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FARM BILL 2023: RURAL DEVELOPMENT AND 
ENERGY PROGRAMS 

TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 15, 2022 

U.S. SENATE, 
COMMITTEE ON AGRICULTURE, NUTRITION, AND FORESTRY, 

Washington, DC. 
The Committee met, pursuant to notice, at 10:03 a.m., in room 

328A, Russell Senate Office Building, Hon. Debbie Stabenow, 
Chairwoman of the Committee, presiding. 

Present: Senators Stabenow, Leahy, Brown, Klobuchar, Bennet, 
Gillibrand, Smith, Durbin, Booker, Luján, Boozman, Hoeven, 
Ernst, Hyde-Smith, Marshall, Tuberville, Grassley, Thune, and 
Fischer. 

STATEMENT OF HON. DEBBIE STABENOW, U.S. SENATOR 
FROM THE STATE OF MICHIGAN, CHAIRWOMAN, U.S. COM-
MITTEE ON AGRICULTURE, NUTRITION, AND FORESTRY 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, good morning and welcome to all 

the committee members back to our committee room. This is a very 
historic room, and we are so glad to have the opportunity to be 
back, particularly for our opening hearing here in D.C. on a Farm 
Bill title. 

We want to welcome Under Secretary Torres Small. We want to 
welcome all of our witnesses. 

I do want to say that it is Under Secretary Torres Small’s birth-
day, so we did this particularly to celebrate your birthday today. 
Happy birthday to you. If anyone wants to break out in song, feel 
free. 

It really is wonderful to have you here today to review the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture’s Rural Development and Energy pro-
grams as we prepare for the 2023 Farm Bill. 

I also want to begin by thanking my Ranking Member, Senator 
Boozman, for his partnership and continuing the bipartisan process 
for the 2023 Farm Bill and congratulations on your reelection last 
week. I was mentioning to you that we were waiting on bated 
breath, everybody holding their breath, but you came in early. You 
were like right there, winning overwhelmingly, so congratulations. 
I really look forward to continuing to work with you on the Com-
mittee. 

This is the first of what will be a series to review titles of the 
Farm Bill and to hear from those in farm country about the needs 
of our rural communities. We started this process earlier this year 
with field hearings in Michigan and Arkansas, where we heard 
from people on the ground what was working for them and what 
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is not. We all know that the Farm Bill is a jobs bill, and that is 
what we are in part here to talk about today. 

The Rural Development and Energy Titles of the Farm Bill cre-
ate good-paying jobs in rural communities like my hometown in 
Clare, in northern Michigan, and improve the quality of life for 
rural families. Every American deserves a great quality of life, no 
matter where they live. Rural communities trust USDA Rural De-
velopment to help them with critical community infrastructure 
projects from broadband to water, clean electricity to small busi-
ness lending. 

We all know that rural prosperity starts with reliable access to 
broadband. Investments in the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, 
which was enacted actually a year ago today, signed by President 
Biden a year ago today, has us well on our way to ensuring that 
every American has access to broadband, and the USDA must re-
main a key partner in that effort. Rural customers should not ac-
cept second-rate broadband service, including slower speeds and 
fewer choices than their urban counterparts. 

Last month alone, the Biden-Harris administration awarded $59 
million to connect over 5,000 rural Michigan residents to high- 
speed internet. Think of the difference this connection will make 
for our small businesses who are connecting to customers, our stu-
dents who are doing their homework, and our families who are see-
ing a doctor, attending community meetings remotely, and staying 
connected with family and friends. 

I look forward to hearing the recommendations from our wit-
nesses today about how we can create a long-term broadband pro-
gram in the next Farm Bill that ensures rural Americans have af-
fordable and reliable service. 

In addition to broadband service, USDA Rural Development and 
their partner organizations are sources of reliable capital to grow 
rural small businesses. Think about the young entrepreneur who 
is finally able to launch her small business thanks to affordable fi-
nancing from USDA Rural Development. Our rural economies de-
pend on these small businesses, and USDA Rural Development 
plays a key role in improving access to capital and other support. 

As I always say, in Michigan, we grow things and make things; 
that is what drives our economy. Biobased products combine both. 
These products create new markets for our Nation’s farmers while 
reducing our dependence on foreign oil. From the seats and the cup 
holders in our great Michigan-made vehicles to some of the clothes 
we wear, biobased products replace plastics often made with petro-
leum. That helps create markets for our farmers, keeps manufac-
turing jobs here at home, and addresses the climate crisis as well. 
I look forward to hearing recommendations on ways to improve the 
BioPreferred program while continuing to build our Nation’s bio-
economy. 

Also, rural communities and our Nation’s farmers are on the 
frontlines of the climate crisis, as we know, but they are also our 
best partners in stopping it in its tracks. The climate crisis will 
continue to threaten our rural way of life, and we must ensure 
communities have the tools they need to be leaders in addressing 
its impacts. 
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Programs like the Rural Energy for America Program (REAP) 
give farmers opportunities to decrease their operating costs and be-
come energy efficient while reducing emissions. Also, rural utilities, 
including rural electric co-ops, are on the frontline, cutting edge of 
renewable energy technology and depend on USDA Rural Develop-
ment as a reliable financing partner. 

The next Farm Bill is also an opportunity to address unique 
challenges that have arisen in the past few years. Across the Fed-
eral Government, there are over 400 programs open to rural com-
munities for infrastructure and community development, spanning 
13 Federal departments. Part-time and volunteer local government 
officials cannot, and should not, be expected to hire expensive con-
sultants just to complete complex Federal applications. USDA has 
a responsibility to lead Federal coordination for rural communities 
and provide the necessary technical assistance. Our rural commu-
nities need simplified applications and assistance from community 
partners to develop comprehensive, economic development strate-
gies. Both titles present bipartisan opportunities to not just ad-
dress challenges rural communities face but also to enhance the 
strengths that make them great places to live. 

I look forward to hearing from our witnesses today about their 
goals for the next Farm Bill. I ask unanimous consent to enter into 
the record statements from the Rural Network, the Housing Assist-
ance Council, the Rural Community Assistance Partnership, the 
National Cooperative Business Association, the Alternative Fuels 
and Chemicals Coalition, and BIO. Without objection, so ordered. 

[The following documents can be found on pages 94–140 in the 
appendix.] 

Chairwoman STABENOW. I now will turn to Ranking Member 
Senator Boozman for his opening remarks. 

STATEMENT OF HON. JOHN BOOZMAN, U.S. SENATOR FROM 
THE STATE OF ARKANSAS 

Senator BOOZMAN. Well, thank you, Madam Chair, and I am 
pleased to join with you in welcoming our colleagues and witnesses 
to today’s hearing. 

I am delighted that we have returned to our historic hearing 
room. Our hearing room is very different from the other hearing 
rooms in the Senate. Instead of a dais, we have a table. Rather 
than sitting apart, we sit across from one another. Portraits of our 
predecessors remind us that we are part of a long tradition of 
working together to serve our Nation’s farmers, ranchers, and for-
est landowners, rural communities, and those who are hungry. I 
believe the room is set in this way on purpose as a reminder that 
the work of this Committee is too important and impacts too many 
people’s lives for us not to be able to look each other in the eye and 
reach across the table to serve our fellow Americans. 

Americans have been through a lot since the last time we gath-
ered to write a Farm Bill. The pandemic, record-high inflation, 
breakdowns in the supply chain, the war in Ukraine, floods, 
droughts, tornadoes, hurricanes, wildfires have tested us all. That 
is a lot. 

Rural America was not sheltered from any of these challenges. 
In fact, in many ways, the impact on rural America was greater. 
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Just ask any parent living in a rural American setting about the 
challenge of schooling their children from home during the pan-
demic without internet access or ask the rural hospitals struggling 
to keep their doors open and continue to serve their community 
while navigating the unprecedented effects of the pandemic. 

The next Farm Bill will be informed by these experiences. As we 
develop the next Farm Bill, I believe our clear focus should be on 
rural America. How do the programs and the policies of the Federal 
Government help or hurt life in rural America? Because if one part 
of America is not living up to its potential, then all of America is 
held back. 

Today’s hearing on Rural Development and Energy programs is 
the perfect way to kick off our Committee’s title-by-title review of 
the 2018 Farm Bill. As an agency, Rural Development can provide 
loans and grants to basically build a community from the ground- 
up. The range of assistance it offers is vast: from water, sanitation, 
electricity, and broadband to loans for small businesses’, financing 
for cooperatives’, and grants for community facilities’ rural develop-
ment. All of that is a tremendous resource. 

As we review the mission area’s programs, we must redouble our 
efforts to make them more accessible. A professional grant writer 
should not be necessary for communities to be successful appli-
cants. Additionally, I think it is important that we learn how re-
quirements from Rural Development and other agencies are mak-
ing projects more expensive and less timely. 

I appreciate each of the witnesses joining us today, Under Sec-
retary Torres Small and especially the experts testifying on the sec-
ond panel. Thank you for taking time from your families and your 
jobs and traveling to be with us today. Your perspective is vitally 
important as we consider how to make Rural Development work 
better for our communities. I look forward to hearing from each of 
you. 

Again, thank you, Madam Chair, for holding today’s hearing, and 
I look forward to working with you and our colleagues on the next 
Farm Bill. With that, I yield back. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much. Before we turn to 
our witnesses, I want to take just a moment to recognize a very 
special member of the Committee, Senator Patrick Leahy, former 
Chairman and Ranking Member of the Committee. His work was 
guided by the same bipartisan principles that Senator Boozman 
and I are working hard to uphold and bring to the Committee with 
all the members. 

Senator Leahy’s agricultural work is really legendary. He is the 
father of the organic Farm Bill, enacted over 30 years ago, which 
has created a $60 billion industry. He has been a leader on con-
servation initiatives which we know are so important. He is the au-
thor of the Farm to School program, which has been an over-
whelming success, and anyone familiar with dairy policy knows 
that our Nation’s family dairy farms have had no greater champion 
than Senator Patrick Leahy. 

I know how much Vermont will miss you. I know this Committee 
will miss you. I know the Senate will miss you. I would like to rec-
ognize you for a few comments today. 
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Senator LEAHY. Well, thank you, and I will try to keep them 
brief, Madam Chair. Of course, you and Senator Boozman are two 
of my closest friends, and I think it is an example of what this 
Committee is like, that people form friendships across the aisle and 
we work together. 

I have been a member of the Committee for 48 years, before most 
of you were born. Since I was elected in 1974, I have helped to 
write nine Farm Bills, I have overseen the creation of programs 
that, as you mentioned, have helped farmers and food systems and 
consumers alike, and I have been proud to bring what were born- 
in-Vermont back to D.C. and across the country. 

Now I would say when I first came here and they asked what 
committees you want to go on, I was the junior-most member of the 
Senate. There were 99 Senators because there had been a tied race 
that they had to do over again, and I was number 99. By the time 
I came in with my requests, what committees I was to have, it was 
kind of like, ‘‘Okay, kid, what do you want?’’ and I said, ‘‘Well, first 
and foremost, I want to be on the Agriculture Committee.’’ 

I remember Senator Kennedy saying, ‘‘Well, that is easy. That is 
the easiest committee to get on, but it is the hardest one to get off.’’ 
Well, I have not wanted to get off. I have been here for 48 years, 
and what I found in writing Farm Bills and all, this Committee 
really represents the best of the Senate because we work together 
in a bipartisan way. 

When I first—back when I finally became Chair, I set up a series 
of hearings around the country on a Farm Bill coming up. I would 
do one in a Republican’s State and have them chair the hearing; 
I would do one in a Democrat’s State and have a Democratic mem-
ber chair the hearing. We went to several of the States represented 
here on the Committee now during that, and it was important be-
cause we helped make healthy food accessible to everyone. 

I authored the Hunger Prevention Act, improved Child Nutrition 
and Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Programs (SNAP), other 
hunger relief, funding for Special Supplemental Nutrition Program 
for Women, Infants, and Children (WIC), providing milk to low-in-
come students, funded school breakfast programs, encouraged or-
ganic foods in school lunch, expanded WIC in farmers market, pro-
moted healthy eating habits for children through the Better Nutri-
tion and Health for Children Act, but these things I was able to 
do because I could work with both Republicans and Democrats. No-
body was out trying to claim credit. We just got it done. 

In 2010, the Healthy, Hunger-Free Kids Act, which created the 
Farm to School program, which brought locally grown food into 
schools. 

Yes, Madam Chair, I did talk about Vermont now and then, and 
I was talking with a former Chair of this Committee, Pat Roberts, 
yesterday. We were having fond remembrances of it. He did recall 
me on some of markups when I would say, ‘‘I have a little thing 
involving dairy.’’ Then he would go, ‘‘Oh, God.’’ But we worked. 

Look what we did with small-and mid-sized farms, integral not 
just to Vermont but your own State of Michigan and many other 
States. A lot of these I will put in the record, but I hope some of 
these things—the Dairy Margin Coverage program seems to be 
working. I hope it will be renewed and improved in the next Farm 
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Bill. In 2018, I advocated to bring one of the Regional Dairy Busi-
ness Innovation Centers to Vermont. Now it serves the entire 
Northeast. 

One of my proudest achievements as Chairman of the Agri-
culture Committee, in 1990, was when I authored the Organic 
Foods Production Act which established the USDA Organic pro-
gram. Some called it a crunchy granola sideshow and, probably just 
to humor me, let it go through. The crunchy granola sideshow is 
now a $58 billion industry. Fifty-eight billion. Some crunchy. 

I am proud to have my portrait up here with both Republicans 
and Democrats, all of whom are close friends although I would note 
Dick Lugar, he followed me as Chair of the Committee. He was 
Ranking Member when I was Chair. We were always either sitting 
at his house or mine. We lived near each other. We would go over 
the agenda before a meeting and make sure that no surprises and 
we were all agreed on it, and we had done that before the first 
committee meeting he had as Chair. 

He went through the agenda, and then he said, ‘‘I have one other 
item, and I have not talked with Senator Leahy about this, and I 
do not really want to let him vote on it.’’ I am like, this is not like 
Dick. Everybody chuckling around the table. He had talked with 
everybody else here. 

At that time, you could not have a picture of a chair in the com-
mittee room if they were still serving, unlike the House. He had 
a resolution to change the Senate rules and to put my portrait up 
there. He said, ‘‘All those in favor, say aye,’’ and I did not even get 
a word. ‘‘Okay, it is a unanimous aye with one abstention,’’ and 
that is the way—that is the kind of relationship we had. 

Thank you, Madam Chair, for letting me be here. I may have 
been told it is the hardest—I mean, the easiest to get on, hardest 
to get off. I am delighted I have served the longest of any com-
mittee I have been in on this Committee because this is a com-
mittee that shows the Senate working Republicans and Democrats 
the way it should, the way it has, and the way I hope it will in 
the future. Thank you very much. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, thank you very much. Thank you. 
[Applause.] 
Chairwoman STABENOW. I know that Senator Boozman would 

like to add. 
Senator BOOZMAN. Well, as Ranking Member representing our 

side and myself, I just want to thank you. Your career has been 
remarkable. You have written more legislation than anybody, I 
think, probably as has been on this Committee, and that is all 
great. Again, I can remember the first day I was here Senator 
Leahy grabbed me and said, welcome to the Committee, went out 
of his way. I was very junior, the most junior member then, and 
he was a big dog that did not have to do that. Those things are 
important. 

I think Senator Leahy is really the classic example of being able 
to disagree without being disagreeable, and the good news is that 
really has been what this Committee is all about and we want to 
continue in that effort. We do thank you for your service. We ap-
preciate your friendship, and then we also appreciate your better 
half by far. 
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Chairwoman STABENOW. Yes. 
Senator LEAHY. I hear that a lot. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Yes. You will always be with us. All 

right. Well, thank you so much. We are so glad you are here and 
that we could say, in person, thank you for your incredible leader-
ship on these issues. 

As we move forward, I know Senator Thune has to leave before 
the second panel, and I believe you have a witness that you want 
to introduce. I am going to let you go ahead if you would like to 
say a few comments about your witness, and then we will proceed 
with the Under Secretary. 

