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Q: Today is December 5th of‘the Year 2000, I'm Larry
Quinn with the Office of Communications at the U.S.
Department of Agriculture in‘Washin§ton and today we're
visiting witﬁ Under Secretéry of Agriculture( Jill Long
Thompson and her area of sﬁecialty is for rural

development.

Madam Secretary i think that yoﬁ.brought to the
Department a tremendous backgrouﬁd'in agriculture you
were raised on a farm in Indiana and work in 4-H as a
youth. Tell us a bit about thevbagkground that bréught

to the Department.

A: Well I feel very fortunéte that I have a rural and
agriculture background.“ I grew up on a farm in

Northern Indiana, we raised corn, soy beans, wheat, had

‘dairy cows and in the early days even had sheep and

hogs. So I had a pretty good exposure to a diverse

agriculture background when I got here.

But I also have been active in rural issues prior to

coming to Washington, DC. I served on a city council
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in a small town in Indiana that‘was‘in the heart of
good production agriculture, very strong production
agficulture. And then sefved as you know in the United
States Congress and was fortunate there to serve on the

House Agriculture Committee.

And the combination of having grown up on a farm and my
husband and I currently live on a farm in Marshal

County, Indiana, I commute out here to work. . That

" combination with what I was able to do in the United

States Congress where I learned more about agriculture
across the country and around the world thfough‘my
responsibilities there, I think have served me very
well for the position here as Under Secretary of ﬁural

Development.

Q: And you've served in some special areas there in the
House.AgricultUre Committee that focused on rural

developmentAenvironment credit, things like that.

A: Yes I did, I was on the Subcommittee on, that

subcommittee title have changed but the subcommittee

that dealt with rural development‘and the rural
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utilities services issues and'also the environment.
But I alsoc worked on the... or served on the committee
that dealt with grain production and so I really did.
have exposure to Qhat‘s going in rural cqmmunitiés and
in production agriculture across the country, not just

in Indiana, not just in the Midwest.
. 00:02:47:00 Q: And when did you come to the USDA?

00:02:49:13 A: I came here in 1995 in the spring of 1995 and I was

sworn into this position officially‘in August of 1995.
00:02:58:14  Q: What kind of issues did you face at that time?

00:03:01:18 A: Well we were in tﬁe middle of a reorganization back
| in 1995, a reorganization that.has made'us a leaner and
meaner and much more effective Department of
Agriculture,and certainly in thé'area that .I héve
résponsibility for, rural aevelépment. We have become
a much leaner and much more effeﬁtive and cost |
efficient sub—ofganization of the Department of

Agriculture.
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00:03:23:11 We have had a reduction in our, a number of employees
by about 28 percent and at the same time that we've had
that reduction we have had quite an increase in our
program funding. So we're delivering more program

dollars with fewer pedple.

00:03:40:12 And one of the ways»that we have been able to’
accomplish that reduction in number‘ofvemployees
administering larger_prograﬁ.dollars, is we ﬁave used
computer technology and state-of-the-art technology to
make it possible for employees to do more and have the

resources to do more.

00:04:03:006 I've also... I also have.to say that I have been very,
veiy.impressed with the ‘resilience and the adaptability
of the career employeeé as USDA and particularly the
embloyeesvthat I've had the oé@ortunity to work with in

USDA rural development.

00:04:19:13 Q: I recall that Congress was looking at rural
development and how to fund rural developmehﬁ and there
were some issues related to block granting that you had

a vital role in commenting on.
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A: As a matter of fact shortly after I took -this

position, there was move among some members of Congress

_to block grant our programs which would have resulted

" in simply taking the dollars and giving them to the

various states and allowing the states to administer

the programs. And I fought that pretty strohgly.’

I think block granting works very effectively for some
kinds of programs, but for the kinds of initiatives
that are important not just to individuai communities,
but to all of us as a natioﬁ to keep us strong as a
nation. For example, programs like the rural utilities

water and waste water program.

