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vast majority are low-income, and yet they're
receiving first-class quality care. So I thank
the docs and the nurses and the social work-
ers and all the people who are making this
facility such a good one.

Thanks for having me.

Iran

Q. Iran’s President said the NIE is a vic-
tory for Iran. They want an apology from the
United States and compensation, sir. Will
you do that? Is the NIE a victory for Iran?

The President. [Laughter] You can mark
down I chuckled.

NOTE: The President spoke at 10:23 a.m. in the
Adah and Leon Millard Foundation Conference
Room at OneWorld Community Health Centers.
In his remarks, he referred to Andrea Skolkin,
executive director, and Kristine McVea, medical
director, OneWorld Community Health Centers.
A reporter referred to President Mahmud
Ahmadi-nejad of Iran. A portion of these remarks
could not be verified because the tape was incom-

plete.
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Good afternoon. Before turning to the sit-
uation in the housing market, I send my sym-
pathy to the families of those murdered in
Omaha, Nebraska, yesterday. I was in Omaha
just before the shooting took place, and I
know what a difficult day it is for that fine
community. The victims and their loved ones
are in the prayers of Americans. The Federal
Government stands ready to help in any way
we can. And our whole Nation grieves with
the people of Omaha.

I just had an important discussion on the
housing market with Secretary Paulson, Sec-
retary Jackson, and members of the mortgage
industry.

The housing market is moving through a
period of change. In recent years, innovative
mortgage products have helped millions of
Americans afford their own homes, and that’s
good. Unfortunately, some of these products
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were used irresponsibly. Some lenders made
loans that borrowers did not understand, es-
pecially in the subprime sector. Some bor-
rowers took out loans they knew they could
not afford. And to compound the problem,
many mortgages are packaged into securities
and sold to investors around the world. So
when concerns about subprime loans begin
to mount—began to mount, uncertainty
spread to the broader financial markets.

Secretary Paulson and Secretary Jackson
and Chairman Bernanke are monitoring de-
velopments in the housing market and work-
ing to limit the disruption to our overall econ-
omy. Data released this morning confirmed
the difficulties facing the housing market. Yet
one reason for confidence is that the down-
turn in housing comes against a backdrop of
solid fundamentals in other areas, including
low inflation, a healthy job market, record-
high exports. America’s economy has proved
itself highly resilient. And it is strong, and
it is flexible, and it is dynamic enough to
weather this storm.

For individual homeowners, the problem
is more difficult. Many of those feeling finan-
cial stress have an adjustable rate mortgage,
which typically starts with a lower interest
rate and then resets to a higher rate after
a few years. Many of those borrowers cannot
afford the higher payments. And now some
are fearing foreclosure, which is a terrible
burden for hard-working families and a
source of concern for communities and
neighborhoods across our country.

The rise in foreclosures would have nega-
tive consequences for our economy. Lenders
and investors would face enormous losses, so
they have an interest in supporting mortgage
counseling and working with homeowners to
prevent foreclosure.

The Government has a role to play as well.
We should not bail out lenders, real estate
speculators, or those who made the reckless
decision to buy a home they knew they could
never afford. Yet there are some responsible
homeowners who could avoid foreclosure
with some assistance. And in August, I an-
nounced a series of targeted actions to help
them. My administration has moved forward
in three key areas.

First, we've launched a new initiative at
the Federal Housing Administration called
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FHASecure. This program gives the FHA
greater flexibility to offset refinancing to
homeowners—to offer refinancing to home-
owners who have good credit histories but
cannot afford their current payments. In just
3 months, the FHA has helped more than
35,000 people refinance. And in the coming
year, the FHA expects this program to help
more than 300,000 families.

Second, in August, I asked Secretaries
Paulson and Jackson to work with lenders
and loan servicers and mortgage counselors
and investors on an initiative to help strug-
gling homeowners find a way to refinance.
They assembled a private sector group called
HOPE NOW Alliance. Their leaders are with
us today. HOPE NOW is an example of Gov-
ernment bringing together members of the
private sector to voluntarily address a na-
tional challenge, without taxpayer subsidies
or without Government mandates. I'm
pleased to announce that our efforts have
yielded a promising new source of relief for
American homeowners.

Representatives of HOPE NOW just
briefed me on their plan to help homeowners
who will not be able to make the higher pay-
ments on their subprime loan once the inter-
est rates go up, but who can at least afford
the current starter rate. HOPE NOW mem-
bers have agreed on a set of industry-wide
standards to provide relief to these borrowers
in one of three ways: by refinancing an exist-
ing loan into a new private mortgage; by mov-
ing them into an FHASecure loan; or by
freezing their current interest rate for 5
years.

Lenders are already refinancing and modi-
fying mortgages on a case-by-case basis. With
this systematic approach, HOPE NOW will
be able to help large groups of homeowners
all at once. This will bring more relief to
more homeowners more quickly. HOPE
NOW estimates there are up to 1.2 million
American homeowners who could be eligible
for this assistance.

