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VENEMAN ANNOUNCES ADDITIONAL MEASURES TO ASSIST 

BLACK FARMERS

Action Plan Focuses on Farm Ownership, Technical Assistance, Timely Loan Decisions and Staff Training

WASHINGTON, Sept. 13, 2002--Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman today announced additional measures to strengthen programs aimed at serving minority and disadvantaged farmers as part of the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s ongoing efforts to address concerns of black farmers.  

“We believe these actions will provide additional focus on our efforts to ensure fair and equitable treatment for all producers,” Veneman said.  “These measures, along with a strong work plan for implementation, incorporate many of the recommendations made by black farmers in recent months.”  

In a letter to the Black Farmers and Agriculturalists Association, Veneman outlined key steps that USDA will put into place to ensure its customers are treated equitably and fairly and that all customers have full access to its programs.   

The action plan includes: 

Farm Loans
· In keeping with the principles outlined in the August 2001, Food and Agriculture Policy Report, Secretary Veneman will establish an internal working group to ensure effective coordination of resources for minority farmers across various USDA agencies to ensure that the full range of available farm loan and benefit programs are available to minority farmers.  Programs include those administered by the Farm Service Agency, Risk Management Agency, Rural Development, Natural Resources Conservation Service and the Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service.  

· USDA will continue its standing policy that no acceleration of loan repayment or foreclosure will take place on a borrower who has a claim pending under the Pigford Consent Decree or any other open and accepted administrative complaint of discrimination pending with USDA.  

· USDA will request the Treasury Department to consider authority to waive administrative offsets.  Under current administrative offset rules, if a borrower is delinquent to the Federal Government and is eligible for another government benefit, the government benefit payment would be reduced, or offset, to help pay off the delinquency.  For many small and disadvantaged customers, waiving the offset could help the producer stay in business. USDA will work with loan and benefit recipients to the maximum extent possible to structure farm and home plans that accommodate those administrative offsets required by federal law.
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· USDA will provide a renewed opportunity to use the full extent of primary loan servicing options for farmers who have filed claims under the Pigford Consent Decree.  This will allow those borrowers, once a decision is final under the Decree, to explore the options for reducing annual payments on any remaining debt to forestall acceleration or foreclosure.  FSA will have this new policy in place as expeditiously as possible. 

· USDA recently transferred nearly $100 million in additional funds to FSA’s direct operating loan program to assist minority, small, beginning, limited resource and other farmers.  This transfer will enable FSA to assist an additional estimated 2,000 farmers.  USDA is also are using new authority to transfer unused state allocations of funds for Socially Disadvantaged Farmer loans to states that have higher demand for this important program.   

Timely Decisions on Loans

· USDA will conduct customer service training for FSA state and local managers and employees to emphasize the importance of more timely loan processing so that borrowers will know in a timely manner whether or not they are going to have their loan approved so they can make planting decisions. 

· The recently announced Office of Minority and Socially Disadvantaged Farmer Assistance will work with minority farmers who have concerns and questions about loan applications that they have filed in their county offices.  A toll-free telephone has been established to answer inquires about these issues, as well as other FSA programs, and address technical issues.  

Expanded Technical Assistance

· USDA will work with states to provide resources for additional technical assistance.  Resources from across USDA will be applied to this need including the new authority provided in the 2002 Farm Bill, which allows USDA to leverage existing outreach programs with the Section 2501 Program.  Secretary Veneman recently transferred administrative authority of the 2501 Program to the Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service (CSREES) to provide better coordination, planning and distribution of grant making for outreach and technical assistance programs for minority and disadvantaged farmers through both public and private groups. These efforts w will be coordinated with 1890 and other Land Grant colleges and universities to ensure coordination with FSA technical assistance efforts.  

Additional Diversity Training

· USDA is providing additional training to employees who have direct contact with constituents throughout the country, particularly in local offices.  The department is examining existing authorities and funding, as well as working with Extension programs to determine how best to provide additional training in the future.

Resolution of Pending Administrative Claims

· USDA is developing a plan to expedite resolution of the administrative discrimination claims at the Department filed by those members of the Pigford class who have opted out of the Consent Decree process, as well as other long-standing cases.  
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· The plan is being carefully reviewed to make certain it is an orderly and fair process that ensures meritorious resolution.  Once an internal review is completed, USDA will solicit review of this plan by counsels to black farmers and other interested counsel to ensure it will work.  USDA is also working within the USDA Office of Civil Rights to ensure thorough and timely investigations of discrimination claims.

“We look forward to a continued professional and productive relationship with all minority farmers and their organizations,” said Veneman.  “By working together, we can achieve results.  These actions are a step in the right direction and demonstrates USDA’s commitment to ensure compliance with civil rights laws and equal employment opportunities.” 

#

A copy of Secretary Veneman’s letter and the Farm Service Agency Action plan is located at http://www.usda.gov or you may use the following links.

Farm Service Agency Action Plan
Letter to Black Farmers and Agriculturalists Association   
