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USDA ANNOUNCES EXTENSION FOR FARMERS IN THE PIGFORD CONSENT DECREE TO SEEK PRIORITY CONSIDERATION ON NEW LOANS 

WASHINGTON, January 16, 2003 -- The U.S. Department of Agriculture today said it continues to make progress on strengthening civil rights policies and actions and announced its decision to extend for a period of one year the time for farmers in the Pigford v. Veneman Consent Decree (formerly Pigford v. Glickman) to seek priority consideration on applications for future farm loans and other relief.  This action provides more time for farmers to consider options under the 1999 civil rights settlement between USDA and African-American farmers.  

“The steps announced today are part of the Bush Administration’s ongoing commitment to ensuring fair and equitable treatment of all producers and assisting minority and disadvantaged farmers,” said Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman.  “USDA has made important progress on strengthening civil rights.  We will continue to move forward and build coalitions to ensure progress continues and results are achieved that ensure fairness and equity for all USDA customers and employees.”

Under the terms of the Consent Decree, in addition to monetary relief, farmers who prevail under the Decree’s claims process are entitled to certain injunctive relief, including priority consideration on a future application for a farm loan under certain circumstances, priority consideration on an application for inventory property, and having all of their farm loan applications viewed in a light most favorable to the farmer.  All prevailing farmers also are ensured to receive adequate technical assistance in conjunction with any application for a farm loan.

The Consent Decree provides that this relief expires on April 14, 2004, five years after the Consent Decree was approved.  However, the Consent Decree claims process has gone on longer than anticipated when the Decree was approved because of the unanticipated number of claims.  Many farmers who would not be receiving final decisions on their claims until shortly before the relief expires will not be able to take advantage of this relief.  Accordingly, USDA has decided to extend the time for prevailing farmers to take advantage of this relief for an additional year.  This is not required by the Consent Decree nor directed by the court.  Prevailing farmers will now have until April 14, 2005 to take advantage of this relief.

In addition to this extension of relief, USDA is today announcing that farmers who would have received debt forgiveness under the Consent Decree had their debts not been previously discharged will not be barred from applying for future loans because of the previous discharge.  
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These actions are in addition to steps USDA has recently announced.  On Tuesday, President Bush nominated Vernon Parker, a pastor, community leader and experienced legal counsel, to be USDA’s Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights.  The assistant secretary is charged with ensuring compliance with all civil rights and related laws by all agencies and under all programs of the Department: enforcing and coordinating compliance with all civil rights laws; ensuring that USDA has measurable goals for fair and nondiscriminatory treatment; and compiling and disclosing data used in assessing civil rights compliance in the socially disadvantaged farmer program.

In September of 2002, Veneman announced a series of steps to assist minority and disadvantaged farmers, including increased technical assistance, outreach, and timely loan processing.  Most notably, the Secretary announced a new Farm Service Agency (FSA) Action Plan that sets forth concrete steps FSA is taking to assist minority and disadvantaged farmers.  Veneman also announced the creation of the Office of Minority and Socially Disadvantaged Farmer Assistance to work with minority and socially disadvantaged farmers who have concerns and questions about loan applications they have filed in their County Offices.


For more information on USDA’s civil rights policies and actions, contact 202-720-4623 or visit www.usda.gov.
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