Senator THUNE. Thank you, Madam Chair. I look forward to get-
ting into this Farm Bill year, and I also want to complement the 
Senator from Vermont on an extraordinary record of accomplish-
ment on this Committee. 

Although agriculture in Vermont is different in some respects 
than agriculture in South Dakota, people have to eat, and that is 
why this is not a Republican or Democrat issue; this is an Amer-
ican issue. We not only feed our country, but we help feed the 
world. Having good, strong programs in place that incentivize and 
make sure that we are dealing with the challenges that are faced 
by people who are in production and agriculture in this country is 
the charge of this Committee, and I know everybody here takes 
that seriously and nobody more so than the Senator from Vermont. 
Congratulations, Senator Leahy, on your extraordinary career here 
and on this Committee. 

By the way, as I was looking at that handsome devil up there, 
is that a mustache or are my eyes failing me? 

Senator LEAHY. No. 
Senator THUNE. I guess not, okay. 
Senator THUNE. Yes, well, Senator Hoeven is our resident on 

that. 
Let me just thank you for the opportunity to do this. On the sec-

ond panel today, you are going to hear from Denny Law. He is the 
General Manager and CEO of Golden West Telecommunications 
out in Wall, South Dakota, but they serve a very large part of 
South Dakota. He has been incredibly instrumental in high-speed 
internet services, broadband services available to people all across 
South Dakota, and it has been a pleasure to be able to—he has tes-
tified many times in front of the Commerce Committee when I 
chaired that Committee and then subsequent to that. 

Not only is he a—and by the way, his wife Bonnie is with him 
here today. Not only is he a great leader on these issues for South 
Dakota and for the country but also is an extraordinary human 
being, and I am grateful for—he has got two great sons, Andrew 
and Nathan, one of whom is a State champion hurdler multiple 
times, and also comes not too far from my area. His hometown, 
where he lives now, is about a little over an hour away from where 
I grew up. 

Even my dad, who lived to be almost 101, he was there in his 
home until almost the end, about a year. We moved him out of 
there. Denny was always very kind to stop, say hi to him, and at 
a time, you know, when you are kind of in that stage of life where 
you do not have a lot of people around. That meant a lot to me and 
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my family, and I think it speaks to the kind of character and cal-
iber of individual he is. 

I am delighted to have him and Bonnie here today and look for-
ward to—and this Committee will, too, I think, benefit immensely 
as we look at the Rural Development aspect of the Farm Bill and 
the things that they have done at Golden West and the successes 
that they have had. 

Thank you for that opportunity, Madam Chair, and with that, I 
will yield back. Thank you. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much, and we look for-
ward to hearing from your witness today. Thank you so much. 

Now I want to recognize Senator Ben Ray Luján to introduce our 
Under Secretary Torres Small. 

Senator LUJÁN. Thank you to our Chair and to our Ranking 
Member as well for this honor. As the Agriculture Committee be-
gins to develop and shape the next Farm Bill, it is my honor and 
privilege to introduce my friend, Under Secretary for Rural Devel-
opment at the United States Department of Agriculture, Xochitl 
Torres Small. 

I would also like to join you, Chair, in wishing Xochitl a happy 
birthday and to thank her for sharing this special day with us on 
the Committee. I hope that you get some family time after this. 

While today is Xochitl’s birthday, I want to take a second to 
share with the Committee all the gifts she has given to our State, 
in New Mexico, to our country, and as one of our fiercest advocates 
in rural America. It is really who she is. Her passion and deter-
mination have been an ongoing inspiration, and she quickly earned 
the respect of our colleagues on both sides of the aisle due to her 
drive to make real progress, and I hope you all feel that as well. 

In her current role as Under Secretary for Rural Development at 
USDA, she oversees loans and grants to provide infrastructure im-
provements, business development, affordable ho using, community 
facilities such as schools, public safety, and health care, and high- 
speed internet access in rural, tribal, and high poverty areas. 

During her leadership, USDA Rural Development secured $2 bil-
lion to support rural broadband through the Bipartisan Infrastruc-
ture Law, a historic achievement codified into law exactly 1 year 
ago today, something I am very proud of. Thank you all. 

Torres Small has earned the trust of thousands of Americans 
who have been the direct beneficiaries of her passion and deter-
mination, her incredible ability to listen and to act. 

I know that I will learn today from your testimony as I always 
learn from you, Xochitl. Thank you again for being with us today, 
the happiest and most blessed birthday. 

Please help me welcome Xochitl Torres Small. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much, Senator Luján. 
Under Secretary Torres Small, you are recognized for five min-

utes. Welcome. 

STATEMENT OF THE HONORABLE XOCHITL TORRES SMALL, 
UNDER SECRETARY FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT, UNITED 
STATES DEPARTMENT OF AGRICULTURE, WASHINGTON, D.C. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you very much, Chairwoman Stabe-
now, Ranking Member Boozman, the great Senator Luján from the 
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great State of New Mexico, and members of the Committee. Thank 
you for the opportunity to come before you today as you prepare 
for the next Farm Bill. 

The Farm Bill presents Congress with an opportunity to 
strengthen how Rural Development supports rural people who con-
tribute to our Nation’s nutrition, agriculture, forestry, and overall 
economy, so they can thrive in the places they want to call home. 
I know you will have many more discussions across the Depart-
ment regarding how to ensure that families have enough food on 
the table, how to support producers with the tools they need to 
combat extreme weather, and access more and better markets, and 
how to invest in rural resiliency and prosperity. 

I am honored to be at this table with each of you and particularly 
with Senator Leahy for one of his last hearings and the first Senate 
hearing on the Farm Bill because rural people, small towns, and 
tribal communities provide the water, energy, food, recreation, and 
culture that benefit all of America. 

Now because all of us know and appreciate rural places across 
our country, we may each have our favorite Rural Development pri-
orities, and I believe the best way to approach our Rural Develop-
ment wish list and to honor rural people is to work together to 
strengthen Rural Development, to make it truly the Rural Develop-
ment that rural people deserve. 

When Rural Development is at its best, we are doing three key 
things. One is responding to a clear, local vision through partner-
ships, two, making it easy for communities to access our support 
no matter where they are, and three, addressing local challenges 
effectively through modern, resilient infrastructure. 

I mention responding to a local vision first because it is a great 
place to start. It is also important to check in, and it is a great way 
to finish any project. Our newest program, the Rural Partners Net-
work, was designed with this local vision in mind, and the feedback 
so far from our pilot communities is outstanding. 

Through Rural Partners Network, after, for example, extreme 
flooding in eastern Kentucky, we were able to deepen our relation-
ships with local housing providers. We were able to listen to the 
challenges and then quickly respond, to exercise flexibilities in our 
regulations, and we were able to work with EPA on closing the 
wastewater access gap, also with Rural Water Association, which 
you will hear from later, as well as the State, in order to respond 
to some of the key, longstanding challenges the communities are 
facing. This place-based work is helping build the front door to 
Federal Government that rural people deserve. 

As several of you have noted in earlier hearings, rural people 
also deserve ease of access through streamlined applications and 
technical assistance which help communities get support no matter 
how small or understaffed they are. Easier access to Federal sup-
port is, at its core, about modernizing Rural Development. That 
means improving our own internal infrastructure so we can help 
rural communities build their infrastructure. It includes updating 
our technology, our system, and having enough people on the 
ground. It also means increasing our ability to be flexible in our 
programs. 



10 

Emergency Rural Health Care Grants have shown us what is 
possible when we do have flexible programs. One of the most touch-
ing examples I saw was a hospital in New Hampshire, which chose 
to focus on the pandemic’s impact on mental health. What they did 
is they hired local workers to do outreach to people experiencing 
challenges in recovery and specifically women. In response to their 
needs, the hospital is now building a space where moms can live 
with their kids even as they work on their sobriety. That is the 
flexible type of programming that responds to a pandemic and 
plans for more resiliency in the future. 

When it comes to responding to the challenges of a local commu-
nity, what we are hearing across the country are two key words, 
energy and infrastructure, including high-speed internet. I am al-
ways struck how working on those things truly defines the impact 
for the next generation of rural America. 

There was a young boy in Georgia who used to get teased be-
cause he had to do his homework at a local Chick-fil-A. He came 
recently to school and told his classmates, ‘‘I am going to have bet-
ter internet than all of you because Rural Development is coming 
to my home and providing fiber.’’ 

Kids always know; they know what is fair; they now what is eq-
uitable. Rural kids know that they deserve fast internet just as 
much as any city kid. 

When Rural Development is at its best, kids have more opportu-
nities, and they know they matter no matter where they live. When 
Rural Development is at its best, we are lifting up a local vision. 
I know we can agree that when Rural Development is at its best, 
rural people prosper so that all of America can. 

Thank you for having me here today, and I look forward to your 
questions. 

[The prepared statement of Ms. Torres Small can be found on 
page 54 in the appendix.] 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. We will now 
begin a round of five-minute questions. In order to make sure we 
can have everyone ask questions today in both of our panels, let 
us do our best to keep that to five minutes. 

Under Secretary Torres Small, you have talked about the unique 
challenges facing rural America. Could you take a minute to talk 
about how we should address the barriers rural communities face 
when accessing Federal programs, and what do you think are the 
most significant opportunities for rural economies over the next 
five years? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Chairwoman Stabenow, thank you so much 
for that question, and thank you for including in your opening re-
marks just the challenge that is out there. There is this incredible 
opportunity with over 400 programs, as you mentioned, that rural 
folks might be able to apply to out of 13 different government de-
partments, and one of the biggest challenges is navigating that. 

I think it is a dual-sided coin. We have got to strengthen our out-
reach, and Rural Development can be one of the experts at the 
table when it comes to working with rural communities through 
work like the Rural Partners Network, which is really about coordi-
nating all departments in the Federal Government to better re-
spond to rural needs and taking those lessons learned. 
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I talked about eastern Kentucky and trying to rebuild from the 
floods. We identified flexibilities that we did not know were there 
because someone in the Rural Partners Network asked if there was 
more we could do to repair homes. That is the kind of fast response 
that we want to encourage and support all across the Federal Gov-
ernment through that Federal roundtable. 

It is also about building local capacity, so supporting local hous-
ing authorities, supporting local nonprofits, so that they can be 
there on the ground all of the time. I know one of your panelists 
in the next panel will be able to speak to some of the specific work 
that is happening in the State of Michigan and how we can work 
together to build that local capacity. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Absolutely, really important. As you 
know, I have long championed the USDA’s biobased product pro-
grams, including the BioPreferred program, and I was really 
pleased to see that many of the recommendations to improve the 
program that I gave to the President were actually included in the 
recent bioeconomy Executive Order that he issued. 

What actions are you taking to improve the BioPreferred pro-
gram, and how will the Executive Order impact your management 
of this program, and what from that order should Congress con-
sider making permanent? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you so much for your leadership on 
this issue, and you know the power of more and better markets and 
how supporting the bioeconomy, both in terms of biobased fuel but 
also biobased products, can be crucial. I think it was in our first 
meeting together that you shared, with pride, that what you were 
doing in Detroit to use biobased foam for car seats. At my wedding, 
we had biobased silverware or cutlery, just recognizing the wide va-
riety. 

Rural Development has an opportunity to make sure that when 
there is Federal procurement that we are reporting when it is 
biobased and that we are keeping good statistics on that so we 
have benchmarks to grow, also, educating the industry in that it 
is a huge benefit to be able to call out those biobased fuels or those 
biobased products. 

I know that through the Farm Bill we are continuing to work on 
how we might better trace biobased products through NAICS codes 
and working with the Census Bureau to address that as well. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Great. Thank you very much. 
Now we also have—we have given USDA Rural Development the 

responsibility to deploy one of the largest investments in address-
ing the climate crisis and supporting our farmers and our ranchers 
to be able to do that. The recent $14 billion investment in clean en-
ergy builds on the legacy that the Department already has in lead-
ing on rural electricity. Could you talk a little bit more about when 
we can expect USDA to open applications for these programs and 
the status of these programs and how you are doing outreach to 
stakeholders? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. That is such a great question, and I really 
appreciate you talking about the stakeholders because for the 
last—I have been on the job a little over a year, and I have heard 
with such interest from rural electric co-ops, from local farmers, 
from people all across the country, finding ways about how they 
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can help fight climate change in the ways that they know best. It 
truly is farmer-and rural-driven, and this provides a great oppor-
tunity to do that. 

We are excited when it comes to getting the information, getting 
feedback from those. We recently held two conversations with 
stakeholders to get more information about what they were looking 
to see and how the—we want to be—again, I talked about respond-
ing to local ideas and visions. We want to make sure that we are 
responding to those visions as well. We had over 850 participants 
in that outreach. We are tailoring our programs in order to best 
support those local visions. 

We are also working, when it comes to REAP and when it comes 
to Higher Blends Infrastructure Incentive Program (HBIIP), to in-
corporate those funds as quickly as possible, and I am eager to 
work with you and keep you updated on those efforts. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Great. Thank you very much. 
Senator Boozman. 
Senator BOOZMAN. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Again, thank you for being here, and we really do appreciate the 

great work you are doing. 
One of the things that we hear about as we are out and about 

is that sometimes folks are not in the office. Are we back at—what 
kind of strength are we back at? Are people still working from 
home or what percentage are in the office? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. That is a really great question, Senator 
Boozman, and it is something that we are working carefully to 
make sure that we are finding the right balance. As you know, for 
our State and area offices, it is crucial to have people out. That 
means both being in the office, but also so many of the meetings 
happen at a local town council meeting or meeting with a local non-
profit. In fact, a lot of our work is on the road in order to meet and 
work with the people that we see. 

For our State and area offices, they are eligible to telework, but 
they are not eligible to work remotely because it is a demand of the 
job to be able to be out and be accessible. It is something that we 
will continue to do as we identify also places where maybe we can 
reach the community better by being out in community more as op-
posed to being behind a desk. Sometimes—— 

Senator BOOZMAN. Well, so they are eligible to telework, but they 
are not eligible to work remotely? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Folks that are in State and area offices, cor-
rect, sir. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Okay. They are in the office, and they are out 
and about. Very good. Thank you. 

The other thing is—and I am so glad that you really emphasize 
the ability to simplify the application process, and you talked a lot 
about that listed it as one of your—and that is something else that 
we hear a lot about. 

I guess what I am asking is we would like to help you if we need 
to help you with that, but it is problem. You know, an interesting 
statistic would be what percentage of applications that you get are 
written by grant writers, and I would think it is pretty high. That 
is something we really need to fix. 
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The communities that we are talking about, in Arkansas, we 
have got 75 counties; 52 or 53 of them lost population. They do not 
have a whole lot to begin with, and then you start losing those 
turnback dollars. There is simply, not money—you know? They are 
leaving a lot on the table because they cannot afford to come up 
with those kinds of funds for people like that or they do not have 
access to them, period. 

So is that something that we are really—I guess what I would 
like to know is what percentage now, and then I would like to see 
that percentage drop dramatically in the next cycle. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. I will followup with you. I am not sure if it 
is something that we ask on every application, but I will followup 
with you to see if it is. We certainly know that it happens a lot, 
and it also speaks to the level of competition for these grants. 
Right? Communities that have the ability to compete are hiring 
grant writers, and that makes it even harder for folks who are un-
able to do so. 

REAP is an example where a lot of folks depend on a grant writ-
er to write those. These are for farmers. Right? This is not even 
for—this is not a large, high-speed internet project, for example. 

