
 

 

 

 

  

 
  

  
  

  

    

  
 

  
 

 
     

  
 

  
  

 
   

   
 

  
   

 
  

   
  

   

  
 

FACT SHEET: USDA Activities to Promote Equity 

Since Day One of the Biden-Harris Administration, USDA has committed itself to building back 
better for historically underserved communities. That commitment spans many projects across all 
of USDA’s mission areas and agencies. Here are some of the core actions USDA has taken to 
level the playing field for our constituents: 

EQUITY IN AGRICULTURE

• Ensuring Equitable Pandemic Assistance: Under the previous administration’s 
Coronavirus Food Assistance Program (CFAP), only 4% of funding went to socially 
disadvantaged farmers (among those who identified their race and/or ethnicity). After 
identifying gaps in previous COVID-19 relief funding, USDA announced ‘Pandemic 
Assistance for Producers’ to distribute resources more equitably and committed to 
directing at least $6 billion to the people and sectors who needed assistance most via the 
newly-established initiative. Among other funding opportunities, the Pandemic 
Assistance Initiative includes re-opening signup for CFAP2, $700 million in grants to 
provide relief to farm and food workers affected by COVID-19, $700 million to provide 
relief for small producers, processors, farmers markets and seafood vessels affected by 
COVID-19, and  $2 million to establish partnerships with organizations to provide 
outreach and technical assistance to historically underserved farmers and ranchers. As a 
result, there was a fourfold increase in participation among historically underserved 
producers in CFAP 2 since April 2021.

• Resolving Heirs’ Property Succession Issues: In July, USDA announced it was 
providing $67 million in competitive loans through its new Heirs’ Property Relending 
Program to help agricultural producers and landowners resolve heirs’ land ownership and 
succession issues.

• Supporting Veteran, Underserved, and Economically Stressed Farmers: In July, 
USDA announced approximately $16.6 million in funding to community-based and 
nonprofit organizations, institutions of higher education, and Tribal entities that help 
veteran, underserved, and economically stressed farmers own and operate successful 
farms.

• Empowering Minority Serving Institutions of Higher Education: In FY 2021, 
USDA’s National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) administered 16 specific 
Minority Serving Institutions-targeted programs with over $250 million in funding. These 
programs include specific capacity and competitive-funding opportunities targeted for: 
1890 Land-grant Universities, 1994 Tribal Colleges and Universities, Hispanic-Serving 
Institutions, Alaska Native-Serving and Native Hawaiian-Serving Institutions, Insular 
Land Grant Institutions, and Historically Black Colleges and Universities.

• Investing in HBCUs: USDA announced an investment of over $21.8 million to 1890 
Land Grant-Institutions to support research at Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities at our nation’s Land-Grant University System. These investments are 
designed to build capacity for teaching, research and extension activities at eligible

https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/03/24/after-identifying-gaps-previous-aid-usda-announces-pandemic
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/03/24/after-identifying-gaps-previous-aid-usda-announces-pandemic
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/03/24/after-identifying-gaps-previous-aid-usda-announces-pandemic
https://www.farmers.gov/coronavirus/pandemic-assistance
https://www.farmers.gov/coronavirus/pandemic-assistance
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/09/07/usda-invests-700-million-grants-provide-relief-farm-and-food
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/09/09/usda-invests-700-million-provide-relief-small-producers-processors
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/07/29/biden-administration-invest-67-million-help-heirs-resolve-land
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/07/26/usda-announces-166-million-funding-opportunities-support-socially
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/07/28/usda-invests-over-218m-build-agricultural-capacity-hbcus-nations


 
 

  
  

  
 

  
   

 
 

 
     

    
  

 

 
   

   
   

 

  
  

 
   

   
    

     
   

     
    

 
 

  
   

  

institutions including curriculum design, materials development, faculty development, 
student recruitment and retention, and expansion program development support. 

