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What does “affordable housing” 
mean to you? What and who do you 
think of when “affordable housing”  
comes to mind? Does affordable housing 
mean having a house payment you can 
afford? Does it mean having a space to call 
one’s own without worrying about crowd-
ing, mold, or substandard conditions? Or 
does it simply mean having a comfortable 
place where you can sleep every night? 

Affordable housing is often discussed 
from an abstract perspective as an issue 
impacting millions of faceless Americans. 
Rural families, whose struggles with af-
fordable housing are particularly acute, 
are often overlooked whenever the topic is 
broached. Yet the lack of affordable hous-
ing in rural areas is increasingly taking a 
toll on many households’ ability to thrive 
and grow in place. 

The people and communities who need 
affordable housing and those who use 
affordable housing programs are not one 
or two specific groups of people. They are 
neighbors, family members, friends, and 
colleagues. The face of rural affordable 
housing includes teachers, nurses, veter-
ans, grandparents, and children. They are 
people who worry about their kids doing 
well in school, they are people who strug-

gle to provide and support for their fami-
lies, they are people who work hard and 
wish to thrive and to have a comfortable 
and affordable place to call home. 

This edition of Rural Voices presents 
the perspectives of rural families, their 
challenges of living in unaffordable or 
substandard conditions, and how they 
ultimately utilized federal resources to ob-
tain quality housing. These success stories 
almost always involve innovative commu-
nity-based organizations that provide the 
vital link between housing resources and 
the families who need them. The articles in 
this edition include the faces and stories of 
families who used these resources to gain 
better housing, including families who 
built their own home through self-help 
construction methods, a single mother 
struggling to obtain affordable housing for 
her family, and an elderly widow who got 
much needed repairs so that she can stay 
in her home, among other inspiring stories.

We are pleased to provide a platform from 
which these families share their Rural 
Voices to tell us what affordable housing 
means to them. 
 
In Community,
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View from Washington

Congressman Emanuel Cleaver, II shares his 
housing story and offers his views on housing 
across the country

by Congressman Emanuel Cleaver, II, Missouri’s Fifth District 

We all have our own personal stories, but 
the availability of, and access to, afford-
able housing for everyone, is a national 
concern as well. The buying and building 
of houses is a huge contributor to the 
vitality and viability of a community. Jobs 
are created or sustained as construction 
crews, real estate and other professionals, 
and business owners and employees are in 
high demand. The influx of tax dollars pro-
vides a solid foundation for public services 
including police, fire, and sanitation work-
ers who help make a neighborhood safe, 
clean, and a quality place to live. Financial 
institutions make loans, restaurants sell 
food, and teachers begin educating our 
children. Affordable housing helps a com-
munity come alive. According to the United 
States Department of Agriculture (USDA), 
families and individuals living in Rural De-
velopment financed homes in the district 
I represent, Missouri’s Fifth District, see 
every dollar spent in the local economy 
multiply by six times. 

So, I am asked all of the time, “What are 
elected officials doing in Washington to 
continue improving programs, increasing 
opportunities, and ensuring affordability 

for those in rural areas throughout our na-
tion?” Sadly, a better question might be, 
“What are we doing in Washington at all?” 

I say to you without hesitation - Not 
Enough! And some days, it seems, nothing 
is getting done at all. Except for arguing. 
The partisan back-biting, political bicker-
ing and agenda motivated maneuvering 
seem to go on forever. And it needs to 
stop. There are important issues on our 
plate. Issues that impact our families and 
our futures. Issues that need, and deserve, 
our serious attention right now. 

Missouri’s Fifth District stretches all the 
way from the urban core of Kansas City 
east to the farms of Marshall. The distance 
is a whopping 90 miles, but the lifestyles 
seem even farther apart than that at times. 
My district truly represents a microcosm 
of this great nation, with not only urban 
and rural communities, but suburban ones 
as well. The needs of these residents vary 
greatly from region to region. Rural com-
munities have different needs and differ-
ent concerns than those in the other areas. 
And while it is my passionate belief that 
all residents of my district need access to 

Owning a home is part of the 
American dream. It’s a person’s 
private piece of paradise. The 
pride of home ownership often 

fosters not only a desire to take care of 
one’s personal property, but also an effort 
to protect the integrity and appearance 
of the surrounding neighborhood as well. 
Affordable housing is a key component to 
a vibrant, expanding, and prosperous com-
munity. 

As a little boy, growing up in Waxahachie, 
Texas, my family and I didn’t have indoor 
plumbing until I was 7 years old. That’s 
when we moved up in the world, by mov-
ing into public housing. When a move into 
public housing is considered a monumen-
tal step up in the world, you can imagine 
the delirious euphoria that came years 
later, when we finally had a home of our 
own. My father worked three jobs, put my 
sisters, my mother, and I through college, 
and moved our family into the first home 
we ever owned. He still lives there today. 
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affordable housing options, certainly my 
rural constituents have special and unique 
needs that need to be addressed as such. 

As a Member of the House Financial Ser-
vices Committee, and a Member of the 
Subcommittee on Housing and Insurance, 
I pay special attention to these issues 
and concerns. One important issue for 
rural communities, for instance, is flood 
insurance. Congress recently enacted the 
Homeowner Flood Insurance Affordability 
Act of 2013. This law protects people who 
have flood insurance from facing dramatic 
rate hikes. For constituents hit by premium 
increases they simply can’t afford, it pro-
vides relief in the form of a refund. The 
law also requires the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) to get the 
affordability study to Congress that was 
supposed to be finished almost a year ago. 

Folks living in rural areas are particularly 
well served by their local USDA offices. 
That agency plays a critical role in bring-
ing the dream of home ownership within 
reach. For people who choose to live, work, 
and raise their families in this country’s 
strong rural communities, many have not 
only found that the programs focusing on 
housing loans have helped them buy, but 
have also vastly improved their quality of 
life. Other available options provide loans 
and grants for everything from hospitals, 
fire stations, and nursing homes, to funding 
for apartments for those with low-income 

or the elderly, schools, and housing for 
farm laborers.  

There are issues and complexities that 
occur in a rural landscape unique only to 
those communities. The USDA, through 
Rural Development, has worked for more 
than half a century to understand those 
nuances and provide housing options that 
don’t exist outside of rural America. For 
instance, USDA’s loan program offers bor-
rowers an opportunity for homeownership 
with no money down, and allows rural fam-
ilies to stay right where they are. I continue 
to believe moving rural housing programs 
under a freestanding FHA is not a move 
toward efficiency, as many in Washington 
contend, but one that sets rural communi-
ties back and leaves them stuck in the past.   

Right now, in Missouri’s Fifth Congressional 
District, the numbers and dollar amounts 
for 502 Guaranteed loans active and be-
ing serviced in Jackson, Lafayette, Ray, 
and Saline counties, show an impressive 
amount of families utilizing the program. 
There are 1,691 loans totaling more than 
$170 million. 