I recently heard about a local farmer who applied for REAP, did 
not get it because he did not have a grant writer, but it was some-
body from the local State office who called and said, ‘‘Hey, I notice 
you did not get it. Do you want to talk through the application?’’ 
By getting that readout, he was then able to go back and apply, 
again without a grant writer, and get it. Now that should not be 
a rare story. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Right. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. It takes the support from folks on the ground 

to be able to make that happen. 
There is also a balance when—you know, I think we will prob-

ably talk about meat and poultry processing, for example. Those 
were tough applications. They included, for example, a feasibility 
study because we have had a lot of questions from Congress about 
how do we make sure it is going last longer than, you know, 10 
years. Sometimes the complexity that we are asking for in an ap-
plication is a response to conversations in Congress about making 
sure that our investment are worthwhile. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Right. Again, the bottom line is that—and I 
know you agree with this totally. I think that is a great story and 
that is how it ought to be all the time, but sadly, sadly, you know, 
people are busy and it does not get done. Hopefully, we can help 
you because that is a major problem. 

Very quickly, tell us—you know, there is all kinds of money for 
broadband floating around out there. You administer a particular 
portion of that. How are you all working in conjunction with the 
others, not only in USDA but throughout the rest of the programs? 
How are you all coordinating so that we are doing the best job that 
we can to spend those dollars most effectively? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Very, very carefully. I mean, it takes coordi-
nation at every level, from participation in the weekly meetings 
with the White House to conversations between our chiefs of staff 
to figure out different timing for applications, for example, or how 
certain awards might impact our review of other awards, to also in-
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formational sessions to State broadband offices that are going to be 
receiving BEAD money from NTIA, as well as State legislators that 
are trying to figure out how to design their funds and fill some of 
the gaps that ReConnect might not fully address. It is something 
that is a constant way of life in Rural Development and something 
we will continue to do. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Thank you. 
Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Senator Klobuchar. 
Senator KLOBUCHAR. Thank you very much. 
Under Secretary, thank you. Happy birthday. I just want to fol-

lowup on Senator Boozman’s first question about the work and re-
mote work, and I am a strong believer that people need to get back 
to the office. I know that based on having an agricultural State 
that many of your employees are probably going around to other 
areas, but I did not—I was not quite listening. I took an interest 
when he asked that question. Could you go over what the percent-
ages are for people back? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. In State and area offices, they are not eligi-
ble to remote work. They can telework, but they have to be in the 
office as part of that telework agreement, and they also have to be 
out in community. 

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Okay. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. That is a thing that we monitor very care-

fully to make sure they are doing that outreach. 
Senator KLOBUCHAR. Right. That was like that before the pan-

demic? 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. We have refined our teleworking agreement 

but not necessarily in response to the pandemic, just recognizing 
that the other thing we have to do is balance a work force that is 
47 percent eligible to retire. How do we keep that institutional 
knowledge in State and area offices? By providing the flexibility 
that we can while still providing a high level service. 

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Okay. Thank you. I will ask Secretary 
Vilsack about the rest of the work force. 

Okay. Let us get going on some other substantive issues. It is 
clear that biofuels and biobased products are key pathways toward 
decarbonizing our economy while lowering gas prices, driving eco-
nomic growth, creating rural jobs. 

Senator Ernst and I have worked together on the Renewable 
Fuel Infrastructure Investment and Market Expansion Act for 
biofuel infrastructure grants. That was recently passed into law. 
We are excited about that. 

Under Secretary, how can investments in biofuel infrastructure 
help farmers and rural communities, and can you just give a brief 
update on the implementation of these programs? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you so much for your interest in 
biofuels, and I am eager to support that. I was actually in your 
State, in Minnesota, talking with someone—who I was talking to 
was the mayor, but he was also a farmer, and he was also a bank-
er. He talked about how, being a farmer, the biofuels industry was 
crucial to him. Being a banker, he sought it as a resilient oppor-
tunity to strengthen all economic development and investments in 
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his community. Then being a mayor, it added to his bottom line in 
tax base because there was recently a bio refinery that located near 
him. His daughter is going to be staying in their small town be-
cause she got a great job at that bio refinery. That is an example 
of the type of opportunity that exists when you expand more and 
better markets. 

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Sure. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. When we talk about the opportunities here, 

of course, we are very excited about IRA and the expansion of 
HBIIP to make sure that we have advanced biofuels, the ability to 
distribute higher blends biofuels all across the country, in the 
places sometimes rural does not have that type of infrastructure, 
to distribute it and get it in your car. 

In addition, we are excited about increased investments in Bio-
Preferred products because we know that part of building a 
biobased economy is limiting the waste and turning that waste into 
another product, whether it is chemicals or advanced biofuels or 
foam for car seats. 

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Okay. Very good. As Co-Chair of the Senate 
Broadband Caucus, I focus on connecting rural areas. As you are 
well aware, with the infrastructure—Bipartisan Infrastructure Bill, 
we put many resources into broadband. Can you talk about the ad-
ditional resources for broadband programs at USDA, and what rec-
ommendations do you have for Congress as we go forward with this 
Farm Bill, with anything more we should be doing on broadband? 
I know a portion of this money, of course, goes through the USDA. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Absolutely. USDA has $2 billion of the Bi-
partisan Infrastructure Law. A point of pride for me is that USDA 
Rural Development was the first entity to actually award funds for 
high-speed internet infrastructure. There are projects that are op-
erating, that are running now, through the Bipartisan Infrastruc-
ture Law that will be providing fiber to homes. 

Part of the reason why there is that success is because we have 
incredible field-based staff, our general field representatives who 
are working in community to help develop proposals. Frankly, the 
decision to make sure that the current investments in high-speed 
internet are both grant and loan, to be able to make sure that we 
are funding projects and stretching funds as far as possible to 
reach the hardest to reach places. 

We are also investing through things like distance learning and 
telemedicine, to making sure that once communities have high- 
speed internet they also have the tools to use it well. 

Senator KLOBUCHAR. You know, one thing I would also add to 
that—and we have done work on this on this Committee—is preci-
sion agriculture, and Senator Wicker and I have been working on 
this. How can—that is part of this as well. As you know, more and 
more farmers are using, and will use, even more advanced equip-
ment, and it helps with everything from droughts on and water 
conservation and other access. Could you talk about how important 
that is and why we need broadband for that? 

Chairwoman STABENOW. I am going to ask you just to be brief 
to keep us on schedule this morning, but an important question. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. We were 100 up/100 down, and I had a farm-
er in Virginia thank us for that build-out speed because the upload 
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for precision agriculture is crucial. As we invest in precision ag, 
making sure that the build-out speed is high enough to support it 
is fundamental to survival for our farmers. 

Senator KLOBUCHAR. Thank you. I will ask questions on the 
record on rural electric co-ops, another good topic. Thank you. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Great. Thanks very much. 
Senator Hoeven. 
Senator HOEVEN. Thanks, Madam Chair. 
Good to see you, Secretary Torres Small. Thanks for coming to 

North Dakota. Since Senator Klobuchar saved me one of my ques-
tions on precision ag, I will help her out on one of hers. 

Let us talk about rural utility services. As you know, in our State 
because you have been there, thanks—and you were out helping us 
with the alternatives to slaughter facilities, which is great. We 
have got more of them going. They have gotten some grants to do 
that. You met with them. Anyway, you were a rock star out there. 
Thank you. 

Now we need to get you back, and you can stop in Minnesota on 
the way if you want, because the same thing. In the rural utility 
services sector, not only our for-profit but our cooperative coal-fired 
electric plants are now instituting carbon capture and storage, and 
as you know, RUS provides a guaranty program. Talk to me about 
that and how you are going to come out and help us utilize it to 
do carbon capture on our facilities, which, by the way, they are al-
ready undertaking. They are already on their way doing it. It is 
very, very exciting. Senator Smith knows about it, too. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Right. I mean, as you know, North Dakota 
was one of the sites where Rural Development has funded a carbon 
capture project specifically capturing—— 

Senator HOEVEN. The one they are working on now will be the 
largest in the world. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. It certainly is something—— 
Senator HOEVEN. We are not talking way out. We are talking 

like in a year. Yes, sorry. Excited about it. And, happy birthday. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator Hoeven, thank you so much. It cer-

tainly is an important technology as we look at our broad menu of 
ways to combat climate change and to increase energy independ-
ence and support resiliency for farmers across the country as well 
as for rural electric co-ops. We will continue to work to identify 
projects that are a smart investment, and as that technology devel-
ops we expect to see more of it. 

Senator HOEVEN. Yes, we would love to get you back and give 
you that tour as well, and while you are there, you could also talk 
about the Community Facilities loan and grant program. You were 
instrumental in helping us with Rugby Heart of North America fa-
cility, which is another community, critical care access facility. 
That is a really important program. We have got a number of rural 
critical access hospitals that have been able to upgrade their facili-
ties, and needed to, because of that program. Talk to me about that 
program a little bit. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. The Emergency Rural Health Care Grants 
are crucial for critical access hospitals to help keep their doors 
open. We provided funds, and they were—it was based on our Com-
munity Facilities Program, which is really flexible, but was even 
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more flexible because it also helped reimburse for previous ex-
penses to keep doors open. We saw a lot of requests from critical 
access hospitals that otherwise may not be operating. 

There is also a technical assistance component. If you are an ex-
isting borrower from Rural Development and are struggling to keep 
your doors open as a rural hospital, you can provide—get support 
with administration decisions to help keep your bottom line and 
keep operational. 

Senator HOEVEN. Yes, and again, I would like to show you some 
of the things going on out there because of that program. It is real-
ly good. You get that people have to be able to access these pro-
grams to do any good, and we really appreciate that. That is the 
mindset that needs to pervade, you know, USDA, and I think you 
are really showing leadership in that respect. 

I guess the last thing I would ask is, in your mind, what is most 
important for Rural Development in the Farm Bill? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Well, I—— 
Senator HOEVEN. I know maybe not one thing, but one or two 

things in general. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. The local vision through partnerships is cru-

cial. Having partnerships on the ground, that community capacity, 
people who are able to apply for those grants, people who are able 
to build homes, right, and do the things that need to actually hap-
pen on the ground, being able to support that is crucial and then 
also supporting a functioning Rural Development, to have more 
flexibility in our programs so that we can respond to—we can take 
the Community Facilities Program and turn it to the Emergency 
Rural Health Care Grants when there is a need for it. We can take 
really flexible platforms and respond to existing needs. 

Senator HOEVEN. Again, thank you. Appreciate it very much, 
Secretary. 

Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Absolutely. Thank you so much. 
Senator Brown. 
Senator BROWN. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Under Secretary Torres Small, welcome. Nice to see you. 
I often say: The best ideas do not come from Washington; they 

come from Ohio. This summer, I started holding roundtables about 
the Farm Bill and what we needed to do. I have done that every 
five years, as I know the Chair has and many others over the last 
decade and a half. I have heard from growers from many different 
sectors of the agricultural economy in Ohio, from apples to cattle, 
maple syrup to dairy, everything in between. 

We know USDA needs to better support local food producers and 
value-added agriculture through processing and marketing oppor-
tunities. Processing equipment, related infrastructure, the lack of 
workable options for small-and mid-sized producers to access af-
fordable capital for equipment and processing needs came up at 
several of these roundtables in my State. How do we expand sup-
port for local processing capacity and value-added agriculture? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator Brown, thank you so much for that 
question and for listening to rural Ohioans. I had the chance to get 
to visit a meat processing plant that received one of our MPPEP 
awards, and it was a really small processor out in the Appalachian 
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part of Ohio who is providing value by focusing on adding labels 
to local meat processors’ meat. This is—they are choosing this op-
tion because it is allowing them to increase their value and also 
sustaining more resilient options when it comes to meat processing 
in general. It was really a neat place—thing to see, and I was not 
surprised because it was a local vision that we were helping to sup-
port. 

When it comes to more options for meat processing, it really does 
provide great value, whether it is reaching a higher cost market or 
whether it is being able to retain a work force that is really proud 
of the work that they do, that has upward mobility in that work 
force system, or whether it means being flexible when there are 
challenging times. 

Senator BROWN. Thank you. Last May, Madam Secretary, you 
joined Senator Smith, who was chairing, a member of this Com-
mittee, chairing a Banking and Housing Subcommittee with Sen-
ator Rounds as the Ranking Member, in which the Subcommittee 
examined the programs of the Rural Housing Service. The Rural 
Housing Service provides critical affordable housing to commu-
nities across the country, about 13,000 families in Ohio. Can you 
talk about the need to preserve and expand affordable rental hous-
ing supported by the Rural Housing Service? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Affordable rental housing is crucial, and our 
portfolio, as you know, is declining. We have about 400,000 rental 
units currently, but by 2050 we will lose over 333,000 of those. 

That is why preservation is crucial, both in terms of making sure 
that that housing stock is good stock, that people are in places they 
deserve, they deserve to have a healthy, clean place to live, but also 
in terms of maintaining rental assistance that right now is tied to 
the debt of those facilities. We also need to expand when it comes 
to investment in construction of new rental properties so that we 
cannot just look at our aging stock but how we invest into the fu-
ture. 

Senator BROWN. How do we do more of that? What do you do, 
and what can we do together, perhaps also with HUD, to kind of 
followup on what Senator Smith has been attempting to do with 
Senator Rounds? How do we build more? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. We are eager to continue to provide technical 
assistance on some efforts that—I appreciate you mentioning Sen-
ator Smith. She has been working hard on this, and we are glad 
to provide more technical assistance on that effort. The preserva-
tion and construction, both of those are crucial. 

Then I would also offer decoupling of rental assistance from the 
debt of the buildings. That way, if it does not need to be refinanced, 
we can just keep the rental assistance available for families. 

Senator BROWN. Last minute or so, talk to me a little bit more 
about the cooperative center for excellence helping to expand coop-
erative research and capacity building. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Cooperatives are an incredible model. I 
mean, they are long-lasting. If you look at whether it is sugar beets 
or your local Federal credit union or rural electric co ops, which we 
have been talking about today, it is a great model. I was in Arkan-
sas recently and saw a grocery store that turned into a worker- 
owned cooperative because the chain was leaving. 
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So it is a great way to be able to respond to challenges, but it 
does take some—again, we are talking technical assistance. How do 
you do the bylaws? How do you create that forum so that people 
can have ownership in whatever they are creating? The coopera-
tive—so we are providing assistance for how to navigate and all 
that red tape in establishing a cooperative. 

Senator BROWN. The technical assistance always comes from you 
or elsewhere also? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. We fund nonprofits that they provide that 
technical assistance in their local communities. 

Senator BROWN. Thank you. 
Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Senator Hyde-Smith. 
Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you, Madam Chairman, very much. 
Thank you for being here today. You are doing a great job of an-

swering the questions and being very articulate. Thank you for 
that. 

I am from Mississippi, and right now we have actually thousands 
of constituents of mine from Clarksdale, Mississippi, and Green-
ville, Mississippi, and other rural hospitals throughout the State, 
and they are living with the fear of uncertainty of their hospital 
closing. It is a reality. In six months from now, if their husband 
has a heart attack or their wife goes into labor or there is some 
type of a medical emergency, they are trying to decide if they are 
going to be able to drive five minutes to their local hospital or a 
100 miles to Memphis or Jackson, Mississippi. 

One of the more common issues that I hear about from the rural 
hospitals is what they refer to as the USDA Rural Development’s 
‘‘Five/Five Review’’ or the ‘‘Five/Five Requirement.’’ They use two 
different terms there, but it is consistent. What we have figured 
out is the ‘‘Five/Five Rule’’ pertains to the Rural Development Di-
rect Loan application, which requires national office approval if the 
hospital has been in existence for less than five years or has not 
operated on a financially successful basis for five years imme-
diately prior to the loan application. 

Whether you are a national bank, community bank or credit 
union, or a lender of last resort, as USDA Rural Development in 
this case, I think we can all agree that there is a need to be a level 
of confidence that loans will be repaid. 

That said, USDA is often referred to as the last lender, the lend-
er of last resort. Hospitals with impeccable balance sheets, they do 
not need our financing, and if they do need something they get it 
somewhere else. They do not get it from USDA. 

So the bottom line is there are rural hospitals in Mississippi and 
across the country that need financing to remain operational, but 
they just cannot get it. The closure of just one hospital means hun-
dreds of jobs and puts an entire community’s lifeline at stake, lit-
erally. USDA or Congress alone cannot eliminate all of the health 
care challenges facing rural America, but I really think that we can 
do better. 

