized antibiotic use data collection in commodities central to production agri-
culture, studying the microbial ecology associated with feeding antimicrobials to
food-producing animals, and developing database and data storage standards to sup-
port the collection and management of laboratory data for routine reporting.

Can you confirm that this important work will continue to be prioritized?
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Answer. In fiscal year 2019, USDA will continue to address on-farm surveillance
and data collection associated with antibiotic use and resistance. The Agency has
developed several initiatives to enhance data collection and management and the
understanding of on-farm levels of antibiotic usage. This includes a pilot program,
which began in fiscal year 2017, to study antimicrobial resistance data tracking
processes at a national level; educational modules and outreach materials for the
stewardship and judicious use of antimicrobials; and, increasing the depth of data
collection for animal pathogens on swine and feedlot operations.

USDA will continue to conduct surveys on commodities central to production agri-
culture, including cattle and swine operations, to characterize antibiotic use and to
study the microbial ecology associated with feeding antimicrobials to food-producing
animals. The Agency is conducting these surveys as part of the National Animal
Health Monitoring System. USDA also launched a pilot in the National Animal
Health Laboratory Network (NAHLN) to examine resistance patterns in samples
submitted from sick animals. The NAHLN laboratories are performing antibiotic
susceptibility testing on isolates for Escherichia coli, Salmonella enterica,
Mannheimia haemolytica, and Staphylococcus intermedius in cattle, swine, poultry,
horses, dogs, and cats. In fiscal year 2017, the antimicrobial use data collected on
swine and cattle feedlot operations in the 2016 calendar year, was a benchmark for
studying use changes over time. Repeating these studies over time will allow USDA
to describe changes in on-farm antimicrobial use and stewardship over time by esti-
mating the percent of swine/feedlot cattle operations that use and receive
antimicrobials in feed or water. The data collected for the antimicrobial use studies
are currently undergoing validation and analysis, and results will be available in
at the end of fiscal year 2018. This information will help the veterinary practitioner
with antibiotic choices.

Question. Can you please provide an update on how NAHMS, and other efforts
to collect data on antibiotic use on food producing animals, are progressing?

Answer. The Agency has developed several initiatives to enhance the under-
standing of on-farm levels of antibiotic usage. This includes a pilot program, which
began in fiscal year 2017, to study antimicrobial resistance data tracking processes
at a national level; educational modules and outreach materials for the stewardship
and judicious use of antimicrobials; and, increasing the depth of data collection for
animal pathogens on swine and feedlot operations.

In fiscal year 2018, USDA launched a pilot in the National Animal Health Lab-
oratory Network (NAHLN) to examine resistance patterns in samples submitted
from sick animals. The NAHLN laboratories are performing antibiotic susceptibility
testing on isolates for Escherichia coli, Salmonella enterica, Mannheimia
haemolytica, and Staphylococcus intermedius in cattle, swine, poultry, horses, dogs,
and cats. In fiscal year 2017, the antimicrobial use data collected on swine and cat-
tle feedlot operations in the 2016 calendar year, was a benchmark for studying use
changes over time. Repeating these studies over time will allow USDA to describe
changes in on-farm antimicrobial use and stewardship over time by estimating the
percent of swine/feedlot cattle operations that use and receive antimicrobials in feed
or water. The data collected for the antimicrobial use studies are currently under-
going validation and analysis, and results will be available in at the end of fiscal
year 2018.

Question. Can you provide an update on USDA’s work to advance research on an-
tibiotic stewardship?

Answer. In fiscal year 2017, the antimicrobial use data collected on swine and cat-
tle feedlot operations in the 2016 calendar year, was a benchmark for studying use
changes over time. Repeating these studies over time will allow USDA to describe
changes in on-farm antimicrobial use and stewardship over time by estimating the
percent of swine/feedlot cattle operations that use and receive antimicrobials in feed
or water. The data collected for the antimicrobial use studies are currently under-
going validation and analysis, and results will be available in at the end of fiscal
yﬁar 2018. This information will help the veterinary practitioner with antibiotic
choices.

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR TOM UDALL
CUTS TO STAFF AT USDA

Question. Last year when you came before this Committee, I asked you about the
unreasonable staff cuts to USDA’s programs—specifically the cuts to frontline em-
ployees who help make sure our farmers and ranchers operate day to day. In the
budget this year, you propose to cut many of those same field staff again. I appre-
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ciate the efforts of your staff to work to fill 7 positions in my state of New Mexico,
but frankly that is not enough. When you were here last you stated and I quote,
“those front line workers are the most important.” You also stated, and I quote,
“Many of these offices only have 2 people.” Well, in many of my New Mexico offices,
there are no people to provide NRCS and Farm Service Agency assistance because
t}ﬁese positions have not been filled—and now this budget recommends cutting
them.

Secretary Perdue, if those frontline workers are “the most important,” why do you
propose cutting them again this year?

Answer. NRCS and FSA employees provide an extraordinary level of customer
service at the local county offices, and I continue to be impressed with the quality
of service they provide.