Affordable housing in rural America is not 
just a nicety, it’s a necessity. It must be 
available, accessible, and affordable for 
those who need it. And, make no mistake, I 
will continue fighting to make sure it’s just 
that.  

Emanuel 
Cleaver, II

The Honorable Emanuel Cleaver, 
II represents Missouri’s Fifth 
Congressional District. First elected 
in 2005, Congressman Cleaver is now 
serving his fifth term in the House of 
Representatives. 

Having served for twelve years on 
the city council of Missouri’s largest 
municipality, Kansas City, Congressman 
Cleaver was elected as the city’s first 
African American Mayor in 1991. 
As a Member of the House Financial 
Services Committee, and the 
Subcommittees on Housing and 
Insurance as well as Oversight and 
Investigations, Congressman Cleaver 
works to ensure that his constituents in 
the Fifth District have access to quality 
and affordable housing. 
Congressman Cleaver, a native of 
Texas, is married to the former Dianne 
Donaldson. They have made Kansas 
City home for themselves and their 
four children.

Source: HAC Tabulations of HUD and USDA data; National Housing Preservation Database
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Ms. Yvette Marie Cabili has man-
aged to overcome numerous 
obstacles in her life and has not 
only become a self-help home-

owner through Florida Home Partnership 
(FHP), but has also fulfilled her desire to 
help others achieve homeownership. Ms. 
Cabili learned the concept of self-suffi-
ciency and determination from observing 
her mother, Maria Vazquez. 

Immigrating to the United States from 
Mexico as a teenager, Ms. Vazquez over-
came a language barrier and culture shock. 
Becoming a single parent at age 30, she 
was committed to raising and providing 
a better quality of life for Yvette and her 
younger sister, Melissa. Ms. Vazquez’s 
determination and persistence would later 
influence Yvette’s desire to achieve. 

Born in the late 70s, Yvette attended 
elementary and junior high school in Los 
Angeles, California. Her mother relocated 
to the Tampa Bay area in the early 1990s 
with her employer GTE. After graduating 
from high school in Brandon (a suburb 
in Tampa), Yvette briefly attended the 
University of South Florida but soon left 
to join the United States Army in the late 
1990s. Stationed at Ft. Bliss in El Paso, Tex-
as, she served two years as a private first 
class. She worked as an Information Sys-
tem Operator-Analyst, and later married. 
Yvette eventually opted to resign from 
active duty, considering her husband’s 
active status in the Army. They were also 
preparing for the birth of their first-born 
child. With her husband’s reassignment, 
the family moved to Wiesbaden, Germany 
after the birth of their second child. 

The Balancing 
Act
A single mother’s self-help 
journey

As circumstances would have it, Yvette and 
her husband divorced two years after mov-
ing to Germany. She was forced to return to 
the United States as an unemployed, single 
parent of two toddlers. Yvette then moved 
in with her mother and sister. She knew 
she had to start life over again at the young 
age of 25 and that this new life would in-
volve struggles, heartaches and sacrifices. 
She learned from her mother that being 
a single parent is not a disadvantage, but 
rather a stage in life’s journey that should 
be used to cultivate self-determination 
and to inspire her children to greatness. 
Yvette saw her mom as a “super hero” and 
that’s how Yvette wanted her children to 
see her. 

by Joey Henderson, Florida Home Partnership, Inc.

Yvette’s first civilian job was in retail 
and customer service. Customer service 
was something Yvette thrived in and felt 
rewarded by helping others; however, the 
entry-level pay insufficiently covered her 
bills. She then secured a better paying job 
with an insurance company in Lakeland, 
Florida and decided to also enroll in the 
local community college. Yvette strived to 
help her mother with household expenses, 
but the multiple responsibilities were 
overwhelming. Her mother’s hairstylist 
knew of Yvette’s situation and advised her 
of a self-help homeownership program 
for low-income first time homebuyers. 
Yvette’s mother shared the information in 
hopes that her daughter would qualify for 
the program.

Yvette and her two daughters work on their self-help home
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Yvette was hesitant to apply at first, and 
asked herself, “What’s the catch?” After 
doing some research, she obtained the 
information packet and tried to identify 
the hidden “catch.” Yvette thoroughly read 
all the documents and investigated the 
organization as she knew this decision 
would not only impact her life but would 
also completely change her daughters’ 
lives as well. The only “catch” she found 
was her own fear. Yvette feared that she 
would fail and feared that she would let 
her children down. Instead of letting those 
feelings discourage her, she reflected back 
to her desire to be an inspiration for her 
daughters; thus, she applied for the pro-
gram. 

Yvette was among the few applicants 
whose credit history was acceptable and 
revealed no issues preventing her from en-
rolling in the program. Although her credit 
was in good standing, the demand of the 
application process was a challenge. Every 
other day she received a call from her loan 
specialist about a paystub that was out of 
date, a small bonus from her job that had 
to be explained and employment verifica-
tion that had to be re-verified. The day 
came when she received the green light to 
close on her lot and begin the next phase 
of becoming a self-help homeowner.

Her perseverance was tested as she strived 
to commit to raising her daughters with 
her mother’s help, building a home, and 
taking college courses. There were many 
emotional talks with her daughters (ages 
6 and 8 at the time) to try to explain that 
‘their mother doesn’t like being away from 
them all the time and that she was doing 
all this for them’. The program required 
Yvette to work Saturdays and Sundays on 
her own home and the homes of the indi-
viduals in her group. Yvette had to request 
a shift change from her employer in order 
to take opportunity of the self-help home-
ownership program. 

as a person. She convincingly states that 
“everyone has the capability of becoming 
a ‘super hero’!”

With her never fading smile, Yvette worked 
diligently and was a tremendous support 
to her group of self-help homeowners by 
helping to keep everyone on task. Her pos-
itive approach was very contagious, and 
seemed to motivate her group even during 
hot and long days. She gave 100% effort 
in each of the groups she was assigned 
and fulfilled every task given by her Family 
Construction Coordinator. Yvette felt that 
by giving her best to the individuals of her 
group that they would do the same when 
it came to working on her home. Yvette 
realized she had a knack for details when it 
came to painting; hence, she took on most 
of the detailed painting tasks (e.g., paint-
ing walls along the ceiling’s edge, along 
the base boards, around trim work, etc.). 
Yvette gave instructions on her painting 
techniques to help members in her group 
improve their methods. Little did she real-
ize that she would instruct hundreds of 
homeowners on the same tasks years later. 

As the eight months to build her home 
were coming to an end, Yvette realized 
that her dream of homeownership would 
soon be achieved. In May of 2008, Yvette 
not only graduated with an Associate of 
Arts degree from Hillsborough Commu-
nity College, she also became a self-help 
homeowner at the age of 28. 