Madam Under Secretary, will you commit to working with this 
Committee and Congress going forward to ensure the 2023 Farm 
Bill provides better opportunities for rural hospitals, or the best 



20 

that they can be, and do you have any thoughts, ideas, or sugges-
tions on how we can make improvements in this area in the next 
Farm Bill? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator Hyde-Smith, thank you so much for 
your advocacy for rural hospitals. Yes, I will commit to providing 
technical assistance to improving our service to rural hospitals in 
your next Farm Bill. It is a passion I think we both share, recog-
nizing that 135 rural hospitals have shut their doors and another 
430-some are at risk of having to close. 

I would also like to followup with you specifically about the 
USDA ‘‘Five/Five Review,’’ and we will make sure my team does so, 
to identify whether it is a statutory requirement or a regulatory re-
quirement because I think you are absolutely right. We have got 
to walk that cautious line of making sure we are making wise in-
vestments but also being there for communities when they need it. 
Sometimes it is also about the speed of that review, and I am 
happy to talk through those specific examples and what that speed 
looks like as well as the national office is reviewing it. 

Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you very much for that, and I have 
one minute left. You mentioned Community Facilities programs 
and the loans and the grants they provide to enhance quality of life 
in rural America. The Mississippi Fairgrounds is a hub for rural 
Mississippians involved in agriculture and livestock, and events 
such as youth livestock shows, Farm Bureau conventions, and ro-
deos are held there each year. I am a former ag commissioner in 
Mississippi and very familiar with this. We also serve as shelters 
for horses and livestock during the hurricane evacuations, which is 
very critical. 

Despite the facts, Rural Development considers the fairgrounds 
ineligible for Community Facilities programs and loans because it 
lies in a populated county and it is one of the most populated coun-
ties in Mississippi, but the fairgrounds provide an essential service 
for rural Mississippians. Every rural county comes to that fair-
grounds to participate. It is those kids who have to deal with the 
facilities that are certainly not up to par, from the wash racks to 
the bathrooms where the kids change clothes to put on their outfits 
to go out there. 

Would Rural Development be open to discussions on expanding 
Community Facilities programs to include facilities that are geo-
graphically outside the rural America but provide essential services 
for all of our rural counties? That is just where the hotels are, and 
that is when you make it to that level. That is everybody, in their 
making up the group that is there, is from rural counties. I am just 
asking your consideration on that. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. I appreciate your advocacy and know how 
important fairgrounds are, being from New Mexico. It is such a 
meeting place. It is a place where you get to celebrate the rural 
character of your home. 

The rural definition is a hotbed. I think we will have more con-
versation about that today, and it certainly is—much of it is stat-
ute. Right? It is Congress’s discretion, and we will enforce, execute 
statutes faithfully. 

It is something that takes a lot of discussion, because part of the 
reason why we are investing in rural communities is to be able to 



21 

strengthen that tax base when people are staying in rural commu-
nities, but also recognizing that we have got to stay flexible. Com-
munity Facilities is one of our most flexible programs, but there 
are still places that are ineligible, and being able to just come to 
an agreement on that can be a challenge. 

Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you so much. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Senator Bennet. 
Senator BENNET. Thanks, Madam Chair. I appreciate it very 

much. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. By the way, we are so happy that you 

are back with us as well. 
Senator BENNET. Thank you. I appreciate that as well. 
Thank you, Madam Under Secretary, for being here today. I 

want to ask you about the Farm Bill, but I do want to note how 
pleased I am that we secured nearly $14 billion in the Inflation Re-
duction Act for rural clean energy programs at USDA, including 
nearly $10 billion for rural electric cooperatives. That funding is 
going to be incredibly important to help cooperatives and other en-
tities across rural Colorado and the country transition to clean en-
ergy and lower energy costs for rural families. 

It is critical that USDA implement these programs swiftly and 
effectively while ensuring that funds can be used in creative, flexi-
ble ways for the greatest benefit for our rural communities. I think 
this is one of the biggest opportunities that is in the Inflation Re-
duction Act, and I just wanted to call everybody’s attention to that 
today. 

From April to October of this year, I hosted 26 Farm Bill listen-
ing sessions across Colorado, and one consistent comment we heard 
over and over again from rural community leaders, businesses, 
farmers, and ranchers of all sizes, was the difficulty in accessing 
USDA programs, including Rural Development grants. These 
grants are exceedingly burdensome for Coloradans to access. We 
should not expect rural leaders, businesses, farmers, and ranchers 
to spend hundreds of hours filling out Federal applications. 

You mentioned this in your opening remarks a little bit. I just 
wonder what USDA can do and what we can do to make sure that 
the next Farm Bill addresses the difficulty of accessing these pro-
grams. Could you just describe in more detail what you are doing? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you for the chance to get into these 
details because it is a lot to untangle. How do we—it is easy to say 
we need more easier access to our programs. Then we have got to 
peel back that onion and say, what does it take to do that? 

We have seen some good examples. We are about to finalize a 
Community Facilities rule that should make some application sys-
tems easier. We are also investing in a new system for a new tech-
nology for our single-family housing application. That is like the 
lowest resourced applicant, right, someone who is applying for an 
affordable home loan. Changing the technology application should 
make it easier so they are not having to do it all written by hand. 
Can you imagine applying for a mortgage written by hand? Being 
able to do it on a platform will make it easier to self-populate some 
of that work. 
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In ReConnect, over the four rounds that we have seen so far, we 
have seen dramatic improvement in terms of how our maps are 
working and interfacing, and we have heard good responses from 
folks about those improvements. 

The next thing that we need to do—and I think the Farm Bill 
is a great opportunity to do that—is to go through what are the 
statutory requirements that actually make an application harder, 
and I would happily provide any technical assistance you might 
have questions for that. 

In doing that, we might also identify sometimes it is our fault; 
it is regulations that are making it harder. Finding ways to ad-
dress that and maybe looking at thresholds, right? If it is under a 
certain amount, recognizing that we have to balance risk as a lend-
er, maybe if it is under a certain cost, we can make certain applica-
tions easier. 

I think there are a lot of tools that we can use to do this, but 
it is going to take getting our hands dirty and getting into the de-
tails. 

Senator BENNET. I mean, I wonder whether it would make sense 
for—if it is really the interaction of what is in legislation and what 
is regulatory, which I am sure it is. I mean, I am not the Chair 
of this Committee, but it would seem to me that putting some of 
your folks together and some of our folks together in a room to ac-
tually figure out what that looks like and what a set of targets 
might be for us to be able to reduce the paperwork, and reduce the 
hours that are spent on these applications. 

None of this is productive. In the years that I have been on the 
Committee, it has never gotten better. I think we would like to 
make it better, and anything you can do—— 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator? 
Senator BENNET. Please. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. If I could offer a friendly amendment to 

that? 
Senator BENNET. Sure. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Also including technical assistance providers, 

so the folks who are currently filling out the applications and say-
ing that is wrong, that is people in our State and area offices. It 
is also nonprofits who are helping folks apply for some of these 
things. They can redline the applications, and I think they need to 
be part of this discussion so that we can identify the problems and 
then identify where they are coming from. 

Senator BENNET. Sounds like we may need a taskforce of some 
kind to work on this. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. I think that is an excellent suggestion, 
Senator Bennet. 

Senator BENNET. Thank you, Madam Chair. I will yield the bal-
ance of my time. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. We will followup and love to have you 
involved in that. 

Senator BENNET. Great. Thank you. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Senator Tuberville. 
Senator TUBERVILLE. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
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Thank you, Secretary, for being here today, doing a great job. We 
are 60 percent rural in the State of Alabama, so hope to see you 
down there quite often. 

The Farm Bill, this is my first one, and I hope we do not forget 
the farmers because there is so much in this bill that sometimes 
it does not reach the farmers. I hope we all understand that our 
farmers are in trouble across the country. We are losing them in 
our State. I do not know about the other States, but—you know, 
with diesel so expensive, with fertilizer so expensive. 

Urban people are moving south to Alabama, and you cannot 
blame our farmers for selling out because they can make a living, 
they can make money off their land. Sooner or later, we are going 
to figure out—we are going to have to eat in this country. Hope-
fully, in this Farm Bill, we will be able to help the farmers and es-
pecially in the rural areas. 

You talked about your ReConnect program. You know, we have 
had the internet for 20 years, and we have not made a lot of 
progress with internet. We have got to get broadband. We keep 
talking about it, and it is all about education. I spent 40 years in 
education and being somebody that understands some kids that do 
not have the opportunity. We continue to talk about it, but it does 
not work. We do not connect with that. 

Now we have just flushed trillions of dollars in the economy. If 
we do not get it now, we will never get it. Hopefully, through some 
of your programs that we will be able to work on that. 

Did I hear you say that you received $2 billion from the Infra-
structure Bill? That is it? Two billion only? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Out of the $65 billion, that is correct. 
Senator TUBERVILLE. Oh, 65? What will that go to? 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. We specialize in the most rural places, and 

it is going to infrastructure—— 
Senator TUBERVILLE. There is a lot of rural places, though. Two 

billion is not going to go very far. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. That is why we have prioritized and some 

of our priority points go specifically to the least dense areas. Some 
of our priority points also focus on the most underserved popu-
lations, so socially vulnerable folks who may not be able to pay to 
get it out there. That is part of why we are investing to make it 
happen. 

Senator TUBERVILLE. Yes. Let us talk about—and some of the 
other Senators might want to hear about this. As you know, my of-
fice has been working with a project in Bessemer, Alabama, which 
previously received grants from the USDA. Due to inflation, addi-
tional funding was required. Since the first funding, the area sur-
rounding Bessemer has grown because of people moving south, and 
now that hospital does not warrant the new loans that it needs. We 
are going to have a lot of people, a lot of situations like this across 
the country, that are going to continue to grow and run into the 
situation where they are not eligible for these loans. Could you tell 
us about that and where we are at on that situation? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator Tuberville, it is a great example of 
one of the wrinkles with the definition of rural. There is lots of con-
versations about what is rural and where should we invest and 
where should we not invest, but another part of that is as commu-
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nities grow they may outgrow our funding. There are some flexibili-
ties. The Community Facilities Program has a flexibility that if a 
community is still rural in character it can still be eligible for 
funds, but that takes a review process that is currently underway 
for the facility in Bessemer that you mentioned. 

We have got to make sure that we are adhering to what rural 
in character is. Right? Are we talking about the service area being 
rural in character or are we talking about the specific location 
where a place is built? That brings up some of the same conversa-
tions I was having earlier about why are we investing in certain 
areas and where is that benefit supposed to go to. 

Senator TUBERVILLE. What is the answer? 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Well, Congress defines for Community Facili-

ties the limits there. 
Senator TUBERVILLE. What is considered rural and urban in the 

eyes of the people that are giving these grants? Can you tell us 
that? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. For Community Facilities, it is 20,000. 
Senator TUBERVILLE. Okay. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Unless they are rural in character. Or, if it 

is a Community Facilities-guaranteed, it is 50,000, but there are 
some exceptions if they are connected to a municipal area. 

In ReConnect, there is a different definition, and one of the 
things that we have done in ReConnect is try to balance density 
of a population with sometimes the distance that you might have 
to travel if you are a really remote area. Maybe it is a slightly 
denser community, but is a long way to a city with over 50,000 peo-
ple. There is a lot of complexity, and then you wave into how do 
we make sure it is also really understandable for folks who are try-
ing to apply for this. 

So, happy to provide any technical assistance we can, recognizing 
that so many of the definitions of rural are statute. 

Senator TUBERVILLE. Okay. Thank you for your help. 
Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Senator Smith. 
Senator SMITH. Thank you, Madam Chair and Ranking Member. 
Welcome to the Committee, Under Secretary Torres Small. It is 

so great to have you here. I want to also thank you for visiting 
Minnesota. It sounds like based from my colleagues you have been 
all over the place. 

We had a great day looking at rural housing issues, rural health 
care issues. We visited a small dairy. It was a great trip, and it 
really underscores, I think, the importance of Rural Development 
programs in small towns and rural places and also tribal commu-
nities. I want to dive into that a little bit. 

I have also had lots of listening sessions on the Farm Bill, includ-
ing a couple that have focused specifically on Rural Development, 
and the overriding message is that we need to figure out how to 
make opportunities more accessible to people in Rural Development 
and we need to figure out how to modernize Rural Development 
programs so that they are easier for folks to access. 

Let us start with the question of more accessibility. Minnesota 
has a very diverse farming community. Hmong, Native, Latino, 
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Black farmers and businesses, they all play a big role in our rural 
economy. As we draft the next Farm Bill, can you talk to us about 
what we need to do to help make sure that farmers of color, busi-
ness owners of color, and tribal communities have access to all 
USDA programs? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. In our listening sessions, what we hear, one 
of the biggest challenges is the match requirement, and I am sure 
you are hearing that from your communities as well. In ReConnect, 
what was initially done was we eliminated the match requirement 
for tribal entities. 

Senator SMITH. Yes. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. Then in the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law, 

Congress expanded that to eliminate the match requirement for 
Colonias, for counties of persistent poverty. I think that is an ex-
ample of working to make things more accessible for communities. 

Senator SMITH. I just might add, also in the Inflation Reduction 
Act, on the energy provisions, we also eliminated match require-
ments for rural communities, tribal governments, and that will be 
really helpful, but please continue. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. In REAP, too, also increasing the amount 
that we are able to fund. 

Senator SMITH. Right. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. That is certainly always helpful. 
Sometimes, too, a set-aside can be helpful, recognizing that even, 

especially, as we reduce the barriers for application, we will have 
more people applying. If we want to make sure a certain amount 
of it goes to Persistent Poverty Counties, for example, a set-aside 
can be helpful to ensure that the competition is within that group 
and that a certain amount goes to that group. 

Senator SMITH. Yes. Thank you very much. I agree with all of 
that. 

I think we also have heard—and I know that you speak to this— 
that a lot of Rural Development programs struggle because their 
technology platforms are so outmoded and outdated that they, lit-
erally, barely function anymore, and it makes it very difficult for 
folks to access those programs because—you were describing this 
earlier. Oftentimes, colleagues, figuring out to how to fund tech-
nology is not really the thing that we love to do, but if it is not 
working then literally it is a barrier to access for all sorts of folks. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. When I think about modernizing Rural De-
velopment, it is about how do we make sure that people have a 
Rural Development they deserve. 

Senator SMITH. Right. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. If you go to a bank, you do not have to fill 

out a paper form. Why do Rural Development customers have to 
do that? It is about equity. It is about if you are in a rural commu-
nity you should still have the tools—— 

Senator SMITH. Right. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL.—modern-day tools to do this work. I really 

appreciate your interest in it and happy to continue to—— 
Senator SMITH. Well, it also really hampers your capacity to re-

port back on results and progress because you literally are looking 
at piles and piles and piles of paper. You cannot do the analysis 
to figure out: okay, what is working here? How do we make it work 
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better? I think that is something for us all to consider as we think 
about this. 

I want to just touch also on rural housing. I know that every one 
of my colleagues on this Committee has been hearing about how 
there is a severe shortage of housing, work force housing, and par-
ticularly affordable housing in rural communities. This, of course— 
though the Rural Housing Service programs are not under the um-
brella of the Farm Bill, they relate directly to the work that you 
are doing, that we will be doing in the Farm Bill around Rural De-
velopment. 

I appreciate Senator Brown foreshadowing the work that we 
have been doing over in Banking, Housing on the Rural Housing 
Service. 

I am really grateful to Senator Rounds, who has been such a 
great partner, and we are working on putting together a proposal. 
Grateful, very grateful to you and your staff for being such good 
partners with us as we put together what I hope will be a bill to 
really think about how to modernize the Rural Housing Service so 
that it deals with some of the issues that we have been talking 
about here today, making it work better. 

This is particularly, as you said, because so many of the rural 
housing affordable mortgages are expiring, and that means that we 
are actually looking at things getting worse rather than getting 
better. 

