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VENEMAN ESTABLISHES NEW OFFICE TO ASSIST MINORITY AND SOCIALLY DISADVANTAGED FARMERS

Announces Changes to 2501 Program to Strengthen Program Coordination and Delivery


WASHINGTON, Sept. 10, 2002 – Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman today announced the creation of a new office to address concerns of minority and socially disadvantaged farmers.  The office will provide minority and socially disadvantaged farmers another avenue to seek technical assistance and information, particularly as it relates to USDA loan applications.


“USDA continues to examine ways to ensure programs and services are being delivered to minority and socially disadvantaged farmers and ranchers in the most fair and equitable manner,” said Veneman.  “This new office is just one of many examples of how this department is strengthening programs that serve these constituents.”


The new Office of Minority and Socially Disadvantaged Farmers Assistance (MSDA) will operate under USDA's Farm Service Agency (FSA) in Washington D.C.  The new office will work with minority and socially disadvantaged farmers who have concerns and questions about loan applications filed with local offices.  The office will operate a toll-free telephone help-line to answer inquires about these and other FSA programs as well as address other technical issues.  This action is being done to ensure that every effort is made to protect the civil rights of any individual and that discrimination against anyone because of race, color, national origin, sex or any other covered basis has not occurred.

The new office will begin operating this week, with staff on duty from Monday to Friday, 8 to 5 p.m. Eastern Time.  The following is additional key contact information for the new office:

Phone:

1-866-538-2610 (toll-free) or 202-720-1584 (local)

fax:

1-888-211-7286 (toll-free) or 202-690-3432 (local)

e-mail:  
MSDA@wdc.usda.gov

Veneman also announced the transfer of USDA’s 2501 program to the Cooperative State Research, Education and Extension Service (CSREES), which will allow for better coordination, planning and distribution of grant-making for outreach and technical assistance programs for minority and disadvantaged farmers.

“CSREES is USDA’s leading authority in administering federal assistance for research, extension and education programs,” Veneman said.  “This transfer will help this program become more effective in delivering these important programs to qualified organizations.”
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These initiatives follow recent actions by Veneman to assist minority farmers.  Last month, she announced the transfer of nearly $100 million in direct operating loans to assist minority farmers, small farmers and others. This transfer of funds makes low-interest loans available for an estimated 2,000 additional farmers and ranchers across America.  Each year, approximately 14,000 minority, beginning and other farmers and ranchers receive direct operating loans from FSA.  During FY 2001, forty-six percent of all direct operating loans awarded to minorities were loans to African Americans.  In July, Veneman created an internal working group to provide guidance as the USDA prepares to establish the Office of the Assistant Secretary for Civil Rights.  The new office was created as part of the Farm Security and Rural Investment Act of 2002.  


For general information on FSA programs and services, visit http://www.fsa.usda.gov/.
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