Admiring the expertise demonstrated by 
the FHP staff, she set as her goal to work 

The request for a shift change took some 
time to be approved; therefore, Melissa was 
able to stand in for Yvette at the beginning 
of the program. Once the work schedule 
was approved, Yvette diligently worked on 
her home. During days off, she would work 
8 to 10 hours cleaning, framing, caulking, 
painting and much more to meet the sweat 
equity requirements for building her home 
and the homes of her future neighbors. 
Many of her group members came to their 
homes during the week, but Yvette was 
unable to do likewise due to her work and 
college schedules. Yvette would arrive on 
weekends at the break of dawn and stay 
until dark to do what she could on her 
home so she didn’t fall behind. 

The demanding requirements of the self-
help homeownership program, driving 80 
minutes to and from work and completing 
her course-work to earn an Associates of 
Arts Degree was at times very overwhelm-
ing. She recalled one day, while painting 
the walls alone in her new home, becom-
ing overcome with tears. Yvette thought 
as she wept, “Ok, Yvette you can cry but 
keep painting. The light at the end of 
the tunnel is reachable.” From her initial 
request for the FHP Self Help Housing ap-
plication process to the moment of final 
inspection, the self-help homeownership 
program was an emotional rollercoaster. 
Yvette had her highs and lows but despite 
the multiple demands, she learned time 
management, discipline and the basics of 
building a home. She gained construction 
skills, home maintenance knowledge and, 
along with everyone in her group, she grew 

One thing she always 
mentions to homebuyers, 
whether they are single or 
not, is “If I did it, you can 
too! It’s mind over matter!”

Yvette (left) enjoys her new home with her mother Maria and sister Melissa
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for the nonprofit.  Her wish would soon 
come true when Jesse Ornelas, manager 
of the FHP construction team, recognized 
Yvette’s leadership potential and ap-
proached her about working for FHP. She 
welcomed the opportunity and later 
interviewed with the Executive Director. 
Upon being hired Yvette went from an air-
conditioned office job to working outside 
on construction sites in the Florida climate 
(heat, cold, rain and shine).

It has now been five years since Yvette 
was hired by FHP to work as the Family 
Construction Coordinator II. In her role, she 
has assisted 144 first time homeowners 
achieve their homeownership dreams. 
Yvette has educated self-help homebuyers 
about the building process, coordinated 
their schedules, inspected their work, mo-
tivated them to push forward and proudly 
provided them the keys to their new 
homes. With the homebuilding process 
taking 6 to 8 months to complete, Yvette 
plays an integral role in the future of each 

of the self-help home buying families. 
She has witnessed great struggles that 
some new self-help home buying families 
endure and overcome during the construc-
tion process which in turn re-motivates 
and re-inspires her. 

Being the only female employee at con-
struction sites, Yvette had to overcome 
some gender stereotyping. She worked as 
hard and sweated just as much as the next 
employee. She has even taken classes to 
increase her understanding about hous-
ing construction. Yvette feels blessed to 
be working for FHP and would never have 
thought that she would gain so much 
personal reward and gratitude from a job. 
Yvette describes her work and the program 
in two words, “amazing” and “awesome!”

For the past six years, Yvette has enjoyed 
living in her home with her daughters 
Teresa and Elycia. She likes the fact that 
her community is quiet and well kept, with 
the exception of an occasional stray dog 

taking liberties in her yard. She enjoys 
learning to repair things around her home 
(e.g., repairing a leaky faucet, changing a 
door knob, replacing a faulty light switch, 
etc.) which helps enable her to educate 
other homeowners with confidence. One 
thing she always mentions to homebuyers, 
whether they are single or not, is “If I did it, 
you can too! It’s mind over matter!”

A mud run and obstacle course enthusiast 
(particularly for events that raise money 
and awareness for cancer research), Yvette 
exclaims that, “It [participating in the 
self-help homeownership program] was 
very challenging, but worth the sweat 
and tears.” Yvette is a valued member at 
Florida Home Partnership and is a model of 
success for the self-help housing program.

Is a non-profit homebuilder that offers affordable homeownership opportunities to 
low and moderate income first-time homebuyers through the USDA Mutual Self-
Help Housing Program.  The program began in the early 1960’s, and mirrors the 
“barn raising” of the Quakers with neighbors helping neighbors to build their homes 
together.  No construction experience is necessary as Florida Home Partnership 
provides guidance and tools.

Florida Home Partnership

Source: HAC Tabulations of the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2008-2012 American Community Survey
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“Our Home,  
Our Community”

Zaida Elena Lopez and Ivan Chavez moved 
to Washington State from Chicago four 
years ago in search of work. They moved 
into a one bedroom house that they 
rented in an orchard that was very far 
from the community. This is where they 
had been raising their four year-old son, 
Brandon. Zaida explained that this was 
a very lonely, solitary house to live in 
as there were no other children for her 
son to play with. She also explained that 
besides being very isolated and lonely the 
house had very poor living conditions. It 
was poorly insulated and the family was 
often cold in the winter as the house did 
not retain heat and their heater rarely 
worked properly. Furthermore, the bills 
they paid were very expensive. Zaida told 
us that her monthly electric bill totaled 
approximately $400 a month!

Since their move from Chicago to 
Washington, Zaida is a stay at home mom 
and Ivan works as a Forklift Driver for an 
agricultural warehouse. Ivan works nights 
at the warehouse leaving his wife and son 
alone. He wanted a more secure living 
environment for his family, and a better 
house for them to live in as they think 
about expanding their family. These many 
factors made the family want to have their 
own home that would be safer, larger, and 
more integrated into the community. 

 Zaida’s aunt told her about Catholic 
Charities Housing Services (CCHS) and 
their Single-Family Home Ownership 
Program. Her aunt was filling out an 
application with CCHS, and this motivated 
Zaida to apply as well. Ivan and Zaida 
were surprised at how easy the process 
was, from the moment Lucero Cortez, 
Program Assistant with CCHS, helped 
them fill out the application. 

“That is where everything started,” Zaida 
said. “At some point we thought that 
we were not going to qualify because 
of my husband’s income, but thank God 
that CCHS was able to help us and we 
were able to qualify for a home in the 
community of Tieton.”

CCHS requires qualified homeowners to 
put 250 hours in “sweat equity,” which 
means they help with work on their 
house while it is being built. This may 
seem like a deterrent to some families, 
but Zaida said, “When you are interested 
in something it doesn’t matter what you 
have to do to accomplish your goal.” Zaida 
would come to the house with her son, 
Brandon, to clean, pick up garbage and 
debris the contractors left behind, and 
to weed. The family would often come 
once or even twice a week to help, and 
Ivan would sometimes leave work early 

to spend time helping his wife and son. 
“My son helped out a lot,” said Zaida. “He 
would come here and be very happy to 
clean the house. I told him from day one 
that this was going to be our house that 
this would be where we would move.”  
Brandon can often be heard at the house 
telling his mom proudly, “This is our little 
house.”

