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I am very pleased to be here with you today and also to congratulate you on your selection as a Round III Rural Empowerment Zone.   

In 1997, NMDC submitted an application to USDA for designation as an Empowerment Zone.  Regrettably, this request was not approved.  However, the designation as a Champion Community was granted.  

Since that time, local officials and citizens have worked very hard to present the case for designation of parts of Aroostook County as an Empowerment Zone.  I am pleased that 

the Bush Administration and Secretary Ann Veneman understood the case for Aroostook County and as a result of this grass roots effort, “The Crown of Maine” -- “The County” -- was selected as one of only two new empowerment zones in our nation. In making the selection, Secretary Veneman said, “The Empowerment Zone serves as a beacon of hope for the residents who are working hard to create a brighter future for their communities 

and their families.”  

Your designation as an EZ was based on the strategic plan that you developed, you designed, you organized, and you submitted.  

Since January of this year, we have been working, in partnership with the Zone, to implement some of your initiatives to meet your strategic elements.  I am pleased that seven local initiatives have already been approved with over $1 million in funds from 

Rural Development.

Your hard work and effort is an example of the region’s desire and commitment to improve its economic opportunities.

As Commissioner of Maine DECD, I remember working with many of you in the 1990s to create the Loring Development Authority and to provide new opportunities to this part of Maine by accessing EDA, HUD, and state funds.  

I remember working with the technical college's Quality Center to provide customized training to create a skilled workforce for the region’s businesses and industry.  

Although successful individually by themselves, these actions lack a cohesiveness and focus and were not part of an overall strategy.  Today, you have this grass roots strategic plan.

This designation as an Empowerment Zone is not a prescriptive federal solution or top down strategy.  Rather, it allows local communities and their institutions, not the federal government, to decide what methods and resources will be used to create and sustain long-term private investment and job creation.  

Rural Development’s role is to provide the technical assistance and funding, in collabo-

ration with other partners to implement the locally identified initiatives.

All to often, economic development efforts are not sustained.  This effort, the Empower-ment Zone designation, is a 10-year commitment.  Major tax incentives and support are in place to signal to businesses, communities and individuals that positive change can occur.  I am convinced that 10 years from now, we can reflect upon this day and be witness to the improved economic opportunities that will flourish.

Again, congratulations on your Empowerment Zone designation.  Rural Development looks forward to continuing the working relationship it has had with the communities throughout the years.  Together we can improve economic opportunities for northern Maine.   

