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HOME OWNERSHIP

Like a rock?
Residential home 
buying has been 
steady, but may 
not last
By Edward Smith  |  Page 4

SOUTHEAST ASIAN 
FARMERS FACE 
TOTAL LOSS IN 
COVID FALLOUT 
By Donald A. Promnitz  |  Page 3

PHOTO BY DONALD A. PROMNITZ | Hmong farmer Chongyee Xiong stands in front of rows of dead crops that had to go unharvested due to Covid-19.
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Southeast Asian 
farmers face total 
loss in Covid fallout 

On the 18 acres of land he leased 
in Sanger, Hmong American farmer 
Chongyee Xiong has been forced to 
watch as his crops wither and die. 

“Since the pandemic, everything I’ve 
planted is just wasted,” he said. “You 
don’t get anything. It hit big time.”

He pointed to what was once a row of 
cilantro — one of his best selling crops. 
But this year, the dried leaves are 
disintegrating between his fingers. And 
while much of his farm is still green 
right now, Xiong says it’s only a matter 
of time before the rest of his farm is the 
same way — a total loss.

Making matters worse, Xiong paid 
for the lease, the seeds and all the 
materials to farm using the savings he 
made at his job as groundskeeper at 
Clovis Unified School District. 

“I would say it’s a 100% loss,” he said. 
“I can’t sell anything — I didn’t get any 
penny back.”

According to the University of 
California Agriculture and Natural 
Resources Cooperative Extension 
(UCCE) in Fresno, there were nearly 
2,000 Asian farms in the San Joaquin 
Valley area in 2015. Roughly 70% of 
these were run by Hmong growers. 
They typically grow the crops their 
tenants previously cultivated back in 
Laos  — including Thai peppers, bok 
choy, snow peas and lemongrass — 
and are some of the most prominent 
growers of strawberries in the Valley.

But when Covid-19 hit and shelter-
in-place measures were implemented, 
Asian markets and restaurants that 
readily bought their produce either 
shut down or saw their business 
rapidly drop.

According to Blong Xiong, executive 
director of the Asian Business Institute 
and Resource Center (ABIRC), the 
Hmong business community in Fresno 
has been hit particularly hard by 
the economic consequences of the 
pandemic.

A recent survey was conducted 
by the ABIRC to assess the damage. 
The study found that 85.7% saw a 
decline in customer attendance and 
revenue from sales, while 81% of them 
experienced a lack of income and 
difficulty paying their bills. Another 
problem outlined in the survey was the 
inability to harvest due to lack of labor 
— a problem experienced by 80% of 
those who responded. 

And while the ABIRC noted that the 
sample size for the survey was small 
(only 21 respondents), it painted a 
bleak picture for some of the most 
agriculturally diverse farms in Central 
California.

“If you’re a small farmer, you’re 
living month-to-month,” Blong Xiong 
said. “A lot of our farmers said that they 
were either close to being closed off 
or losing their jobs, losing their farms, 
couldn’t pay their rent — and it was 
hard.”

During the shelter-in-place order, 
Blong Xiong says growers lost crucial 
access to markets, restaurants, 
wholesale distributors and retailers. 
These small growers, or “micro 
farmers,” have found their crops 
expiring in their fields instead. They’re 
losses that the Hmong can’t afford. It 
means the inability for many to pay the 
leases for the land they tend, or even to 
feed their families.

Federal aid has been offered to farms 
at this time, but Blong Xiong says 
that the Hmong often do not qualify. 
Barriers also exist in the lengthy 
process of application.

“Technically, there’s nothing directly 
from the feds or the state right now 
that’s going to address their needs,” he 
said. 

Farmer Chue Lee applied for 
loans through the federal Paycheck 
Protection Program, but found out 
he didn’t have enough employees to 
qualify for aid. With a loss of about 

PHOTO BY DONALD A. PROMNITZ | Chongyee Xiong displays the Asian specialty crops in Sanger that haven’t 
gone bad yet. Asian American farmers like Xiong have been hit especially hard by Covid-19’s economic fallout 
as they lost access to many of the markets and restaurants that buy their produce.
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70%, Lee may not be able to afford the 
lease for the two portions of land he 
has in Fresno County, which together 
amount to roughly 12 acres. Meanwhile, 
his own ability to access customers has 
been made more difficult by his wife’s 
heart condition — which would make 
a Covid-19 infection devastating for her.

“Everything that we make, all that 
we’re saving now is just like already out 
there and there’s no help for us at all,” 
Lee said. “We tried to apply for all the 
releases, but there’s nothing that fits 
into our category.”

Michael Yang, an ag assistant with 
UCCE, said there are also issues with 
technical literacy with the farmers. 
And without training with a computer, 
accessing aid online becomes nearly 
impossible. It increases the odds of 
losing everything —something he 
already did once in fleeing to the U.S.

“It’s pretty tough when you come to 
a country where you have to relearn 
everything and the first thing you know 
is just farming,” Yang said. “And just 

bringing the clothes on your back is 
pretty much what you have.”

