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MESSAGE TO OUR READERS 

Dear Friends 
Homeownership is a prominent goal in much of our nation's current housing policy. For low- and moderate-income 
families, homeownership requires more than subsidized interest rates and means more than having a place to live. 
The features in this issue of Rural Voices examine some important aspects of homeownership and some useful types 
of assistance. 

The lead article demonstrates the role of subsidized rental housing, supportive services, and self-help construction in 
a farmworker family's path from homelessness to homeownership. Counseling services are helpful- perhaps even 
essential - and another article describes the work of the new American Homeowner Education and Counseling 
Institute. Individual Development Accounts (IDAs) are also relatively new. Their potential for helping aspiring 
homebuyers to save for downpayments and other needs is described in a Q&A with an IDA activist. 

We look forward to meeting Rural Voices readers in December at A Place For Everyone: The 1998 National Rural 
Housing Conftrence. 

Sincerely, 

~~_J/ ~n~·lr+ ~·C-
Richard W Lincoln 
Chairman 

Peggy R. Wright 
President 

Moises Loza 
Executive Director 

Notes about some of the many recent activities, loans, 

and publications of the Housing Assistance Council 

Delta Compact Signers 
Pledge Partnership 
More than thirty organizations and government entities 
have joined HAC as partners in "The Delta Compact: 
A Regional Partnership Agreement to Create a Strategy 
for Comprehensive Community Development in the 
Lower Mississippi Delta. " Announced on August 12 in 
Greenville, Miss., this collaborative effort will work to 
devise comprehensive community development 
solutions to the problems arising from the persistent 
poverty, sluggish economy, and legacy of racial segrega-
tion in the Lower Mississippi Delta region. The 
partnership will be directed by local leadership from 
Arkansas, Louisiana, and Mississippi and will engage 
the participation of a broad range of public and private 
stakeholders. Additional partners are expected to join 

Representative Bennie Thompson (D-Miss.) (standing at right), 
a member of HAC's board of directors, addressed attendees when 
the Delta Compact was announced in August. Also attending were 
board members Peggy Wright (third from left) of the Delta Studies 
Center at Arkansas State University in Jonesboro and Harry Bowie 
(standing in suit) of the Delta Foundation in Greenville, Miss. 
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Forty townhouse units in Marion County, Ala . were recently completed 
by the Alabama Council on Human Relations, aided by HAC's provision 
of technical assistance and funds for staff training. 

as the initiative progresses. 
Under a cooperative agreement with the U.S. 

Department of Agriculture (USDA), HAC facilitated 
the consultative process that created the Compact. The 
strategy for the Delta, developed jointly by all partici-
pants in the consultations, presents a set of action 
recommendations that identifY immediate opportunities 
for achieving key objectives in the region. 

HAC will continue to provide assistance as needed 
to implement the recommendations. The Fannie Mae 
Foundation has granted funds to HAC for a Delta 
Technology project. The computer needs of 24 selected 
local nonprofit organizations will be assessed, and then 
the groups will receive hardware and training in use of 
the Internet. USDA has committed additional funding 
for this technology work, and for three summit 
meetings to explore collaboration opportunities among 

Marion County families with children will live comfortably in the two-
and three-bedroom units developed by the Alabama Council on Human 
Relations with HAC assistance, and the complex also includes a tot lot. 

the major ongoing Delta initiatives. 
For further information about the Delta Compact 

and HAC's work in the area, visit http:/ /www.ruralhome. 
org/delta, or call Fred Toney at HAC, 202-842-8600. 

HAC Loan to Help Develop 
Ownership Units in Mississippi 
Eleven low-income families in Glendora, Miss., will 
be able to purchase homes thanks in part to site devel-
opment loans from HAC. The Glendora Economic 
and Community Development Corporation plans to 
construct the homes as the first part of a multi-phase 
project in this town of 300 residents in Tallahatchie 
County. Homebuyers are expected to receive mortgage 
loans from USDA's Section 502 direct loan program 
and additional assistance from HOME funds. A HAC 
loan of $20,600 enabled the developer to purchase a 
site, and a second loan of $40,800 will cover the costs 
of preparing the land for construction, as well as appli-
cation fees and closing costs. 

HAC Examines How 
HOME Funds Are Used 
A new HAC report examines how the HOME 
program has been used in rural areas. The Use of 
HOME in Rural Areas describes the distribution of 
funds among different types of rural counties, what 
types of projects have received funding, and how some 
states have been able to target HOME funds for rural 
housing needs. Copies are available from HAC for 
$5 .50, ISBN 1-58064-089-3. 

Alabama Housing Built 
with HAC Assistance 
The Alabama Council on Human Relations, based in 
Auburn, Ala., recently completed construction of 40 
units of affordable rental housing for families. Located 
in Marion County, the complex includes two- and three-
bedroom townhouse units and a "tot lot." It was funded 
by the HOME and Low Income Housing Tax Credit 
programs, and was developed in partnership with a for-
profit company. HAC provided technical assistance as 
well as funds for staff training. The Alabama Council is 
a community action agency and a certified Community 
Housing Development Organization which received a 
"best practices" award from Fannie Mae for a previous 
tax credit project. 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 11 
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Rental Housing Helps Family 
to Own a Home After Once 

Having No Place to Live 
by Steven N. Twilley 

I n October 1998, Daniel, 
Maria, and their three 
children moved into their 

own home, a lovely four-
bedroom house they helped 
build for themselves in 
Georgetown, Delaware. The 
move from the apartment they 
had rented for the previous two 
years to the home they now own 
was only a 14-mile drive along 
southern Delaware's rural back roads. 

