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USDA Rural Development is committed to affordable farmworker housing

By Ben Higgins, State Director, USDA Rural Development

Word count: 691
California’s preeminence as the nation’s top farm state is possible because of progressive farmers, generally abundant natural resources, fertile soils, applied research, and an extensive transportation and marketing network. A vital and invaluable element of California agriculture is its labor force --- farm workers, who help plant, harvest and process an incredible array of food crops.

 
USDA Rural Development has a commitment to rural communities to help develop affordable housing, including housing for farm employees. Nearly $100 million has been invested by Rural Development in the past five years in California to develop modern, affordable housing for farmworkers and their families. In 2004, USDA Rural Development in California lead the nation in providing more than $20 million in loans and grants for the construction and rehabilitation of housing for domestic farm workers.

Valle del Sol, a $16 million project in Stockton, funded with a low-interest loan from USDA Rural Development, is the latest example of our commitment to the farmworker community. The 76-unit complex by Asociacion Campesina Lazaro Cardenas ACLA, is the culmination of a partnership between local, state and federal government agencies. In addition to help from Rural Development, the project used federal low-income tax credits, loans from the state Department of Housing, the Federal Home Loan Bank of San Francisco and assistance from San Joaquin County. 

The commitment of Rural Development to this project does not end with a ribbon-cutting ceremony. We will provide ongoing rental assistance for residents of all of the apartments, an average of $300 per unit monthly, to fill the gap between rents and the 30 percent-of-income limit that farmworkers would pay for housing at Valle del Sol.

There are many reasons to be proud of this project and the partnership that made it possible. It is gratifying for Rural Development to play a role to put the brick and mortar in place for a project like this. This project has drawn national recognition. Valle del Sol was selected as the best rural/farmworker housing development for 2005 in the annual Readers Choice Awards of Affordable Housing Finance magazine.   

  
Rural Development’s farmworker housing programs are just one element of our outreach to minority residents in rural areas. We also operate a number of loan and grant programs to encourage minority homeownership in the state. A highly successful program, operated by USDA Rural Development in coordination with local housing development partner agencies, is our Mutual Self-Help Housing program. This program allows groups of 8-10 families to work together to build their own homes under the guidance of a construction expert. Families contribute at least 40 hours of labor weekly over a 10- to 12-month span until all of the homes are completed.


Rural Development makes loans available to help with construction costs and we help new homeowners with low-interest mortgage programs. 

An example of our Self-Help Housing program is Paseo de las Palmas in the Coachella Valley where dozens of soon-to-be homeowners, including farmworker families, are hammering nails and raising walls on new homes with the help of USDA Rural Development and the Coachella Valley Housing Coalition, a local nonprofit housing organization.  

The Self-Help Housing program helps serve minorities to advance President Bush's Minority Home Ownership Initiative, which aims to add 5.5 million new minority homeowners by the end of 2010. 
Significant progress has been made in our housing programs by the dedicated Rural Development staff in our state office in Davis and by our 25 field offices from Eureka to El Centro. Certainly, there are considerable challenges as we look to the future as soaring land prices and construction costs must be factored into our ability to develop low-income housing. 

USDA Rural Development, with its theme, "Committed to the future of rural communities," will continue to seek new partnerships with local business groups and lenders to strengthen the economic fabric of rural counties and to encourage development of low-income housing like Valle del Sol and Paseo de Las Palmas.  

Rural Development is up to the challenge. We will continue our outreach to help farmworker families with affordable housing and a multitude of other assistance to rural communities. Our mission is far too important to do otherwise.

#   #   #
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