CDCU


VIII. COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT CREDIT UNIONS
The CCENA experience taught me the meaning of the statement,  “politics is a substitute for violence”. I got over the rejection and became resigned to the fact that my paychecks would continue at least for the near future even though each one would read "Severance Check" or "last check" or "absolutely the last check" or "contract ends on Dec. 31, 1976". There is some security and freedom even in Limbo and I devoted it to helping Floyd and a group of neighborhood credit union leaders around the country build Alternative Economics (AE). AE was a not-for-profit corporation whose purpose was to promote and support a new concept which we called a "COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT CREDIT UNION"(CDCU).
 

Long before anyone else, Floyd saw the breakup of the Center. He knew the Center would die as soon as Baroni left. Fifteen years later page 116 in O'Rourke's book described the situation better than I can.  

"The Center staff grew in Baroni's final years there beyond his expectations or his managerial style. Baroni wanted everything to revolve around him and everyone to reflect his philosophy. But the money problem stopped that. Baroni finally consented to staff members applying to the government for grants. One result of these grants was the creation within the Center of power centers. Each Center employee with a grant felt he was entitled to control his own fiefdom within the larger Baroni kingdom. As the lord of the fief, the staff member sought to keep a distance from Baroni and to exercise authority over the staff working on the grant. In 1975 and 1976, as the Ford Foundation money dried up, leaving all employees vulnerable except those working on government grants, Baroni faced new and difficult problems. It wasn't easy for ..... Baroni to tell friends that he could no longer pay them ......"

Because I lost my travel money along with my office, desk and phone, I began working at home and my living room became the think tank where Floyd and Pat, his secretary and I spent many hours developing the ideas that went into Alternative Economics and Floyd's book “COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT CREDIT UNIONS, Economics for Neighborhoods”. Much of the book was a study of how Casa Credit Union developed from a small parish credit union into a full service CDCU and how the "Capitalization Fund" Floyd administered at NCUEA affected Casa's growth. Many of the charts in the book were taken from graphs I made for the book.  The book includes a case study about Mr. G and Mr. B (see p. 137).     

From early October 1976 until the end of March 1997, I spent hours in my "OIKOS" home office writing, thinking and helping Floyd and the newly formed AE board of directors. Tony Cabrera was appointed as the Secretary, Shirley Grasty, the manager of a Credit Union in Washington DC, was the Vice President, Ben Johnson, the manager of St. Joseph County Credit Union in Gary, Indiana and who became a special assistant to President Clinton, was the Treasurer and Floyd was the first President. I helped Floyd write a grant to the Ford Foundation. Ford had funded Floyd's CDCU work while he was at the Center. Floyd wanted Ford to invest in a "Non-member Deposit" fund of monies that AE would deposit into accounts in participating CDCUs. 

In helping Floyd write the book we examined what it was that defined a CDCU and insured that it would successful. We concluded:

A COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT CREDIT UNION (CDCU) is three institutions in one. It is a financial institution that must comply with either the state or federal laws governing all credit unions under the same jurisdiction. A CDCU, by definition of its common bond of  membership is also a neighborhood institution. It is a cooperative with a neighborhood agenda.  Its various boards and committees need to be community building teams dedicated to the betterment of the physical neighborhood and the people who live in the neighborhood. Finally, the CDCU is an educational institution that not only teaches skills but can build and inspire leaders through a do-it-yourself, team building adult education process.

By our definition we wanted to show how a CDCU is a community organizer that ties the practical social science of community development (CD) into the structure and organization of a credit union (CU). The CU is the body. The CD is the soul. The social action; the community organizing, the community education and the community discipline are essential to community development. This real CD is the soul that gives life to the credit union and turns it into a CDCU. The CDCU is two things. The thing and the thing behind the thing. Both things are essential.

The CDCU introduces the cooperative movement to the neighborhood movement. Both share a common bond: community. Unless the neighborhood is a community, there can be no community development and no CDCU. Credit unions require their members to have a "common bond". For a CDCU, the neighborhood community is the bond. Members must be stakeholders in the neighborhood, people who live, work, worship or in some way identify with the neighborhood and its agenda.  
"Community Development" is a term that has been so misused that it has almost lost its meaning.  The federal government, every state and almost every city has a department of community development. CD is everywhere in the US. When you see the name, you can almost be sure that it means housing, commercial development, economic development, industrial development, jobs or almost anything that really isn't community development. In the US CD means things, not people. This is one of the right reasons why community organizers have a jaundice view of CDCs or CDCUs or anything that is attached to the name community development.    