~-· 

, . T 
I .-~, 

for her nine-year-old daughter, 
Maritza, and six-year-old son, Jose. 

Now, with the labor camp 
closing for winter, they had to 
find work and a place to live. 

Delmarva Rural Ministries 
(DRM), a nonprofit agency 
based in Dover, Del. , that 
provides housing, health care, 
and social services for migrant 

and seasonal farm workers, was 
able to help them afford a motel 

room while Daniel searched for 
year-round work. Although DRM 

owned a 34-unit rental But the family's housing 
journey has been far, far 
more than that. Daniel and Maria showed off their new four-bedroom home in 

housing community for 
farmworkers in Maryland, 
and had plans to build a 
second in rural Delaware, at 

For many years, Daniel 
and Maria lived the transient 

Georgetown, Del., which they helped build while living in rental 
housing developed specifically for farmworkers like them. 

life of migrant farm laborers. Throughout the 1980s, 
Maria, her mother and siblings traveled from their 
native Mexico to the United States to find whatever 
farm work they could. One year it might be cleaning 
cotton in west Texas, another year they might be picking 
oranges in Florida. In 1992, Daniel, Maria, their 
children and her mother came to Delaware where they 
heard farm work could be found and life could be good. 

During their years as migrant farm laborers, Maria 
and her family knew that home was wherever they 
could find it. Sometimes it was a farmer's labor camp, 
other times it was a dingy, inadequate trailer or a single 
room where 12 of them once crammed together to 
sleep. When Maria and her family arrived in 
Delaware, nine of them spent their first couple of 
nights sleeping while sitting up in their van. Soon, 
after getting work picking apples, all nine were able to 
move into a single room at the farm owner's migrant 
labor camp. 

When the season ended, Maria's mother returned 
home to Mexico. But Daniel and Maria liked 
Delaware and wanted it to be their home, and home 

that time there was simply not enough safe, decent, and 
affordable housing for the estimated 1, 000 migrant 
farmworkers who traveled to southern and central 
Delaware each year. 

When Daniel found a job caring for three chicken 
houses on the Eastern Shore of Maryland, he, Maria, 
and their children moved into the dilapidated and 
unsanitary house that was reserved for the caretaker. 
Three years later Daniel was again without a job and his 
family, which now also included Marianna, his and 
Maria's baby daughter, was again without a place to live. 

Cultural differences, language barriers, and the 
financial limitations of seasonal employment are 
among the multiple impediments to appropriate 
housing faced by Delaware's farmworkers, such as 
Daniel and Maria. Agriculture is Delaware's leading 
industry and DRM had fought for the development of 
adequate farmworker housing in southern Delaware, 
the poorest and most rural part of the state. 

In August 1995 DRM opened the Elizabeth 
Cornish Landing Apartments, its 34-unit rental 
housing community and the first in the state to be 
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developed specifically for farmworkers and their 
families. In December of that same year, Daniel, 
Maria, and their three children were among the first 
to move m. 

According to Maria, the four-bedroom apartment 
they rented at Elizabeth Cornish Landing was the best 
home they had ever had. "I felt like the happiest 
woman on earth when we moved in, " Maria recalls. 
"The apartment had all the space and comfort that we 
never had before. " 

The Elizabeth Cornish Landing Apartments in the 
small town of Bridgeville was modeled after DRM's 
highly successful James E. Leonard Apartments in 
Salisbury, Md. Both farmworker housing projects were 
developed with technical assistance from the National 
Council on Agricultural Life and Labor (NCALL) 
Research, based in Dover, Del. 

The Housing Assistance Council provided 
DRM with an initial loan for appraisal 
and acquisition of the site which was 
selected, in part, for its convenient 
location to area farms and local 
services. Permanent financing 
for the project was provided 
through a USDA Rural 
Development Section 514 
Farm Labor Housing Program 
low-interest loan and a Section 
516 grant. Rural Development 
also awarded DRM rental assis-
tance so that 
households would pay no more than 
30 percent of their income for rent. 
To further assist residents, 

Word spread quickly about the availability of these 
new apartments for qualifYing farmworkers. The 
apartments are almost always occupied and, because of 
high turnover in the migrant units, more than 300 
migrant and seasonal farmworkers and their families 
reside at Elizabeth Cornish Landing each year. 

It has always been DRM's intent that, whenever 
possible, residents utilize its apartments as a transi-
tional residence. To assist with this transition, 
NCALL routinely offers homeownership counseling 
to residents. 

According to Debra Singletary, DRM's chief execu-
tive officer, "We knew for some time that there was a 
tremendous need for affordable, safe, and decent 
housing for farmworkers in southern Delaware. And 
we knew that the Elizabeth Cornish Landing 
Apartments would ideally serve the short-term housing 

needs of migrant farmworkers and, 
in some cases, the permanent housing 

needs of seasonal workers who 
preferred rental housing. 