While the Administration’s budget proposal did incorporate staffing reductions,
any such reductions would be made through natural attrition. We will manage any
staffing reductions to ensure that our customer’s needs are met and to strive to bal-
ance our staffing resources with other investments, such as information technology,
to improve the customer service that the nation’s farmers, ranchers, and forest stew-
ards rely upon. We will begin to utilize phase 1 of a staffing analysis tool and will
make improvements to the tool later this year. This staffing analysis tool will help
us to place human and technological resources based on demand and customer pref-
erence, to utilize taxpayer dollars as efficiently and effectively as possible.

Question. Follow up: I appreciate your efforts to modernize and move many of the
USDA FSA and NRCS services online, but the FCC estimates that 80 percent of
the 24 million Americans households that don’t have reliable and high-speed Inter-
net are located in rural areas. How do you expect to transition all these services
online, when the Internet connectivity is not reliable for rural America? Does that
not underscore the importance of keeping these rural staff?

Answer. While we agree there is a need for online services from FSA and NRCS
and are impressed with the response to farmers.gov, we also recognize reliable,
high-speed, and cost-effective high-speed Internet service is not uniformly available
in all rural areas. We are encouraged by the $600 million provided in the Consoli-
dated Appropriations Act of 2018 for new broadband loan and grant pilot programs
and will continue to support efforts to boost rural economies.

Question. Reorganization: Last year, you reorganized the Department and elimi-
nated the Under Secretary for Rural Development, replacing the position with a
non-Senate confirmed “Assistant to the Secretary”. In this hearing last year, you
said that you would welcome Congress to create an undersecretary of Rural Devel-
opment in the farm bill. Do you stand by that?

Answer. Yes, I stand by those earlier comments.

RURAL DEVELOPMENT

Question. On April 25th of last year, the president issued Executive Order “Pro-
moting Rural Prosperity”. And in your budget justification to Congress, you include
“facilitating rural prosperity and economic development” as one of seven strategic
goals. However, the budget also proposes massive cuts in discretionary spending for
the Rural Business Cooperative Service and the Rural Utilities Service. The Rural
Utilities Service provided telecom, electric, and waste water grants totaling more
than $778 million my state of New Mexico from 2009 to 2016. These grants are for
essential infrastructure in rural areas.

Hovg) does eliminating the program help achieve your stated goal of rural pros-
perity?

Answer. Rural Development (RD) works with a variety of rural communities and
other Federal agencies to ensure rural areas have resources to provide clean, safe
water for those who live and work in rural areas. The budget did not request fund-
ing for USDA’s Water and Waste Disposal Loan Guarantee and Grant program but
did request funding for the Water and Waste Disposal Direct Loan program. Also,
RD requested funding for EPA’s state revolving fund account that can be used to
improve drinking water quality. The President’s Interagency Task Force on Agri-
culture and Rural Prosperity, our commitment to rural America, and work with
Congress will help us to make the best use of resources allocated to Rural Develop-
ment to improve the quality of life in rural areas. For the Electric Program and
Telecommunication Programs, the budget reflects the fiscal priorities that create the
largest economic impact at the least cost to the taxpayers.

USDA WORKPLACE MISCONDUCT

Question. Mr. Perdue, I know the U.S. Department of Agriculture, Office of In-
spector General issued a new interim report, which includes recommendations to
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improve the process for investigating sexual harassment and misconduct complaints
within the U.S. Forest Service.

It has been reported that it takes 462 days to complete the internal assessment
process about a reported misconduct. What are you doing to address this extremely
long process?

Answer. Most investigations are closed out in fewer than 60 days, however, some
cases take longer to reach final decision as penalties need to be agreed upon prior
to closure. To alleviate some of the delays incurred in certain cases, the Forest Serv-
ice has been adding new case managers to their anti-harassment staff. These case
managers will be a resource to employees who have cases in process and they will
also serve as process “navigators” to keep cases moving, thereby avoiding delays.

Question. What are you doing to ensure there are adequate processes in place to
report sexual misconduct, to protect survivors and whistleblowers from retaliation,
and to ensure perpetrators are held accountable?

Answer. Beginning in November of 2017, a harassment reporting center was es-
tablished to receive all reports of harassment from across the Forest Service. This
center is open seven days per week and is staffed by skilled and trained contractors
to handle the reports of harassment. In addition, the Forest Service has established
an anti-harassment program that is used to share information on what constitutes
sexual misconduct, how to report sexual misconduct, including sexual harassment,
expectations following a report of sexual misconduct harassment, specifically includ-
ing for the inquiry or investigation process.

Question. What is the agency doing to improve its workplace environment?

Answer. The Department and the Forest Service have taken numerous, proactive
steps to address work environment issues. Since 2015, and intensifying in the past
several months, the Forest Service has put significant effort into advancing a safe,
respectful, resilient work environment where employees are treated with respect
and dignity. A new position was created in the Chief’s office as of January 2018 to
serve as the Senior Advisory on the work environment and that position integrates
all agency efforts to improve the work environment. Furthermore, the Department,
led by the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights, has been providing ad-
ditional oversight of the actions taken to ensure that improvements are being made
to the workplace environment.

