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Rental Housing in Rural America 

The Section 502 Mutual Self-Help Housing 
Loan program helps very low- and low-
income households to construct their own 
homes. It is operated by the Rural 
Development Housing and Community 
Facilities Programs office (RD) of the U.S. 
Department of Agriculture (USDA). Other 
housing development models also use self-
help methods or volunteer labor, but do not 
receive USDA RD funding and do not follow 
�8�6�'�$�¶�V���U�H�T�X�L�U�H�P�H�Q�W�V�����V�X�P�P�D�U�L�]�H�G���E�H�O�R�Z�� 

 
Purpose 
The Section 502 Mutual Self-Help 
Housing Loan program (a variation on the 
regular Section 502 direct 
Homeownership program) is used 
primarily to help very low- and low-
income households construct their own 
homes. The program is targeted to 
families who are unable to buy decent, 
safe, and sanitary housing through 
conventional methods.  

If families cannot meet their mortgage 
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The Housing Assistance 
Council (HAC) 

is a national nonprofit 
organization that 
supports affordable 
housing efforts in rural 
areas of the United 
States. HAC provides 
technical housing 
services, seed money 
loans from a revolving 
fund, housing program 
and policy assistance, 
and research and 
information services.  
HAC is an equal 
opportunity lender.  

 

Families participating in a mutual self-help 
project perform a substantial amount 
(approximately 65 percent) of the construction 
�O�D�E�R�U���R�Q���W�K�H�L�U���R�Z�Q���D�Q�G���H�D�F�K���R�W�K�H�U�¶�V���K�R�P�H�V��
under qualified supervision. The savings from 
the reduction in labor costs allow otherwise 
ineligible families to own their homes.  

payments during the construction phase, the funds 
for these payments can be included in the loans.  

At least 40 percent of total Section 502 direct 
program funding nationwide must be used to assist 
very low-income households.  

Sponsors 
Nonprofit organizations and public agencies sponsor 
mutual self-help housing. They organize groups, 
provide training and construction supervision, and 
assist participating families to file applications for 
loans to finance materials and sub-contracting when 
applicable. Most rural self-help housing sponsors 
�X�V�H���D�G�P�L�Q�L�V�W�U�D�W�L�Y�H���I�X�Q�G�V���I�U�R�P���5�'�¶�V���6�H�F�W�L�R�Q�����������6�H�O�I
-Help Technical Assistance Grant Program.  

How it Works 
�8�6�'�$�¶�V���P�X�W�X�D�O���V�H�O�I-help program involves not only 
USDA staff, but also: 

homebuyers; 
local sponsor organizations, sometimes known 
as Section 523 grantees or technical assistance 
providers because they provide technical 
assistance to homebuyers; and 
regional technical assistance contractors, 
sometimes known as Section 523 contractors, 
who provide technical assistance to current and 
potential Section 523 grantees.  

 

Eligibility 
Loans must be from lending institutions that have 
been Applicants must have very low or low incomes. 
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