“We are very thankful to Catholic 
Charities Housing Services for their 
support. They made us feel calm through 
the entire process because whenever we 
had a problem they would be there,” Zaida 
said. This home will be a place for Zaida, 
Ivan, and Brandon to have a community 
with neighbors and children for Brandon 
to play with, and will be a great place for 
them to continue their family in a safer, 
friendlier environment.

Catholic Charities of the Diocese of 
Yakima provides help and creates hope 
for thousands of people each year 
regardless of religious, social or econimic 
backgrounds. Catholic Charities provides 
a myriad of vital services in communities 
through it’s network of agencies: Catholic 
Family & Child Service, Catholic Charities 
Housing Services and the St. Vincent 
Centers.

Zaida Elena Lopez and Ivan Chavez in their new home

by Lucero Cortez and Erika Parkinson, Catholic Charities of Yakima



10 Rural Voices

Nancy and Cecil (Cork) Labus de-
cided 19 years ago to return home 
to West Virginia and looked for 
a rural inexpensive house near 

where Cork had family. They found an 
old place that had been unoccupied for a 
decade near Hico, West Virginia in Fayette 
County.

Fayette County is “at risk” as defined 
by the Appalachian Regional Commis-
sion. Recently, USDA-Rural Development 
added the county to its “Strikeforce” cat-
egory citing pervasive poverty and related 
socio-economic factors. People who once 
worked hard in coal mining and resource-
based industries are struggling to survive 
and many, such as Nancy and Cork, had 
health issues.

The house that Nancy and Cork found was 
actually a three wall log cabin structure 
with an “add on” on the fourth side. The 
roof consisted of trusses and rafters made 
from tree limbs. The house was heated by 
a wood burner and wires dangled danger-
ously inside and out. Needless to say the 
rehabilitation of this house presented a 
unique challenge to members of Youth-
Build, AmeriCorps, and volunteer programs 
with the Southern Appalachian Labor 
School (SALS) who participated in helping 
to rehabilitate Nancy and Cork’s house.

Vickie Smith, who has been the SALS Con-
struction Manager and licensed contractor 
for 20 years, had never seen a house like 
Cork and Nancy’s before. At first Vickie 

expressed dismay that the home was on 
the “to do” list for her. But Nancy, who 
had heard about the SALS program in a 
newspaper featured article, was tenacious 
to see her house rehabilitated. She called 
SALS over and over for at least a year 
and until she finally prevailed. SALS then 
engaged in the tedious process of cob-
bling together funds from the Pittsburgh 
Federal Home Loan Bank/United Bank’s 
Affordable Housing Program, USDA-Rural 
Development’s Housing Preservation 
Grant program, residual money from 
other projects, and tax-credit donations 
through the West Virginia Neighborhood 
Investment Program to assemble a “Force 
to Make a Difference” for the Labus family. 
The job was turned over to Dave Shaver, 
a seasoned SALS site supervisor, who has 
experience with turning around almost 
impossible to rehabilitate 
houses into something beau-
tiful.

The rehabilitating process 
was helped considerably by 
the grateful attitude exhib-
ited by Nancy and Cork. While 
they had no children together, 
Nancy had several by a previ-
ous marriage. Her son, along 
with Cork, worked on the roof 
as “self-help sweat-equity”. 
Nancy provided holiday pre-
sents and cooked for the crew, 
which was highly appreciated 
since the house was a long 
ways from anywhere. Crew 

Making Almost 
Heaven a Reality in 
Rural West Virginia

Converting a log cabin to a modern home means this widow does not have to live in 
the cold

by John David, Director, Southern Appalachian Labor School (SALS)

Nancy Labus wears a heart-shaped pen-
dant in rememberance of her husband
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members even helped cook and Nancy 
now jokes that the nearly two year project 
took longer than needed because nobody 
wanted to leave. Daniel David, a crew 
member from the first day of construction, 
recalls that the house was tough but the 
family’s support made everyone more than 
willing to go the extra mile. 

The energy audit conducted by SALS on the 
house was off the charts. The entire house 
had to be insulated and almost everything 
inside and outside of the house had to be 
either replaced or rebuilt. The logs of the 
cabin had to be sheeted inside and out 
due to cracks, skeletons of critters in the 
attic had to be removed, and tree branches 
supporting the roof had to be reinforced. 
The windows that were popping out had 
to be custom made, Energy Star rated, and 

re-fitted. The back entrance with steps had 
to be totally re-built since access was im-
possible, not to mention the wood burner 
and pipe had to be replaced with an En-
ergy Star HVAC (heat/AC) system. The crew 
installed all new wiring, and due to a new 
regional rural water system, the Labus’ old 
well which contained brown iron-water 
had to be disconnected and new plumbing 
installed. Crew members also leveled and 
fixed the floors because the new added on 
rooms and porches had various levels, sup-
port structures, and underpinning. Nancy 
recalls a situation where it took three 
hours and a smoking hot drill to install a 
light due to the logs and hard wood used 
throughout the house.

Despite everything that had to be done, 
Nancy could not hide her excitement at 
seeing her home coming together. She 
kept telling crew members “Thank you! 
Thank you!” and says she cried a lot with 
happiness. She now says she is “real 
proud” of her home. As she puts it, “The 
house is no longer an eyesore along the 
highway”. Some of Nancy’s most special 

moments were being around the crew who 
contributed so much love, sweat, and tears 
for her “Home Sweet Home” in Almost 
Heaven West Virginia.

The house was completed nearly five years 
ago. Then, just last year on December 19, 
2013, Cork suddenly died after over 30 
years of marriage. In remembrance of him 
and his memories, Nancy wears a heart-
shaped pendant containing some of his 
ashes. She said the welfare department 
in West Virginia offered to pay $1,250 for 
his arrangements, but it wanted to put a 
repayment lien on the house. Proudly, 
thanks to having the house done by SALS 
at no cost, Nancy said she turned down the 
offer. She told us that she wanted to be 
“debt-free at last”. 

As Vickie and I concluded our visit, Nancy 
hugged us and cried. But the day was not 
over. The home health nurse was knocking 
on the front door. It was time to keep hope 
alive.

Some of Nancy’s most 
special moments were 
being around the crew 
who contributed so much 
love, sweat, and tears for 
her “Home Sweet Home” 
in Almost Heaven, West 
Virginia.

Nancy Labus (left) and Vickie Smith of SALS 
enjoy a peaceful moment together

The Southern Appalachian Labor School (SALS) is a West Virginia 
nonprofit that provides education, research, and linkages for working 
class and disenfranchised peoples in order to promote understanding, 
empowerment, and change. SALS is committed to developing a real 
comprehension of the social, economic, and legal structures which affect 
the lives of the Appalachian people. 