Could you just maybe briefly talk about it? I would love to hear 
your thoughts about what we can continue to work on together to 
improve the Rural Housing Service and how that relates to our 
work on the Farm Bill. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you so much for your work on it. We 
are happy to work with you, to continue to do that. 

One of the challenges with the housing part of our portfolio is 
that it is not in the Farm Bill, so it does not get regular updates 
to stay modern—— 

Senator SMITH. Right. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL.—the way that the rest of our programs can. 
Senator SMITH. Well, so I will look forward to working with that, 

on that, with all of you. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Absolutely. 
Senator SMITH. Thank you very much. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Absolutely. Thank you for your leader-

ship on housing issues. 
Senator Ernst. 
Senator ERNST. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman. 
Thank you as well, Under Secretary Torres Small. Thank you 

very much for the great work that you are doing and for, again, the 
other witnesses that will be coming forward shortly as well. 

As some of you may know, I grew up on a small farm in south-
west Iowa, live less than 10 miles from where I grew up today, and 
my family continues to engage in farming in Montgomery County. 
I do know and understand firsthand the hard work that goes into 
farming and ranching and the day-in and day-out work just to pro-
vide food and critical goods for our State, our country, and all of 
those around the globe as well. No question that supporting our 
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rural communities is very, very important to me and, I think, to 
every member on this Committee. 

I would like to discuss a couple of issues that have come up, and 
we are really seeing an impact in this harvest time this year. As 
you know, our farmer are facing very high propane prices as they 
are working. We are in corn harvest right now. We have been 
through bean harvest. Given those elevated energy prices in many 
of our sectors, what are the programs in this next Farm Bill where 
we can maybe expand to support our Nation’s farmers and energy 
producers? 

Really important, too, we have a layer of snow today in Iowa, 
and it is going to take a little more propane to get that corn dry 
when they bring it in. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you so much for your focus on farm-
ers and recognizing that rural communities support so much of 
that work and that Rural Development has a role in that. 

When it comes addressing what I know is one of the biggest 
issues for your constituents, in terms of the cost of fuel right now, 
Rural Development has a key role both in terms of supporting the 
infrastructure to deliver higher blends of biofuels through the 
HBIIP program. We have seen a lot of success in helping get higher 
blends out all across the country through investments in that infra-
structure, the gas pumps that it takes to deliver that. 

We have also seen incredible investment from farmers who are 
looking to make their corn dryers, for example, more efficient 
through the REAP program and lots of folks who are finding ways 
to lower their costs, to lower their bottom line when it comes to 
their fuel costs, by investing in more efficient farm equipment. 

Senator ERNST. You bring up the REAP program, which is im-
portant. Iowa is a leader in renewable energies, and we are very, 
very proud of that. The impact of that Rural Energy for America 
Program has been very good but historically under utilized, I think. 
What are you seeing as far as barriers? What deters those appli-
cants for applying for the REAP program, and what can we do to 
make sure those dollars are getting to our local communities? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator, I would love to followup with you 
on that. 

Senator ERNST. Okay. 
Ms. TORRES SMALL. It is my understanding that REAP is over-

whelmingly oversubscribed, so we do not have enough funds to get 
it out to all the folks who are applying for it. 

Senator ERNST. Okay. Maybe we need to get more of those dol-
lars into Iowa. Maybe that is the issue. Yes, I would love to visit 
with you more about that. It is certainly an important program. 

As well, before we move on—I have just got a little over a minute 
and a half remaining. For our second panel, I know that we have 
Dr. Schilling here with us as well from Geno, and I just want to 
thank you for being here today. I will not be able to make it for 
the second half of this meeting, but I am very, very excited because 
Geno has committed to Iowa farmers by supporting a $300 million 
project with the Cargill corn facility to manufacture bio-BDO. This 
is something that we are very excited about in Iowa, and we really 
look to the future and other types of value-added programs as well 
that will support our farmers and our ranchers. 
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Thanks to all of our witnesses for being here today. Thank you. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. I should mention 

it is great to see $3 billion in REAP, in new dollars coming into 
REAP. Hopefully—I know you will advocate for those coming to 
Iowa. 

Senator Luján. 
Senator LUJÁN. Thank you, Chair Stabenow. 
Under Secretary Torres Small, you understand better than most 

the struggles that New Mexicans have faced because of these fires 
and with more fires, unfortunately, across the West. I sadly, be-
lieve because of the drought numbers we are seeing from USDA 
and other estimates that this may become the new normal. Pro-
grams like the Emergency Community Water Assistance Grants 
program have helped so many, and you were front and center in 
ensuring that the resources that were available at the USDA were 
being made available to communities all across New Mexico. 

One of the concerns that I have, though—and I hope we can do 
something about this because it was clear to me you and your team 
were using every tool at your disposal. The efficiency and timeli-
ness sometimes of getting those programs out, or reimbursements, 
the way that the programs are created, they have—we have to im-
prove them. I believe it needs to take place statutorily. As we work 
on the Farm Bill—and we know that we are going to see more dis-
asters like this—how can Rural Development and disaster pro-
grams more efficiently and quickly deliver future aid to commu-
nities in need? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you so much, Senator Luján, for your 
focus on serving people in northern New Mexico who have suffered 
from the fires and making—and the collaborative effort to make 
sure that you are holding us accountable, to be as responsible as 
possible to that. I really appreciate your partnership there. 

We have certainly seen our limitations are laid most to bear in 
a disaster, when time is of the essence, and so identifying where 
our regulatory flexibilities are—and New Mexico has been helpful 
in assisting us in identifying some of those places. For example, the 
type of work that we can do on manufactured homes has shifted 
as a result of some of the work of Governor Lujan Grisham. We 
have also seen some of the changes that we have been able to shift 
in terms of the amount of funding for home repair in result of dis-
aster. 

Identifying what are the flexibilities that might only be allowed 
in the midst of a disaster, if you have questions in terms of tech-
nical assistance on that front, we certainly would be happy to sup-
ply any information there. 

Senator LUJÁN. I appreciate that. Especially in the area, some-
thing I hope we can find some common ground on as we work on 
this, is some of the payment and population caps that seem to cre-
ate challenges all over America, especially in rural communities, 
which leads me to the next question that I have, which was defini-
tion of rural. 

I understand some of our colleagues may have already broached 
this, but a lot of States, like the State that I call home, our coun-
ties are really large. As we point out all the time, our county 
boundaries are larger than some States and our ranches are as 
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large as counties in other parts of America. When a disaster hits 
a State like ours, with these really large boundaries, we get left out 
because the definitions just do not catch us, and it is leaving out 
many rural parts of America, all over America. That is an area 
where I have had frustration. 

I know this is an issue that there has been a lot of work. You 
actually worked on these issues when you were a member of the 
U.S. House of Representatives as well. Given your time rep-
resenting one of the most rural areas of the United States, as a 
matter of fact, the largest district that was not a State—I remem-
ber you saying that a time or two—what can we do to bring more 
attention to this space, and is that a change that needs to take 
place statutorily? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. The water and environmental programs, that 
limitation of 10,000, is statutory, and we certainly do see chal-
lenges with that, especially in unincorporated areas because unin-
corporated areas are treated very differently all across the country. 
It has been interesting for me, just my eyes have been opened, in 
terms of what is rural in different places. If we have a measure-
ment strictly about density, that might be different in western com-
munities where you might have a little more dense areas and then 
a lot of distance until you have a city, some place over 50,000. 

How we look at that is complex. How do we recognize that com-
plexity while also giving someone, an applicant, a simple solution 
for are they eligible or are they not, right? Because if we try to rec-
ognize all the complexities, then it actually becomes a barrier to 
applying because they just do not know if they are in a rural area 
or not. 

It is a complex issue and would love to delve into it more with 
you if you have questions about what are the statutory limitations 
and then where are there regulatory flexibilities. 

Senator LUJÁN. I appreciate that. As I yield back, I appreciate 
the line of questions that have already taken place about 
broadband connectivity. That is very important to me and to State 
like ours and the work that you do in the area of telehealth and 
education. 

I am hopeful, Chair Stabenow, that that may be an area built on 
what we have seen with success with programs like ECHO, where 
they bring in providers or the administrators to troubleshoot and 
then folks in more rural parts of the country benefit from having 
those specialties. You can bring the latest and the greatest, what-
ever it is, to the smallest part of the country and save someone’s 
life or transform an educational policy. Thank you, and I yield 
back. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, thank you so much, and thank 
you for your passion, your leadership. Probably one of the most im-
portant things that we can do equity and quality of life, certainly 
in rural communities, is to make sure everyone has access to the 
same high quality broadband. Thank you so much. 

Senator Marshall. 
Senator MARSHALL. Well, thank you, Chairwoman. Let me just 

start by saying what everyone has said, how important this is, that 
if you want to lower input costs for farmers, if you want cheaper 
grocery prices, if you want less of environmental impact, then we 
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need high-speed, dependable internet in rural America. I think, 
again, these are all goals that we can share. 

The second thing, my line of questioning here is not to be critical 
of you; I think it is to be critical of the programs. I have been in 
Congress for six years, so these are programs—these are problems 
that you have inherited and just want to make sure that you agree 
with us and then to work with our staff and with this Committee 
as we try to solve them. 

As we speak to our providers, they are telling me that it takes— 
the review process adds two to four years right now. Not just the 
building of it, but just going through the review process adds two 
to four years and a third of the total expenses being spent on that 
environmental review process. Do you agree that that is a problem, 
that it is unacceptable, and what might you do to help solve that 
riddle? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Senator Marshall, thank you for focusing on 
this. This has been a challenge, and it is something where we have 
made significant progress. There is still significant progress to 
make as we move forward. 

We have, since I have been on board and previously, worked to 
reduce that amount of time in part by identifying specifically what 
are the places that need environmental review and timing that ap-
propriately so that it does not expand the scope of that. We have 
also increased our hiring to respond to this need so that we have 
more folks doing the environmental reviews, and we have seen a 
faster response as a result of that. 

There are still, I think, opportunities to identify ways to make 
it faster, both in terms of the work force that we have doing this— 
what are the—can we also expand that to different contractors 
doing some of this work, as well as some flexibilities in terms of 
the historic reviews and communication. 

Senator MARSHALL. Thank you. My staff gets tired of me saying 
this, but if you cannot measure it, you cannot manage it. I hope 
you are measuring what that review time looks like and then you 
come back in a year and tell us that it has improved. 

Second issue, this is regarding some applications for round three 
of grants. Company A went into Service Area A, and they did some 
spotty connections. Company B goes in and applies for this grant 
and says, no, you cannot do it because that service area is already 
serviced, but it is really spotty service. What can you do to dive 
down a little deeper than just—you know, it always about the 
maps. You know, no one agrees what the maps is. How can we dive 
a little bit deeper to get these grants to the right places? There still 
was a lot of duplication of services in this last—in a couple rounds 
ago. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. In Rural Development, it should not all be 
about the maps. The maps are crucial. The maps are crucial for 
ISPs so they can plan where to do coverage. They are crucial for 
us in terms of our first layer of review, going through and identi-
fying are there potential places where they are already covered. 

Then we have two other steps after that. The next step is a chal-
lenge. If an ISP says, no, actually, we cover this area that they are 
claiming they want to serve, then we try to resolve it by looking 
at all of the layers of the NBAM map. Then if there is still discrep-
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ancy, that is part of why we have general field representatives on 
the ground is to go and do that ground testing. Say if you actually 
think that you are providing that service but someone else is say-
ing that you are not, we are going to go and measure it on the 
ground. 

Senator MARSHALL. Would there be somebody from your office 
that could sit down with my staff and have this discussion a little 
bit deeper? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Absolutely. I will followup with you. 
Senator MARSHALL. Okay. Great. My last question is I want you 

to define rural America, what it means in the context of rural 
broadband. 

How do we delineate, differentiate a bedroom community outside 
a metro area, of 2,500 people, versus my truly rural, rural, end of 
the last mile and making sure that we are given some priority? Be-
cause it is not the profitable, I get that, to service that farmer who 
lives on the dead end, the same dead end that my mom was raised 
on, where there was no electricity and water until she was in 
eighth grade. This internet is that important to those people. Inas-
much as electricity and getting water service to rural America was 
a problem of the 40’s and the 50’s and the 60’s, here we are today 
with this. 

How do you define rural America? Would you change that defini-
tion? What can we do to make sure that we are prioritizing truly 
rural, rural America? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. This is such a great question because it 
shows the choices that we have to make when we define rural 
America. I think ReConnect has one of the most expansive defini-
tions in that it looks at it from a lot of different ways. That does 
mean it is complex when you are applying for a program, to be able 
to say this is within what you define as rural. The more nitty-gritty 
we get the harder an application can be. 

What ReConnect does that is really interesting is it has both a 
density amount and then it also has a distance measurement. The 
distance measurement is if you have a small town—so think of In-
dian Country, or Alaska has a lot of these issues—where the towns 
are slightly bigger but they are really far away from any place that 
is even remotely large, so that interplay. Recognizing the interplay 
is something that ReConnect does. 

The other thing it does, when you speak to the hardest to reach 
places, like the towns that you think of when you think of rural, 
we have priority points for that. If your density is incredibly low, 
there is a—we will cover a lot of different places, but you get pri-
ority if you are really rural, if you are really not dense, and if your 
internet speed is really low. There is more priority points if you are 
under 25 up/3 down, for example. 

Senator MARSHALL. Well, thank you so much. Again, I would ask 
if someone from your staff could come educate our staff on that 
grant process and what we are doing wrong because we are cer-
tainly having limited success in Kansas. 

Thank you again. We are here to help you and work with you 
on what we can write in the future. We will be there for you. 

Thank you so much, Chairwoman. Thank you. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
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Senator Booker. 
Senator BOOKER. Thank you very much, Chairwoman. I have so 

much respect for Senator Luján. He is an extraordinary leader, but 
I think he missed the most epic opportunity to give the greatest in-
troduction ever if he just sang ‘‘Happy Birthday’’ to you. I just do 
not understand why. I will coach him. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. You might very well take this oppor-
tunity, Senator Booker. 

Senator BOOKER. See, the thing is you know I would do that. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. I have heard you sing. 
Senator BOOKER. It would not be breaking with my expectations. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. I have heard you sing, which is why I 

appreciate your restraint. 
Senator BOOKER. I appreciate that. She is the second best singer, 

though, in the Senate after—that is true. I have to give Menendez 
love because he is my senior Senator. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. That is true. That is exactly true. 
Senator BOOKER. All right. I am sorry. You are here for a reason, 

aren’t you? I am so grateful for your service and your leadership. 
It means a lot. For you to be here on your birthday shows your 
above and beyond commitment. I really do hope you will celebrate 
yourself and the service that you have given to this country after-
wards. 

I have traveled all around the country, Midwest to the South, 
and I have seen what happens to communities that have CAFOs 
in them, and I am stunned at the level. Again, in New Jersey, we 
do not have it, but when I started to go to places—I was in Duplin 
County, North Carolina, and packed rooms of people that were just 
looking for help because they have stories where they cannot run 
their air conditioning because it brings the stench into their house. 
They cannot hang their clothing on the line anymore. Property val-
ues have dropped. Low income—in this case, a low-income African 
American community. 

I have been in the Midwest as well, where I have met with farm-
ers from both parties who tell me they cannot fish out of their 
creeks anymore, they cannot drink the well water in their commu-
nities anymore, because of these massive environmental disasters 
that are just growing in our country. 

These large factory farms in and of themselves are bad enough, 
but I believe that the installing of big biodigesters on manure la-
goons is not a solution and it is, rather, just a form of 
greenwashing that does not alleviate the suffering in the commu-
nities and does not alleviate the harm they are causing to our envi-
ronment. I think it is unfortunate, but now we are seeing a lot 
more Federal subsidies that have been created for the installation 
of these biodigesters. 