• Maintaining Scholarship Programs for Underrepresented Students: In November,
USDA announced the Fiscal Year 2022 applications for the 1890 National Scholars
Program and the 1994 Tribal Scholars Program. These partnerships with the 19 1890
land-grant universities and 35 tribal colleges and universities are among USDA’s efforts
to develop the next generation of food and agriculture leaders and build an agriculture
workforce that is more representative of America.

• Restoring the Nation to Nation Relationship with Indian Country: As part of
USDA’s commitment to restoring the nation to nation relationship with Indian Country
and implementing both President Biden’s Executive Order on Advancing Racial Equity
and Support for Under Served Communities and the Executive Order on Tribal
Consultation, USDA held and Secretary Vilsack participated in an all-of-USDA tribal
consultation in March 2021, within weeks of being confirmed.

• Restoring the Office of Tribal Relations – Secretary Vilsack restored and empowered a
free-standing Office of Tribal Relations that reports directly to him. During the Trump
administration the Office of Tribal Relations was minimized and folded under the Office
of Partnerships and Public Engagement. USDA is restoring the Office of Tribal Relations
to a free-standing office that can maintain the nation-to-nation relationship as is required
both by law and by treaty.

• Announcing New Commitments to Tribal Nations: At the White House Tribal Leaders
Summit in November, USDA announced several new initiatives to support Indigenous
agriculture and tribal communities. Among these initiatives is the USDA Indigenous
Food Sovereignty Initiative, which promotes traditional food ways, Indian Country food
and agriculture markets, and Indigenous health through foods tailored to American
Indian/Alaska Native (AI/AN) dietary needs. USDA is partnering with tribal-serving
organizations on seven projects to reimagine federal food and agriculture programs from
an Indigenous perspective and inform future USDA programs and policies. USDA also
committed to expanding tribal self-determination by enabling greater self-governance and
decision making on USDA programs and policies that affect Tribal nations. Additionally,
USDA announced a Tribal Treaty Database in partnership with the Department of the
Interior and Oklahoma State University and the USDA Hall of Tribal Nations.

• Strengthening Commitments to HSIs: In October, USDA announced $12 million for
Hispanic-serving Institutions of higher educations (HSIs) to help strengthen their ability
to attract, retain and graduate underrepresented students pursuing careers in agriculture,
natural resources and human sciences.

• Providing Conservation Assistance to Underserved Producers: In August, USDA’s
Natural Resource Conservation Service announced up to $50 million in cooperative
agreements to support historically underserved farmers and ranchers with climate-smart
agriculture and forestry. These Racial Justice and Equity Conservation Cooperative
Agreements are available to entities and individuals for two-year projects that expand the
delivery of conservation assistance to farmers who are beginning, limited resource,
socially disadvantaged, and veteran farmers.

https://www.usda.gov/tribalrelations/usda-programs-and-services/usda-indigenous-food-sovereignty-initiative
https://www.usda.gov/tribalrelations/usda-programs-and-services/usda-indigenous-food-sovereignty-initiative
https://www.usda.gov/sites/default/files/documents/otr-self-determination-stakeholder-notification.pdf
https://treaties.okstate.edu/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f-V4_8RIgs0
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/newsroom/releases/?cid=NRCSEPRD1819032
https://www.nrcs.usda.gov/wps/portal/nrcs/detail/national/newsroom/releases/?cid=NRCSEPRD1819032


  
   

  
  

 
 

 
   

 
 

  
  

  
  

   
   

 
    

 
 

  
   

   
    

   
  

     
  

 
  

 
 

  
       

   
  

  
  

  
 

• Providing Technical Assistance for Underserved Producers: In November, USDA 
announced $75 million in funding to 20 organizations to provide technical assistance to 
connect underserved producers with USDA programs and services. The cooperative 
agreements are an initial step in deploying American Rescue Plan resources in response 
to demands for more immediate assistance on farm business planning, market 
development and access assistance, tax planning and land access assistance, to help 
underserved producers succeed. 