Question. Will you commit to looking into contracting with an independent third
party to address reported misconduct?

Answer. Yes, the Department is committed to bringing in outside experts to ad-
dress the reported misconduct.

SUPPLEMENTAL NUTRITION ASSISTANCE PROGRAM

Question. One of every five New Mexicans counts on the food stamps to make sure
they don’t go to bed hungry. New Mexico has the third highest percentage of SNAP
recipients in the nation, after Washington, D.C. and Mississippi. In addition, New
Mexico has a persistently high unemployment rate—currently the second highest in
the nation at 5.8 percent. Because of this economic situation, New Mexico currently
has a statewide waiver from SNAP’s time limit for able-bodied adults without de-
pendents.

How would your proposals for the time limit affect New Mexicans?

Answer. The President’s fiscal year 19 budget proposal has three key legislative
proposals related to the able-bodied adults without dependents (ABAWD) time limit.
These proposals would strengthen SNAP work requirements, consistent with the
goal of helping people move toward self-sufficiency through work. I have asked FNS
to provide more detail for the record.

Limit ABAWD waivers.—This proposal would limit ABAWD waivers to
counties with an unemployment rate greater than 10 percent averaged over
12 months. As fewer areas would qualify for time limit waivers, ABAWDs
residing in those areas would be required to work or train for work or par-
ticipate in a work program in order to maintain SNAP eligibility. ABAWDs
that do not comply would lose their benefits after 3 months for up to 36
months.

Modify age limit definitions.—This proposal would increase and streamline
the age limit to 62 for ABAWDs, those subject to the general work require-
ments, and those who are considered elderly. Under this proposal, more
SNAP participants would be subjected to ABAWD and general work re-
quirements.

Eliminate 15 percent exemptions.—This proposal prevents States from using
15 percent exemptions to provide additional months of SNAP benefits to
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ABAWDs who are not meeting the program’s work requirements. More
ABAWDs will be required to work or participate in a work program at least
20 hours per week, or do workfare, in order to receive SNAP.

Question. If more people who are out of work would lose benefits, how does the
Administration propose to expand work opportunities—especially in states like New
Mexico that have persistently high unemployment?

Answer. All States are required to operate a SNAP Employment and Training
(E&T) Program designed to assist SNAP recipients gain skills, training, or experi-
ence that will increase their ability to obtain regular employment. States have a
great deal of flexibility in designing SNAP E&T programs that best meet the needs
of their SNAP recipients and the local employers. They may choose from an array
of services such as job search, job search training, workfare, work experience, basic
education, vocational training, on-the-job training, and retention services. States are
allocated a portion of $90 million in 100 percent administrative funds but are also
reimbursed 50 percent of non-Federal funds that they spend over and above that
amount. FNS will continue to provide technical assistance to States to help them
create robust E&T programs. This includes identifying good training providers that
have existing relationships with employers to ensure that the training SNAP recipi-
ents receive is valued by businesses in their local economy.

Question. Do you believe children should not eat [or receive food stamps] if their
parents are unable to find work and waivers for states are revoked?

Answer. The statutory work requirements for able bodied adults without depend-
ents do not apply to individuals under 18 (children) or parents with responsibility
for a dependent child. The President’s fiscal year 2019 budget does not propose to
change these statutory exemptions. Children and parents with dependents would
continue to be exempt from the work requirement and their eligibility for SNAP
would not be affected by the work-related proposals in the President’s budget.

Question. SNAP-Ed: USDA proposes to eliminate funding for SNAP’s nutrition
education component (SNAP-Ed). New Mexico received $3.8 million for this initia-
tive in fiscal year 2017, and six local implementing agencies used these funds to pro-
vide nutrition education, including cooking and food budgeting skills, throughout the
state. Why does the Administration want to end these activities?

Answer. The President’s budget includes a proposal to eliminate SNAP Nutrition
Education as it is duplicative; nutrition education is already accessible from private
industry, non-profits, and other government programs. The America’s Harvest Box
will ensure a base of nutritious staple foods for SNAP households, which encourages
nutritious eating without requiring additional education on healthy diet choices.

Question. Without this important program, how do you recommend that SNAP
households improve their diet quality and make use of their limited food budgets?

Answer. The President’s budget includes a proposal to eliminate SNAP Nutrition
Education as it is duplicative; nutrition education is already accessible from private
industry, non-profits, and other government programs. The America’s Harvest Box
will ensure a base of nutritious staple foods for SNAP households, which encourages
nutritious eating without requiring additional education on healthy diet choices.

RURAL DEVELOPMENT BENCHMARK REPORT

Question. Under the new administration, USDA has so far not completed a report
for 2017. Does the Department plan to release one?