I guess my question is very narrow. Will your Department be re-
viewing any applications for REAP funding, which is under heavy 
demand, for biodigesters? I guess, specifically, will there be a rig-
orous analysis conducted to ensure that these projects, biodigester 
projects, are not double dipping or triple dipping with other Fed-
eral subsidies in order to, unfortunately, shrink the pool of folks 
that are really doing—a lot of our farmers who are really doing in-
novative things around climate solutions? 
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Ms. TORRES SMALL. I really appreciate you taking a hard, careful 
look at the complexity of the situation and recognizing that while 
we have to leverage every tool in our tool kit for fighting climate 
change we also have to look at environmental impact and environ-
mental justice. That is a key consideration for the REAP funding 
as we look at what environmental justice means and how siting de-
cisions play into that. It is certainly something that we are care-
fully evaluating. We also know that sometimes more investments 
can help reduce the environmental impact and are eager to find 
that right balance between providing more renewable energy and 
supporting local farmers while sticking up for people who live all 
across rural America. 

Senator BOOKER. Well, I would love to continue the conversation 
with you on that issue, and I will bring up one more issue. You 
know, I resist the way that our country is often sliced and divided, 
where we pit people against each other, and I have found some 
deep similarities between urban communities and rural commu-
nities. 

One is just the challenge with food deserts, where a lot of rural 
communities do not have access to fresh, healthy foods, which is a 
bit ironic given that there is so much farmland, but a lot of our 
farmland is due to incentives being designated to certain crops that 
are not for consumption of communities or solving food deserts. I 
feel like there is often a misalignment of our incentives. As one of 
my colleagues whom I value so much said earlier, Senator Thune, 
this idea that we are feeding America and feeding the world. What 
I am looking at in the Farm Bill is how do we begin to align those 
incentives to get rid of food deserts in rural areas as well as urban 
areas. 

We—just recently, a report came out from CoBank estimating 
that U.S. soybean acreage is going to need to increase by millions 
of acres, about 18 million acres, in the coming years just to meet 
projected increase in demand for biofuel. There seems to be a win- 
win in aligning incentives and rethinking or reimagining, our in-
centives in a way that will help our farmers and also help to deal 
with the creation of more foods that can address rural food deserts. 

Frankly, if you look at the global challenge we have, you know, 
a record 348 million people on the planet are facing food insecurity, 
as much as 60 million children under five years old are being 
acutely malnourished—and so here is an opportunity to get a lot 
of wins, helping independent family farmers with aligning incen-
tives to creating fresh, healthy food, dealing with food deserts in 
rural areas, as well as addressing some of the global food crises. 

I was just wondering if you could let me know what you think 
about that potential to realign some of our subsidies in the Farm 
Bill. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. I think Rural Development has a strong role 
in terms of combating food deserts, both in urban communities and 
in rural communities, through the Healthy Food Financing Initia-
tive. I have had the chance to visit both an investment in D.C. and 
an investment in rural North Dakota, and seeing the way it is con-
necting surrounding farmers to a new market, providing value- 
added opportunities for the farmers while also providing healthy 
food as well as accessible food in food deserts. Would love to talk 
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with you more about that program and how it can strengthen those 
opportunities because I think farmers know that diversifying what 
they do can make them more resilient, and so if there are more op-
portunities to provide healthy foods locally, it solves a lot of folks’ 
problems and makes us more resilient as a community. 

Senator BOOKER. I thank you and look forward to working and 
discussing with you. I am way over my time, so I do not have time 
to sing ‘‘Happy Birthday.’’ 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Note for the record I did give you the 
opportunity. 

Senator Fischer. 
Senator FISCHER. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Thank you, Under Secretary for being here today. In Nebraska, 

I have the opportunity to host many in-person roundtables, and 
those discussions in rural communities are very beneficial for me 
to able to listen to and participate in, and they are very eye-open-
ing. Recently, when I was back in the State before the election, 
what I heard, issues all across the State were housing and child 
care. Those were brought up by businesses. They were brought up 
by community leaders. Both private sector employers and public 
entities, they have been making investments to try and really ad-
dress those needs that we have. 

I think there is a real opportunity here, where we can have pub-
lic-private partnerships play a role to be able to address that and 
do it through the Farm Bill. We already have public-private part-
nerships models in the Research Title of the Farm Bill and also in 
the Conservation Title. 

Under Secretary, in thinking about the existing Rural Develop-
ment programs at USDA, do you think that there are programs 
that do a good job of leveraging private investment and Federal 
dollars to address issues like housing and child care and really 
health issues that we have? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you so much for your focus on this. 
I think you are speaking to the right people because I certainly 
hear those same challenges on the ground as well. Child care, spe-
cifically, it is a—you know, for rural people to be able to do the job 
that they want to do, having a place, a safe place, for their kids 
to be is crucial. 

When it comes to public-private partnerships with child care, we 
have seen some investments through the Business and Industry 
Guaranteed Loan Program, and that is a place where we are at-
tracting investments into rural areas. Recently, we have seen a 
dramatic increase in interest through that program. We have also 
seen housing funded through that. 

Now they are competing with all other loans for all other things, 
and our ability—the decisions are made by the lenders. Our ability 
to preference any specific type of application is limited based on the 
design of the program, but if you have questions about that, we 
would be happy to provide technical assistance related to that. 

Senator FISCHER. Thank you. We will be reaching out to your of-
fice. Thank you very much on that. 

As you know, the RUS’s ReConnect program has grown signifi-
cantly over the years despite it being technical a pilot program, and 
ahead of the Farm Bill I think we need to look at this and really 
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should there be changes to the program to make sure the funds are 
really getting to where they need to go. That is big concern of mine. 

We see, for example, in our next panel, one of the witness’s testi-
mony discusses preventing dueling dollars to ensure that 
broadband funding is effective at reaching rural areas and avoiding 
really the duplication that we see with networks. How can law-
makers avoid the redundant broadband deployment programs that 
lead to overbuilding—— 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Thank you. 
Senator FISCHER [continuing]. and really understand how pro-

viders have used the different programs that are out there? I would 
say a lot of those are redundant as well. The different programs 
and different agencies. How can they use that in a complimentary 
way to be able to expand that broadband service? 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Having $2 billion out of the $65 billion of in-
vestments for high-speed internet in the Bipartisan Infrastructure 
Law, coordination is crucial to identify the timing of applications, 
to figure out where overlap may be appropriate to fund two very 
different projects, what small amount of overlap might make it pos-
sible, or where we need to make strong decisions to keep that from 
happening. It is very much a details-based assessments in order to 
do that. 

I think that flexibility is valuable there. Right? Because I do not 
think anyone, when they say we do not want to overbuild is saying 
we do not like competition. Right? It is making sure that our in-
vestments are wise and that we are truly reaching the hardest-to- 
reach places. 

One of the ways that we have been able to, I think, take a lot 
of pride in getting to lay fiber on a sea floor to reach an island or 
get high-speed internet in an Alaskan village that does not have 
a road, the reason why we are able to do that is because we 
prioritize the hardest-to-reach places. We were able to do that 
through an incredibly flexible platform that ReConnect provided, so 
that as technology shifted we could try to shift with it. 

As you look at what the program is for high-speed internet in the 
future, I certainly see the flexibility as a way to respond to, and 
adapt to, new technologies. 

Senator FISCHER. Right. There are many of these areas. Whether 
it is Wall, South Dakota, which I know well, or the Sandhills of Ne-
braska, it is not easy. It is not easy to that connectivity out there, 
but if we are truly looking at government providing services to 
every citizen of this country, we have to be clear that these 
unserved areas are the priority and they will be connected or we 
are going to lose rural America. 

Ms. TORRES SMALL. Just if I can add one quick thing because we 
have been talking so much about definitions, what was really help-
ful with ReConnect is that we had a definition of what is eligible 
but then we also had a definition of what we wanted to prioritize. 
As internet service providers, we are trying to figure out how to 
put together a financially feasible plan. They were able to cover 
some areas that were a little easier to cover and then get priority 
points to cover harder places. That again, I think, adds to the nu-
ance of what are the places that we just will not fund and what 
are the places that we want to fund more of. 
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Senator FISCHER. Well, I hope all of rural America will be con-
nected. Thank you. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Let me thank you again, Under Secretary, for joining us. It is 

clear that you have been working hard and visiting places all 
around America and obviously have support, bipartisan support, 
from the Committee to continue your great leadership. We really 
want to work with you on the Farm Bill to make sure we have the 
strongest title as possible. Thank you very much. 

We will take a moment now to transition to our next panel, and 
thank you. 

[Pause.] 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Welcome. Do we have everyone? We will 

also have members juggling multiple committees as well and that 
will be coming and going. 

[Pause.] 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Welcome to all of you, and we will begin 

introductions and appreciate very much all of you traveling to be 
with us today. These are such important topics, and I know you 
have heard from our members the tremendous interest that every-
one has. 

I want to begin by introducing Jessica AcMoody. Thank you so 
much for being here from Michigan. We are so pleased to have you. 
Jessica has more than 15 years of experience in State and Federal 
legislative policy and advocacy. For the past eight years, she has 
served as Coordinator for the Rural Partners of Michigan, which fo-
cuses on economic development in rural areas around our great 
State. She also directs State and Federal policy initiatives at the 
Community Economic Development Association of Michigan. 

Jessica’s work focuses on coalition building and advocating for 
policies that create more vibrant, equitable neighborhoods around 
the State. This includes economic development, affordable housing, 
tax policy, asset building, and consumer financial protections. 

Jessica also serves on the Board of Partners for Rural America 
and the Consumer Federation of America. 

Welcome. We are so glad to have you with us. 
I know that Senator Durbin had wanted to introduce our next 

witness, but he is chairing the Judiciary Committee, and so he 
sends his best wishes. I will proceed now to introduce Mr. Mike 
Casper, who has more than 30 years of experience in the energy 
industry. He is currently the President and CEO at Jo Carroll En-
ergy. Jo-Carroll Energy is an energy and broadband cooperative lo-
cated in northwest Illinois that provides electric, natural gas, and 
broadband services to approximately 28,000 members. 

Prior to returning to Illinois, he spent four years at the National 
Rural Electric Cooperative Association, where, among other things, 
he worked with NREAC members to shape and conduct research 
designed to help the Nation’s more than 900 member owned, not- 
for-profit electric cooperatives chart a sustainable path forward. Be-
fore coming to NREAC, Mike worked more than 10 years as an 
independent power producer developing, constructing, and oper-
ating clean energy facilities. 

Glad to have you with us. 
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Next, we have Dr. Christophe Schilling. I should mention a 
proud native of Detroit. Pleased to have you here. Co-Founder of 
Geno in 1998 and was named CEO in May 2009, where he leads 
Geno’s mission to accelerate the sustainable materials transition. 
Geno is accelerating the world’s transformation to the sustainable 
materials by replacing fossil fuel sources with plants. 

Dr. Schilling is also active in leadership roles with organizations 
advocating for biotechnology advancements, both at the State and 
Federal levels. He is Chairman Emeritus of Biocom, representing 
more than 1,500 California-based life sciences companies, and is a 
current board member of BIO, the world’s largest trade group rep-
resenting companies that power advancements in agriculture, 
health, and manufacturing. 

We are so pleased to have you with us. 
Mr. Law, you were introduced earlier by Senator Thune, so we 

want to welcome you to the Committee as well. 
I will recognize Senator Hyde-Smith to introduce Mr. Herring. 
Senator HYDE-SMITH. Thank you, Madam Chairman. It is always 

great to have a Mississippian in the house, and it is my pleasure 
to introduce Mr. Kenneth Herring. Mr. Herring is the General 
Manager of the Adams County Water Association, which serves 
thousands of people in rural southwest Mississippi. There in 
Natchez, Mississippi, is Adams County. 

He has nearly 40 years of experience with the Association and 
has been General Manager since 1996. Throughout his career, Mr. 
Herring has worked with both State and Federal agencies, includ-
ing the Mississippi State Department of Health, Mississippi De-
partment of Environmental Quality, and the USDA Rural Develop-
ment to provide water to rural Mississippians. 

I certainly welcome Mr. Herring and look forward to hearing the 
testimony, but thank you all for being here. This is incredibly im-
portant. To take the time to come because it is not the easiest job, 
but—you have open seating today, but it will not be that way for-
ever. Thank you for your willingness, and thank you, Mr. Herring, 
for being here from Mississippi. 

Thank you, Madam Chairman. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much and welcome 

again to each of you. We would welcome five minutes of testimony 
and anything else that you would like to have the Committee re-
ceive for the record. 

Ms. AcMoody, you are recognized for five minutes. 
Welcome. 

STATEMENT OF JESSICA ACMOODY, COORDINATOR, RURAL 
PARTNERS OF MICHIGAN, AND POLICY DIRECTOR, COMMU-
NITY ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT ASSOCIATION OF MICHI-
GAN, LANSING, MICHIGAN 

Ms. ACMOODY. Thank you. Well, thank you, Chairwoman Stabe-
now, Ranking Member Boozman, and the Committee, for allowing 
me to speak to you today. 

I serve as the Coordinator for Rural Partners of Michigan, which 
is our State’s designed State Rural Development Council, as well 
as the Policy Director for the Community Economic Development 
Association of Michigan, or CEDAM. 
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State Rural Development Councils are authorized in the Farm 
Bill and are uniquely positioned to expand economic and social op-
portunities for America’s rural communities and their residents 
and to provide a collective voice for rural America. These are chal-
lenging but impactful goals. Our rural communities throughout the 
Nation are growing in diversity along racial, economic, and geo-
graphic lines. 

Rural communities are very different in character. In Michigan, 
our communities include diverse economies, including farming, 
tourism, service economies, manufacturing, and entrepreneurship, 
to name a few. Rural communities are innovative and close-knit, a 
place where everyone knows each other’s names and where we 
want our children to grow, thrive, and live. 

However, these communities are facing challenges. In Michigan, 
about 1.8 million residents live in rural areas of the State, but 50 
of Michigan’s 83 counties had population losses between 2010 and 
2020. With this population loss comes challenges to capacity. We 
are seeing this firsthand at Rural Partners and CEDAM, where we 
run a Community Development Fellowship program. Our program 
places fellows for 15 months to work on a variety of projects to help 
organizations and municipalities expand resources, increase local 
collaboration, and remove barriers to development. Most of our fel-
lows are in rural communities and directly see the impact of this 
population loss. 

Municipal employees in rural areas tend to skew older, and 
many times, when they retire, there is no one to step in and take 
over. This results in employees wearing multiple hats, which, in 
turn, leads to decreased capacity to tap into some of the much 
needed rural programs out there. With the fellowship program, we 
have seen how a small increase in capacity can have a huge impact 
on resources. Since 2019, our fellows have helped 20 communities 
secure $12.8 million in grants and loans. 

In addition, the capacity of rural communities to plan inclusively, 
apply for grants, and meet Federal requirements is complicated by 
the fragmented and siloed nature of Federal programs. While we 
know we need a universal approach to programs, flexibility to meet 
the needs of the local communities is paramount. What is helpful 
to a service and tourism economy like Traverse City, Michigan, is 
much different than what would help our tribal or farming commu-
nities across the State. 

In very small towns, the capacity of the community to respond 
to resources and opportunities is blocked by a lack of knowledge. 
USDA Rural Development has employees in field offices who go 
into towns and provide technical assistance, but their FTEs are 
down and territories are getting larger. 

The top economic development needs rural Michigan commu-
nities report are housing, child care, broadband, and upgrades in 
water infrastructure. Michigan is suffering from a housing crisis, 
and it is hitting our rural communities hard. Nearly half of the 
State’s housing stock dates to before 1970. Housing preservation 
grants are extremely important to help our lower-income rural resi-
dents stay in their communities and to help communities attract 
new talent to the area. 
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As rural communities shift to alternatives in clean energy, the 
resources provide by USDA RD to support the capacity to make 
these shifts is critical. Rural Michigan communities are particu-
larly vulnerable to shifts in climate, and these programs are impor-
tant for increasing capacity. 

Finally, access to rural broadband is key to thriving rural econo-
mies. Small businesses have pivoted to provide greater online pres-
ence, and rural residents are working remotely in huge numbers. 
Rural communities are developing tech-based co working spaces, 
incubators, and venues for online collaboration. Making sure our 
rural communities are connected to broadband is critical to their 
success. 