• Advancing Equity in Agriculture via Economic Opportunity and Next Gen Leaders: 
The American Rescue Plan includes $1 billion that will enable USDA to better support 
address the needs of historically underserved populations via technical assistance, access 
to land and support for efforts to resolve land title issues, access to credit, and support 
reaching new markets. To implement these funds USDA is designing new programs from 
scratch; the structure, focus and design will reflect input from historically underserved 
communities, including those received via a recent equity-focused Request For 
Information. The funds also direct USDA to develop career pathways for the next 
generation of leaders in agriculture in partnership with minority serving institutions, 
which will enable USDA to expand, for example, the Pathways Programs. 

• Improving Access and Participation for Underserved Producers: In October, USDA 
announced three awards totaling $25 million in grants and cooperative agreements to 
ensure broader access and participation in USDA programs and services for historically 
underserved farmers and ranchers. Of that, $18.6 million in grants will provide training, 
outreach, and technical assistance to historically underserved and veteran farmers and 
ranchers in 21 states through USDA’s 2501 Program. The Farm Service Agency (FSA) 
awarded $4.7 million to projects that will provide historically underserved producers with 
improved access and technical assistance as they apply and use FSA programs. 
Additionally, the Agricultural Marketing Service (FSA) awarded $1.7 million for projects 
to improve the oversight capacity of the organic industry by expanding the pool of 
qualified inspectors, reviewers and other professionals who oversee organic production. 

• Standing Up an Equity Commission: USDA is standing up an independent Equity 
Commission to examine USDA programs and services. The Commission will be charged 
with reviewing USDA programs to identify and make recommendations for how USDA 
can reduce barriers to access and advance equity.  The Commission will also work to 
ensure accountability within the organization and empower customers from underserved 
communities to take fuller advantage of our programs and services, signaling the 
beginning of systemic, structural and cultural changes essential to advance equity.  

• Engaging with Congress: Secretary Vilsack testified at the House Agriculture 
Committee’s first-ever Hearing to Review the State of Black Farmers; he also testified 
before the Senate Judiciary Committee in support of the Farm Worker Modernization 
Act.  In these first opportunities to provide his priorities to congressional leaders he 
clearly laid out his commitment to equity and justice. In House Ag his testimony and 
comments were included racial equity and social justice work at USDA and the need to 
address past discrimination. 

https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/11/24/usda-announces-american-rescue-plan-technical-assistance
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/11/24/usda-announces-american-rescue-plan-technical-assistance
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/06/16/usda-publishes-federal-register-notice-public-input-racial-justice
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/06/16/usda-publishes-federal-register-notice-public-input-racial-justice
https://www.usda.gov/our-agency/careers/usda-pathways-programs
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/10/07/usda-commitments-equity-agriculture-include-nearly-25-million
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/10/07/usda-commitments-equity-agriculture-include-nearly-25-million
https://www.ams.usda.gov/press-release/organic-human-capital-capacity-building-projects-announced?auHash=jswwqapHQqiUaOVJSDEv3rjqEZX6hH4dtiYo94pq8SA
https://agriculture.house.gov/calendar/eventsingle.aspx?EventID=2141
https://www.judiciary.senate.gov/press/dem/releases/agriculture-secretary-vilsack-delivers-opening-statement-at-immigrant-farmworkers-judiciary-committee-hearing
https://www.judiciary.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/Vilsack%20-%20Statement.pdf


 

    

   
  

 
    

 
    

  
     

    
  
 

  

  
 

  
    

  
   

  
  

 
     

   
 

   
     

    
  

 
  

  
 

 

BUILDING A MORE DIVERSE USDA 

• Leading with Diversity, Equity, Inclusion and Access Front and Center: USDA’s 
commitment to diversity and equity includes strong leadership and experience.  The 
Administration has sought out key leaders from across the country known for their work 
in agriculture, experience in working with historically underrepresented communities, 
and their commitment to shape policy at USDA to be more inclusive. 