"But we also hoped that these 
apartments would offer for 
others the opportunity to get 
their feet under themselves so 
that they could, one day, 
purchase their own home." 

Maria says she loved her 
new apartment and knew she 

would cry the day she and her 
family had to move out. But from 

the time they first moved into 
Elizabeth Cornish Landing, it was that 

day that Daniel and Maria 
security deposits may be 
financed interest free. Daniel installed insulation in his family's new garage. Their home, 

like others in its subdivision, was designed to be highly energy efficient. 

dreamed of- the day they 
would own their own home. 

Eighteen of the 34 apart-
ments are reserved for 
residents who work year-round in qualifYing agricul-
tural jobs. The remaining 16 units are furnished so that 
they may be used by migrant workers during the area's 
growing season, which lasts for about eight months. 

F & S Property Management, Inc. , contracted by 
DRM to manage its apartment communities in 
Delaware and Maryland, is experienced in dealing with 
the special cultural and job-related needs of farmwork-
ers. In addition to the property manager's office, the 
attractively landscaped complex includes laundry facili-
ties, play areas for children, and a community meeting 
room. It is here that DRM provides and makes available 
a broad range of health and social services for residents. 

To help make their 
dream come true Daniel and 

Maria worked during the summer processing spinach 
at a local plant. In the winter Daniel worked at a 
nearby poultry processing plant. One day they shared 
their dream of home ownership with Noemi Miranda, 
the resident manager at Elizabeth Cornish Landing. 
Noemi knew that the family could afford neither a 
home nor even a downpayment through conventional 
means. But she knew of plans for a mutual self-help 
housing program in southern Delaware and encour-
aged them to apply. 

Milford Housing Development Corporation 
(MHDC), a nonprofit organization in southern 
Delaware, was sponsoring a USDA Rural Development 
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Section 523 Mutual Self-Help Program in nearby 
Georgetown. Financial assistance from HAC and 
technical assistance from NCALL helped MHDC to 
make this the first mutual self-help housing program in 
the state. HAC provided a $150,000 grant-and-loan 
from the Self-Help Homeownership Opportunity 
Program (SHOP). 

According to Joe O'Neill, assistant to the director at 
USDA Rural Development's Delaware office, the 
USDA's Section 502 direct single-family homeowner-
ship program gives farmworkers and others with low to 
modest incomes the opportunity to own their home. 
Affordable mortgages and financing packages that 
forgo downpayments and enable closing costs to be 
included in the loan help make dreams such as Daniel's 
and Maria's come true. 

"Our purpose with this program," says Mr. O'Neill, 
"is to improve the overall quality of life by 
giving people an opportunity they 
wouldn't otherwise have. Doing so 
helps stabilize rural areas, improve 
local economies, and build 
stronger communities." 

Daniel was concerned that 
he lacked the time or skills for 
the work he and his family 
would be required to perform. 
Nonetheless, he and Maria 
went to the first meeting, 
accompanied by Noemi, who 
translated for them and offered 
constant encouragement. 

Following that April 1996 meeting, 
more than 300 families 

Technical work, such as laying the foundation and 
HVAC installation, was done professionally and each of 
the houses was constructed to be highly energy efficient. 
But all day on Saturdays and Sundays, and each 
Wednesday evening when daylight allowed, families put 
in their own long hours to build their homes. 

Daniel and Maria worked hard on their four-
bedroom home and helped their neighbors with theirs 
whenever they could. Maritza and Jose, now 15 and 
12, did anything they could to help. They hammered 
nails, sanded wood, and painted walls. Even five-year-
old Marianna contributed. One evening, after rain had 
poured through the open rafters of the unfinished roof, 
little Marianna took a broom and swept water from 
the floor. 

Soon the family's many hours of hard work had 
surpassed the commitment that was minimally 

required. Daniel, Maria, and the children 
contributed more than 2,000 hours to 

the construction of their new home. 
Their labor, and that of the other 

seven families, became the 
downpayment they could not 
otherwise have afforded. 

But Daniel and Maria know 
that this has been about more 
than "sweat equity." Their 
effort has enhanced their 

family's pride, confidence, and 
self-sufficiency. It has given 

Daniel, Jose, and all the members 
of the family, the experience and 

knowledge that will help them maintain 
their home in the years 

applied to MHDC for the 
eight homes that were to be 
constructed. Based on their 

The rental units at Elizabeth Cornish Landing Apartments in Bridgeville, 
Del., provided a decent, affordable home for Daniel and Maria and 
their family while they worked towards owning their own house. 

ahead. And it has created a 
unique bond within families 
and between neighbors. 

income, credit history, and 
commitment to help build their home, Daniel and 
Maria were among the much smaller number to be 
pre-qualified by MHDC and forwarded to the USDA 
for final review. Nearly a year later, their application 
was approved. 

Then the real work began. In July 1997 construc-
tion got underway on the eight one-story houses. 
Under the guidance of MHDC's construction supervi-
sor, each of the eight families was required to work on 
their homes for approximately 20 hours each week. 
For a year or more everyone would work together. In 
the mutual self-help housing program, no one moves 
in until all the homes within the group are completed. 

Neil Essick, executive 
director of the MHDC, believes those are some of the 
intangibles that make mutual self-help housing such an 
important program. He says, "Families have a real 
boost in self-confidence when they can stand back, 
look at their home and say, 'I built that."' 