We did not want to give up on the name because it has been stolen by people who do not understand the true meaning of the words community and development. We insisted on radical and fundamental definitions. A "development" is a planned change. St. Augustine defines community as "a group of people united around a common object of their love." We submit that community development only occurs when people who are united around a common object of their love, plan a change, organize and discipline themselves to carry out that change. Community development, properly defined, is a practical social science in which people learn to organize, educate and discipline themselves through planning and action.

As we consider the CDCU, it is critical that we understand the CD process and know what it looks like. Community development happens when the members of the community look first to themselves and not outside of their community for the solutions to their problems. CD happens when community leaders make the plans to reach worthwhile goals and begin to carry out those plans.  

When you hear the term "development" the question needs to be asked: "development for whom?" The answer comes with the answer to a more critical question: "Who did the planning?"  If the community was in on the planning it is a community development. If someone else did the planning it is a development for someone else. Development is a planned change. The one who does the planning is the one who benefits from the development. 

Community development is a continuing process. It is an organic phenomena. Success is a journey toward a worthwhile goal. People in the community must be in on the journey. The execution of the plan requires organizing and discipline. As we saw above, organizing comes from the Greek word, "Organon" which means a "tool". The better the tool, the easier the journey. Discipline is the pedagogic part of the process in which members of the community become "disciples". The process is a continual dialogue which clarifies thought and leads to understanding, conviction, hopes and dreams. Leaders emerge and influence by facilitating and encouraging. Roles change. Followers become leaders and leaders follow. Workers become scholars and scholars work. Teachers learn and learners teach. Change is the only constant.  

CD is about visions and dreams. The Bible says that 'without a vision the people will perish'.  Most often the neighborhood organizes to address a problem but in the process of solving the problem something much more important happens. Leaders emerge who begin dreaming about other possibilities and influence others to join them in creating a vision of what could be possible for the neighborhood. Once a sufficient number of neighborhood residents come to believe that the dreams are possible they begin setting goals and committing to work to achieve these goals.  This is when the long range planning begins. Now the plans go beyond getting a stop sign on the dangerous corner or getting a more responsive police department. Now the neighborhood leaders are planning for a neighborhood where streets are safe and homes are secure and neighbors know one another and care for one another - where wealth flows into the neighborhood and stays there.                      

We saw the CDCU not only as a phenomenal neighborhood organizer but also as a neighborhood plan. The CDCU is such a simple plan that everyone in the neighborhood would be able to understand the plan and would be able to carry the plan around in their heads.


1. - a financial institution    

The CDCU is a good plan and a good organizer because it is about money and wealth and these are things on people's minds - especially in low income neighborhoods. Poor people are very materialistic - because they are living on the edge! When you are broke, when there is more month at the end of the money, money is what you think about and talk about.

The CDCU is a good plan and a good organizer because it is easy to understand. The CDCU is a credit union. Money comes in and money goes out. It receives savings deposits from its members. It lends this money back to its members. Because its members are neighborhood residents, the CDCU reinvests in the neighborhood. Money turns around.  

Because the money turns around, the CDCU mobilizes capital and creates wealth in the neighborhood. The CDCU changes the velocity (speed and direction) of the money flow in and around the neighborhood. The Kikai Kelaki and Casa experiences demonstrate that even in very poor neighborhoods there are plenty of francs and dollars. More than enough to make a big difference when the neighborhood begins to shunt the outflow of dollars from the neighborhood.  The Kikai Kelaki and Casa experiences demonstrate that poor neighborhoods send money to rich neighborhoods unless poor neighborhoods do something about it. The experiences show that without a CDCU, poor neighborhoods hold money like a sieve holds water. Neighborhoods are poor not because they lack the influx of dollars. Neighborhoods are poor because the dollars that come in flow back out so quickly.    

 The CDCU is a good plan and a good organizer because it is easy to manage. The business is simple. The Kikai Kelaki Credit Union demonstrates that people with fourth grade educations can operate credit unions. High tech is not required but high touch is. Records must be kept and laws observed but the most important skill is the ability to make sound judgments about the character of the borrower. When neighbors know one another they have an advantage over outsiders in determining what loans are sound and what loans are to be avoided. 