Answer. USDA is committed to addressing critical needs in rural communities
particularly, the issue of persistent poverty. Rural Development has drafted a report
on rural poverty that is completing Departmental clearance. We expect to submit
the final report to the Committee in the immediate future.

CONSERVATION PROGRAMS

Question. Do the reductions the Administration proposes in the President’s fiscal
year 2019 budget for conservation programs that are authorized to receive manda-
tory funding indicate that the Administration does not support these conservation
programs and their reauthorization in the upcoming farm bill debates?

Answer. We support conservation efforts on private working lands and will work
to implement conservation provisions authorized by Congress. One of our Farm Bill
principles is to streamline conservation programs for working agricultural lands,
which will provide better service to our customers.

NATIONAL AGRICULTURAL IMAGERY PROGRAM

Question. Has the USDA made a decision about the licensing data from private
companies for NAIP?
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Answer. The decision to change the acquisition strategy to a commercial-off-the-
shelf data provider, aka licensed data model, has been postponed until after fiscal
year 2019. USDA continues to explore funding options with the Office of Manage-
ment and Budget to continue the program as a public domain model.

Question. Has the USDA conducted any analysis of the budgetary and operational
impact that the loss of public NAIP data would have on Federal agencies, state and
local government, public universities, non-profits or private sector? If so, can you
provide us with that analysis?

Answer. The Federal Geographic Data Committee’s National Digital Orthoimagery
Program Subcommittee will be gathering data on the impacts to Federal agencies
if the National Agriculture Imagery Program is changed to a commercial-off-the-
shelf data provider. The decision to change from the current public domain acquisi-
tion strategy to using a commercial-off-the-shelf data provider will not be made until
after fiscal year 2019.

ANTIBIOTIC RESISTANCE

Question. Secretary Perdue, I am deeply concerned about antibiotic overuse in
livestock impacting the effectiveness of antimicrobials for use in animals and hu-
mans.

Will you please outline how the department intends to maintain robust data col-
lection while it cuts funding for the USDA’s Animal and Plant Health Inspection
Service’s?

Answer. USDA works with State and Federal partners to promote the judicious
use of antimicrobials and to maintain robust data collection of antimicrobial use.
USDA runs the National Animal Health Monitoring System (NAHMS), which con-
ducts national studies on the health and health management of United States do-
mestic livestock and poultry populations. In 2017, NAHMS included surveys on
antimicrobial use and stewardship practices in feedlots and swine operations for the
first time, and the data collected from these surveys will help guide antimicrobial
stewardship efforts at USDA and other partners in both the public and private sec-
tors. The Agency intends to repeat the study biennially, monitoring changes in on-
farm antimicrobial use and stewardship practices. At the proposed funding level,
USDA will not expand the studies to other commodity groups outside of cattle
feedlots and swine operations, but will continue to promote judicious use of anti-
biotics, and leverage the remaining resources across agencies for activities in the
areas of surveillance, research, education, and extension/outreach.

Question. How does this budget request promote the continued coordination with
the Food and Drug Administration on the issue of antibiotic use in animals?

Answer. In fiscal year 2019, USDA will continue to collaborate with the Food and
Drug Administration to improve the National Antimicrobial Resistance Monitoring
System database to detect emerging trends of antibiotic resistance; coordinate input
on World Organization for Animal Health’s (OIE’s) standards for Antimicrobial Re-
sistance; and develop educational modules and outreach materials for the steward-
ship and judicious use of antimicrobials.

Question. I'm worried that proposed cuts at USDA will adversely affect your im-
portant work at the Agricultural Research Service (ARS) and in cooperation with
university partners and extension officials through the National Institute of Food
and Agriculture (NIFA). Can you assure me that the laudable efforts USDA is mak-
ing to advance research on antibiotic stewardship will continue, and that you will
do all you can to maintain the momentum and keep this important work on track?

Answer. USDA recognizes the importance of research on antimicrobial resistance
(AMR). ARS supports multidisciplinary research on antibiotic stewardship and
pathogen control in food animals, crops and on-farms through numerous on-going
projects in all five ARS geographic regions across the United States. The ARS Office
of National Programs is actively seeking another National Program Leader for Food
Safety, with a specific emphasis to coordinate and lead research on AMR. On an
annual basis ARS has and will continue, to request research proposals to address
AMR problems. These projects foster interdisciplinary collaboration across ARS Na-
tional Programs and with university partners.

NIFA continues to fund and support antimicrobial resistance work in fiscal year
2018 through multiple avenues through the Agriculture and Food Research Initia-
tive (AFRI), including foundational research grants, the Animal Health and Disease
competitive research program, and its new Sustainable Agricultural Systems pro-
gram. Antimicrobial resistance remains a critical agency cross-cutting issue at
NIFA.
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QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR PATRICK J. LEAHY
CONSERVATION RESERVE ENHANCEMENT PROGRAM

Question. You have supported water quality as a lynchpin of sustainable agricul-
tural production. So, it is surprising that the USDA recently changed the rules for
implementation of the Conservation Reserve Program (CRP), essentially making all
the land in the state of Vermont ineligible to enroll in the CRP.