As a result of their success with this program 
MHDC has begun work on an additional eight houses 
in the same neighborhood and plans to construct more 
mutual self-help homes next year in central Delaware. 

Maria's face lights up when she talks about her 
family's new home. ''I'm so happy, I'm afraid to be this 
happy," she laughs. She is happy that her neighbor-

CONTINUED ON PAGE 8 
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National Standards Under Development 
by American Homeowner Education 

and Counseling Institute 

by Lowell Yost 

Certification standards and a core curriculum for 
homeowner educators and counselors are being 
developed by the American Homeowner 

Education and Counseling Institute (AHECI). 
AHECI's efforts are intended to provide national 
benchmarks for the quality of these services, developed 
through a consensus process. 

AHECI is a national nonprofit organization, estab-
lished in 1997 by Fannie Mae, HUD, and a host of 
mortgage industry partners to standardize the 
homeowner education and counseling industry. It is 
charged with bringing about the transformation of 
homeowner education and counseling services, as a 
critical component in the mortgage finance system, by 
the year 2000. In so doing, AHECI's goal is to create 
an important link between the mortgage finance 
system and prospective homeowners who reside in 
underserved communities or may have encountered 
barriers in their attempts to achieve homeownership. 

The current development of certification standards 
and a core curriculum are only part of AHECI's work. 
The organization contains five primary programmatic 
areas of focus and working committees, as follows . 

1) Development of Standards for Education/ 
Counseling and Core Curriculum 

Charge: To establish a core curriculum for homeowner 
education and counseling for consumers that couples 
nationally accepted standards with the need for local 
flexibility. 

2) Counselor Certification Program 

Charge: To develop a nationally recognized and 
accepted program for the professional certification of 
homeowner educators and counselors, incorporating a 
core curriculum for the training of homeowner educa-
tors and counselors as well as a requirement for 
ongoing professional education. 

3) Research into Costs and Benefits 

Charge: To identify and demonstrate the costs and 
benefits of homeowner education and counseling in 
business terms (i.e., the impact of increasing the pool of 
qualified borrowers while decreasing delinquency rates). 

4) Development of Models for Financing 
Education/Counseling Services 

Chm-ge: To develop models for how education and 
counseling services can be financed on a self-sustaining 
basis and disseminate those models for replication. 

5) Central Clearinghouse of Materials 
and Information 

Charge: To provide access to a central clearinghouse 
of materials and information on best practices, supple-
mented with a technical assistance capability. 

Within the context of these programmatic areas, 
AHECI and more than 200 stakeholders from 
throughout the country came together on July 14, 
1998 to celebrate the release of the "Draft Core 
Curriculum" and "Draft Certification Standards" 
documents. Their release symbolized a significant step 
in the evolution of homeowner education and counsel-
ing services across the United States. 

The documents deal with separate aspects of the 
standardization of homeowner services. "Draft Core 
Curriculum" presents the contents for standard 
homeowner education and counseling programs. 
"Draft Certification Standards" presents the steps 
leading to national certification of homeowner educa-
tors and homeowner counselors. Both documents are 
drafts for review and comment by practitioners 
throughout the United States in fields relevant to 
assisting first-time homebuyers. 

The term Draft in the titles of these documents has 
a special usage. The AHECI product development 
cycle is designed to engineer consensus among all inter-
ests in the expansion of sustainable homeownership in 
America. Pertinent interests include representatives of 
consumers, all relevant components of the housing 
industry, and providers of homeowner education and 
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counseling. The two draft documents offer all individ-
ual and organizational stakeholders and stakeholder 
communities the opportunity to review and comment. 

AHECI expects to translate practitioner comments 
into effective national standards for homeowner educa-
tion and counseling early in 1999. Moreover, AHECI 
anticipates that the standards can be fully implemented 
by the year 2000. 

A brief summary of the contents of the "Draft Core 
Curriculum" and "Draft Certification Standards" 
documents follows. 

11 0raft Core Curriculum" 
The "Draft Core Curriculum" provides a basis for 
equalizing and standardizing educational materials avail-
able for use in the housing industry and provides the 
content for the delivery of the services of homeowner 
education and counseling. The core curriculum repre-
sents the body of knowledge essential for achieving and 
sustaining homeownership. It is the intent of AHECI 
to provide national standards relevant to all profession-
als involved in assisting first-time homebuyers. 

~~Draft Certification Standards" 
The "Draft Certification Standards" invites review and 
comment on issues that must be addressed in establish-
ing a certification process for organizations and 
individuals providing homeowner education and 
counseling services. The certification standards will 
include a test of the service provider's knowledge of the 
contents of the curriculum and an agreement by the 
provider to educate and counsel consumers at a level 
consistent with the curriculum. This document shares 
with the reviewer a set of processes which, when 
combined, form the basis of developing the standards. 

·At the same time, the "Draft Certification 
Standards" shares the areas of consensus and policy 
direction of AHECI. The certification must represent 
a guarantee of quality services to consumers. It must 
also represent reliable cooperation for all individuals 
and organizations in partnership with the service 
provider. The certification must, as well, represent 
professional status to the service provider. 