The CDCU is a good business because it has a monopoly in a niche market. Its only competition is rapidly becoming the ATM machine in the closest convenience store. Local banks and S & Ls are being bought up by larger banks which are in turn being bought up by huge banks. In the last few years, Mark Twain Bank was bought by Boatman's Bank which was bought by Nation's Bank which was purchased by Bank of America!  

The CDCU is a good business because its member's share savings are fully insured.  


2. - a neighborhood institution    

The CDCU is a neighborhood institution. It has a neighborhood agenda. It is a true cooperative based on the one-member, one-vote principle. Its leaders, the board members and committees are elected by neighborhood residents. The neighborhood cooperative organization distinguishes a CDCU from all other financial institutions that work in neighborhoods.  

Neighborhood leaders, who are CDCU board and committee members and who are mandated to serve the community agenda, have a most powerful community organizing and building tool in their hands. Properly understood and managed, I believe the CDCU is the lever that will turn our national and the world economy upside down. Alan Greenspan can retire and let a CDCU board member and housewife who understands the neighborhood agenda take the Chair at the Federal Reserve Board.  


3. - an educational institution 

Adult education is the most important element of the three. The CDCU is the thing. Its neighborhood roots are what distinguishes the thing from all other things. What makes it work is its ability to be an adult education forum that never stops encouraging and promoting and stimulating conversations and reflection about neighborhood economics. Neighborhood economics is about neighborhood values. Economics after all is the science of making choices
 and choices are based on values. This is the hardest part to convey in writing. The hardest part of the CDCU plan is to convince people that the CDCU must be an educator.  

When we started talking about a credit union in Kikai Kelaki we had no idea that what we were starting would spread to hundreds of other villages in Cameroon. At its silver anniversary on September 11 1993, the Cameroon Cooperative Credit Union League reported $44,094,098 in membership share savings! I have been told that this makes the Credit Unions the largest mobilizer of local savings in the country. The rapid growth of the credit union movement in Cameroon didn't happen by accident. I look back on my talk at the first West Cameroon Credit Union League meeting and still believe I could not have said anything more important than what I said when I said: "the Credit Union League was built on three foundation stones: education, more education and still more education."  

It was no accident that Casa Credit Union was a million dollar credit union and that the average active-member share savings in Casa was over $600 by the end of 1976. It was no accident because we didn't begin by talking about a credit union. We began by talking about the Brightwood economy. We had no idea Casa would become a "million dollar credit union" within five years but we knew the only way to achieve that goal was through an education process.      

By any statistic, these credit unions grew out of poor communities. They grew not because of the poverty. They grew because the people who built them came to understand that they were poor and that their neighborhoods were poor because of choices they had made over the years. They grew because they came to understand  they had the power to change the way things were and the changes started when they changed their thinking. They came to understand economics in its root meaning as the science of household management.  

As an educator, the CDCU does much more than convey data. It teaches skills: communication, group work, organizing, conducting meetings, decision making, negotiating, contracting, record keeping, bookkeeping and accounting, packaging loans and credit counseling, financing projects, selling and promoting, researching and collecting data, evaluating, hiring and firing learning by doing and many more skills.  

Like any other good educator, the CDCU's most important role is to inspire. It awakens dreams that have been knocked out of peoples minds by years of negatives in the process of "growing up". Growing up in a poverty neighborhood means being called "impoverished" and "disadvantaged" and many other names that come to mean "worthless". Growing up in a "low wealth" neighborhood means being told that your best dream is a JOB and that any other dream is a fantasy. When your horizon becomes home to work, work to home for the rest of your life, worthwhile dreams die.

Like the night of the doctrine class in Kikai Kelaki when Joseph asked if he could pay his son's school fees with fire wood, and like the night in the BED meeting when we asked if Brightwood was a poor neighborhood, the education process begins with a question and continues with more questions that come out of questions in a never ending educational dialogue. The questions come first. Somewhere in the ongoing dialogue the CDCU is conceived. The process is a pedagogy, neighbor talking with neighbor. Education is derived from two Latin words "ex" (out of) and "ducare" (to lead) which are combined in "e-ducare" which means "to lead out". The teacher doesn't teach. She or he puts the student into a spot the student can't get out of without thinking, going into themselves and looking for answers they can pull from their database of information 
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they have stored up from a lifetime of experiences. But then the roles switch in the pedagogy and the teacher becomes the student and the student becomes the teacher.