It's impoftant to all of us across this naﬁion for
individual rural communiqies to hHave safe and
affordable drinking water and adequate environmentally
sound waste disposal. And if we were to block grant

those dollars then we would lose the control at the

. federal level to ensure that there are opportunities

for good, sound water management and water availability

across the country and waste management.
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And so I felt it was very, very importént that»while we
have control at the locél level throuéh our field
office structure'where our employees that administer
éur programs live in the communities and work in those
communities, we have that local control, at the same
time we neéd_to héve éome kind of assuiance that these
federal tax dollars are going to be doing good across
the country meeting a federal or a nafional mission 1if

you will, at the same time.
Q: So obviously your arguments were successful?

A: I was very pleased that we were sucéeséful and.I
think that one of the reasons that we were_successful,
I like to take some crediﬁ for it, but I think that
péople across the country who have had the’opportuhity
to tap into the federal programs, whether theylbe rural
utility service programs including water and waste
water or rural telephone or rural electricity or
housing; multi—family; single family housing or a
business programs in the ruial business cooperative

service.
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People all across the country who became aware that
there was this move to block grant the dollars came

forward and said, no we think it works better when we

~have more of a balance between some local control, but

federal objectives that serve the interest of the whole

country.

Q: Here at the beginning of the 2lst century it seemnm
strange that we talk about people who still do not have
water and utility services. But there's still pioneer

areas aren't there?

A: There are and people are surprised often when I talk

~about the fact that we still have several hundred -

thousand people in this country who do not . have running

water in their homes. And it's not because they .are

‘doing inappropriate or incorrectly, it's not that they

are are deficient, it's that they happen to live in
generally highly'rural parts of the country where

access to safe water is just a challenge.

And one of the initiatives of the Clinton/Gore
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administration(and here at the Department of -
Agriculture has been the Wétef 2000 initiative, where
we worked, our goal which was a very ambitious goal was
te work with coﬁmunities to get running water into

every home across this countfy by the year 2000.

We didn't succeed at getting it in éevery home; but we
substantially reduced the number of homes that did not
have running water. And we also reduced the number of
homes that had unsafe water. And so we're very, very.
proud of that accomplishment and we're just going to
continue wofking until every last home at the end of

the last road is able to have safe running water.

It's a very basic necessity and if we're serious about
families ndt being on welfare roles and ;fvwe're
serious about children getting a good quality education
and growing into productive éﬁd healﬁhy aaults, then we
need to insure that we work on accomplishing that
objective of working with communities and families to

get running water into their homes.

- Q: This being the Internet age, do,rural_éreas have a
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little bit of a challenge in this area too because what

has emerged is somewhat of a digital divide?:

A: There is a digital divide and the divide is not

exclusivély between urban and rural. ;The divide exists
between some rural communities that are qlosé to urban;
areas and other rural communities that are not. The
most rural communities are the ones that are réally

experiencing the shortcomings of .that divide.

And so we have worked to, we've worked to get our
progrém dollars into those rﬁral communities £o improge
access for example in telemediéine and distance
learning, to get schools connected to institutions of
higher education, to get the local public schoolg

connected. But also to get rural clinics connectgd

with the large hospitals and the teaching universities

that teach medicine and health care.

So we have worked iﬁfthat regard,‘but we've also worked

with the providers in various communities and various

states to see how we can better partner what we have in

"the federal government including USDA rural
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development, rural utility service to try to partner'
our resources and make the dollars that we have go

further to get people connected.

Q: And a strong rural economy affects the agricultural
economy, vice versa, you can't have really one without

the other?

A: You réally cannot and sometimes I get the question
from people‘why do you have a rural housing service in
the Department of Agriculture? Why do you have a water
and sewer program in the Departﬁent.of Agriculture?
WhyAdo you have rural business proéramé in the
Department of Agriculture because -those aren't

production agriculture matters are they?