Southern Appalachian  
Labor School (SALS)



The Faces of Affordable Rural Housing

What does affordable housing mean to you? 
Share your story, pics or videos at 
www.facebook.com/HousingAssistanceCouncil



The Faces of Affordable Rural Housing
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Mutual Self-Help is a USDA Rural Development program 
administered by community-based nonprofit housing 
organizations that makes housing affordable through 
“sweat equity”. Families work together as a group to 

build approximately 65 percent of their homes. This labor not only 
acts as the down payment, but can substantially reduce the price of 
the home. However, it is hard work and it does require commitment. 
Households work together, with each family contributing a minimum 
of 35 hours of labor per week for approximately 8 to 12 months. The 
homes are built simultaneously; no one moves in until all the homes 
are completed.

Dillan and Lacie; Rebecca; and Anita and Robbie all participated in 
the Neighborhood Nonprofit Housing Corporation (NNHC) mutual 
self-help program. Below each family recounts their challenges, suc-
cesses, and experiences building their own home and helping other 
families build theirs. 

Dillan and Lacie are both originally from 
Cache Valley, UT and wanted to raise their 
children there. Lacie is a stay at home 
mom. Dillan is a returning student at Utah 
State University and plans to be a teacher.

The Power of 
Working Together

Three families share their experiences with USDA’s Mutual Self-Help Housing Program

Rebecca is a widow with five children ages 
16, 15, 12, 10, and 7, and is currently a 
student at Utah State University pursuing 
a degree in Social Work.

Anita and her husband Robbie have three 
children all under the age of six. Anita is a 
stay at home mom who started her own 
preschool business. Robbie is a conference 
coordinator for Utah State University.
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HOW DID YOU FIRST HEAR ABOUT SELF-
HELP HOUSING?

Dillan: When attending school, Lacie 
and I had no thoughts of buying, let alone, 
building a brand new house. Because I am 
a student, the idea of securing a home 
loan was near impossible, until we heard 
about Neighborhood Nonprofit’s housing 
program. A family member mentioned to 
me an advertisement they had seen in the 
newspaper one day and I just stopped in 
the office to see what it was about. Ten 
months later here we are in the final stages 
of building our beautiful new home. The 
process was very simple to qualify for the 
program and the Neighborhood Nonprofit 
staff was very helpful.

Rebecca: I had previously heard about 
Self-Help housing a couple of years before 

cause we feel more prepared to maintain 
our home. 

WHAT WAS THE CONSTRUCTION PROCESS 
LIKE?

Anita: During the time we built, life was 
so busy! I was pregnant when we started, 
so my husband did most of the work for the 
first several months. Life was hard but we 
were excited for the end result. It took our 
group ten months to finish all our homes. 
We worked with really great people. Every-
one had the same attitude to work on each 
other’s home like it was their own. This 
created a positive working environment. I 
would say the hardest challenge we faced 
was everyone getting burned out and not 
working as fast as we had hoped. I was glad 
to be able to go out and work too. Working 
together on our home taught us a lot and 
was a great benefit to us recently when we 
finished our basement.

Dillan: While the qualification process 
was simple, the building process has not 
been quite as simple. Building each home 
together has been challenging and reward-
ing at the same time. The families in our 
group have worked so hard together and 
have accomplished so much. The program 
has not been easy, but it has been worth 
it. I believe that each family will leave 
the program with a greater sense of com-
munity and friendship because of the hard 
work that everyone has endured.

Rebecca: My youngest was only three 
when I started building! Since my oldest 
was just 12, I was the only one in our family 
that was able to work on the homes. To be 
honest, it was a difficult process for me to 
build; besides having five children and no 
spouse, I am a student at Utah State Univer-
sity. A typical day would start at 4:30 a.m. 
I had to get up that early to get everything 
ready for the day, including dropping off 
my children at school and getting myself 
to class. After school was out, I would have 
to rush to pick up my children and take 

applying, but I did not want to make such a 
major decision so soon after my husband’s 
death. I also didn’t see how I would be 
able to put in the time needed to build as 
a single mother.  It wasn’t until after I tried 
unsuccessfully to find affordable housing 
for my family that I decided to throw in my 
application and see what happened.

Anita: We heard about the Self-Help 
program from one of my husband’s cow-
orkers. They had built in the nearby town 
of Nibley, UT. We decided to look into the 
program after looking for houses to buy 
became discouraging. We knew that my 
staying at home with our children would 
make it difficult to afford one. We were 
also excited about the opportunity to learn 
the skills involved with building a house. 
We are grateful we learned these skills be-

A Utah-based nonprofit committed to creating quality affordable housing 
opportunities in their communities and giving households skills necessary to become 
self-sufficient. NNHC offers programs such as mutual self-help housing, and housing 
and foreclosure counseling, and as well as loan products.

Neighborhood Nonprofit 
Housing Corporation (NNHC) 

Rebecca Farnsworth’s daughter removes snow from the construction site for her new home
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them to a baby sitter (none of them were 
old enough to be on the site) and then get 
myself to the work site. I usually wouldn’t 
get home until after 10:00pm. I still had to 
put kids to bed, take a shower (get all the 
sawdust and grime off that I’m allergic to), 
and do regular household chores. 

WHAT WERE YOUR LIVING CONDITIONS 
BEFORE AND AFTER YOUR PARTICIPATION 
IN THE SELF-HELP PROGRAM?

Rebecca: Before [the Self-Help 
program] we had been living in a three-
bedroom apartment for about two years. It 
was definitely cramped; my two daughters 
shared one bedroom, and my three sons 
shared another bedroom. We all needed 
some personal space. In addition, the 
apartment would flood occasionally, so it 
had mold and mildew issues and smelled 
terrible. It was also where we were living 
when I lost my husband and the children 
lost their dad. That apartment created 
some difficult memories for us. It was re-
ally healthy, both physically and emotion-
ally, for us to get out of that environment. 
Every day, I count my blessings – I have a 
house, a yard, and good neighbors. I love 
the neighborhood! One especially nice 
benefit to having our home is having a 
back-yard big enough to grow a garden. 
I could never afford to buy fresh produce 
for my family. Now, we eat fresh food that 
we’ve grown ourselves!

Anita: Before we built our house, we 
lived in a townhouse. The community was 
nice but the main thing that was missing 
was a private backyard. One of my favorite 
features of the program was being able to 
move in having our landscape and fences 
included in the building process. I love 
being able to send my own kids out to 
have fun in our large fenced-in area. One 
other major unexpected benefit to having 
a fenced-in backyard was that it helped 
my preschool business. My city requires 
all new preschools to have a fenced-in 
backyard. This could have been an expen-
sive hurdle but thanks to the Self-Help 
specifications, this was included.

Dillan: Before the Self-Help program and 
as students with a large family, our hous-
ing conditions have been, at times, hard to 
deal with. Now that we are able to have a 
home to call our own it has given our fam-
ily and especially our children a place to 
feel comfortable and more importantly a 
place to stay for a long time. We now have 
a “Room with a View,” a place to grow to-
gether and create lasting memories.

