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     CHAIRMAN BONILLA:  [In progress] -- USDA's Foreign Service Ag Service in 1986.  She was Deputy Under Secretary for Agriculture for International Affairs and Commodity Programs from '89 to '91; the USDA's Deputy Secretary from '91 to '93, actively involved in the Uruguay Round of GATT negotiations, NAFTA, and the U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement; Secretary of California Department of Food and Agriculture, CFDA, from '95 to '99.
     Her list of accomplishments goes on and on, and I am proud every day to work with her on the funding issues that are necessary for the Department of Agriculture.  It's my understanding that she is ready to come in, and so it is with great pleasure that I now introduce Secretary of Agriculture Ann Veneman.
     [Applause.]
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Well, thank you so much, Chairman Bonilla, for your introduction, and it is truly a pleasure to work with you.  And we're very, very pleased that you could be here today with us for this very important summit.  And Chairman Bonilla is chairman of my Appropriations Committee, so he's one of the most important people in my whole life.
     [Laughter.]
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  But he has a strong sense of what rural America needs, how we should proceed forward, and we're very, very pleased that we can have such a good partnership with you.  Thank you so much.
     I'm also happy that we can be here today to launch this new partnership between USDA and HUD that will be so vital in Texas and the rest of the Southwestern United States.  We're going to have more details on that in a moment, but I also want to thank my good friend, Secretary Martinez, for being here.
      They often talk about homeownership being at the core of the American dream.  Well, HUD is lucky to have someone leading it who has lived that dream.  He's the point person on the President' initiative to increase minority homeownership, and I have seen firsthand the tremendous work that he is doing at the Department of Housing and Urban Development.
      Secretary Martinez and I traveled to rural Missouri about a year ago together to visit with families who were benefiting from our joint housing programs.  And then last October we were again together to support the President's White House Conference on Minority Homeownership.
     Today, we are very pleased to be able to formalize our partnership and further expand opportunities for minority homeownership.  I also want to thank USDA's rural development team for all of their efforts:  Under Secretary Tom Dorr, who's doing an outstanding job; Deputy Under Secretary Gil Gonzalez; Art Garcia, who's the Rural Housing Service Administrator; and all of the staff in our rural development area who are here and who have helped to make this conference such a success.
     And I want to thank all of our partners who have come together in search of innovative solutions to credit access and other challenges facing prospective homeowners in underserved areas.
     Homeownership is critical to our success as a nation.  It provides equity for families, stability for communities, and a stronger society.  While record numbers of Americans own their own homes today, President Bush has rightly identified a homeownership gap for minorities.  He has asked USDA, which administers the rural housing programs, to help meet his goal of homeownership for an additional 5.5 million minority families by the end of the decade.
     This summit, as well as other events during June, which has been declared by President Bush as National Homeownership Month, is intended to move us closer to the goal.
      Under USDA's five-star commitment to expand rural and minority homeownership, we are working to reduce fees--lower fees and reduce barriers to minority homeownership; to double the number of self-help participants in our programs by the year 2010; to increase participation by minority lenders through outreach efforts; to promote credit counseling and homeownership education; and to monitor lending activities to ensure increases in minority homeownership.
     USDA has made progress in those five areas.  We have reduced fees in our guaranteed single-family housing program to 1.5 percent from 2 percent for new loans, which saves an average family $450, and to 0.5 percent for refinanced loans, which saves an average of $1,300.
      We have provided more than $22 million in self-help grants to 61 organizations in 25 States.  We have increased lender outreach through partnerships with the National Credit Union Administration and with Chase Home Finance.
     We are expanding credit counseling through an agreement we will sign later today to adopt the use of FDIC's “Money-Smart” financial-literacy course.
      Under Secretary Dorr has challenged all of our rural development state directors to meet all of these objectives, and Administrator Garcia has provided States with benchmarks to help them achieve these goals.
      This past Friday, as part of USDA's Annual Secretary's Honor Awards, I recognized one of the winners for an innovation partnership between our Rural Development Office in Georgia and the State Housing and Finance Authority in Georgia.  We are very pleased today to have Beverly Rivers of Alamo, Georgia, who is the direct beneficiary of that pilot program.  Beverly is a single parent and schoolteacher who lives in a rural area that has no financial institutions.  Under this model, the Rural Development Office originated her loan and worked with the Housing and Finance Authority to help secure 100 percent financing.