But in fac£ production agriculture is tied into the
rural economy and the rural community. And when we can
étrengtheﬁ other resources in rural communities, it
takes some 5f‘the bufden off of the farmers who are
doing the‘producing. I think a prime example‘of thatv
is in most states across the country; farmers becéuse

they own substantial real estate for production’

10



00:11:21:17

00:11:46:01

00:11:47:01

00:12:03:05

'ORAL HISTORY WITH JILL LONG THOMPSON
UNDER SECRETARY, RURAL DEVELOPMENT

agriculture purposes, tend to pay more than their fair

share in supporting the local school systems.

When you can do things in rural communities to
strengthen the overall economy then there are others
that can share in the funding through the taxes that

they are paying into those local communities in

‘supporting the local schools. So farmers benefit from

having a strong rural economy, though ecodomy in the
rural community benefits from having a strong farm

économy.
And they reaily are very much intertwined.

¢: And this is where technology ties those communities
together as well so that the farmers can stay out in
the remote‘areas and produce the food and fiber we
need, we still need access:to medical services, to
education.services and a lot of the«work you've done

has been in that area.

A: It has been, yes farmers need health care and

education and other services in their communities as

11,



00:12:28:21

00:12:47:02

00:13:12:29 "

ORAL HISTORY WITH JILL LONG THOMPSON
UNDER SECRETARY, RURAL DEVELOPMENT

well as anybody else. And sometimes it's more

‘difficult and more expensive to try to provide those

services in the rural communities. And ‘even those
there's others, ﬁhere's a strong will and a strong
commitment in é rural community, sometimes there has to
be soﬁe kind of partnérsﬁip or assistanée coming from

the federal government.

We seem to have'élways understood that well when it
comes to urban centers that are large population
centers, buf I'm not sure that it's always been as
widely accepted that there has to be this relationship

between federal resources and federal programs and

- rural communities.

And also rural communities while they face the same
challenges as urban communities and those challenges
include safety and good iaw enforcement and good heaith
care and good education and so forth. ' How we achieve
those kinds of things is different in rural communities

because people are spread further apart.

And so sometimes you just’have greater challenges in

12
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getting those services made available to the families

that live in rural communities.

00:13:19:17~ Q: Many of the things you're talking about are quality

of life issues for rural Americans.

00:13:21:29 ~ A: They are quality of life issues, but they are very
imﬁch tied into economic issues and when the quality of
life and the economy is strong in rural America, then

we are stronger in overall ‘America.

00:13:35:20 Q: I know that you've'been interested in agricultural
concentration from a siightly different viewpoint and

ways to help solve that. Talk about that.

00:13:42:26 Q: Well over the vears wé have seen industrialization
in agriculture>and.while‘thaﬁ induétﬁialization has
occurred we have still remained very competitive on the
production>side or the supply side; but we‘ye-become
highly concentréted on the bﬁying aﬁd the pfoce§sing

side.

00:14:01:25 - And that puts farmers at a real disadvantage. TIf

13
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you're one of a couple million farmers here in the
country selling to one or twovbuyers, then you really
don't have much leveragé to negotiate a very price-and
each farmer tends to work individualiy with the buyer

or the processor.

And I believe that the..; that part of the solution to
empbwering farmers to get a fair price is through -the
usé of associations and co-ops that are farmer-owned
and controlled. And so we have been pretﬁy aggressive
at USDA Rural Development in the rural business |
cooperative service in trying to encourage and provide
incentives for farmers to use associations and cCo—-0OpSs
to become more effective and more powerful in the food

chain.

©: And I believe your business loan 'program, business

and industry loan program has supported that notion?

A: It has, the business and industry loan guarantee

program is a program that can be used for rural
businesses to borrow money from local lending

institutions but then we at USDA Rural Development will

14
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guarantee a portion.of that 'loan.