• Issuing Strong USDA Civil Rights Policies and Updating Anti-Harassment Policies: 
The Secretary has issued internal memoranda and communications recommitting USDA 
to civil rights.  The Office of Civil Rights is leading a collaborative effort to revise 
USDA’s anti-harassment rules and program. Both are important to upholding values, 
setting expectations and holding USDA employees accountable. 

• Appointing a Senior Advisor for Equity in the Office of the Secretary: To ensure 
equity is front and center in policy development and decision making in a cross cutting 
way, USDA for the first time ever, created a position — Senior Advisor for Racial Justice 
and Equity — in the Office of the Secretary to be an internal advocate for underserved 
communities. 

• Appointing a Diverse Leadership Team: Within the first two months of this 
Administration, the President appointed and nominated the first African American 
woman to serve as Deputy Secretary (Dr. Jewel Bronaugh), the Department’s first Senior 
Advisor for Racial Equity in the Office of the Secretary (Dr. Dewayne Goldmon), the 
first Native American to serve as General Counsel (Janie Hipp), the first Latinx woman 
to serve as Deputy Under Secretary for Farm Production and Conservation (Gloria 
Montaño Greene), the first Native American to serve as Administrator of the Farm 
Service Agency (Zach Ducheneaux), new leadership in the Office of Civil Rights 
including Monica Rainge, and many others reflective of a commitment to build a team 
that reflects the diversity of America and with deep knowledge of the communities 
USDA serves. 

• Racial Justice and Equity Internal Working Group: As part of its implementation of 
President Biden’s executive order on advancing equity, USDA launched its first-ever 
Racial Justice and Equity Internal Working Group to identify gaps and inadequacies. The 
group includes representatives from every USDA Mission Area and is a forum for 
learning and advancing an all-of-USDA equity effort 

• Request for Information: In June, USDA published a Request for Information on Racial 
Justice and Equity and held over 15 hours of listening sessions with a wide-range of 
stakeholders to learn about experiences and receive feedback about its programs and 
services. The information collected will serve as a strong foundation for both the Equity 
Commission and to ensure these funds are deployed effectively and in response to the 
needs and priorities of underserved communities. 

LOWERING BARRIERS FOR UNDERSERVED COMMUNITIES 

https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/06/16/usda-publishes-federal-register-notice-public-input-racial-justice
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/06/16/usda-publishes-federal-register-notice-public-input-racial-justice


  

  
 

 
  

 
   

     
  

 
  

 
 

  
   

  
 

 
    

 
   

 
  

  
 

 
 

  
 

     
 

  
 

   
   

     

 
 

Food and Nutrition Service 

• Expanding Pandemic Food Assistance: USDA increased the Pandemic-EBT food 
assistance benefit by approximately 15%, providing more money for low-income families 
and millions of children missing meals due to school closures. This action provided 
additional support to millions of low-income and food insecure children during the 
pandemic 

• Temporarily Increasing SNAP Benefits in Response to Pandemic Challenges: In 
March, USDA extended a 15% increase in SNAP benefits— providing over $1.1 billion 
per month in additional benefits for about 41 million participants—through September 
2021. 

• Permanently Raising SNAP Benefits to Reflect True Costs: USDA released a re-
evaluation of the Thrifty Food Plan in August, a tool used to calculate Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) benefits. As a result, the average SNAP benefit 
will increase by about 27% 

• Bolstering Access to SNAP: USDA provided states with $1.135 billion from the 
American Rescue Plan Act to support and enhance their administration of the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Programs (SNAP) for a variety of purposes, including 
investing in technology to improve access to SNAP benefits, exploring opportunities to 
better reach vulnerable populations, and improving reporting on program outcomes to 
enable data-driven decision making. 