This is a program in which Vermont has invested significant resources to develop
a Conservation Reserve Enhancement Program, or CREP. The program has had
positive outcomes for water quality in Vermont by helping farmers voluntarily es-
tablish vegetative and forested riparian buffers that filter runoff and trap sediment,
fertilizers, and pesticides.

Vermont is one of many states that have passed water quality laws and regula-
tions, including buffer requirements that still keep these lands in agricultural pro-
duc]}:)ion, allowing haying, grazing, and fertilizer application. Our farmers need the

How will you work with me and the state of Vermont to resolve this issue and
ensure that Vermont can continue its successful CREP partnership with the USDA
in order to meet the state’s ambitious water quality goals?

Answer. The change in the CRP regulation was promulgated in 2015. FSA is
aware that a current regulation regarding state resource-conserving laws has ren-
dered certain land in Vermont ineligible for CRP and its component, the Conserva-
tion Reserve Enhancement Program. FSA supports a rule change and in June 2018,
will begin the rulemaking process that will allow for such land to be enrolled in
CRP and CREP.

NRCS STAFFING PLAN

Question. You spoke of the work the Department is doing on a strategic staffing
plan, and have stated unequivocally that you do not have a “hiring freeze” in place.
I am concerned, however, that a de facto hiring freeze has been in place for the Nat-
ural Resource Conservation Service (NRCS). Your fiscal year 2019 budget request
shows that the NRCS will have nearly 2,000 fewer permanent positions versus in
fiscal year 2017, and 1,721 of those positions are essential field positions. Funding
for staff salaries at NRCS for the current fiscal year has been provided through both
the 2014 Farm Bill, as well as through the Conservation Operations account in the
fiscal year 2018 Consolidated Appropriations Act.

Do you commit to utilizing the conservation funding provided by Congress to en-
sure that the NRCS’ workloads are met across the country? Are you committed to
hiring the staff necessary to meet program and landowner demand?

Answer. NRCS, FSA and RMA have been reviewing farmer and rancher expecta-
tions of customer service, and how the FPAC agencies can best meet those needs.
There was no hiring freeze in place for fiscal year 2017 or fiscal year 2018, but rath-
er the implementation of a strategic approach to hiring to improve the customer ex-
perience and increase efficiency of service. The FPAC mission area is using an ana-
Iytical staffing tool to inform all hiring decisions. This tool is used to focus hiring
to areas of greatest need, to meet the customer service expectations of America’s
farmers and ranchers.

SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE RESEARCH AND EDUCATION (SARE)

Question. Your budget proposal makes serious cuts to USDA’s research programs,
including a $16 million, or 46 percent, cut to the Sustainable Agriculture Research
and Education (SARE). The fiscal year 2018 Consolidated Appropriations Act pro-
vided $35 million for SARE, reflecting Congress’s commitment to the program.

Do agree that SARE fills a unique role in agricultural research in this country?

Answer. Yes, I agree that the SARE program fills a unique role in agricultural
research and education programs in this country. The program has achieved good
citizen engagement through the four regional Administrative Councils. The awarded
projects have strong relevancy to the current agricultural needs and opportunities
in each region.

Question. Why have the SARE Regional Host institutions recently been required
to compete every 5 years, as opposed to the previous 10-year cycle?

Answer. USDA has a long standing existing policy that requires open, fair, and
transparent competition for the discretionary funding opportunities it oversees.
USDA-NIFA and its predecessor agency had previously awarded the SARE Host In-
stitution cooperative agreements under a competition waiver. After careful consider-
ation of the competition policy, the continual reuse of the exception authority, the
specific history of the SARE program and the significant growth in the size of the
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annual Host Institution awards, NIFA determined in 2017 that it was not appro-
priate to continue making these sizeable awards without open competition.

Based on these considerations USDA-NIFA offered the opportunities to serve as
one of the four Regional Host Institution for fiscal year 2018 through fiscal year
2022 in a competitive RFA that was released on June 29, 2017. The application
deadline was September 28, 2017. The selection process which was carefully con-
structed to include input from each regional administrative council and a NIFA ap-
pointed peer review panel was successfully completed on December 19, 2017.

For clarification, the SARE Regional Host institutions were never previously re-
quired to compete on a 10-year cycle since its first appropriation in fiscal year 1988.
Prior to 2017, the regional Host Institution role has been competed rarely if war-
ranted by circumstances in individual regions. These open competitions occurred
once in each of the Southern, Western and North Central regions. The Northeastern
Regional Host Institution had not been openly competed.

FOOD SAFETY OUTREACH

Question. Your budget proposal requests only $5 million for the Food Safety Out-
reach Program, a reduction of $2 million from the fiscal year 2018 enacted level.
This is a program that I fought to add to the Food Safety Modernization Act in 2010
to help farmers deal with the new and complex food safety regulations.