So it makes i£ possible for businesses to get loaﬁs in
their community that they miéht‘not otherwise be able
to because they may be borro@ing from a small bank that
would be going beyond its lending limit fo; exémple.
It's not é.risk reduction prﬁgram, it is.a progrém that

expands opportunity in rural communities.

But the business and industry loan guarantee program we
have worked to encourage fafmers té use that program
for nét production agriculture, but for value-added and
for marketing purposes. And we've also Qsed that
piogram for farmers tobbuy co-op stocké'so that they
can borrow money - to buy the stocks that make'thém |
owners of a co-op and then we guarantee a pértion of

that loan.

Q: As Under Secretary for Rural Development you've

discovered a few policies that you wanted changéd. One

had to do with how Native Americans were able to get

involved in some of your programs.

15
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A: Yes, I felt it Qas very iméo;tant that when we are
working with Native American communitiesuthat if there
is some kind of construction that's taking place for
example of ‘a water system or a sewer system, that
Native Americans ﬁave the ability to contract and to be

a part of that construction.

Because ﬁhat then creates jobs in the private sector
and.so I implemented TARO or USDA rural development

which gives fhe Native American community basically the .
same rights as any other local government, whether it

be a small town or a county or whatever.

- And I'm very, very proud of that. I'm also very proud

of other accomplishments in the area of USDA rural
development working with Native American communities.
We have substantially increased our partnering with

Native American communities all across the country.
And as a result of that we are seeing real growth and

sustainable kind of growth taking place in communities

that simply felt forgotten and left out for many years.

16
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Q: While you were in Congress you looked at areas of
government waste and you began to practice some of the
things you léarned when you came to the Department.

One of those was a centralization of loan servicing.

A: Yes, I'm alSo‘very proud of our accomplishment of
centralizing the servicing of our single family housing
loans and we now have state-of-the-art équipment and

technology that allows us to service loans. that are

made through our fieldvoﬁfices across the country by...

The loans are made by our employees that work in rural
communities, their offices are in rural communities,
but when~itAcoﬁes to servicing the loans,-we are much
more efficient and cost effective because the loans afe
serviced from a centralized center located in St.

Louis.

And we have had tremendous success, not only have we
reduced the cost of servicing, we have reduced the
delinquencies of the loans to an all time low in the
history of the progtamh And I am just so proud of how

our employees have been so innovative and have worked

17
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to make this new approach work effectively.

00:18:36:25 And it-works'effectively for the borrowers who are now
homeowners and it's also working effective for the

taxpayers because we're saving money.

OQ:18:44:15 Q: Aﬁd it does take some time té accomplish things like
yéu’re talking‘abouﬁ and having beén.here for five
| years now,«as:you look back at some of the goals you
had coming in, are you still working on Sche of those,
are you pretty much up to the top of the.gréde iﬁ some

of the scorecards you set for yourself?

00:19:02:23 . A: I'm never satisfied aﬁd I think that's probably not
. | a bad thing. I think that we can continue to work to
improve to be more efficient and to énsﬁre that our
employees havé the technology that they need to do

their jobs to the best of their ability.

00:19:21:05 But probably the 6ne area where I am quite proud of
what we've accomplished but believe that there is a
long way to go is in the area of farmer-owned co-ops

and assqciations. And so I want to make sure that at

18
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the Department of Agriculture that we have some things

institutionalized'so that we can continue to work with

" farmers across the country to hélp them through

providing technical assistance and other assistance
that allows them to truly take better control of the

marketplace.

Q: So it is a continual growth situation you see for

them?

A: I do see this continual growth, I think there is
much more that we can db today, but I alsoc think that
the future of production agriculture, the success of
individual farmers really does rest on a number of
factors including their ability £o work togethef and to
become more‘powerful as co-op and association entities
dealing with fhis highly concentrated buying and

processing side of the food chain.

Q: I suspect in some of theythings you waﬁted te do,
you engaged in a certain amount -of resistance from both
employées and Congress and that sort of thing. How did

you deal with that, I guesé you're job becomes much of

19
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a negotiator?