• Increasing Benefits for WIC Recipients: USDA announced nearly $900 million for the 
Special Supplemental Nutrition Program Woman, Infants, and Children (WIC). This 
funding went toward implementing a temporary increase in fruit and vegetable vouchers 
to $35 per month and a historic investment in innovation and outreach to better serve 
more than 6.2 million people who use WIC to support a healthy start for infants and 
young children. With funds from the American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 (ARPA), USDA 
is taking steps to increase WIC enrollment and retention by raising awareness of WIC’s 
benefits and services and making certification easier for potential participants. Additional 
efforts include supporting state agencies and leveraging partnerships to ensure WIC 
clinics meet the needs of their communities, provide culturally appropriate services, and 
address disparities in food access. 

• Boosting Assistance for Homeless Youth: USDA expanded eligibility for homeless 
young adults under the age of 25 to be able to receive meals at emergency shelters 
participating in the Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) to reach the most 
vulnerable populations experiencing food hardship due to the pandemic under the 
American Rescue Plan. 

• Expanding Options for Tribal Communities: In November, USDA’s Food and 
Nutrition Service (FNS) announced $3.5 million to eight tribal nations for a program that 
expands flexibility in their administration of the Food Distribution Program on Indian 
Reservations (FDPIR). The FDPIR Self-Determination Demonstration Project empowers 
tribal nations by giving them more options in selecting foods for their FDPIR food 

https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/01/22/biden-administration-expands-p-ebt-benefit-millions-low-income-and
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/01/22/biden-administration-expands-p-ebt-benefit-millions-low-income-and
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/08/16/usda-modernizes-thrifty-food-plan-updates-snap-benefits
https://www.fns.usda.gov/news-item/fns-000221
https://www.fns.usda.gov/news-item/fns-000221
https://www.fns.usda.gov/news-item/fns-000221
https://www.fns.usda.gov/news-item/fns-000221
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/04/09/usda-boosts-food-assistance-homeless-young-adults-seeking-refuge


 
 

  

   
  

 
  

  
 

  
  

  
 

  
  

  
   

    
  

  
 

 
   

  
 

     
   

  
   

    
  

    
     

 
 

 
 

 

packages, so that they better align with their dietary preferences. The project also allows 
tribal nations to purchase directly from commercial vendors instead of USDA. 

Rural Development 

• Eviction and Foreclosure Moratorium: In one of his first acts in office, President Joe 
Biden requested federal agencies to extend eviction and foreclosure moratoriums for 
millions of Americans. In response, the U.S. Department of Agriculture announced an 
extension of eviction and foreclosure moratoriums on USDA Single Family Housing 
Direct and Guaranteed loans (SFHDLP and SFHGLP) and extended the eviction and 
foreclosure moratorium to affected multifamily housing residents. 

• Expanding Electric Service in Tribal Communities: The Rural Utilities Service 
obligated a $235 million loan to the Navajo Tribal Utility Authority to improve electric 
service to the Navajo and Hopi tribes and deploy fiber-based smart grid infrastructure. 
These investments were part of a broader $598 million investment to Improve and 
Modernize Rural Electric Infrastructure After Serve Weather and Age Test the Grid: 

• Sharing Resources for Rural Child Care: USDA’s Rural Development (RD) and 
Health and Human Services (HHS) unveiled a joint resource guide aimed to help people 
in rural and tribal communities increase access to child-care services. The guide provides 
useful information to help stakeholders in rural communities address the need for 
improved access to affordable, high-quality child-care and early learning facilities. 

• Supporting Economic Growth in Underserved Rural Areas: USDA’s newly-
announced Rural Innovation Stronger Economy (RISE) grants help rural communities 
create good-paying jobs and support new business opportunities in high-growth fields. 

• Promoting Environmental Justice: USDA Rural Development submitted its plan to 
implement the Justice40 Initiative, a whole-of-government effort to ensure that at least 
40% of climate-related spending is in under-served areas. The pilot uses the Rural Energy 
for America Plan, which finances renewable energy systems and energy efficiency 
improvements for agricultural producers and rural small businesses, to bring USDA 
within Justice40’s parameters. 