WHAT SPECIFIC SUCCESSES OR 
CHALLENGES DID YOU EXPERIENCE?

Dillan: A challenge we faced in our group 
was learning to work together on a home 
that wasn’t your own. The workmanship 
as well as the attitude of all the families 
involved improved once everyone truly 
figured out that no one could move in to 
their own homes before the other houses 
were completed. No work was completed 
without the thought of “If it was my home, 
would I do it like that?” When this concept 
was grasped, the work excelled in speed 
and accuracy. Although this and other 
things were challenges, the successes far 
exceeded them. A friendship has been 
made between the families as we worked 
hard together.

Rebecca: It took a lot of determination 
to get my weekly hours in and keep up 
with my other responsibilities. Because it 
is easier to meet the time requirements if 
the family is a two parent household (it’s 
estimated that both husband and wife can 
come in together one day a week), I had to 
go in outside of the group’s regular work 
hours in order to work my full 35 hours 
per week.  During the building process, I 
had to have two surgeries on my broken 
leg. While on crutches, and not allowed on 
site, I had good people that helped donate 
hours so I could keep up.

I love the neighborhood. I got to know my 
neighbors really well while we built – both 
the good and the bad! We learned to work 
with everyone’s personalities, and I think 
we learned the importance of not saying 
things we would regret later. Now, we have 
a real sense of taking care of each other. 
It is like having a built-in Neighborhood 
Watch Program! I have developed some 
very good friendships from the time we 
spent building together.

Anita: We are very grateful to have been 
able to build our home through the Mutual 
Self Help process. We learned a lot from 
our construction supervisor and have a lot 
of respect for him. He made sure things 
were done the right way.  The process was 
hard; but worth it because we not only got 
a beautiful home but gained knowledge 
and friendships. 

My father passed away a couple months 
into the building process. It was very unex-
pected and very difficult. Because we had 
to travel to the funeral, the people in our 
group told us they would donate any hours 
we needed to cover our weekly hours. Our 
group was very generous and kind. We 
truly appreciated them. We know these 
families care about us. On the anniversary 
of our open house, we always have a get-
together to celebrate. We love the families 
we built with!

Anita is able to run her preschool business out of her new home
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“I’ve lived here 
my whole life.”

For over 70 years, Leslie Robbins, Jr. proudly handled his home and affairs without outside assistance. As a veteran of the United States 
Army, he was prepared to serve his country in the Korean War, but was injured in a training exercise just weeks before deployment. An 
unexpected land mine detonation left him hospitalized for four months. Those injuries still bother him to this day.

After being released from the hospital, he made his way back to his native Western Maine and started working as a truck driver while 
growing his family. Leslie was no stranger to hard work. “Up here in Maine,” he said, “you go to work right out of diapers and you work 
all your life.” The job kept him away from his wife and children, as he travelled to 48 states and Canada, but it was good work for 
someone who “didn’t have much education.”

Unfortunately, when Leslie reached out to the local Veterans Affairs office (VA) for assistance with his home, he was told that his records 
had been destroyed in a fire and he could not qualify for any programs. Despite this setback, Leslie managed to build his own home for 
his family and watch his three children grow up and move out on their own. That home served him well throughout his life, but as he 
aged and moved into retirement, his home aged too and began to need repairs. 

With only Social Security Income to depend on, Leslie was unable to afford the necessary repairs on his home. That is until he came in 
contact with Western Maine Community Action (WMCA). WMCA helped Leslie secure the necessary financing through a combination of 
funding from the Housing Assistance Council and the U.S. Department of Energy Weatherization Assistance Program. 

With repairs and renovations from WMCA, Leslie now has a new front-entry staircase, new electrical system, a repaired chimney, and 
his home has been weatherized to better deal with the cold winters in Maine. He says he is saving money on his energy bills and they 
helped “keep my buns warm in the winter.” Because of WMCA, Leslie is able to age in place, in the same place he has called home for 
his entire life.

Western Maine Community Action (WMCA) is a social service agency that has been providing services for over 45 years to people living 
in the western mountain region of Maine.  The organization is dedicated to the principle that poverty should not be a permanent condition 
of people’s lives.

Leslie Robbins, Jr. outside his Western Maine home
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Self-Help, Sweat Equity, 
and Success

“It made me feel good, it made me powerful and I’m looking forward to 
spending whatever days I have, God bless me, in that house.”   
– Kay Panteah, Zuni Tribal Member & Homebuyer

by BC EchoHawk, National American Indian Housing Council (NAIHC)

for a rental home through their program, 
she never dreamed that that move would 
lead to owning her own home.

Kay Panteah speaks excitedly from the 
offices of the Pueblo of Zuni Housing Au-
thority (ZHA) as she joins their Mortgage 
Coordinator Lorelei Sanchez to discuss 
her journey from renter to homebuyer. 
Given this opportunity to share the suc-
cess of programs aimed specifically at 
Indians in rural communities, she’s eager 
to tell her story.  Lorelei stands by, ready 
to fill in program information or nudge 
her memory as it becomes clear that 
these two women have created a strong 

The Zuni Pueblo sits in the far 
western edge of New Mexico, forty 
miles away from Interstate 40, the 
major East-West corridor through 

the state. Kay Panteah is a tribal member 
and has lived in the area her whole life. 
The remote location has never factored 
into the 54-year old’s decision to remain 
in the community. Her parents were born 
and raised there, and she continued to live 
and care for her aging mother in the fam-
ily home along with several siblings until 
their growing families created a need to 
find a place of her own. When the Pueblo 
of Zuni Housing Authority advised the sin-
gle-mother of four that she had qualified 

bond in what has been a 14-year quest for 
stability and self-sufficiency.

“I LIVE FOR MY KIDS”

Kay describes her family: Oldest son Kar-
die Panteah is 36, and with his wife, has 
four children of his own, two adopted. He 
lives and works in the Pueblo of Zuni as a 
firefighter and EMT. Having mentioned an 
older daughter, Kay clarifies, without hesi-
tation or judgment, that 26-year old Danii 
Panteah is transgender and her “special 
child.” Danii pursued post-secondary edu-
cation in psychology and is currently work-
ing as a retail salesclerk. Twenty-three 

The only national, 501(c)(3) corporation representing housing interests of Native 
people who reside in Indian communities, Alaska Native Villages, and on native 
Hawaiian Home Lands. NAIHC advocates for housing opportunities and increased 
funding for Native Americans; provides training and technical assistance to managers 
and professionals from Native housing programs; and conducts research related to 
Native housing issues and counseling programs, as well as loan products.