How do justify that reducing this program by $2 million will adequately meet the
needs of over 100,000 farmers in this country who are now grappling with com-
plicated new food safety regulations?

Answer. In response to the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA), the National
Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) and Food and Drug Administration (FDA)
established a national infrastructure in fiscal year 2015 that included a National
Coordination Center and four Regional Centers across the U.S. to facilitate training
and technical assistance for producers and processors that are impacted by FSMA.
As a result, NIFA has successfully funded 52 projects to Community Based Organi-
zations, Cooperative Extension at 1890 and 1862 Land-Grant Universities (LGUs),
and local food hubs between fiscal year 2015 to fiscal year 2017. This effort sup-
ported FSMA training and education for over 3,000 Trainers, Trainers of Trainers,
Small Producers, and Small Processors in every state across the U.S., including Ha-
waii, and the U.S. Territories of American Samoa, Guam, and Puerto Rico.

NIFA and FDA partnership will continue to extend food safety education, train-
ing, and technical assistance with the requested $5 million in fiscal year 2019 to
specific audiences affected by guidelines established under the Food Safety Mod-
ernization Act. Specifically, emphasis will be placed on the delivery of customized
training to small and medium sized farms, beginning farmers, socially disadvan-
taflged farmers, small processors, or small fresh fruit and vegetable merchant whole-
salers.

NATIONAL ORGANIC PROGRAM (NOP)

Question. While I was pleased to see that your budget included $12.032 million
for the National Organic Program (NOP); your justification did not speak to the
staffing challenges for the NOP. Recent attrition at the NOP has left the program
severely understaffed. Consumer trust in the integrity of the USDA organic label
is what fuels the $50 billion plus organic industry in this country.

How will you work to fill these important roles at the NOP?

Answer. The National Organic Program currently has 35 full time staff members.
In the past year, we have recruited a new Appeals Specialist, a new National List
Manager, two new Accreditation Managers to oversee our third-party certifiers, and
three new Compliance and Enforcement specialists. By the end of the calendar year,
we will recruit for an Associate Deputy Administrator, a Quality Manager, and up
to three additional Accreditation Managers/auditors. While Federal hiring takes
time, these positions have been approved and are actively in the recruiting process.
The program is also added supplemental resources, in the form of contract support,
to review incoming complaints, to support the development of the Strengthening En-
forcement rulemaking currently on the Regulatory Agenda, and to support program
technology needs. These resources are supporting the program’s ability to meet our
core priority of protecting the integrity of the USDA organic seal.

VALUE-ADDED PRODUCER GRANT PROGRAM

Question. Value-added agriculture has the potential to aid in the development and
revitalization of rural economies across the United States; however, as was high-
lighted in your own report to the President from the Task Force on Agriculture and
Rural Prosperity, access to capital for rural business men and women, entre-
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preneurs, as well as beginning farmers and ranchers, is an obstacle to starting,
growing or expanding a business. They are often either too large or too small to
qualify for, or gain access to, available loans and lending programs.

Why do you recommend eliminating the Value-Added Producer Grant Program?

Answer. We continue to work on aligning our programs and program performance
commitments to make government more effective, efficient, and customer-focused in
managing and delivering RBS programs for maximum economic impact in all rural
communities. This new focus will help us identify opportunities for streamlining,
cost savings, and improvements to shape policy and management choices in both the
short and long term.

Question. 4-H is one of our nation’s largest and leading youth development pro-
grams, and a great achievement for USDA. The positive impact of 4-H for youth
from so many diverse backgrounds over so many years is immeasurable. So I am
alarmed that recent reports suggest that the USDA may have withdrawn previously
posted regional guidance on the delivery of 4-H programs to LGBTQ youth, and
may be discouraging national conversations on this subject.

What is the USDA’s policy on serving all clients, including LGBTQ youth?

Answer. My expectation for all USDA employees and affiliates is simple—"Do
right and feed everyone.” This pledge is at the heart of all USDA work. Upholding
civil rights and all the freedoms enshrined in our laws is not optional, and it is not
discretionary. USDA’s commitment to “doing right” by treating everyone with re-
spect and dignity is exemplified by the Department’s Non-Discrimination Statement
and Anti-Harassment Statement.

Question. How will you share nationwide best practices to improve the success of
the 4-H program and support USDA staff and volunteers as they deliver the bene-
fits of this program to all youth, including LGBTQ constituents?

Answer. USDA gives its full support to the mission of 4-H, which has a long his-
tory and tradition of youth empowerment. 4-H has a national reach, but it is pri-
marily run as a local program and should retain the power to decide issues of gov-
ernance at a local level. “Doing right” means treating everyone with respect and dig-
nity. These values are reflected in USDA’s Non-Discrimination Statement and Anti-
Harassment Statement.

ELIMINATION OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMS

Question. The President’s fiscal year 19 budget proposes to eliminate more than
43 programs benefiting small, rural communities. Specifically, the Administration’s
proposal proposes eliminating Section 502 direct single family housing loans, Sec-
tion 515 direct multi-family housing loans, and 504 direct low-income housing repair
loans. These loans are overwhelmingly made to individuals and families in rural
areas that are otherwise unable to obtain or access credit.