The consensus building process has been initiated 
by the AHECI Counselor Certification Program 
Working Committee. A cross section of homeowner-
ship stakeholders has been dealing with issues in 
certification for the past 12 months. The committee 
has identified issues and made tentative conclusions 

about some basic concerns that had to be resolved in 
order to entertain further discussion on certification. 
The "Draft Certification Standards" piece is to be 
considered a working document. It represents the 
stage of consensus building at which wide input on a 
broad array of topics is required. 

As noted above, the point of the AHECI efforts in 
standardization is to provide national benchmarks for 
the quality of the services. The national standards are 
in no way intended to compromise any higher provider 
standards. The AHECI standards provide assurance to 
consumers and the housing industry that certified 
homeowner educators and counselors may be relied 
upon to deliver services meeting national standards 
derived through a national consensus building process 
for setting the standards. The national scale and 
consensus derivation of the AHECI standards cannot 
be overemphasized. 

It is important to note that the development of these 
draft documents included a team of university-based 
specialists in housing education and cooperative exten-
sion experts in housing and consumer economics. The 
draft products include core curriculum materials relevant 
to the full continuum of homeowner services, from pre-
purchase education and counseling to post-purchase 
delinquency and default education and counseling. 

The draft document development process also 
utilized the findings of an AHECI field project known 
as the Jobs Analysis Project, which examined the work 
experiences of both nonprofit and for-profit providers 
in a mix of environments. The Jobs Analysis Project 
included site visits to urban, suburban and rural 
communities throughout the country. The service 
areas of the agencies visited ranged from a single neigh-
borhood or a city to a region (covering up to 2,500 
square miles) and up to national coverage. Some of 
the agencies were stand-alone operations, with a 
specific focus on housing and housing related services, 
while others were part of multi-purpose operations 
and/or national networks. The organizations' housing 
services varied from new to several years old. 

Data were collected by observing homeowner 
educators and counselors in action and interviewing 
them concerning their professional duties and prepara-
tions. Additionally, agency materials were collected, 
including mission statements, job descriptions, etc. 
These materials have facilitated understanding the 
setting in which housing educators and counselors 
perform their duties and recognize various needs relat-
ing to local flexibility in service delivery. 
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Agency Profile Survey 
As it moves forward, AHECI will be developing and 
implementing various field tests and pilot demonstra-
tions of its Draft Core Curriculum and Draft Certification 

Standards documents. Partner agencies for these activi-
ties will be selected from a database of for-profit and 
not-for-profit agencies responding to AHECI's Agency 
Profile Survey. A copy of the survey may be found in 
the most recent issue of AHECI's newsletter, The 

Counseling Continuum, or at www.aheci.org. 
Additionally, AHECI is working continuously to 

build a comprehensive database of homeowner educa-

tion and counseling agencies throughout the United 
States. Organizations that complete and return the 
survey will be placed in the database registry and be 
assured of receiving all future AHECI newsletters, 
updates and pilot demonstration notifications. 

Lowell Yost is project consultant at AHECJ A portion 

of this article was extracted ftom AHECI's newsletter, 

The Counseling Continuum. Copies of the newsletter 

are available at www.aheci.org, or ftom AHECI at 

1-888-243-2499. 

~ 
HAC 
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CONTINUED FROM PAG E 5 

hood is safe. She is happy to have her own yard and 
space for a flower garden. She is happy that her 
children will each have their own room. "It's something 
that is especially important for a teenager," she adds. 

''I'm going to miss Elizabeth Cornish Landing 
and all the wonderful people there," Maria says. "It 
has been a good home for the past t\'VO years and a 
good chance for us to be able to afford and build our 

own home." 
"Bur I am so happy now to really have our own 

home, for our family. That was our dream and that is 
what we came here for." 

Steven N Twilley is Director of Fund Development and 
Public Relations at Delmarva Rural Ministries. 

~ 
HAC 
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Robert Friedman is founder and chair of the Corporation for 
Enterprise Development (CFED), a national nonprofit organization 
that works to foster widely shared and sustainable economic well 
being by promoting asset-building strategies, primarily in low-income 
and distressed communities. 

Why is asset-building important? 

As Michael Sherraden pointed out in his seminal book, 
Assets and the Poor, for most of this century we have 
been focusing on income as an issue of poverty and 
wealth. But assets really have very different dynamics 
than income. People don't generally spend their way 
out of poverty. People, communities or nations move 
forward economically through savings and investment, 
not through spending and consumption. Asset-build-
ing policy complements income-building policy. 

Beyond that, as Sherraden puts it, "Income may 
feed people's stomachs, but assets change their heads." 
When you have even a fairly modest accumulation of 
savings or assets you gain a stake in the community 
and you can become more future-oriented, less risk-
averse. People become much more optimistic. Assets 
change the relationship within families and within 
communities. Kids tend to respect their parents differ-
ently, and parents tend to become more engaged, for 
instance in schools and in community activities. As 
assets mount they become, as he put it, "hope in 
concrete form." 

A house is certainly an asset. What other kinds 
of assets might be involved? 

We generally focus on assets which have tangible value 
and which, on average, generate high returns and 
appreciate in value over time. These would include 
monetary savings, equity in a home, business net 
worth, and human capital such as the value of a college 
education. These are the assets that an Individual 
Development Account is usually designed to finance. 

What is an Individual Development Account, 
an IDA? 