Rural Michigan has many great assets: beautiful outdoor spaces, 
entrepreneurs, a rich history of agriculture, and strong tribal com-
munities. Our rural communities can thrive when they have access 
and capacity to pursue resources to address their diverse chal-
lenges. Thank you. 

[The prepared statement of Ms. AcMoody can be found on page 
61 in the appendix.] 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much. 
Now we will turn to Mr. Casper. Welcome again. 

STATEMENT OF MICHAEL CASPER, PRESIDENT AND CEO, JO- 
CARROLL ENERGY, INC., ELIZABETH, ILLINOIS 

Mr. CASPER. Thank you, Chairman Stabenow, Ranking Member 
Boozman, and members of the Committee. Thank you for the op-
portunity to testify today. On behalf of Jo-Carroll Energy’s over 
26,000 member owners, we sincerely appreciate the Committee’s 
interest in energy and rural development issues. 

Jo-Carroll Energy is a distribution electric cooperative in its 83rd 
year of operation, providing affordable, reliable electricity, high- 
speed internet, and other value-added services in rural Illinois 
homes, farms, and businesses. As a cooperative, we are member- 
owned and controlled, returning any profits to our member owners. 
Around the country, nearly 900 electric cooperatives deliver power 
to one in eight Americans, including 92 percent of America’s Per-
sistent Poverty Counties. 

As the Committee considers the upcoming Farm Bill, I would like 
to highlight three critical issues to electric cooperatives that I re-
spectfully request you consider as you write a new Farm Bill. First, 
electric cooperatives are responding to consumer member feedback 
for an evolving generation mix. Second, cooperatives’ ability to 
maintain reliable, dispatchable baseload power capacity is a critical 
part of a lower carbon future. Last, USDA is a necessary partner 
in our mission to build and provide benefits to our rural commu-
nities beyond electrification, such as broadband. 

As not-for-profit, consumer-driven entities, electrical cooperatives 
are owned by the communities that we serve. To respond to mem-
bership requests for a more environmentally sustainable power 
mix, Jo-Carroll has developed three separate community solar ar-
rays to generate power. Our South View Solar Farm was made pos-
sible through the Rural Energy for America Program, or REAP, 
grant, which was mentioned earlier today. Through our Energy De-
tective program, also made available or possible through REAP 



40 

grants, we offer cost-free energy assessments and low-price energy 
audits that are reimbursed if energy efficiency recommendations 
are implemented. Farm Bill energy programs like REAP are useful 
tools for electric cooperatives as we respond to consumer member 
feedback calling for an evolving generation mix and more efficient 
energy practices. 

In addition to Farm Bill programs, the new Clean Energy assist-
ance program, specifically for electrical cooperatives, included in 
the Inflation Reduction Act will be helpful to cooperatives around 
the country as we aim to meet consumer member expectations. 
Electric cooperatives are grateful for the work done by the Senators 
on this Committee to shape the program to meet the needs of rural 
utilities. For that, we are very thankful. 

As cooperatives work toward a lower carbon future, our ability 
to maintain reliable baseload power is critical. Intermittent re-
sources such as wind and solar must continue to be complemented 
and supported by always available baseload resources. This is not 
about prioritizing one energy source over another; rather, to ensure 
we keep the lights on for rural American families and businesses. 
System reliability requires a base of firm, flexible, and dispatchable 
electric capacity. 

As the Committee knows, rural electric cooperatives were built 
by, and belong to, the communities that we serve. Our mission goes 
beyond electrification, and with USDA as a key partner, Jo-Carroll 
is committed to ensuring access to high speed internet for our fami-
lies, businesses, to give them a level playing field with their urban 
counterparts. USDA tools, like ReConnect and Community Con-
nect, have allowed Jo-Carroll to accelerate the expansion of our 
fiber footprint to improve quality of life in our corner of rural 
America, northwest Illinois. 

In closing, Jo-Carroll Energy is dedicated to delivering afford-
able, reliable electric, high-speed internet, and other value-added 
services to Illinois households, businesses, farms, and communities. 
Nearly 900 electric cooperatives across the country have similar 
community-focused missions for the areas that they serve. As the 
Committee works on the next Farm Bill, we look forward to con-
tinuing to work with you toward our shared goal of improving life 
in rural America. Thank you. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Casper can be found on page 64 
in the appendix.] 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much. 
Senator Durbin, I did indicate you were chairing Judiciary Com-

mittee and had wanted to come to introduce Mr. Casper, but we 
are so glad you are here now. Thank you. 

Dr. Schilling, welcome. 

STATEMENT OF CHRISTOPHE SCHILLING, PH.D., FOUNDER 
AND CEO, GENO, SAN DIEGO, CALIFORNIA 

Dr. SCHILLING. Thank you, Chairwoman Stabenow and Ranking 
Member Boozman, and members of the Committee. Thank you for 
holding this important hearing and inviting me to participate. 

As the Chairwoman said, I am born and raised in the great State 
of Michigan, and today I am the Founder and CEO of Geno, a bio-
products innovation company on a mission to accelerate the mate-
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rials transition, creating high performance ingredients and mate-
rials at scale from renewable resources like plants rather than fos-
sil fuels. We are the premier developer of technologies that create 
sustainable materials across industries, including apparel, beauty, 
home care, nutrition, automotive, and packaging, and our scale-up 
and technology journeys have taken us across the Midwest, includ-
ing into Iowa, Michigan, Minnesota, as well as Illinois and Georgia. 

Thanks to the diligent work of more than 200 scientists and engi-
neers, along with key grants from the government programs like 
the SBIR and BioMADE Institute, our technologies have been vali-
dated by both government and industry, and we are proud to have 
received three EPA Green Chemistry Awards for our technologies 
and our ingredients, which are in increasing demand from brand 
partners that include companies such as Cargill, Unilever, Kao, 
lululemon, and others who are eager to transition to more 
sustainably sourced materials made with traceable, transparent, 
and responsibly sourced supply chains. 

A shining example of our U.S.-based innovation translating into 
U.S.-based manufacturing of bioproducts is underway in Eddyville, 
Iowa, that Senator Ernst referenced, with our partners at Qore, 
which is a $300 million joint venture between Cargill and Helm. 
The plant that is currently under construction there will produce 
on the order of 65,000 tons per year of a widely used chemical tra-
ditionally produced from hydrocarbons, which can now be produced 
from the labor and the fruits of American farmers and done so with 
over a 90 percent reduction in carbon emissions compared with cur-
rent manufacturing, to make that same identical molecule but 
sourced from fossil fuels. 

As Geno and its partners look to build manufacturing facilities 
like this one for additional bioproducts, we view the programs with-
in the Energy Title of the Farm Bill as providing a critical path to 
translating U.S.-based innovations into leadership in the manufac-
turing of value-added products from our abundant domestic agri-
cultural feedstocks. 

In thinking about the industry’s needs, our first recommendation 
is to strengthen the 9002 BioPreferred program. We know that pro-
gram well firsthand. One of our beauty products, called Brontide, 
underwent the rigorous process to be certified as BioPreferred. It 
is not only safer than conventional alternatives but also reduces 
greenhouse gas emissions by 50 percent in this case compared to 
petroleum-based production processes to make the same ingredient. 

We encourage the Committee to reenergize this program to meet 
its original goals of spurring economic development, creating new 
manufacturing jobs, and providing new markets for farm commod-
ities. It is an important demand signal is what the program really 
also offers. 

Our recommendations for the program are outlined in more de-
tail in the written testimony that I have provided, but amongst 
those I will mention here two. First, mandatory purchasing of Bio-
Preferred-certified products is a major part of the program, and 
government must recommit to meeting these requirements. It is 
important to set yearly requirements to define what percentage of 
government procurement must contain BioPreferred products so 
that progress can be tracked each year. Second is that we urge the 
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Committee to ask USDA, Commerce, and OMB to establish NAICS 
codes to better measure the scope of biobased products on the mar-
ket. 

In addition to the 9002 program, the 9003 loan guarantee pro-
gram is critically important to companies that are looking to bridge 
the gap between developing commercial-ready technology to make 
these bioproducts and then translating that into establishing a 
broad-based biomanufacturing infrastructure in this country. Not 
only would commercial projects supported by 9003 utilize domestic 
feedstocks and create well-paying jobs in rural communities, but 
they will allow us to make these ingredients in much more sustain-
able and transparent manners. 

In the coming years, more and more facilities like the one under 
construction in Iowa by Qore can come online to achieve that vision 
of biomanufacturing. We ask first that the Committee consider re-
moving the cap for funding of the 9003 program, which is currently 
set at $250 million per project given record inflation and the mod-
ern costs of construction. The second is that we ask the Committee 
to streamline the program so that it moves at the pace of business. 
Currently, the review process from submission to decision can take 
up to 18 months to complete, and for companies facing market 
pressures to deliver quickly, that timeframe is too long and it de-
ters qualified applicants. 

The U.S. is increasingly a place to invest given the current en-
ergy and security risks in other parts of the world, the proximity 
to low-cost feedstocks, and the recent commitments to biomanufac-
turing made in legislation like the CHIPS and Science Act, the In-
flation Reduction Act, and the Executive Order on Biomanufac-
turing. Programs like 9003 can really accelerate that U.S.-based 
biomanufacturing infrastructure. 

Let me just quickly conclude by saying that I think we have seen 
with a lot of the events globally the need for more resilient supply 
chains, more regional, more domestic supply chains, and the bene-
fits of onshoring manufacturing. Our technology is going to lock 
that. We are just but one company in this industry, and I think you 
can imagine what the industry could do working together. We 
think the U.S. is really at a ripe time to build this important indus-
try, and we are ready to get to work to do that. Thank you for the 
time. 

[The prepared statement of Dr. Schilling can be found on page 
70 in the appendix.] 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much. 
Mr. Law, welcome. 

STATEMENT OF DENNY LAW, GENERAL MANAGER AND CEO, 
GOLDEN WEST TELECOMMUNICATIONS, WALL, SOUTH DA-
KOTA 

Mr. LAW. Thank you, Chairwoman Stabenow, Ranking Member 
Boozman, members of the Committee. Thank you for this oppor-
tunity to testify about the U.S. Department of Agriculture’s 
broadband programs as part of this Committee’s review of the 
Farm Bill Rural Development programs. 
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I am Denny Law, CEO of Golden West Telecommunications Co-
operative in Wall, South Dakota. My remarks today are on behalf 
of Golden West as well as NTCA, the rural broadband association. 

Golden West Telephone Company was incorporated in 1916 to 
provide telephone service between the towns of Interior and Quinn, 
South Dakota. From those early days of telephone lines strung 
along fence posts to farms and ranches, Golden West Telecommuni-
cations Cooperative now provides broadband and services to over 
32,000 locations stretched across 24,500 square miles. 

Throughout Golden West’s history, we have been borrowers 
through RUS. RUS telecommunications and broadband loans and 
grants have helped enable and unleash billions of dollars in Fed-
eral and private capital investments in rural communications infra-
structure. Therefore, we appreciate this Committee’s focus on the 
upcoming Farm Bill reauthorization and on potential reforms to, or 
refinements of, the rural broadband programs administered by 
USDA. 

Golden West has been, and will continue to be, an RUS advocate, 
but the application process for an RUS loan or grant is incredibly 
complex. While there should be a thorough vetting process to ob-
tain Federal broadband funds, my written testimony recommends 
a few targeted modifications to improve the RUS application proc-
ess and reduce the financial and timing burdens of submitting a 
loan or grant application. 

I also recommend that RUS continue to encourage deployment of 
sustainable and scalable future-proof networks. These qualities will 
be most efficient in responding to consumer demand over the lives 
of these networks. 

I also recommend that RUS provide preferential scoring for fast-
er upload and download speeds and require at least symmetrical 
speeds of 100/100 megabits per second. Thus far, every round of 
ReConnect funding made available has been oversubscribed, with 
more applicants than actual funding available. I think that proves 
that setting a high standard for providers does not deter appli-
cants. 

Also related to scoring, we encourage prioritization of commu-
nity-based providers and those with a history of leveraging RUS to 
deliver voice and broadband services over provider that lack a dem-
onstrated record of serving rural communities. 

Deciding where funding should go is also a consideration in mak-
ing the most efficient use of resources. To this end, we endorse 
Senator Thune’s and Senator Smith’s Connect Unserved Americans 
Act, which would direct resources toward building networks first in 
the areas most in need. 

In addition to this important legislation, we also recommend that 
RUS formally establish a rule that clarifies the specific ways in 
which ReConnect grant funds may interact with funds already 
awarded under other Federal programs to avoid duplication. 

Beyond looking at what kinds of networks should be built and 
the areas in which to build them, roadblocks, delays, and increased 
costs associated with permitting and approval processes for 
broadband deployment should be examined and addressed. Envi-
ronmental and historic preservation reviews significantly con-
tribute to these long wait times. We recommend that RUS allow 
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providers to work toward seeking approval of these reviews at their 
own risk prior to an award. Such measures will be critical to the 
deployment and sustainability of wired and wireless networks 
alike, all of which rely on robust fiber backbones that most often 
traverse Federal lands. 

Another recommendation outlined in my written testimony is to 
allow providers to draw down loan and grant funds proportionately 
rather than compelling providers to utilize all loan funding prior to 
receipt of any grant resources. 

Finally, I applaud Congress for committing so much funding to 
broadband deployment. However, taxing broadband grants dra-
matically reduces the reach and the impact of these Federal funds. 
I thank Senators Warner and Moran for introducing, and Senator 
Warnock for co-sponsoring, the Broadband Grant Tax Treatment 
Act to end the tax on broadband deployment grants. 

In conclusion, robust broadband must be available, affordable, 
and sustainable for rural America to recognize the economic, health 
care, education, and public safety benefits that advanced 
connectivity offers. Golden West and NTCA member companies 
throughout this country thank this Committee for its leadership on, 
and its interest in, all of these issues, and we look forward to work-
ing with you. On behalf of the hundreds of members of NTCA and 
the millions of rural Americans that we all serve, thank you. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Law can be found on page 76 in 
the appendix.] 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much. 
Mr. Herring, welcome. 

STATEMENT OF KENNETH F. HERRING, GENERAL MANAGER, 
ADAMS COUNTY WATER ASSOCIATION, INC., WASHINGTON, 
MISSISSIPPI 
Mr. HERRING. Thank you, Madam Chairwoman Stabenow, Rank-

ing Member Boozman, and members of the Committee. It is an 
honor to testify before you on the Department of Agriculture’s rural 
water and wastewater funding programs. I must personally thank 
Senator Cindy Hyde-Smith for the invitation to testify on these im-
portant investments made in Mississippi and around this Nation. 

I am Ken Herring, and I have worked in this industry for 39 
years and currently serve as the General Manager of the Adams 
County Water Association, a 501(c)(12) nonprofit, consumer-owned 
public utility. We started in 1966 with a Farmers Home Adminis-
tration loan. Currently, our association operates two separate utili-
ties that serve a combined population of approximately 19,000. 
Adams County is primarily a minority population with 27.2 percent 
at or below the poverty line. 

There are so many issues facing rural water utilities today. I will 
outline only a few. 

Affordability. Our utility operates on a thin margin, meaning 
only 1.5 to 2 percent revenue over expenses. Inflation has increased 
the cost of supplies, such as PVC pipe by over 230 percent and 
chlorine by 95 percent. Most rural systems have little choice but to 
pass on these increased costs to the ratepayer. 

USDA Rural Development is the only Federal agency created by 
Congress to solely serve rural America. My State of Mississippi 
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currently has one of the largest USDA loan portfolios in the coun-
try. 

Rural communities must have the ability to modernize their 
water infrastructure, much of which is approaching or past its de-
sign life. The National Rural Water Association proposes that the 
Rural Development water and wastewater programs should be 
modernized with additional affordable financing options. 

