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USDA RURAL DEVELOPMENT SIGNS MEMORANDUM OF AGREEMENT WITH AROOSTOOK COUNTY EMPOWERMENT ZONE
Bangor, Maine, July 20, 2002 - USDA today announced the signing of the Memorandum of Agreement between the newly created Aroostook County Empowerment Zone and USDA.

"The Empowerment Zone program is an integral part of the Bush Administration's efforts to restore economic growth and business opportunities in rural areas of America," said Agriculture Secretary Ann M. Veneman.  "Partnering with local governments and residents and having communities develop a long-term economic strategy will assure new and sustained community development.  I commend Senators Snowe and Collins for their hard work and commitment to the Aroostook County Empowerment Zone."

"USDA Rural Development is proud to be working with the Aroostook County Empowerment Zone to help bring opportunities for economic growth to Aroostook County," said Michael W. Aube, Maine Rural Development State Director.  "Ten years from now we can reflect upon this day and be witness to the improved economic opportunities that have been brought to Aroostook County through our collaborative efforts."

In Aroostook County, the largest county in the state, the sparsely populated area has relied heavily on timber and agriculture as its main economic base.  Since 1960, the area has recorded a 14.5 percent out-migration of residents, due largely to the closure of Loring Air Force Base and changes in the county’s potato industry.  The out-migration, along with high unemployment, has contributed to the current economic problems facing this northern region of Maine.

- more -

In January 2002, Veneman selected Aroostook County as one of two communities nationwide to receive an Empowerment designation.  Communities designated as an Empowerment Zone receive a variety of federal tax benefits along with technical assistance provided through USDA Rural Development.  An initial $100,000 grant is provided to each designated community for start-up costs.

The selection process is very competitive.  In order to be eligible for the empowerment program, communities must have high levels of poverty or significant population loss.  Eligible communities must also prepare a long-term, community driven strategic plan for community development.

Since its designation in January 2002, the Aroostook County Empowerment Zone has received a total of $1,033,160 in loans and grants from Rural Development.

Since the inception of the Empowerment Zone program and its companion Enterprise Community program, USDA Rural Development has invested over $560 million in grants and loans in the 59 communities to stimulate housing and business sector growth, as well as assisted with the development of utility infrastructure and community facilities.

USDA Rural Development serves as the lead federal entity for rural development needs and administers program assistance through three agencies:  Rural Housing Service, Rural Business-Cooperative Service, and Rural Utilities Service.  Further information on USDA Rural Development can be obtained by contacting any USDA Service Center of by visiting Maine’s web site at http://www.rurdev.usda.gov/me.
USDA Rural Development is an Equal Opportunity Lender, Provider, and Employer.
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