An IDA is a matched savings account earmarked for 
high-return human investments, including postsecondary 
education, a first home, or business capitalization. IDAs 
really are a tool that complements all sons of strategies: 

homeownership, microenterprise, education, family 
development, community development programs. 
How they are set up differs a little, depending in what 
context you're operating. Usually there is a partnership 
between a community-based organization and a finan-
cial institution, either a community development credit 
union or a bank. 

A participant establishes something that looks very 
much like a basic savings account. Generally the 
financial institution waives normal minimum balance 
requirements and fees, and then pays at least standard 
interest rates, if not better. Then the savings are 
matched, generally dollar for dollar up to four dollars 
per dollar of savings, from public and private sources. 
A community organization provides monitoring and 
also some sort of financial management training to 
go along with the IDA. It also ultimately approves 
the withdrawal. 

It's possible to do single-purpose IDA programs, 
for instance just for housing, although we generally 
recommend allowing all three uses because different 
routes will prove more appropriate for different people. 
Often it's a combination of the three. 

What kind of training should a community 
organization provide for participants? 

CFED recommends two sorts. One is general financial 
management training - credit repair, budgeting, how 
savings mount up, how compound interest and finan-
cial institutions work, how you build net worth. The 
second is asset-specific training. If you want to use 
your IDA to buy a home we think you ought to be 
enrolled in a homebuyer training program. Or if you 
want to start a business you should develop a business 
plan in a microenterprise program. 

How many IDA programs are in rural areas, and 
how many are assisting rural housing? 

Several, and the number is growing. The oldest IDA 
programs in the country have been operating for only 
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three years, and now the rate of increase is picking up 
dramatically. About 70 programs already have 
accounts open, and at least another 70 are well along 
in the planning stages. A lot of them are in rural areas. 
The vast majority include housing as an option, and it 
tends to be the most popular choice. 

I would definitely hope to see more IDA programs 
in rural areas that encompass housing. There are some 
obvious barriers you must confront to operate in a rural 
area. There are usually fewer foundations so the access 
to funding is more limited, and population density is 
not as great, so you will probably have lower volume 
programs and therefore relatively higher operating 
expenses. But you also have generally lower housing 
values, so homeownership can be more accessible. 

So there are good rural housing examples already? 

Yes, and last year CFED launched a privately funded 
national demonstration, Downpayments on the 
American Dream Policy Demonstration, or ADD for 
short. It is a $15 million, 13-site, 2,000-account, six-
year national demonstration. It is designed to provide 
a core of better practice programs that learn from and 
teach each other, and whatever lessons they've learned 
can be exported so that the larger field can learn more. 
Most of these sites include housing as an option. 
There are rural sites in Wisconsin, Vermont, New York 
and Kentucky. Also, North Carolina has recently 
launched a homeownership IDA program in several 
rural counties. 

Is state legislation necessary in order to make 
IDAs feasible? 

No, but a number of states are enacting legislation to 

support IDAs. The federal welfare reform law says that 
any money in an IDA with state approval will not be 
counted for purposes of eligibility determination or 
grant level. Most states have taken advantage of that 
provision to protect the IDAs of welfare recipients. And 
a dozen states have moved beyond that to actually find 
some way to get state or private match funds to an IDA. 

On October 27 President Clinton signed the Assets 
for Independence Act, which establishes a federal IDA 
demonstration program. It authorizes up to $25 
million each year for five years to underwrite 50,000 
IDAs, and $10 million was appropriated for the first 
year. We expect that the appropriation level will go up 
in future years . This concept crosses traditional politi-
cal lines; both conservative Republicans and liberal 
Democrats support it. 

What agency is administering the federal 
program? 

The Office of Community Services of the Department 
of Health and Human Services. Community action 
agencies are funded out of that same office, and some 
of our leading models are from the community action 
agencies, many of which are rural. 

If a local rural housing organization thinks this 
sounds like a good thing to do, how does it get 
started? 

CFED has some useful resources. First, we have 
produced a manual on designing your own IDA 
program, which runs you through the basic planning 
questions. There's no one right answer to many of the 
questions, so the manual tries to provide some infor-
mation about the options, and also examples. The 
current manual is based on best practice as it stood two 
years ago, and we've learned a lot since, so we're in the 
process of updating its best practice information. It 
will be available by the National IDA Learning 
Conference, which will take place February 28 through 
March 2, 1999 in Oakland, Calif., and which is itself 
the prime annual opportunity to learn from leaders in 
the IDA field . 

Management information system software will 
shortly be available from the Center for Social 
Development. We call it "MIS IDA." Nonprofits are 
always challenged in providing good management 
information systems, and this product is tailored to 
IDAs. For account holders, it translates the periodic 
bank statement into a full report that shows accumu-
lated matches. It also provides all the information the 
nonprofit needs to run and evaluate the program, and 
all the information it would be expected to report to 
funding sources. 

We have also established an IDA learning network 
on line, available at www.idanetwork.org, where you 
can get up-to-date information. Any program that's 
operating or in design is invited to answer a survey, 
and then at no cost you have access to all the other 
information on the network, as well as to state pages if 
you want to organize for state policy development. 
There are 400 registered users right now. 

Finally, we have a free quarterly publication called 
Assets: An Update for Innovators, available upon request. 