• Improving Equitable Access for Rural Communities: In November, USDA Rural 
Development (RD) announced an investment of $86 million to improve equitable access 
to jobs, business opportunities, housing and health care for people who live and work in 
rural communities. The 218 investments come from six USDA programs, including the 
Tribal College Initiative Grant, Delta Health Care Grant and Socially Disadvantaged 
Groups Grant programs. 

• Investing in the Future of Rural and Tribal Communities: In November, USDA 
announced $3 million in cooperative agreements to 13 organizations to provide technical 
assistance to people living in rural and tribal communities so they can apply for and 
access government resources for projects that will attract jobs and people. The 
organizations will work directly with people in rural and tribal communities to develop 
plans that will ensure people have access to high-speed internet in their homes, are able to 
live in affordable houses, have access to safe and reliable transportation to go to school 
and work, and more. 

https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/01/20/biden-administration-announces-foreclosure-moratorium-and-mortgage
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/09/04/2020-19654/temporary-halt-in-residential-evictions-to-prevent-the-further-spread-of-covid-19
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/03/16/usda-invests-598-million-improve-and-modernize-rural-electric
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/03/16/usda-invests-598-million-improve-and-modernize-rural-electric
https://www.rd.usda.gov/programs-services/business-programs/rural-innovation-stronger-economy-rise-grants
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/11/18/usda-invests-86-million-improve-equitable-access-jobs-business
https://www.usda.gov/media/press-releases/2021/11/18/usda-invests-86-million-improve-equitable-access-jobs-business
https://www.rd.usda.gov/newsroom/news-release/usda-partners-create-livable-communities-will-attract-people-and-jobs-rural-areas-and-tribal-nations


     
 

 
 

  
  

  

 
 

 
   

 
 

 

     
  

  
    

    
    

    
  

  
  

   
   

  

 

 

 

 

• Prioritizing Areas Most in Need: Rural Development is incorporating key Biden-Harris 
Administration priorities into program scoring and associated funding announcements 
beginning with the fiscal year (FY) 2022 funding announcements. Priority Points, also 
referred to as discretionary points, are additional points added to an established scoring 
criterion that RD uses to help determine which projects qualify for funding. Awarding 
extra points (i.e. priority points) raises a project’s score, which in turn improves the 
chances of a project being scored high enough to warrant a funding award. Many grant 
and technical assistance programs have the potential to support rural communities’ 
economic development effort and maintain and improve a healthy rural population by 
leveraging funding assistance to key Administration priorities. These priorities build 
upon RD’s continuing commitment to serving traditionally underserved and 
economically challenged rural areas, such as Persistent Poverty Counties. Many RD 
programs will have a funding set-aside for areas of persistent poverty. These programs 
will be identified on the Priority Points Program Chart (https://www.rd.usda.gov/priority-
points/program-chart). 

Forest Service 

• Agreement on the Tongass National Forest: The USDA Forest Service Alaska Region 
has entered into a 5-year agreement with the Central Council of the Tlingit and Haida 
Indians of Alaska to strengthen tribal relations and center tribal perspectives on 
the Tongass National Forest. 

• Restoring Protections for the Tongass National Forest: On November 19, USDA 
announced it was taking steps to restore protections to more than nine million acres of 
inventoried roadless areas on the Tongass National Forest by repealing the 2020 Alaska 
Roadless Rule. This rule exempted the Tongass from the 2001 Roadless rule, which 
prohibited road construction, reconstruction and timber harvest in inventoried roadless 
areas. 

• Anti-Harassment Directive: On March 25, USDA’s Forest Service published new 
guidance continuing their commitment to maintaining a work environment where all 
people are treated with dignity, fairness, and respect, and are free from harassment.  
Incorporating employee feedback, the updates establish expectations and responsibilities 
to prevent and address harassment and retaliation to sustain a productive, respectful work 
environment. 

# 

https://www.rd.usda.gov/priority-points/program-chart
https://www.rd.usda.gov/priority-points/program-chart