Given that these are loans, not grants, and that the Federal government will more
often than not recoup its investment with interest, what is the purpose of elimi-
nating these programs?

Answer. USDA remains deeply committed to affordable housing in rural commu-
nities and is exploring new strategies to maximize program effectiveness to better
assist rural Americans with the least burden to the taxpayers. The Section 515 di-
rect multi-family housing program requires subsidy to operate, and the Department
must manage competing priorities in Rural Development and beyond with limited
funding resources. The Departmental budget proposes a $20 million increase in the
Section 538 Guaranteed Loan program funding from $230 million in the current fis-
cal year to $250 million in fiscal year 2019. This program, which supports affordable
multi-family housing construction and renovation, similar to Section 515, has a neg-
ative subsidy rate, enabling USDA to serve rural Americans without burdening tax-
payers with additional financing costs. Very low- and low-income families may also
obtain funding through the Single-Family Housing Guaranteed Program, which is
subsidy neutral and has a proposed program level in fiscal year 2019 of $24 billion.

Question. How can communities in rural America borrow money to purchase
homes and repair their homes, specifically older Americans who are on fixed in-
comes absent these low-interest loans?

Answer. Many homebuyers will continue to qualify for USDA’s Single-Family
Housing Guaranteed Loan program, which can also leverage State and local down
payment assistance and owner-occupied rehabilitation programs. Non-profit housing
entities, such as Habitat for Humanity, may also be a resource. Conventional lend-
ers and home repair programs available through HUD can also serve homeowners
in rural America. In addition, some States also have programs or tax laws that pro-
;rlide property tax relief so older Americans on fixed incomes may obtain affordable

ousing.
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RURAL BUSINESS DEVELOPMENT GRANT PROGRAM

Question. Absent dynamic economic engines, many communities in rural America
will continue to struggle with low incomes and outmigration. Rural Business Devel-
opment Grants are designed to support and promote activities leading to develop-
ment and expansion of small private businesses in rural areas.

Why eliminate a program that is designed to get at some of the core challenges
in rural America?

Answer. We continue to work on aligning our programs and program performance
commitments to make government more effective, efficient, and customer-focused in
managing and delivering RBS programs for maximum economic impact in all rural
communities. This new focus will help us identify opportunities for streamlining,
cost savings, and improvements to shape policy and management choices in both the
short and long term.

Question. Is this program oversubscribed? Per year for the last 5 years, how many
applications did the Department receive for how much funding? How many Vermont
ag{}))lications did the Department receive during that time and how many were fund-
ed?

Answer. The tables below reflect the number of applications and the funding
amounts the Department received. The information is provided for the record.

Fiscal Year A’:':)wcb:{iol:]fs Amount Requested Awgmb?{moged Amount Funded

2013 ... 847 $63,900,026 426 $28,544,452
2014 668 49,298,264 451 28,747,387
2015 171 62,650,578 467 30,673,156
2016 741 52,009,890 501 31,122,946
2017 ... 793 59,077,124 488 30,469,181

3,820 $286,935,882 2,333 $149,557,122

Vermont gbslcgggf'; Funds

Apps Rec'd 177 $11,411,696
Awards 98 $6,694,784

COMMUNITY FACILITIES PROGRAM

Question. Community Facilities programs are an essential tool to help rural com-
munities develop essential facilities including healthcare facilities, public facilities,
educational services, and utility services like telemedicine. These loans and grants
are essential in Vermont and across the country. Given the opioid epidemic, I and
others have expressed our support for prioritizing applications for opioid prevention
and treatment centers.

Would you agree that we need to increase the overall funding pot for community
facilities to achieve that goal while maintain the existing level of assistance for com-
munity facilities programs in rural communities across the United States?

Answer. The Community Facilities Program (CF) helps to address a wide range
of mental and behavioral health needs in rural communities through financing es-
sential community facilities, including those that support prevention, treatment,
and recovery from the opioid crisis. In fiscal year 2017, CF invested approximately
$242 million in direct and guaranteed loans and grants in 17 essential community
facilities that provided for the prevention, treatment, and recovery of substance
abuse and opioid disorders. The President’s Budget requested $3.5 billion for the CF
direct loan program, a $700 million increase over the fiscal year 2018 enacted levels,
to ensure that Rural Development can further address the opioid epidemic while
continuing to provide other essential community facilities. The Agency will continue
to balance the overall need for essential community facilities while maintaining a
focus on helping to address the opioid crisis in rural America.

Question. What would you say is an appropriate increase for loans and grants to
meet the growing need for community facilities for prevention and treatment?

Answer. The President’s Budget proposed $3.5 billion in program level for the CF
direct loan program, which is subsidy neutral. This increase of $700 million over the
fiscal year 2018 enacted level will help ensure RD is able to meet the growing de-
mand for community facilities to prevent and treat those affected by opioids. We will
continue to work with Congress to explore innovative approaches and partnerships
to leverage available resources to aid in prevention and treatment facilities.