     Beverly is now a proud first-time homeowner, along with her 15-year-old daughter, Marquisda, and they just moved in in January and are very happy in their new home.  Would you please stand?
     [Applause.]
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  In just a moment, Secretary Martinez will take--will talk a little bit more about the details of the agreement that we're signing today and what it means in the Colonias of the Southwest.  But before we do, I want to tell you about another family we have with us here today, a family from my home State of California.  Jose Garcia and his wife, Maria, and their four children live in the Colonia of Mecca in California's Coachella Valley.
     Mr. Garcia is a former farm worker and now a resort groundskeeper, and she is currently--Mrs. Garcia is currently a farm worker.  Until just a few days ago, let me give you an idea of their living conditions.  All six Garcias lived in what can only loosely be called "a house," basically a shed, 12 by 25 feet and 6 feet high, constructed from a two-by-four frame with plywood walls and a concrete slab floor.  The openings that served as windows were covered not with glass, but with mosquito netting.  The nearest bathroom was about 30 feet away, and power was supplied by a single extension cord running from another house nearby.
     For 14 long years, this was home.  But thanks to a rural development direct homeownership loan, sweat equity, and funds from other sources, the Garcias last week moved into a new four-bedroom--
     [Applause.]
     SECRETARY VENEMAN:  This is their new four-bedroom, two-bath ranch-style home, and as you can see, the family is there.  Under our self-help housing program, groups of families like those in the Colonias mutually work on each other's homes.  And one of the interesting things was that while the house was under construction, the Garcias went to water the grass every day.  I know they stood once, but I want you to see them.  Would the Garcia family please stand up?
     [Applause.]
      SECRETARY VENEMAN:  Now, after we sign this agreement, we're going to give one of the Garcia children a chance to talk about what this new home means to this family.
      It is vital that we do more to encourage minority homeownership, especially in the Colonias of the Southwest, where hundreds of thousands live in substandard conditions.  To assist in those efforts, I am pleased to join in this new Southwest Border Initiative with the Department of Housing and Urban Development.  So, without any further ado, I would like to introduce my colleague and my good friend. Secretary Mel Martinez.
      [Applause.]
      SECRETARY MARTINEZ:  Thank you.  What a wonderful story and what a wonderful outcome, and thank you, Ann, for your introduction, and also thank you for working so closely with us at HUD as we try to improve the lives of American families.
      You know, we, Ann and I, have had a wonderful friendship since we both came to serve the President in this administration, and we have looked for ways in which we could bring together the work of our two departments, when so much of what we do crosses one another's paths in terms of providing housing for so many Americans.
     I'm delighted that our administration is committed to providing affordable housing opportunities for all Americans in every community--rural, suburban, and urban.  Nearly a quarter of the occupied housing units in this country are found in rural areas, and so, of course, rural concerns are also important to us.
      Thanks in part to the public-private partnerships we're discussing today, rural housing conditions have improved over the years, and more rural Americans now live in decent and affordable, comfortable homes.  But clearly we can do more.  Despite progress, one-quarter of rural households pay more than 30 percent of their monthly income for housing costs.  Of the nation's 200 poorest counties, 189 are rural.  Hispanic families are twice as likely to live in inadequate housing as other rural households.
     While USDA's Rural Development Program represents the bulk of the Federal Government's specific commitment to rural housing issues, many HUD programs have a direct impact on rural communities.
      I want to highlight a family from Florida that's here with us today, too.  Through their own hard work and help from HUD and USDA, and many of our other partners, Maureen Calzado Magarity has realized her own dream of homeownership in Tallahassee.  When her journey began, Maureen was a single mother with two children who lifted herself into self-sufficiency through the welfare-to-work program.  The program allowed Maureen to put her two sons into a daycare while she underwent job training.  The skills that she learned led her to a new job.
     Maureen next received homeownership education through a HUD-funded, HUD-certified counselor, and learned that she could indeed quality for a mortgage loan.