A: Well do you know that I think thatkprobably the best
way to convince people of something is to make sure the
lines of communication ére open and to give everybody
an opportunity to express what theirvconcerns‘are; that
what their reservations are. |
™ ‘ .

And then often times you find that they have concerns
that are sovvélid and were overlooked or not recognized
as méjbr even though they can be. And so when you open
those lines of communication that's when you get your

bést input on how to resolve the differences.

And so I've think we've been, I think we've been quite

successful.

Q: Continuing to live in a rural community must give

you some unusual feedback?
A: It does and I live, as I said, my husband and I live

on a farm in Northern Indiana. My husband just

finished up spending four years on our local school

20
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‘board and so between what he has done there and what I

do here and our being on the farm together, at least on
weekends, I do here from people in various walks of

life in rural communities.

Some in agriculture, some not directly involved in
agriculture that has really been of.vaiue. But I‘ve 
also learned a lot from éeople all across the countfy
and in particular I have been §ery iméressed by local
elected officials and business people in small towns

and rural communities across the country.

Because that's where I have found some of the greatest
ideas, the newest innovative ideas come from in terms'

of how we can better serve the rural communities. of our

country.

Q: Building partnerships with them?

‘A: Partnerships are critical. The days of believing

that the federal government can come into any community

whether it's rural or urban or suburban and.tell that

~community this is what you need to do and this is how

s

21
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you need to get to this objective, those days are well

behind us.

I think our programs can only be successful when there

~are partnerships that are built between us and state

and local governments and the private sector for a

number of reasons, but in particular you have to have

buy-in from the people who,are'utilizing a program.

And if they don't believe something's going to work and

they're the ones who are responsible for making sure it

works, well then it's not going to. And frankly they
are much more knowledgeable about how tcAmake‘something
work in their commdnity then we could ever be from our

posts here in Washington, DC.

Q: Is it poSsible for you to highlight one or two

really critical accomplishments'that you feel have been

done during your tenure here?
A: Well I think the reorganization and the re-invention

o government at USDA including what we've done at

Rural Development, I think that is one of my proudest

22
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accomplishménts because I algo come from a business
backgrounq and I think‘that while government is.
different then the’privaée sector because you have
different objectives and different goals, that you can
use very soﬁnd business principles to better manage our

programs in the federal government.

And I'm very proud of that. I'm very proud of what
we've done with the’éentralized servicing center of our
single~family housing loans and I'm also proud of what
we've accomplished through the rural business |
cooperative service and the work that,wefve done with
farmers to provide infofmation and technical assistance

and‘encourage at least the thinking of forming'farmer

“owned co-ops and associations.

And I'm also precud of the work we've done to actually
make some of those come to fruition. It takes awhile
from the point of thinking about putting a co-op.
together and actually QQttingAthat Co-op up and
running. I've been here only five years and generélly
it‘s»going‘to take five‘yearsbor more to go from the

idea stage to the actual implementation stage.
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00:24:31:28 But we have a number of.farmers who are somewhere
| _between thinking about and actually getting something
implemented. And I think that's going to make a huge
difference in produétion agriculturé in rural

communities across the country.

00:24:41:27 Q: During this time here any special memories that

you'll take with you?

00:24:46f28‘ A: Well I think probably the special memory is more of
| a general kiﬁd of memory if you will. And it is I will
always remembér the local elected officials and
bﬁsiness'people across the country.and our employees
across the country who have provided me with so much
insight and have made me a much moré knowledgeable

person.
00:25:15:21 And I think that even the way I think has changed as a
result of the people that I have encountered through

this job.

00:25:23:18 Q: Thank you very much Jill Long Thompson, Under
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Sécretary for Rural Development for being with us to

talk about your tenure today.

- 00:25:30:00 A: Thank you.

00:25:30:16 Q: I'm Larry Quinn with the Office of Communications at
the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Washington.

&

END OF TAPE
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