Congress has modernized other infrastructure programs. For ex-
ample, EPA was also provided additional authorities by Congress 
through new types of financial assistance, including principal for-
giveness, zero and/or negative interest rates, refinancing, or a com-
bination of these assistance tools. 

Unfortunately, only a fraction of EPA’s SRF funding benefit 
small and rural communities because it is largely absorbed by large 
cities. We are requesting that this Committee consider giving Rural 
Development new authorities similar to the affordable financing 
and servicing options that are currently available to the EPA. 

Disaster assistance. The Adams County Water Association cus-
tomers have, unfortunately, been impacted by numerous natural 
disasters. With many small systems, it is very common for staff, 
even if they are full-time, to have numerous responsibilities. How-
ever, they do not possess the time and expertise to adequately pre-
pare for, and respond to, disasters. 

The USDA Circuit Rider technical assistance is limited to recov-
ery efforts and only to systems under 10,000 population. We sug-
gest expanding the current recovery activities that could include 
preventive measures, for example, resiliency design, disaster pro-
tocol, and recovery training. Post-disaster activities could include 
damage assessments, assisting in the FEMA reimbursement proc-
ess, and reporting requirements. 

1926(b) protection. The 1926(b) provision was enacted in 1987 to 
protect the service area from being encroached and the repayment 
ability for USDA borrowers. Any modification of this existing stat-
ute would likely be litigated at a tremendous cost to rural utilities 
and may reduce a service area and repayment ability to Rural De-
velopment. 

Rural water industry work force. Today, attracting and retaining 
capable, licensed water and wastewater system operators is the 
biggest challenge facing the rural water industry in Mississippi and 
across the Nation. We have some suggestions, but in the interest 
of time I will turn to my conclusion. 

Enhancing and modernizing the USDA Rural Development water 
and wastewater programs will be critical in maintaining affordable, 
sustainable services, especially to lower-income communities. The 
technical assistance initiatives authorized by this Committee com-
plement and provide the capacity and experience to protect both 
the Federal Government investment and communities’ mission to 
provide safe, sustainable, and affordable water and wastewater 
service. 

Thank you for this opportunity, and I stand ready to take any 
questions. 

[The prepared statement of Mr. Herring can be found on page 84 
in the appendix.] 
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Chairwoman STABENOW. Well, thank you so much to all of you 
for really important input on these topics, and I would first turn 
to Ms. AcMoody. 

I was struck that you talked about facing rural population loss 
in Michigan. I am sure that is not different than other places. 
When we talk about what we need to do to encourage people to live 
in beautiful rural Michigan, it certainly involves young people, 
making sure young people stay or go to school and come back and 
be part of the community. Could you talk about the great—the op-
portunities both through the Michigan lens, opportunities for rural 
Michigan, and what programs that the USDA has that are most 
important in harnessing the opportunities? 

Ms. ACMOODY. Great. Thank you for that question. I think there 
are a lot of opportunities in rural Michigan to attract new people. 
I think part of it—you know, I spoke about the housing issue. We 
have actually seen—we had a fellow in Kalkaska that we could not 
find housing for. While we are trying to increase the capacity of 
those rural communities and we are trying to bring new people in, 
I think housing is definitely an issue we need to look at. 

I think, for sure, the small business support programs that are 
out there for USDA Rural Development are incredibly beneficial to 
try to draw those entrepreneurs to our rural areas. I think those 
are an important part of that. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you. I hear about housing all the 
time as well, and certainly when we are trying to attract employees 
to go to Michigan, workers, and so on, housing becomes a real chal-
lenge. Thank you very much. 

Mr. Casper and Mr. Law, I wonder if you both could talk a little 
bit more specifically on rural broadband expansion. I think it is 
clear that the Committee agrees with all of you how important this 
is, and I think we will probably be looking at whether we can make 
the ReConnect program permanent. Right now, it is a continual 
part of the appropriations pilot, as you know. In looking at spe-
cifics, could each of you share what speeds you feel this Committee 
should consider as underserved or unserved, and what are the nec-
essary minimum speeds Congress should expect carriers to build 
toward? 

Mr. LAW. Thank you, Chairman Stabenow. I will answer that 
with a couple of parts, first of all, in terms of unserved. To be clear, 
unserved, to me, today would be anybody who cannot receive 25/ 
3 speeds or less. That absolutely is unserved. Underserved would 
be 100/20. 100 megabits down/20 megabits up, I think, is a fair 
classification for underserved, meaning it is workable and plausible 
in today’s marketplace but scalability in the future is probably 
going to be challenged. 

For future funding programs, I strongly recommend that this 
Committee look at a minimum of 100 megabits symmetrical speeds, 
and I say that for a couple of reasons. One is when you look for 
future applications that will be required for broadband usage in 
these rural and remote communities, as well as urban areas, but 
certainly in rural and remote areas, what are the technical capa-
bilities that are going to be required today, tomorrow, next month, 
next year because the speed or the pace at which consumers are 
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continuing to utilize broadband connectivity is increasing roughly 
double every 18 months. You have to plan for that. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you. 
Mr. Casper. 
Mr. CASPER. Yes, we have been promoting 100/100 as well. We 

offer symmetrical speeds. For the future as Denny Stated, I think 
we have to start looking at toward one gigabyte as well because 
from agricultural services to cell phone providers there is going to 
be additional bandwidth that is going to be required. 

Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
In the interest of time, I am going to turn now to Senator Booz-

man for his questions. 
Senator BOOZMAN. Thank you, Madam Chair, and again thank 

all of you all so much for being here. 
Mr. Herring, consolidation of the small water systems due to lack 

of capital, lack of population, and outdated infrastructure is becom-
ing more common across the country. Your State is much like the 
State of Arkansas where I am at. I know you have got these prob-
lems. Does the decision to consolidate affect these water systems’ 
ability to apply for USDA programs? What can be done to ensure 
that smaller water systems are able to access USDA programs? 

Mr. HERRING. Thank you for that question. What we would like 
to see is more loan flexibility within USDA because some systems, 
like for instance, Adams County Water recently took over a very 
small rural system that had, I think, around $200,000 worth of 
USDA debt along with aged infrastructure and a lot of low mainte-
nance. Therefore, we had a lot of leaks and stuff like that to fix. 

What we would like to see is to be able to look at the issue as 
a whole in these little small systems, where they can be able to 
apply for and receive more grant money and, if a larger system is 
willing to consolidate, maybe use the smaller system’s finances to 
be able to take over and become part of the larger system because 
Adams County Water, for instance, had to spend around $500,000 
on this little, small system just to help get it back viable again. If 
we could have been able to use the little, small system’s finances, 
then we probably could have received more grant money from 
USDA. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Very good. 
Mr. Casper, renewable energy is sometimes seen as the silver 

bullet to many environmental and energy issues. I have seen many 
examples in my own State of how renewable energy can be bene-
ficial to farmers, but for means of affordability and actually keep-
ing the lights on, renewable energy cannot be the sole energy 
source in every region of the country. Can you speak about the bal-
ance that is needed between renewable and traditional sources to 
meet the needs of rural America? As was alluded to by all of you, 
we have got enough problems without significantly increased en-
ergy cost. 

Mr. CASPER. Thank you, Senator. You know, the transition has 
to be paced and managed, most importantly. We cannot force or 
make an abrupt movement. You know, there is concerns, of course, 
in Europe right now. 
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What I suggest is we must listen to our experts. For example, at 
North American Electric Reliability Corporation, our independent 
system operators, they know more than anything. 

They are running the load flow analysis and understand what 
mix you can—and during that transition. 

We support renewables as a large part of that solution, but it has 
to be—again, just getting back to it, it has to be—the transition 
has to be paced and managed. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Very good. Ms. AcMoody, will you expand on 
the rural communities you represent and their ability to acquire 
USDA programmatic dollars? In your testimony, you alluded to the 
challenges to secure the dollars based on the size of the commu-
nity. How can Congress ensure that these programs are accessible 
to all of our rural communities? 

You know as I go out and about—you know, schools are so impor-
tant. Medical is so important. Then you have got the problems we 
alluded to with the Under Secretary of the sense that it should not 
be, or I do not think it should be, that you have to spend thousands 
of dollars hiring a grant writer in some small community that lit-
erally is hemorrhaging population. 

You mentioned your loss of population. We have 75 counties, and 
I think we lost population in 52 or 53 of them. You start losing 
those turnback dollars. Then you look at the average age of these 
communities, many of them are going to be retiring and moving 
with their children who never came back. It is just a huge problem, 
but again, like I say, there does not seem to be any reason that it 
is so hard to get these things. 

Ms. ACMOODY. Yes, thank you for that question. I know the 
Under Secretary alluded to partnering with nonprofits on the 
ground to help municipalities and—— 

Senator BOOZMAN. There are not enough. That is tough in little 
small-town America that you know about and the rest of us know 
about. 

Ms. ACMOODY. It is; it is tough. I think streamlining the process 
a little bit, making it a little bit easier for these places to access, 
and I really think looking at trying to, like I said, increase the ca-
pacity of them. I think our fellowship program is a perfect example 
of a low-lift program that has made just a huge impact on rural 
communities. We actually are a Statewide organization, so we rep-
resent all of the rural communities around our State. 

I have seen—you know, my partner in Arizona, which is Local 
First Arizona, has actually set up a program where they provide 
grant writers to small businesses around the State to help them 
with that. With just a couple employees on staff at that State level, 
they already have the contacts on the ground because they are a 
place-based organization and work with all the very small busi-
nesses on the ground, where they can come in and get that tech-
nical assistance from that nonprofit to apply for these grants. 

I do think streamlining and making the application process a lit-
tle bit easier would be extremely helpful. 

Senator BOOZMAN. Very good. Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you very much. 
Senator Durbin. 
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Senator DURBIN. Thank you, Madam Chair. I am glad that I was 
able to finally make one of your committee meetings. My staff cov-
ers for me, but the Judiciary Committee meets exactly the same 
time. We finished a little bit early today, and I was glad to be here. 

Mr. Casper, I am sorry I was not here to formally introduce you, 
but I heard your testimony. You did quite well. 

The reason I wanted to come and ask you a question today is be-
cause I have great news. I wanted to report to the Chairman and 
all who are in attendance here that we just got our utility bill at 
our home in Springfield, Illinois, for the month of October, and I 
am pleased to report to you that we are not being charged for any 
electricity in the month of October. Good news. That saves us $100. 

How did we do that? We installed solar panels two months ago. 
We are now generating more electricity on my roof than we are 
using in my home, and I think it is a pretty good deal. The Infla-
tion Reduction Act creates—extends the tax incentives to do this. 
I think it is an investment that will pay off even if I sell the home 
in the future. 

I recently had a visit from the Illinois Farm Bureau. They come 
every year. Very nice and cordial visit. Talked about issues that 
they are facing. I told them this story, and I asked one of the farm-
ers there or I asked the farmers in general, ‘‘So what are you doing 
about solar panels?’’ 

One fellow said: Well, I have got a sad story to tell you. I have 
a hog operation with 3,600 head of hog, and I run fans 24–7 to 
keep them comfortable, and my electric bills go through the roof. 
I am on an electric co-op in rural Illinois, and so I looked into solar. 
The co-op reported to me that if they were to bring solar panels for 
net metering to his farm that they would have to upgrade the util-
ity service, the wires that are serving the farm, and since that 
would be just for him they would not ask the whole co-op member-
ship to share in that expense. 

He said, ‘‘My hands are tied. I cannot use solar panels for net 
metering in rural settings.’’ 

I think that raises an interesting question. If we know that as 
a country we are moving toward renewable and sustainable fuel 
energy, then why are we not thinking as Franklin Roosevelt 
thought about electric co-ops in general? Why aren’t we thinking 
about the fact that we are going to be serving areas which may not 
be economic at the moment but clearly are going to be in the fu-
ture? That led to the creation of the rural electric co-ops and the 
right result that served Arkansas and Michigan and Illinois and so 
many other States. 

Now I get the economics of today, and the question is: How can 
we change that economic decision by a co-op? Well, we provided $2 
billion in the Inflation Reduction Act for the USDA REAP grant 
program that helps farmers pay for installing solar panels, but 
transmission lines were not covered. 

However, there is another provision in the bill that provides $9.7 
billion to help rural electric co-ops build new power generation 
transmission that achieve reductions in greenhouse gases. 

My question to Mr. Casper and my challenge to the Committee 
is: Are we going to solve this problem, this farmer who wants to 
put in solar panels to defray the cost of his hog operation utility 
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bills? Is there a way to incentivize the co ops to decide to upgrade 
their transmission lines? Would you apply for money under the Act 
that we just passed or do we have to think about a brand new ap-
proach? 

Mr. CASPER. That is a fantastic question. It is a challenge. I 
mean, we started building our lines in 1939, and so a lot of these 
particular operations, such as the one you are describing, is prob-
ably at the end of the line. Access to generation that could be put 
back on the line when the fans are not operating, for example, in 
the wintertime, we have to have access to be able to get that power 
out as well and to the load in and around the area. 

To your point, though, grid modernization is what we need to be 
looking at because rural America, just like the water systems that 
you were referring to, are aging, and we need to provide incentives 
and put those in place. We can work with your Administration and 
the Committee in providing options to be able to do that and to be 
able to put into policy specifically because it is—there is a lot of 
money. 

Senator DURBIN. Electric co-ops serve more than just farmers. 
Mr. CASPER. Yes. 
Senator DURBIN. They serve small businesses and even larger 

businesses within their service areas. It seems to me that, just like 
broadband, restricting the opportunity for energy savings is a dis-
incentive to locate in those areas, exactly the opposite of what we 
should have. 

Thank you, Madam Chair. 
Chairwoman STABENOW. Thank you so much for raising that, 

Senator Durbin, and I just want to specifically say that under the 
loan program 317, under 317 loan program, there is specific dollars 
for this. I look forward to working with you as the Department im-
plements the Inflation Reduction Act to make sure that this is spe-
cifically addressed because you are exactly right. 

I appreciate your sharing your experience with solar. This is ex-
actly why we want to get that funding into the IRA. Thank you. 

We are now at the end of our hearing. We want to thank every-
one for being here today, very much appreciate it. 

The Rural Development and Energy programs are a really impor-
tant part of the Farm Bill, and there is a lot of pressing challenges. 
I know there is a lot of interest, all the members of the Committee 
very interested, in addressing these issues. There has been a lot of 
great work already done on the ground, and we are looking forward 
to continuing to work with the USDA, with all of you, with our 
community partners, as we develop the 2023 Farm Bill. 

The record will be open for five business days, and the meeting 
is adjourned. 

[Whereupon, at 12:44 p.m., the Committee was adjourned.] 



(51) 

A P P E N D I X 

NOVEMBER 15, 2022 



52 



53 



54 



55 



56 



57 



58 



59 



60 



61 



62 



63 



64 



65 



66 



67 



68 



69 



70 



71 



72 



73 



74 



75 



76 



77 



78 



79 



80 



81 



82 



83 



84 



85 



86 



87 



88 



89 



90 



91 





(93) 

DOCUMENTS SUBMITTED FOR THE 
RECORD 

NOVEMBER 15, 2022 



94 



95 



96 



97 



98 



99 



100 



101 



102 



103 



104 



105 



106 



107 



108 



109 



110 



111 



112 



113 



114 



115 



116 



117 



118 



119 



120 



121 



122 



123 



124 



125 



126 



127 



128 



129 



130 



131 



132 



133 



134 



135 



136 



137 



138 



139 



140 



(141) 

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

NOVEMBER 15, 2022 



142 



143 



144 



145 



146 



147 



148 



149 



150 



151 



152 



153 



154 



155 



156 



157 



158 



159 



160 



161 



162 



163 



164 



165 



166 



167 



168 



169 



170 



171 



172 



173 



174 



175 



176 



177 



178 



179 

Æ 


		Superintendent of Documents
	2024-06-21T16:46:03-0400
	Government Publishing Office, Washington, DC 20401
	Government Publishing Office
	Government Publishing Office attests that this document has not been altered since it was disseminated by Government Publishing Office