What kinds of funding sources can a group use to 
get started? 

I drafted a take-off on the old Paul Simon song "Fifty 
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Ways to Leave Your Lover," called "Fifty Ways to 
Match Your IDA," but we think there are actually 
more than fifty. As I mentioned, now federal money 
will be available, and some states have state funds. You 
can use funds from a foundation, an employer, a 
church, a housing program. Community 
Development Block Grant funds have been used, as 
have escrow accounts in the Family Self-Sufficiency 
program run by housing authorities, and also JTPA 
funds, which are now Workforce Investment funds. 

For low-income people, can an IDA alone help 
achieve homeownership, without any other 
subsidy? 

An IDA is primarily a way to get the downpayment 
and often also some additional buffer for repairs or a 
reserve for mortgage payments. It's a way for low-
income folks to assemble the downpayment and 
develop the skills and discipline needed to accompany 
it. Even for people who already own homes, IDAs can 
help. Substantial housing rehab has become an impor-
tant use of IDAs, particularly in rural areas. One of 
our demonstration sites is in Owsley County, 

CONTINUED FROM PAGE 2 

Farmworker Housing Development 
Sources Examined in HAC Report 
Leveraging Funds for Section 5141516 Farmworker 
Housing Development, a new HAC report, summarizes 
interviews with experienced farmworker housing 
sponsors, focusing on the impact of changing how 
program funds are awarded and the role of leveraging in 
evaluating applications. The report also describes state 
programs and case studies of innovative funding of 
Section 514/516 projects. Copies of the report are avail-
able for $5.50, ISBN 1-58064-088-5. 

Kentucky, where most of the participants are below the 
poverty level. A lot of very low-income people there 
own their homes but have no running water indoors, 
no bathrooms. So they can use their IDAs for substan-
tial rehab. As long as it adds to asset value, then it's a 
legitimate use of an IDA. 

Have IDAs been used along with other subsidy 
programs, like low interest rate mortgages? 

Absolutely. IDAs are a tool, not a program. They can 
be used to complement existing housing programs. 
There is definitely a need for low-income housing 
programs, for rental assistance, for the whole panoply 
of housing strategies, just like there's a need for all sorts 
of employment and job creation strategies. As I said, 
asset-building complements income-building, but 
doesn't replace it. 

To order CFED publications or to get more information 

on the 1999 confirence, contact Anna Smith at CFED, 
111 North Capitol St., NE., Suite 410, Washington, DC 
20002, phone 202-408-9788, fax 202-408-9793, 

~'-mail cjid@cjid.my. 

HAC 

Other Publications and 
Ordering Information 
HAC publishes more than 80 technical manuals and 
research reports on rural housing topics. Contact Luz 
Rosas at HAC's national office for a free publications 
list or a free subscription to the HAC News, where 
new publications are always announced along with 
other rural housing news. 

To order HAC publications, send a check to HAC's 
national office or call Luz Rosas at 202-842-8600 to 
order with a credit card. Or visit HAC's web site at 
http:/ /www.ruralhome.org for a publications list, an 
order form, copies of the HAC News, or copies of brief 
information sheets on over 50 different topics. Prices 

~nclude postage and handling. 

HAC 
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Important Housing Legislation 
Late in Congressional Session 

Includes Nevv Rural Program at HUD 
by foe Belden 

Ahe 1 05th Congress drew to a close in the 
fall, housing became an important part of the 

legislative agenda. Readers should disregard 
any prior statements in this space about inattention in 
the Congress to housing concerns. In a flurry of activ-
ity at the very end of the congressional session, several 
housing items emerged. The long-awaited public 
housing bill rose from the ashes and was enacted. 
Important Rural Housing Service (RHS) programs 
were made permanent. President Clinton vetoed the 
agriculture appropriations bill, including funds for 
rural housing programs, over the issue of farm aid, but 
eventually the bill passed. In the HUD appropriations 
bill, Congress provided higher spending levels for many 
programs. Finally, some other items- banking 
regulation reform and an expansion of the Low 
Income Housing Tax Credit - were not passed. 

Changes in USDA Rural 
Housing Programs 

Little noticed but probably the most significant 
step of the 105th Congress for rural housing is 
that important RHS programs were at long 
last given permanent authorization. This 
came as part of a massive public housing 
reform bill that was included in the 
HUD appropriations bill (H.R. 
4194). In a major victory sought 
for years by the National Rural 
Housing Coalition and other rural 
advocates, the bill permanently 
authorizes several key programs: 
Section 515 rural rental 
housing, the nonprofit 
setaside in Section 515, the 
underserved areas designa-
tion, and Section 538 rental 
guaranteed loans. The bill 
also authorizes use of 
Section 514 farm labor funds 

by non profits in Low Income Housing Tax Credit 
projects, allows use of Section 521 rental assistance for 
operating costs in 514/516 farmworker housing, and 
extends the definition of migrant farmworker to include 
seasonal processing plant workers. 

Appropriations for the Rural 
Housing Service 

On October 6, 1998, Congress cleared H.R. 4101, an 
agriculture appropriations bill to fund U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA) programs, includ-
ing the Rural Housing Service, in 1999. But President 
Clinton, as promised, vetoed the bill two days later, 
citing his desire for a higher level of farm economic aid 
for agricultural producers in the Midwest. After a 
compromise was reached on farm aid, the full USDA 
spending measure was included with other appropria-

tions bills in an end-of-year omnibus spending 
package, signed on October 21. 