However, Hmong and other Asian 
American farmers have not been 
on their own on the local level. 
Organizations like the ABIRC have been 
promoting farms, restaurants and 
businesses and helping them through 
initiatives like the Micro Farmer Crop 
Buyback Program, which was launched 
at the end of May. The program allows 
specialty crop farmers to sell their 
crops to local volunteer partners like 
HandsOn Central California and to 
local churches to feed families in the 
Valley dealing with food insecurity. 

However, local aid can only go so 
far and without a good year in 2021 or 
outside help, the Hmong run the risk of 
losing everything all over again.

Looking back at the two months 
during shelter in place, the demand 
Realtor Don Scordino saw from 
homebuyers surprised him. 

The nature of the disease and 
the response to it, coupled with 
market forces pre-dating Covid-19, 
kept housing prices afloat. Even 
as Americans experienced record 
unemployment and unprecedented 
uncertainty, lack of inventory and low 
interest rates incentivized buyers and 
sellers to make a deal.

March 16 — the date many shelter-
in-place orders took effect — felt 
“like a ton of bricks” for Scordino, a 
broker associate with Realty Concepts 
and current president of the Fresno 
Association of Realtors.

In the four weeks after March 16, 
pending sales varied from 175-193 
per week. After those weeks, those 
numbers shot up to 287-307.

“You can see the difference a month 
made,” Scordino said.

Sellers took their homes off of the 
market out of fear of inviting infection. 
But the drop off of available homes 
kept it a seller’s market.

One couple Scordino helped had to 
move to Arizona for a new job only a 
week after state officials closed down 

realty firms. 
Scordino asked if there was any way 

for them to wait a couple months, but 
there was no way. Despite industries 
shutting down, their house closed with 
only a one-day delay.

In the South Valley, home prices 
for April were off 3.2% from the year 
before at a median price $252,750. 
Home sales dropped 12.3% and there 
was only 3.2 months of inventory, 
which Connie Kautz, president of the 
Tulare County Association of Realtors 
says was “low.” 

The homes that sold the most were 
in the $250,000-$300,000 range, right 
near the median home price.

During shelter-in-place, regulations 
for Realtors changed so as to protect 
the health of homebuyers and sellers.

What was once a one-page form 
addressing home safety transformed 
into a 10-page form for Kautz, the 
buyers as well as vendors.

“It was a constant, continuing, 
changing environment trying to 
navigate through what we were 
supposed to do, but buyers needed to 
buy and sellers needed to sell,” Kautz 
said.

Banks also tightened lending 
standards, uncertain of how 
unemployment rates would affect 
borrowers.

From auto loans to mortgages, the 
number of banks hesitant to give out 
loans neared Great Recession levels, 
according to an article in Barron’s.

Many banks added risk overlays 
to credit applications, said John 
Vartanian, broker/owner with MAV 
Mortgage in Fresno, though changes 
were not across the board.

One thing banks wanted to see was 
extra proof of employment. In some 
cases, an older pay stub might not have 
been enough, said Vartanian. If the 
application period transitioned to the 
next month, it wasn’t uncommon for 
companies to request the most recent 
pay stub to ensure borrowers were still 
employed.

“Most of the overlays, while 
unpleasant, were good for the 
industry,” said Vartanian. “We don’t 
want to give someone a loan who 
just lost their job. That’s not good for 
anybody.”

The drop-off of home sellers created 
equilibrium in home prices, said Shane 
Steele, vice president of growth and 
marketing for Sundae, an off-market 
homebuyer based in San Francisco. 

But once shelter-in-place orders 
are lifted, Steele fears a glut of houses 
may come on the market. And if banks 
continue to heavily scrutinize potential 
homebuyers, it could shrink demand 

and negatively impact housing prices.
Though regardless of what those 

standards are, said Vartanian, people 
are placing offers on homes.

The crisis is much different than 
2008 — the last time Scordino was 
president of the Fresno Association 
of Realtors. He noted that while 
unemployment is higher now, high 
homeowner equity and low supply will 
bolster the housing economy.

High subprime mortgage rates 
ballooned and homebuyers did not 
have much equity in their homes in 
the aftermath of the Great Recession. 
In the fourth quarter of 2019, national 
homeowner equity increased 5.4% 
year-over-year to $489.4 billion. 
Negative equity declined 15% over the 
same time period.

Because of this, Scordino doesn’t 
think we’ll see panic buying like there 
was during the Great Recession. 

“Someone who got a loan in the last 
five years probably doesn’t want to 
walk away from $50,000-100,000 in 
equity because there’s been that gentle 
rise in values, and with those good 
loans, there’s been a good drop in that 
loan balance,” Scordino said.

Like a rock?
Residential home 
buying has been steady, 
but may not last

PHOTO BY DONALD A. PROMNITZ | Hmong American farmer Chongyee Xiong and his wife, Xiong Vang, stand 
in front of their field in Sanger. According to Xiong, 2020 has been a total loss as Covid-19 greatly slashed the 
demand for Asian specialty crops.Donald Promnitz | Writer can be reached at: 490-

3461 or e-mail donald@thebusinessjournal.com
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