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Thank you, Gil.  Under Secretary Dorr.  Honored guests.  I very much appreciate the 
invitation you and USDA Rural Housing Administrator Art Garcia extended on behalf of 
the U. S. Department of Agriculture to participate in this National Rural Housing Summit 
today.  It is quite an honor to be asked to speak for a few moments at this important 
gathering which has, in my opinion, the potential to open the doors of access for millions 
of Americans to greater financial self-sufficiency and the American dream of 
homeownership, particularly to those in rural areas where the lack of “access” is a greater 
disqualifier than is their credit rating or their debt ratio.  Geography should not be a 
disqualifier when it comes to access to the American dream. 
 
On behalf of America’s credit unions and the National Credit Union Administration, the 
regulator of all federally chartered credit unions in the United States and the 
administrator of the National Credit Union Share Insurance Fund which insures the 
deposits in almost 10,000 federally and state chartered credit unions, I am pleased that the 
growing role of credit unions in meeting the needs of millions of Americans from all 
walks of life in their desire for financial self-sufficiency and the American dream of 
home ownership continues to be recognized at the highest levels.  Under Secretary Dorr, 
your leadership in bringing about this gathering of agencies, organizations, corporations 
and individuals who are committed to expanding access to affordable mortgage credit for 
rural Americans is to be commended.  I believe that great results will come from the 
synergy a summit such as this can produce as various groups who are involved in their 
own initiatives come to point of understanding what others are doing in the same arena 
and agreeing to work together where possible towards our common goal – more access, 
more affordable mortgage financing, more homeowners. 
 
When NCUA began our Access Across America initiative in 2001, one of our goals was 
to help facilitate partnerships between the credit unions we regulate and insure with other 
governmental agencies who have programs and initiatives for which credit unions were 
eligible to participate in but perhaps, for reasons as simple as a lack of familiarity or 
awareness, about which they were not participating. 
 
One of the first agencies to step forward and recognize the role credit unions could play, 
particularly in their rural housing initiatives, was the U. S. Department of Agriculture.  
After months of discussions about the programs they offered that could be of benefit to 
credit unions and initiatives NCUA has in place to extend greater access to underserved 
areas in rural America, in September 2002, Deputy Under Secretary Gonzalez (on behalf 
of the USDA) and I (on behalf of NCUA) signed a Memorandum of Understanding that 
stated our cooperation and willingness to work in concert with each other to extend 
financial services to more rural Americans through every avenue of cooperation available 
to us.   
 
The partnership with USDA and its Rural Development division has been an integral part 
of our Access Across America initiative at NCUA and it has helped create a template that 
we have used in other partnership agreements with such agencies as the Department of 
Housing and Urban Development in its minority homeownership initiative, the FDIC in 



its MoneySmart financial literacy program, the Internal Revenue Service in its VITA 
taxpayer assistance program, the Neighborhood Reinvestment Corporation, and others. 
 
What can be the results from such cooperative initiatives among agencies? 
 
The results from NCUA’s Access Across America program can give us some concrete 
answers.   
 
Working in consultation with our partnering agencies, we endeavored to work with them 
to streamline process wherever possible to better enable credit unions to extend access to 
lower cost financial services to more Americans, particularly the underserved or 
unbanked. 
 
As do all agencies when we begin to look for ways to better meet our mission, NCUA 
first looked for areas where our own agency’s administrative process and internal 
priorities might need to be overhauled.  We found examples where our own procedural 
impediments had, within themselves, become stumbling blocks to innovation among 
those we regulate and supervise.   
 
When we asked the question among our credit unions, “What is the biggest deterrent to 
your credit union better achieving its mission of extending lower cost financial services 
to more underserved Americans?” …the answer came back – You Are. 
 
We committed ourselves to changing not just that perception, but also to changing the 
reality where it existed. 
 
Without sacrificing safety and soundness…without lowering oversight standards…in 
fact, without changing an existing regulation, the National Credit Union Administration 
set out to streamline process wherever possible to better facilitate the extension of credit 
union services to more underserved Americans while still remaining within the letter and 
the spirit of all applicable laws passed by Congress and rules established by NCUA that 
define the legal parameters of a credit union’s structure, authority and abilities. 
 
In some cases, such as the ability to adopt a CDFI-designated investment area into the 
field of membership of a federal credit union, we initiated an extensive credit union 
education campaign, assisted credit unions in identifying nearby underserved areas which 
met the legal criteria, designed templates that could be used to facilitate the application 
process, streamlined the process itself, and prioritized the timeliness of the approval or 
disapproval process.  The result was that the adoption of an underserved area into a credit 
union’s field of membership went from a previous average of 16 months for approval to 
an average of 10 weeks. 
 
And speaking of results, they have already exceeded our highest expectations – not 
merely in the removal of regulatory obstacles, but in the extension of lower cost financial 
services to more Americans from all walks of life.   
 



Removal of regulatory impediment has resulted in the unbridling of innovation in service 
to underserved areas at record levels.  It has certainly served to put the “access” into our 
Access Across America initiative. 
 
Just a couple of numbers to back up the points I am making here about the importance of 
removing procedural impediments and facilitating innovation in outreach…one of the 
primary purposes in this summit today. 
 
