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       SECRETARY VENEMAN:  “Well, thank you very much for that kind introduction, and good morning, everyone, and welcome to this fourth White House Conference on Faith-based and Community Initiatives.





       “I am delighted to be here with you this morning.  I had hoped this morning to share the stage with Jim Towey, but unfortunately Washington is really under a lot of snow.  I'm very lucky to be here, and only by a special arrangement was I able to fly out last night to be with you today.  But I can tell you, it is really, really under snow in Washington, the whole East Coast.





       “Your leadership of the--leadership that Jim Towey is showing in the President's Faith-based Initiative has been remarkable, and he is a personal example of service, and I'm glad you're at least going to see him through video today.





       “I also want to thank Paul Venosdel for being here.  He was just introduced.  He is our State Rural Development Director.  And I believe we also have Allen Ng who was our Food and Nutrition Western Regional Director, both with us today.  You're going to be hearing about some of the kinds of programs that we have in the United States Department of Agriculture that offer partnership opportunities, and so I hope you'll have the chance to meet them today.





       “And I also want to introduce one additional friend.  Levi Gassaway has joined me here today, and I don't know where he is.  He--as Rebecca just mentioned, everywhere I go I try to have a young person with me to shadow me for the day and mentor from the local community.  We started this about a little over a year ago, and we call it Leaders of Tomorrow.  And so as I travel around the country, I usually have some from 4H or FFA to learn a little bit about what it's like to be a cabinet member, and so we're delighted that Levi is with us today.  He's 17-years-old.  He's a senior at Ramona High School in College Prep.  He has a 4.0 grade point average.  He's a 4H member, and his major project in 4H is beef.  But one of the interesting things is five years ago he started a program, a community service project within his 4H Club, and it's called Coats for Kids.  And it provides coats and scarves and similar garments to those who are needy in the San Diego area.  He's worked with the local Head Start.  He's worked with some faith-based organizations here.  To date he's collected over 3,000 garments in his program.





-more-


[Applause.]





SECRETARY VENEMAN:       “ So, Levi, you are a real model at the age of 17 as to what can be done.  And I like to look at this as a bit of a partnership of the kind we're trying to highlight today because 4H is an organization that is funded partially out of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, and clearly, these community service organizations that he is working with are similar to the kind of partnerships we're talking about today.





       “So, Levi, thanks so much for being here today.





       “As we begin, I want to thank all of you for your commitment to improving your communities and your compassion for individuals that are most in need.  President Bush and this administration deeply appreciate the transforming work that you all do in your own communities.  You are reaching out.  You are touching lives of so many individuals, one person at a time.  We are honored that you have taken the time from your important work and commitments to learn about ways that your faith-based and community organizations can partner with the federal government in many of the programs that we operate.





       “Historically, the federal government has not always been receptive to faith-based and community organizations.  Even though these organizations, their staff and volunteers are often the people who are working most closely with the individuals that federal social programs are aimed at serving.  From the earliest days of this administration President Bush sent a clear message that he understands the importance of your organizations to the communities and the individuals that they serve.





       “Just eight days into office he signed two Executive Orders, one creating the Office of Faith-based and Community Initiatives, and the other creating Faith-based and Community Centers in five cabinet agencies.  Then in December the President expanded his initiative to seven agencies, and added the USDA, the Department of Agriculture, as well as the U.S. Agency for International Development.  The faith-based and community organizations are an integral part of addressing pockets of despair that still exist within our country.





       “Government can provide resources and services to Americans in need, but faith-based and community organizations such as yours are helping restore hope, dignity and self respect to individuals in need.  Together these kinds of partnerships are helping improve the lives of so many families and children and making for stronger communities throughout the nation.





       “As you visit the various expeditions today, the booths and the agencies, you'll see a vast array of available programs that are here throughout this government, and I want to talk a little bit about some of the USDA programs today.





       “The U.S. Department of Agriculture has a long history or working with faith-based organizations in some of our programs.  A lot of people don't realize that the Department of Agriculture operates the school lunch program, the school breakfast program, the food stamp program, the TFAP program, the WIC program.  All of the feeding programs are operated from USDA.  And in many of these programs we partner with faith-based and community organizations to deliver our services.
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      “And we also partner with faith-based organizations in a number of our rural development programs, which provide loans to individuals and helps families with home ownership and to find homes.





       “The President's initiative is not just about a few specific programs.  It is about the systematic relationship between the federal government and improving partnerships with states and locally affiliated agencies, and local faith-based and community organizations.  We want to create a level playing field so that the best organizations partner with the federal government to provide the best services to those who are most in need.





       “Many individuals who qualify for and who need government services do not know what is available or how to access services, or where to receive them.  You can be the bridge between the federal government and our fellow citizens through education and even through delivery of services where possible.





