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On the Legislative Front . . . .
   Transitions

  

There’s an old saying in Washington when it comes to political gossip:    “those who say they
know don’t, and those who know aren’t    talking.” The old quadrennial D.C. parlor game is alive
and well this    holiday season with speculation over President-elect Obama’s remaining   
cabinet appointments. Those with a special pipeline to the transition team are    indeed keeping
quiet. As for this consultant, my primary focus is on appointments    to the USDA, the
Department of Interior, and the Environmental Protection Agency.    Regarding those agencies,
I’ve heard a few names and nothing more. For    ASHS, the main interest for members is who
was tapped as the new Agriculture    Secretary, Tom Vilsack. Now we await the appointment of
his deputies within    the department—especially Research, Education, and Economics—the   
parent agency for ARS and the soon-to-be reorganized National Institute for    Food &
Agriculture (NIFA—formerly CSREES). Given Obama’s recent    statements about the
importance of science-based agriculture for health, nutritional    accessibility, and trade, you can
rest assured that the potential USDA nominees    are being carefully considered.

During the 2008 election campaign, candidate Obama spoke at length on direct    correlations
between healthy diets and exercise for lowering healthcare costs.    He also elaborated on
greater attention to food safety and quality, along with    combating childhood and adult obesity
rates. With nutrition and food quality    being prime topics for reducing exorbitant healthcare
costs, as well as improving    daily living standards, new ventures for horticultural science are
sure to increase.    On 3 Dec. I attended the Farm Foundation seminar in Washington
“Agriculture    Policies for the New Congress and Administration,” where there was general   
consensus that Obama and his USDA Secretary-Designate will likely promote more   
science-based approaches toward agricultural policy as opposed to the more ideological-based 
  decisions we’ve seen in recent years. That, at least, was the opinion    expressed by the
seminar’s two featured speakers. I would be remiss however,    if I neglected to mention that
President Bush’s agriculture team—namely    former Secretary (now Senator-elect) Mike
Johanns and Undersecretary Gale Buchanan—issued    a generous blueprint for horticulture
during initial Farm Bill deliberations    in Jan. 2007.

Looking ahead with interest, concern, and anticipation for horticulture policy    in 2009, the
severe economic downturns both at home and abroad will dictate    an uncertain future. What
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type of ship will set sail in these uncharted waters?    How much of the new Farm Bill will
appropriators adhere to amid drastically    tightened budgets and emergency bailouts?
Hopefully, these answers will be revealed    soon as the 111th Congress convenes on 6 Jan.
2009—followed in two short    weeks by the swearing-in of our new President.

Meanwhile, my ongoing canvassing of Congressional officials, monitoring committee   
assignments, and initiating outreach to other potential committees continues.    With the Farm
Bill firmly in the statute books, broadening ASHS’ reach    into science, health, and natural
resource areas could provide fertile ground    for additional research dollars.

As for monitoring respective House/Senate Agriculture panels, and especially    the all-important
House Horticulture & Organic Subcommittee, there are several    developments. On 2 Dec.,
Sen. Saxby Chambliss (R-GA) won his runoff election    to serve a second term. He returns as
the Ranking Member (top Republican) on    the Senate Committee on Agriculture, Nutrition, and
Forestry. Another committee    Member, Sen. Norm Coleman (R-MN), remains locked in a tight
race with Democrat    Al Franken. Ballot counting in that contest is slated to conclude in the next
   few weeks. Coleman serves on two subcommittee panels covering science, nutrition,    and
organic agriculture—items of considerable importance for horticulture    research. Former USDA
Secretary Mike Johanns (R-NE) also won his Senate contest.    Although Nebraska’s other
Senator, Ben Nelson (D), currently serves on    this committee, Johanns with this credentials
might be appointed as well.

Regarding the Horticulture & Organic Subcommittee, I await new assignment    information.
Rep. Dennis Cardoza (D-CA) and Rep. Randy Neugebauer (R-TX) return    as Chairman and
Ranking Member, respectively. But there are at least five or    six subcommittee slots waiting to
be filled as a result of open seats. One Member,    Rep. Kristin Gillibrand (D-NY), is even being
mentioned as a possible replacement    for Senator Hillary Clinton (D-NY) as a result of
Clinton’s nomination    to head the State Department.

These next few months promise to be an interesting and exciting time in Washington.    New
Congressional representatives bringing creative agendas will coincide with    a new
administration and its demands for change. Yet both must grapple with    economic hardships
rivaling anything we have witnessed in 70 years. Thus the    pursuit of federal research dollars,
and recounting those pursuits in this column,    are sure to get more intriguing in the months
ahead.
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On that note, my best of holiday wishes and a Happy New Year to all. I appreciate    your
interest and support, and look forward to working with you and your colleagues    as we keep
ASHS strategically poised for the politically transformative year    ahead. –JM 
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