Public awareness is critical to this effort
because the group can only help home-
owners who ask for it. So HOPE NOW re-
cently mailed hundreds of thousands of let-
ters to borrowers falling behind on their pay-
ments, and they have set up a counseling hot-
line that Americans can call 24 hours a day.
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I've directed Secretaries Paulson and Jackson
to expand the public awareness campaign.
And I have a message for every homeowner
worried about rising mortgage payments:
The best you can do for your family is to
call 1-800-995-HOPE [1-888-995—
HOPE]. * That is 1-800-995-H-O-P-E [1-
888-995-H-O-P-E].*

Third, the Federal Government is taking
several regulatory actions to make the mort-
gage industry more transparent, reliable, and
fair. Later this month, the Federal Reserve
intends to announce stronger lending stand-
ards that will help protect borrowers. At the
same time, HUD and the Federal banking
regulators are taking steps to improve disclo-
sure requirements so that homeowners can
be confident that they are receiving com-
plete, accurate, and understandable informa-
tion about their mortgages.

As we take these steps, the Department
of Justice will continue to pursue wrongdoing
in the banking and housing industries so we
can help ensure that those who defraud
American consumers face justice.

These measures will help many struggling
homeowners, and the United States Con-
gress has the potential to help even more.
Yet in 3 months since I made my proposals,
the Congress has not sent me a single bill
to help homeowners. If Members are serious
about responding to the challenges in the
housing market, they can start with the fol-
lowing steps.

First, Congress needs to pass legislation to
modernize the FHA. In April 2006, I sent
Congress an FHA modernization bill. This
bill would increase access to FHA-insured
loans by lowering down payment require-
ments, allowing the FHA to insure bigger
mortgages in high-cost States, and expanding
FHA’s authority to price insurance fairly with
risk-based premiums. This bill could allow
the FHA to reach an additional 250,000 fami-
lies who could not otherwise qualify for
prime-rate financing. Last year, the House
passed the bill with more than 400 votes, and
this year, the House passed it again. Yet the
Senate has not acted. The liquidity and sta-
bility that FHA provides the market are
needed more than ever, and I urge the

* White House correction.



Administration of George W. Bush, 2007 / Dec. 6

United States Senate to move as quickly as
possible on this important piece of legisla-
tion.

Second, Congress needs to temporarily re-
form the Tax Code to help homeowners refi-
nance during this time of housing market
stress. Under current law, if the value of your
house declines and your bank forgives a por-
tion of your mortgage, the Tax Code treats
the amount forgiven as taxable income.
When you're worried about making your pay-
ments, higher taxes are the last thing you
need. The House agrees and recently passed
this relief with bipartisan support. Yet the
Senate has not responded. This simple re-
form could help many American home-
owners in an hour of need, and the Senate
should pass it as soon as possible.

Changing the Tax Code can also help State
and local governments do their part to help
homeowners. Under current law, cities and
States can issue tax-exempt bonds to finance
new mortgages for first-time home buyers.
My administration has proposed allowing cit-
ies and States to issue these tax-exempt mort-
gage bonds for an additional purpose: to refi-
nance existing loans. This temporary measure
would make it easier for State housing au-
thorities to help troubled borrowers, and
Congress should approve it quickly.

Third, Congress needs to pass funding to
support mortgage counseling. Nonprofit
groups like NeighborWorks provides essen-
tial services to—by helping homeowners find
affordable mortgage solutions and prevent
foreclosures. My budget requests nearly $120
million for NeighborWorks and another 50
million for HUD’s mortgage counseling pro-
grams. Congress has had these requests since
February, yet it has not sent me a bill, and
they need to get the funding to my desk.

Fourth, Congress needs to pass legislation
to reform Government-sponsored enter-
prises like Freddie Mac and Fannie Mae.
These institutions provide liquidity in the
mortgage market that benefits millions of
homeowners, and it is vital they operate safe-
ly and operate soundly. So I've called on
Congress to pass legislation that strengthens
independent regulation of the GSEs and en-
sures they focus on their important housing
mission. The GSE reform bill passed by the
House earlier this year is a good start, but
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the Senate has not acted, and the United
States Senate needs to pass this legislation
soon.

The holidays are fast approaching, and un-
fortunately, this will be a time of anxiety for
Americans worried about their mortgages
and their homes. There’s no perfect solution,
but the homeowners deserve our help. And
the steps I've outlined today are a sensible
response to a serious challenge. I call on
Congress to move forward quickly and join
with me in delivering relief to homeowners
in need so we can keep our economy healthy
and the American Dream alive.

God bless.

NotE: The President spoke at 1:23 p.m. in the
Roosevelt Room at the White House.

Remarks on Lighting the National
Christmas Tree

December 6, 2007

Mr. Secretary, thank you for that kind in-
troduction, and thank you all for joining us.
Laura and I are pleased to welcome you on
this joyous occasion. As the Secretary said,
in a few moments, we will light the National
Christmas Tree. And as he also said, this is
a tradition that dates back to President Calvin
Coolidge.

There’s one person with us today who re-
members that first annual Christmas tree
lighting—and Santa, we are glad you're here.
[Laughter] We know this is a busy time of
year for you, and we're thrilled you're here.
And we really appreciate you bringing Mrs.
Claus. Both you and I married well. [Laugh-
ter]

I appreciate the members of my Cabinet
for joining us, Members of the Congress. I
want to thank Vin Cipolla, Mary Bomar. I
particularly want to thank the men and
women who work for the National Park Serv-
ice.

Pastor, thank you for your blessing. I be-
lieve these entertainers didn't disappoint
anyone. We're proud you're here, and thank
you for your beautiful music.

Christmas is a time of rejoicing and reflec-
tion. Each year at this time, we rejoice in
the proclamation of good news, that in Beth-
lehem of Judea, a Savior was born. And we