       “But in order for you to play this role you  need to know about what federal government programs are available, and that is how the President's Faith-based and Community Initiative can be helpful.  There are three basic things that the President wants us to do.  First, he wants to bring government officials out of their offices and into the community to provide education about programs and partnership opportunities.  He wants us to work with more organizations to provide services to more individuals in need, and to update government programs and regulations to support open competition, and reward results at the individual level.





       “That is why we are gathered here today, to help inform, educate and respond to organizations who want to learn and participate in these programs.





       “At USDA we strive to enhance the quality of life for every American in so many different ways by ensuring the strong feeding and nutrition programs, and the President put forth in his 2004 budget proposal a call for record-level spending for low-income feeding programs through the Women, Infants and Children Program.  We are strengthening our food safety and our agriculture protection systems.  We are requesting record levels of spending for food safety programs and we continue to strengthen our protection systems, particularly in the wake of the tragic events of September 11th.





We also have strong programs to protect our natural resources and environment.  Under the President's leadership we have nearly doubled the resources we are spending to improve agricultural stewardship of our lands.





       “At USDA we provide support in the form of grants and loans to spur economic development, investment and jobs for rural communities.  And USDA also provides food aid to countries around the world who are in need, to help eliminate hunger and malnutrition.  Many of these programs are working with faith-based organizations to create the delivery systems that we need.





       “We want to increase our work with faith-based and community organizations, not just in our rural development programs, but also throughout the breadth of programs that we operate, whether it be in nutrition or food safety or conservation.
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    “I want to cite a few examples of how USDA programs are helping in communities.  USDA's Rural Development Program in California has 12 housing partners who work with us to build homes through the Self-Help Housing Program.  This program has a 


current inventory of over 5,200 affordable homes in California that were built with the help of low and moderate income families.  This program provides families with the opportunity to build equity, pride and confidence at the same time they invest their own sweat equity, so to speak, to assist in building their own homes, and through that sweat equity create the down payment that would be needed for that home.





       “For 20 years Mercy Housing has been a USDA housing partner in this type of program.  The organization is efficient.  It maintains a good timetable to get people in their homes as soon as possible, and they are also very caring people, and they make sure that these are good quality homes that lead to good quality neighborhoods.  Sister Lillian Murphy is the President and CEO of Mercy Housing.  She understands firsthand how USDA's home ownership program is helping low-income families see the dream of home ownership come true.  She recently described the success of this partner.  When talking about a family she said that the chances of this family, the Cortez family who recently moved into a new home in the small community of Esparto, California, she said, "This family would have had a slim to none chance had it not been for the financial and technical assistance provided by the partnership of USDA Rural Development and Mercy Housing."





       “Also through our USDA Food and Nutrition Service programs we reduce hunger and increase food security.  The backbone of these programs is ensuring that children and low-income individuals have access to food, a healthful diet, and nutrition education.  To make these programs successful we need to connect with many people, some of  who are difficult to reach.  Through USDA's TFAP program we work with local faith-based and community soup kitchens, homeless shelters and food pantries to assist those who are in need.





       “Through outreach and education efforts USDA is partnering with community organizations to provide nutrition and health information to help improve diets.  In Pasadena, for example, the Pasadena Church of God receives food stamp program funding through an organization called the California Nutrition Network.  The network is part of an effort to address the health disparities in the African-American community.  Each program integrates healthy eating, physical activity, and food stamp usage to improve health.  They are working very closely with mothers to incorporate healthy eating and more nutritious foods into daily meals.





       “There are so many personal success stories about how these programs have helped to change lives.  Let me share one of them with you.  Tyrone and Jeannette Nash and their four children have to make the most on limited resources.  Preparing healthy and affordable meals can be a challenge.  That started to change once the family began participating in Pasadena Church of God's Body and Soul Program as a result of one child's diagnosis of obesity.  The children now receive nutrition education and physical activity lessons through the children's church and the after school program.  The whole family participates in healthy cooking classes, where parents and children learn to incorporate fruits and vegetables into their meals, and to transform traditional recipes into healthy ones.
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    “The lessons have changed the way the family eats and plays.  "We take neighborhood walks now," said Mrs. Nash, "and Tyrone and my sons work out together."





       “As President Bush says, the measure of compassion is more than good intentions.  It is good results.  By improving the partnerships with faith-based and community organizations we can achieve good results.  In fact, we can achieve great results.  We can make a difference.  We can help transform lives, and we can build stronger communities as we do it.





       “We hope that you will visit the information booths to learn more about all of the opportunities throughout the federal government including those that we have through the USDA programs.





       “I want to thank all of you for being here today, and I especially want to thank every one of you for what you do every single day to help people throughout America in your own communities.





       “May God bless you as you continue your service to your communities.  Thank you again.





[Applause.]
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