     Today, Maureen and her new husband, Clint, and their two children, Noah and Chloe, are homeowners.  I would like to ask them to stand so that we might also recognize them, and the real reason we're all here today are these homeowners.  So, Maureen and--
    [Applause.]
     SECRETARY MARTINEZ:  And so as Ann pointed out, increasing minority homeownership among all Americans is a goal of this administration.  But closing gaps that exist between majority and minority homeownership is fundamental to allowing all Americans to reach and taste the American dream.
     I want to talk to you about the Colonias area.  Secretary Veneman and I share a great concern about housing in the Southwest border region, and I'm pleased to have the opportunity today to reaffirm our strong and continued commitment to working together to improve conditions on the border communities.
     You know, too often little is known about these communities, and these are communities of American citizens living in conditions that would really be appalling even in the Third World.  And the fact of the matter is that all of us have a shared responsibility to ensure that the lives of those hard-working Americans, who most of them work in agriculture in these border regions, have the decent and safe living conditions to which all Americans, we believe, are entitled.  We're talking about potable water; we're talking about drain and sewer; we're talking of the very basics of life in the Colonias.
     The areas with the greatest need in the Colonias are identifiable communities that lack some of the most basic, basic infrastructure conditions, such as paved roads and proper drainage.  The President understands the difficulties faced by more than 12 million Americans that live in Colonias.  He has proposed a new $16 million Colonias Gateway Initiative to help families have better access to decent and affordable housing and help them benefit from local economic development projects.
     Both HUD and USDA have ongoing programs that assist the Colonias and very low-income workers employed in agriculture and agricultural-related industries.  Other broader programs could be tapped to assist in these areas.
     With the agreement that Secretary Veneman and I are signing today, HUD pledges to work closely with USDA to improve the coordination of programs and services in the Southwest border region.  We will work to streamline the delivery of our services.  This may involve cross-marketing our programs and cross-training our staff and pursuing other strategies that help people use our programs and services more effectively.  It's kind of groundbreaking when we talk about bureaucracies, you know, sharing work and sharing ideas and doing these things in cross-purposes.
      We will exchange information on housing, community, and economic conditions in the border region; gauge whether programs designed to assist residents are available and effective; to work together on research projects; and we will collaborate on pilot projects that explore how best we can work together, not just HUD and USDA but also our state, local, and private partners.
      HUD is in the process of launching a Colonia pilot project in the New Mexico communities of Valo (ph) and Valsero (ph) to show how strong coordination among agencies can substantially improve the conditions of the Colonia.  The Department of Agriculture will serve as a resource in revitalizing these communities.
      With the HUD-supported plan and USDA's commitment of resources, we hope to leverage additional resources and commitments from the State of New Mexico, Dona Ana County, as well as finance agencies' employers and lenders.  Through this partnership, HUD and USDA also hope to create a model that can be replicated in other Colonias and farm-worker communities throughout America.
      President Bush, Secretary Veneman, and I firmly believe that the Federal Government is most successful in reaching into local communities when we develop partnerships with those of you on the state, county, and local level who are closest to the problem and the eventual solutions.  I look forward to further strengthening the partnership between HUD and USDA and inviting more partners to join us as we focus on creating affordable housing in rural communities throughout America.
      And I guess now we will sign the MOU.
[Applause.]
     MR. ART GARCIA:  I'd like to invite the familia Garcia, por favor, to come to the stage and witness this historic signing.
     [Signing of document.]
     MR. ART GARCIA:  We will now have a word from Armando Garcia.
     MR. ARMANDO GARCIA:  Hi.  My name is Armando.  We come from Mecca, California.  Thank you for inviting us and also thank you for helping Coachella Valley Coalition to help build what is now our new home.  I'm really happy of having my own room.
     [Laughter.]
     MR. ARMANDO GARCIA:  Thank you all from all my heart for making our dream come true.
     [Applause.]
     MR. ART GARCIA:  I think the Secretaries better watch out.  Armando has a future in speech writing and politics.
     [Laughter.]
    CHAIRMAN BONILLA:  We are now going to have an opportunity for the families to meet with the Secretaries, and you may take photos with the families as well.  Thank you.