RHS appropriations did not change. 
Unfortunately they were somewhat lower than 
1998 in many areas. Compared to 1998 
amounts, the bill included level funding for 
Section 502 guaranteed homeownership loans, 
but cuts in Section 502 direct, Section 515 

rural rental housing, and Section 504 repair 
loans. Section 515 fell from $150 million 

in 1998 to $114 million in 1999, an 
ironic development when the 

program has finally achieved perma-
nent status. Section 514 farm 

labor housing loans, Section 521 
rental assistance, and the 
Section 538 rental guaranteed 
program received increases. 

Section 523 self-help techni-
cal assistance remained at 
$26 million. 

In another major 
USDA Rural Development 

account, the Rural 
Community Advancement 
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Program (RCAP) received $722.7 million for FY 1999, 
up sharply from $652.2 million in 1998. RCAP 
includes rural water-and-waste, community facility, 
and business programs. 

Appropriations for HUD 

On October 21, the President signed into law a HUD 
spending bill for 1999. The measure is H.R. 4194, the 
VA, HUD and Independent Agencies appropriations 
bill. HUD programs will increase from $21.4 billion 
in 1998 to $24.3 billion in 1999. Getting increases 
above 1998 levels are HOME, Community 
Development Block Grants, public housing, Indian 
housing grants, aid for the homeless, Section 8 contract 
renewals, fair housing, elderly housing, and Housing 
for People With AIDS. For many programs, the bill 
actually provides more funding than the Clinton 
administration sought in its original February 1998 
budget proposal. The new law also increases the FHA 
mortgage insurance loan limit from $86,317 to 
$109,032 in most regions, and from $170,362 to 
$197,620 in high-cost areas. In a major step, the law 
also provides $283 million for 50,000 new rental 
vouchers. They will be used for welfare-to-work aid. 

A New Rural Housing Program at HUD 
No, that's not a misprint. Included in the 1999 HUD 
appropriations bill is language that creates a new $25 
million Office of Rural Housing and Economic 
Development within HUD. Of the total funding, $4 
million is for capacity building at the state and local 
level, with $1 million for an innovative strategies clear-
inghouse and $3 million for direct capacity building 
funds for local rural nonprofits, community develop-
ment corporations, and tribes. The remaining $21 
million will fund tribes, housing finance agencies, local 
nonprofits, and CDCs for innovative rural housing and 
economic development activities. Of that $21 million, 
$5 million is for tribes, nonprofits and CDCs in areas 
with limited capacity. This idea originated in the 
Senate's HUD appropriations bill and was further 
developed in conference committee work resolving 
House-Senate differences. (See Rural Voices, Summer 
1998, for a description.) Unlike some other recent 
small programs created for HUD, this new office will 
be free-standing, not a part of CDBG or some other 
current account. Stay tuned. 

A Landmark Housing Reauthorization Bill 

After the House, the Senate, and the Clinton adminis-
tration reached a last minute compromise, Congress 
added a lengthy and long-awaited public housing 
reform bill to the 1999 HUD appropriations legisla-
tion. Debated since 1995, the final version included 
not just public housing revisions but also changes in 
RHS programs (see above) , the Self-Help 
Homeownership Opportunity Program (SHOP), and 
other areas. At least 40 percent of new public housing 
units and project-based Section 8 units, as well as 75 
percent of new Section 8 vouchers , now must go to 
families with incomes at 30 percent of area median or 
below. The SHOP program was reauthorized for 1999 
and 2000, made fully competitive among intermedi-
aries, and given compliance extension to 36 months for 
1996 funds. 

A New Asset-Building Program 

As part of a larger Department of Health and Human 
Services bill (S. 2206), Congress passed and the 
President signed the Assets for Independence Act. It 
will fund 50,000 Individual Development Accounts 
with $25 million over five years. Low-income families 
may use IDAs to save for homeownership and for 
other purposes. (See the interview with Robert 
Friedman in this issue of Rural Voices for more on the 
IDA concept.) 

Not Included 

Two important items for housing died when the 105th 
Congress adjourned. At the start of 1998, there were 
high hopes for an expansion of the Low Income 
Housing Tax Credit from $1.25 to $1.75 per capita in 
each state. In the end it did not happen. A larger bill 
was H.R. 10, the banking regulation reform bill. It 
too did not emerge at the end, largely because of 
opposition to an expansion of the Community 
Reinvestment Act. 

joe Belden is deputy executive director of the Housing 

Assistance Council. Tables summarizing the RHS and 

HUD appropriations for jiscal1999 were published in 

the HAC News on October 16, 1998, available at 

http://www. ruralhome. orglpubs!hacnewsl 1998/27-20. htm 

~or free upon request from Luz Rosas at 202-842-8600. 

HAC 
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Contributions for additional subscriptions, or to help 
cover production costs, are still welcome. The suggested 
donation is $12 for one year (four issues), but any 
amount helps. 

Make check or money order payable to: 
Housing Assistance Council 
1025 Vermont Ave., N.W, Suite 606 
Washington, DC 20005 

Or call 202-842-8600 with a credit card. 
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