The National American Indian 
Housing Council (NAIHC)
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Given this opportunity 
to share the success 
of programs aimed 
specifically at Indians 
in rural communities, 
[Kay Panteah] is eager 
to tell her story 

year old daughter Kimberly Kallestewa 
received a certification in Business Admin-
istration through Job Corps after finishing 
high school. She is looking for a job and 
expecting a child this fall. Kay’s young-
est son, Jordan, 17, is finishing his senior 
year at Ramah High School near the Zuni 
Pueblo. They have all been high achievers 
academically, and were all chosen to par-
ticipate in the local Boys’ State, a national 
program (with a girls affiliate program) 
of the American Legion that teaches high 
school students about how local, state and 
national government works. “I live for my 
kids,” says Kay. “So, what I do is practically 
just for them.”

It was this desire to provide a better home 
for her children that introduced her to 
affordable housing. A self-employed sil-
versmith and retail salesclerk, Kay’s father 
died when she was only twelve. Her mother 
raised her and her siblings alone, and Kay 
never felt a need to leave the familiar com-
munity. She participates in the local tradi-
tional tribal and religious activities, and 
loves helping other families who also take 
part. However, she admits that times have 
changed, and safety has become a concern. 
Doors that once remained opened are now 
routinely locked. Young people with too 
much time on their hands and not enough 
to do roam the community well into the 
night. Security has stepped up and curfews 
have been enforced in the past few years. 
While these measures have helped, the 
community continues to change as outside 
media and values become more accessible 
and common.

In a situation not uncommon in In-
dian communities, Kay was living with 
her mother and some of her six siblings in 
the four-bedroom family home. She had 
been her mother’s primary caregiver, but 
as her older brother and sister’s families 
grew, she knew she would have to make 
a change. She applied to ZHA for a rental 
home, and in 2000 learned that she quali-
fied for low-rental housing through them. 
“[T]he saddest thing was that I had to leave 
my mom.” says Kay. The rental home was 
eight miles away from her mother’s home, 
and she had never lived that far away. 
However, Kay’s children were all still living 
with her at this time, and knowing that the 
move would offer them more room made 
the change easier.

“I WISH I COULD…BUY A HOME”

In 2000, Kay moved with her four children 
into a four-bedroom home provided by 
ZHA. In addition to houses, ZHA also has 
apartment communities available to quali-
fied low and moderate income renters. Kay 
was in this first house until 2010 when she 
moved to an adjacent home to allow for 
renovations to the housing authority’s in-
ventory. During her time in the rental unit, 
due to some delinquency issues, it was 
recommended that Kay attend a financial 
literacy program that ZHA sponsored. This 
is where she met Lorelei Sanchez, ZHA’s 
Mortgage Coordinator and the instructor 
for their financial literacy classes. The 
women’s admiration for each other is 
evident as Lorelei explains that program, 
their meeting, and how Kay made such an 
impression on her, that retelling Kay’s story 
would lead to the Zuni program receiving 
the first American Indian-focused Self-
Help program through the U.S. Department 
of Agriculture’s (USDA) Rural Development 
agency.

In explaining the financial literacy pro-
gram, Lorelei notes the diverse people 
who attend those sessions, including rent-
ers, first-time homebuyers and members 
of the Zuni community whose goal is to 

create sound financial habits for their 
families. Spending and budgeting is dis-
cussed keeping in mind the reality of com-
mitments to the traditional calendar that 
tribal members follow. Their year begins 
with the winter solstice and related cel-
ebrations. This, merged with the western 
calendar of holidays, can strain budgets, 
and attendees are taught how to prioritize 
and set goals and limits for their families. 
It was while discussing such goals, that 
Kay made clear her wish to own a home. 
The sincerity of this wish was not lost on 
Lorelei.

In 2011, the New Mexico Mortgage Finance 
Authority (NMMFA) was approached by 
USDA’s Rural Development program. They 

USDA Rural Housing Service Administrator Tony Hernandez visits with the Panteahs 
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wanted a recommendation of a native 
community that might be in a position 
to utilize their Self-Help program. Eric 
Schmieder with NMMFA knew that Zuni 
was preparing to start a construction 
project and that they also had the capac-
ity and resources needed to successfully 
qualify for the Self-Help funding. After 
Rural Development contacted the Zuni, 
and it was decided the housing author-
ity would administer the program, ZHA 
director Michael Chavez tapped Lorelei to 
write the proposal. She still remembers 
her hesitation, as this was her first attempt 
at preparing a proposal. The Little Dixie 
Community Action Agency provided her 
technical assistance, however, and they 
recommended that Lorelei think of a client 
whose story she could tell. “[Kay] came to 
my mind just like that.” says Lorelei. Shar-
ing Kay’s story became an important part 
of ZHA receiving their funding, and Lorelei 
admits she was amazed that they received 
the grant. In retelling the story she asks 
rhetorically, “And guess where I go knock-
ing?” “My door,” Kay answers, and quietly 
repeats “My door. That was the happiest 
day of my life.”

“THE HOME I BUILT”

The agreement between Rural Develop-
ment and the Pueblo of Zuni Housing 
Authority was signed in January, 2012. 
Lorelei helped Kay through the pre-quali-
fication process for her new home, and the 
results came back positive with just a few 
outstanding debts. As luck would have it, 
the timing was in Kay’s favor, as it was tax 
season. Normally, she would have used her 
tax return for a belated Christmas for her 
children. This year, though, Lorelei spoke 
with Kay’s children and suggested they let 
their mother know that having a new home 
would be a better Christmas present. They 
did, and Kay agreed. Kay used that year’s 
refund to clear those debts, thereby allow-
ing her to move forward with construction.

The groundbreaking was in May 2012, 
what was intended to be an eight-month 
process took over a year to see comple-
tion. Three houses were planned in the 

first round of construction, with each of 
them to be occupied by single mothers 
with families who were all former rent-
ers turned homeowners. Lorelei explains 
that as this was a new project for ZHA, 
there was a learning curve they worked 
through that caused some delays. Addi-
tionally, as can happen when working with 
construction in any federally-recognized 
Indian community, there were leasing 
issues related to building on tribal land 
that created obstacles. This issue caused 
a several-month delay in building. As soon 
as she was allowed, however, Kay was at 
the work site with her family, putting in 
the 600 hour sweat-equity requirement 
on her home. While technical work such as 
plumbing and electricity was contracted, 
the remaining tasks of framing, pouring 
concrete, digging trenches and putting 
up drywall are left to the homeowner. A 
construction supervisor was always at one 
of the three construction sites, providing 
training and direction to the families.

Kay had already gotten the commitment of 
her children and older grandchildren that 
they would help with the construction, but 
it was still an arduous process. They worked 
most days, despite the weather, and 
despite the fact that they lived ten miles 
away from their new home and sometimes 
didn’t have gas to make it to the site. On 
these days, they informed the construction 
supervisor so that he could go to another 
site and assist there. Following days that 
they missed, they would come to the site 
and work longer hours to make up for lost 
time. The other two families who were also 
working on homes helped her when they 
could, as she helped them when needed. 
Once the frame was up, however, Kay knew 
she would finish. It was then that she could 
“see” her completed home.