In 1999, under the same field of membership rules regarding underserved areas that we 
have today, there were 7 federal credit unions who took CDFI-designated investment 
areas into their fields of membership, totaling 235,000 residents in these 7 underserved 
areas who were extended eligibility for credit union membership. 
 
In 2001, just two years later, again with no change in the rules for adopting underserved 
areas but with the significant change of the enhanced approach by NCUA as an agency 
mentioned a moment ago and which we have incorporated under the umbrella of Access 
Across America, there were 164 federal credit unions who adopted 281 CDFI-designated 
investment areas.  The result was 16.1 million Americans living in these underserved 
neighborhoods that had access to the lower-cost financial services of a credit union at the 
end of the year who did not have such access at the beginning of the year. 
 
In 2002, there were 223 credit unions adopting 424 underserved neighborhoods, totaling 
23.5 million residents, exceeding by over 7 million the record-setting numbers of 2001.  
And, as of the end of May 2003, there have been 64 credit unions who have adopted 96 
underserved areas, putting us well on a pace to add another 18 million residents of 
underserved areas now having access to a traditional financial institution as an alternative 
to the pawn shops, title loan companies and payday lenders that have come to proliferate 
in their neighborhoods. 
 
Many of these CDFI-designated investment areas that we incorporate as underserved 
areas under our Access Across America initiative are rural.  Access is restricted, costs are 
high and choice is seldom available.  These areas have some of the lowest penetration 
rate of private homeowners in America.  That is unfortunately often the result of lack of 
access to financial service availability at the local level. 
 
Because NCUA requires a physical local presence in the underserved neighborhood by 
any credit union that adopts the area for service, access to a local and lower-cost 
financing alternative has resulted in a significant number of the over 40 million 
Americans residing in underserved areas who have been extended access under our 
Access Across America actually choosing to become a member of their local credit 
union, start a savings account, take out a loan with an interest rate in the teens rather than 
in the hundreds, and, yes, apply for and actually have a chance to be approved for a 
mortgage. 
 
As a part of monitoring the progress of our Access Across America initiative, NCUA call 
report data indicates that the average annual membership growth in credit unions who 



expanded into underserved areas has been 4.80%.  The national average for annual 
membership growth in all credit unions was 2.49% since January 2000. 
 
In other words, the membership growth rate for credit unions who adopt underserved 
areas is 93% greater than the average annual growth rate for all federal credit unions.   
 
It has always been our contention that these credit unions, all of which are required to 
establish a physical presence if they adopt an underserved area and present a detailed 
business plan on how they will market the entire area and manage the risk, are expanding 
into these underserved areas because they have a heartbeat for the communities and want 
to extend lower cost financial services to more folks from all walks of life.  The numbers 
over the first three years prove that to be so and they make a case for what we as agencies 
can accomplish without lowering standards if we prioritize results.  I believe Deming 
referred to it as “form follows function.” 
  
NCUA’s tracking of these membership growth numbers reinforces the findings of a 
recent study conducted by the Credit Union National Association (CUNA) in its January 
2003 “Serving Members Of Modest Means Survey” which indicated that after an average 
of 7.3 months of service per underserved area, the 256 credit unions that adopted 470 
underserved areas under NCUA’s Access Across America initiative have added over 
615,000 members from those areas.  These members had a total of $2.1 billion in savings 
and $2.9 billion in loans as of June 30, 2002, according to the CUNA survey. 
 
Both the industry’s survey results and our tracking data from our NCUA call reports 
clearly show that Access Across America is positively impacting these communities with 
more credit union members, increased savings and lower cost loan alternatives.  This is 
proof positive that credit unions are not merely expanding into underserved areas, they 
are adopting those communities and making a positive difference in the lives of the 
residents there. 
 
If these early indicators of success were to be extended over a ten-year period, the results 
would be astounding.  If these trends continue, credit unions could indeed put the most 
significant dent ever into the pawn shop-payday lending mentality which permeates so 
many of these neighborhoods, including rural areas.  It will also result in significantly 
greater home ownership numbers through enhanced access to locally-based mortgage 
financing alternatives at competitive rates. 
 
I would consider that success to be one of the crowning achievements of Access Across 
America. 
 
Our challenge today is to further such successful efforts and to duplicate their results 
from agency to agency, organization to organization, corporation to corporation, 
neighborhood to neighborhood and rural area to rural area. 
 
As it has done in our program and through our partnerships, this summit can lead to the 
synergy I mentioned earlier and the types of results we have discussed here this morning.   



 
I am honored to be here on behalf of the National Credit Union Administration and to 
participate with all of you.  The scriptures remind us that “to whom much is given, much 
is expected.” 
 
In our positions of leadership, we have been given much.  When it comes to furthering 
opportunity for financial self-sufficiency and the American dream of home ownership, 
much of us is indeed expected.   
 
Although there are indeed limits in our roles as both public agencies and private 
organizations, we must where we can be agents of access to that American dream.   
 
I look forward to today’s summit furthering that access. 
 
Thank you very much. 
 
 

Dennis Dollar was appointed Chairman of the National Credit Union Administration 

(NCUA) by President Bush in 2001.  A former two-term member of the Mississippi 
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the NCUA Board in 1997.   

 