54

TELECOMMUNICATION SERVICES IN RURAL AMERICA

Question. The Rural Utilities Service Broadband and Infrastructure loan pro-
grams are important sources of funding for bringing advanced telecommunications
services to rural parts of the country. Unfortunately, states with majority rural pop-
ulations appear to rank in the bottom half of loan amounts granted since 2004.

Will you commit to reviewing the criteria RUS uses for these programs to ensure
that funding is equitably distributed across the country?

Answer. In the past several years, the Rural Utilities Service Broadband and In-
frastructure Loan Programs have been undersubscribed. RUS has been able to fund
all eligible, technically-feasible, and financially-sound applications received. We look
forward to working with Congressional leaders, community leaders, our stake-
holders, and others to bringing e-connectivity to more rural parts of the country.

Question. If at the conclusion of your review you deem the criteria does not allow
funding to be equitably distributed, will you communicate those findings with the
Subcommittee?

Answer. We look forward to working with Congressional leaders, community lead-
ers, our stakeholders, and others to bringing e-connectivity to more rural parts of
the country.

Question. Will you communicate and work with me and my staff if you determine
that you need additional statutory authority to alter RUS criteria for Broadband
Service and Infrastructure loans in order to more equitably distribute loans?

Answer. We look forward to working with Congressional leaders, community lead-
ers, our stakeholders, and others to bringing e-connectivity to more rural parts of
the country while also ensuring due diligence in awarding loans of taxpayer funds
based on project soundness and payback capability.

QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BY SENATOR TAMMY BALDWIN
AMS—CRANBERRY MARKETING ORDERS

Question. In 2017, U.S. cranberry growers approved volume regulations in order
to address oversupply issues. These volume regulations were submitted to USDA for
approval in September 2017, but was not approved for 8 months, finally receiving
approval in April of 2018. Delays in volume regulation approval delays reduce the
cost savings and undermine crop production decreases the industry had hoped to
achieve from utilizing a marketing order, as processors must to pay to store har-
vested fruit while the regulation awaits approval. Cranberry growers have approved
volume regulations in order to reduce oversupply through a mechanism separate
from Section 32 purchases, but delays in volume regulation approval exacerbate the
oversupply situation substantially. What does USDA plan to do to reduce excessive
waiting periods for volume regulation approval in the future?

Answer. USDA is committed to publishing rules as quickly as possible. Because
of the time it took to publish a final rule to address cranberry oversupply issues,
USDA is taking time at the committee meetings to recap the decisions made and
ensure everyone understands the process, timeline and other pertinent information.
Additionally, the Department will continue to review our processes to ensure we are
as efficient as possible as we work to always meet the needs of our customers.

SECTION 32 TART CHERRY PURCHASE

Question. Tart cherry producers are currently experiencing challenging market
conditions, exacerbated by unfair trade practices that allow tart cherry imports to
flood the US market, placing US cherry producers at a disadvantage. Tart cherry
producers have requested a Section 32 purchase by the USDA, which would provide
farmers a much-needed tool to weather difficult market conditions while the trade
issues are investigated and addressed. When does the USDA expect to make a final
determination regarding the Section 32 purchase request for tart cherries?

Answer. AMS has received a request from industry to purchase tart cherry prod-
ucts using Section 32 authority. AMS expects to conduct the economic analysis and
make a determination on whether a Section 32 purchase is justified in early first
quarter fiscal year 2019.

FSA POSITIONS

Question. With the difficult Ag economy and low dairy prices, we are seeing many
farmers applying for loans from FSA. I am concerned that delays in processing loan
applications add to the uncertainty farmers are facing and make farm business deci-
sions challenging. FSA staff vacancies are making it harder to provide prompt serv-
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ice and help farmers troubleshoot and find creative ways to make it through tough
times. What is your plan to ensure full and prompt service is provided to farmers
who are working with FSA during this challenging time?

Answer. Congress provided $8 million to fund hiring approximately 200 Farm
Loan Officer Trainees. States have been given authorization to proceed with hiring
one hundred positions. Authorization for the remaining one hundred positions will
be given in August 2018. FPAC has been working on an analytical staffing tool to
inform staffing decisions. Phase 1 of the tool will be grounded in state workload
data and an evaluation of office productivity at the county level. Phase 2 will be
completed in August 2018 and will add more robust productivity data by county and
forecast demand by program/activity for each county office, county agricultural pro-
files and office footprint data. Utilizing this tool focuses hiring on the high priority
positions and areas to meet the expectations and needs of America’s farmers and
ranchers.

SUBCOMMITTEE RECESS

Senator HOEVEN. With that, this hearing is concluded. Thank
you.

[Whereupon, at 11:56 a.m., Wednesday, April 11, the sub-
committee was recessed, to reconvene subject to the call of the
Chair.]
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