A low-point came when Kay was laid off 
from her retail job. In fact, all three of 
the women who were participating in the 
program were laid off in a short time span. 
Fearing this would affect her participation 
in the program, Kay went immediately to 
Lorelei to let her know. While this was 
discouraging news for all three women, 
Lorelei knew they had to move forward 
and encouraged Kay to begin the unem-
ployment process immediately. She did, 
and in doing so was motivated to press on. 
Fortunately for Kay, she had the traditional 
skill of silversmithing to fall back on. She 
acknowledges that having completed 
the physical aspect of the project and 
overcoming all the obstacles that delayed 

construction, she has gained experience 
in how to properly finish a project of any 
kind; how planning and flexibility allow 
one to move forward. The process has em-
powered her, and she knows the other two 
participants feel the same way. Their work 
together has bonded them and created 
lasting friendships.

“MY NEW HOME”

In her position with the housing authority, 
Lorelei is able to see the bigger picture: 
success with the Self-Help program at Zuni 
will show the USDA that tribal communi-
ties can also manage the program and it 
will allow for more housing resources in 
Indian Country. For her first three par-
ticipants, however, the benefits will be im-
mediate and personal. The project came in 
under budget, so Kay’s mortgage payment 
will be lower than anticipated. Renters will 
be home owners, rent payments are now 
mortgage payments and reliance becomes 
self-sufficiency.  Lorelei knows that Kay’s 
journey to home ownership began with 
the Financial Literacy class. Her rent pay-
ment had never been her priority, but after 
completing the class, Kay knew what she 
needed to do to realize the wish of owning 
her own home. The class gave her perspec-
tive and hope. It laid the foundation that 
allowed her to see what she could achieve.

As for Kay, on July 24 she received the 
keys to her new home. She admits it was 
an emotional process with ups and downs, 
but she also acknowledges that there were 
always people there who were willing to 
help and who did help. She remains grate-
ful for the opportunity to participate in the 
project, and having built a home, she now 
looks forward to starting a small business 
in her community. “Never give up,” says 
Kay. “There’s always hope on the other 
side.”

The process has 
empowered her, and she 
knows the other two 
participants feel the same



A Farmer’s Fight 

Mr. Lee was a poultry farmer in the small 
town of Vinita, Oklahoma, just an hour 
northeast of Tulsa. He lost his home and 
farm to a bank before he had a chance 

to save them. “It’s too late for you to do anything 
about it”, the bank said to Mr. Lee as he scrambled 
to pay the overdue mortgages that he wasn’t even 
aware he had. Within months his farm and home 
were closed and sold.  

Originally from Laos, Mr. Lee came to the United 
States in 1987 as a refugee of the Vietnam War. 
Mr. Lee’s family was one of many Hmong families 
that migrated to the Ozarks.  After visiting his 
cousin’s poultry farm, Mr. Lee decided to purchase 
one as well.  He took a $290,000 loan from a local 
bank for his farm and house.

With this type of loan, if a borrower falls short on 
their mortgage payments, everything on the land 
can be taken by the bank, including the house. 
This was exactly what happened to Mr. Lee. 
When Mr. Lee asked for help, the bank told him 
“It’s too late.” Later, the court informed him that 
he had lost his case because the attorney a local 
nonprofit had secured for him failed to appear 
in court. After many years spent farming, Mr. Lee 
is currently working as a night janitor at a high 
school and is renting an apartment. A different 
local nonprofit, Hmong National Development, 

is working with Mr. Lee to explore his options for 
redress.

“[Bank] servicing issues are a big problem for the 
Hmong community, and for newer immigrants,” 
says Bao Vang, President and CEO of the nonprofit 
Hmong National Development. “The bank was 
very unresponsive when Mr. Lee tried to contact 
them even before problems started and did not 
help him in a timely manner.  This is in part due 
to a lack of language access where the banks 
very rarely provide resources and services in the 
language of their users.”

The Hmong National Development is creating 
partnerships with organizations in Arkansas, Mis-
souri, and Oklahoma to expand services for immi-
grants. “We are trying to create stronger linkages 
between farmers and housing advocates, and we 
would love to be able to pass on any information 
to the farmers and to encourage them to take 
advantage of those resources and information 
whenever they can” says Bao. 

Hmong National Development, Inc. (HND) is a 
national, not-for-profit organization. HND is the 
leading nonprofit capacity building and policy 
advocacy organization for the Hmong American 
community.  

We are trying to 
create stronger 
linkages between 
farmers and 
housing advocates 
to encourage 
[farmers] to take 
advantage of 
those resources 
and information 
whenever they 
can
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by Yuqi Wang, Bill Emerson National Hunger Fellow

Some Hmong farmers have recently experienced financial problems from faulty loans
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Facts

Karl Ory, HAC’s Western Regional Director, participated in a forum hosted by the 
Bipartisan Policy Center’s Housing Commission on August 21 in Sun Valley, Idaho. The 
forum, Housing America’s Future: New Directions for National Policy, featured appearances 
from policymakers and leaders in the field of affordable housing, including Senators Mike 
Crapo (R-ID) and James Risch (R-ID).

Karl’s panel focused on Rural Innovation and Leverage of Private Sector Resources.

For more information, visit http://bipartisanpolicy.org/projects/housing-commission.

HAC Participates in  
Housing Policy Forum

Yuqi Wang conducted the policy component of her Bill Emerson Hunger Fellowship at 
the Housing Assistance Council this past summer. The Bill Emerson National Hunger 
Fellowship program trains 16-20 leaders each year to work in the field of anti-hunger 
and anti-poverty. The fellowship has a field site and policy site component where 
fellows work with community and national organizations, respectively, to fight hunger 
and poverty through an anti-racist approach. Yuqi managed this fall edition of Rural 
Voices; authored policy memo and research notes on the Johnson-Crapo housing 
finance reform bill, and provided other research assistance. In her field component 
of the Fellowship, Yuqi worked with childcare providers in Lemon Grove, CA to a pilot 
program that incorporated Farm to Preschool activities into home based child care 
sites.

For more information on the Emerson National Hunger Fellows, visit www.hungercenter.
org/fellowships/emerson/

HAC Hosts Bill Emerson National 
Hunger Fellow

The number of rural Americans living in poverty decreased last year, according to 
a new report from the U.S. Census Bureau. Overall, the official poverty rate for the 
United States was 14.5 percent in 2013 – a decline from the 2012 level of 15 percent. 
Released September 16, 2014, the U.S. Census Bureau’s annual report, Income and 
Poverty in the United States: 2013, estimates that 45.3 million people had incomes 
below the poverty line in 2013, making this the third year without a statistically 
significant change in the number of people in poverty at the national level.

For more information on rural poverty and the 2013 rural poverty rate, visit  
www.ruralhome.org/poverty.

Rural Poverty Decreases, but Still 
Outpaces National Rate
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