There is no bad question unless we ask a question when we are certain we know the answer to the question we ask. In that case there is nothing to be learned from the question. When you think you know the answer it is better to preface your question with words like "What do you think..." or "In your opinion what does it mean......" instead of "What is..... and "Why do....".  Because I have a masters degree in education, it took me some time to realize that I should not ask the question when I knew the answer to the question. Think about it.      

There are fundamental neighborhood rights to be observed in the learning process: the right each neighbor has to speak and to ask questions, the right to be listened to and to be respected for the questions they ask and the answers they give, the right to be affirmed and finally, the right to be touched every day. The process teaches neighbors to ask empathetic questions, questions that will draw people out of themselves and awaken dreams that have been dormant for years. We use the acronym FORM to guide us in the dialogue. F stands for family, O for occupation, R for recreation and M for money and whatever else matters in a persons life.  

FORM opens the conversations for a discussion on neighborhood values. A decent chance in life, health, a good diet, clothes, a safe and comfortable home, a secure neighborhood, a good education for our children, savings and freedom from debt. Why is it that we live on the edge, from pay check to pay check, from relief check to relief check? Is this what God intended our lives to be, snatch and grab, just over broke, constantly worrying. Is this the way things ought to be? How could we get from where we are to where things are as they ought to be?

When the discussions begin to follow the dollar, we ask questions about what happens to the dollars that come into our neighborhood. Then the questions become: Who is controlling the money flow now? How? Why? How do we capture the money and turn it around and gain control of the flow? If the neighborhood is fortunate enough to debate these questions, at some point in the dialogue the idea of a CDCU can be introduced as a tool that the neighborhood can use to organize itself and its wealth.                   


an institution building process

The CDCU is a neighborhood organizer that joins the cooperative movement with the neighborhood movement. It brings together two ideas: the practical social science of community development in which people learn to organize, educate and discipline themselves through planning and action and the structure of a savings and borrowing cooperative, a credit union.

As an organizer, it addresses the two critical aspects of a successful community building process, popular participation and institution building. The neighborhood is the common bond and the credit union is the neighborhood owned and controlled financial institution. The credit union's business is money. In a democratic economy, development begins when people take control over their incomes and their wealth.  


credit unions 

Credit unions can no longer be called an idealistic experiment, they have been around for 150 years. They have come of age and have grown in power to the point that they have become the target of the banking industry in the United States.  Over the past decade, banks have attacked the credit union movement and tried to limit its growth by a series of state and federal legislation and law suits. Like an earlier attempt by the banking industry in Canada to destroy the credit unions there, the effort did not succeed and the credit unions in North America and around the world are stronger today than ever before in history. They are stronger than ever because in the world of big banks and big bank mergers, they meet a need. Credit unions still offer a proven and practical means by which families can better their lives.
 

Today, credit unions are serving millions around the world and their numbers are impressive. It is difficult to comprehend such figures: hundreds of thousands of Credit Unions, with membership in the millions and the money controlled by the people in the billions. If you were to combine all the credit unions on earth you would have the largest bank in the world both in the number of members and in the size of its assets.

Though the statistics are impressive, by the sheer weight of the num​bers, the real significance of their accomplishment becomes apparent when we look at the beginnings of the credit union movement. Here there is no difficulty in seeing the picture. The true story of how credit unions got started is more exciting than fiction.

The idea of co-operative credit came about in response to acute human need. The industrial revolution had upset the traditional economy. It was a period of great unrest, of what we now call 'depression'. 150 years ago in Germany the cities were crowded with unemployed. Men, who before were able to earn their bread by honest toil, were now reduced to begging. The small businesses were going under in a struggle against the new large scale industries and organized capital. The peasants, both freemen and serfs, were destitute. Steamship trade brought the import of grains and meat and the bottom dropped out of the agricul​tural markets. To make matters worse, a drought came which lasted from 1846 to 1848.

In a desperate effort to keep their families living together, people became hopelessly in debt to lenders. What little property they may have owned was now in the hands of vultures who grew fat on the increasing misery of the people. But out of the adversity an opportunity was born.  

Frederick William Raiffeisen, the Mayor of the country town of Flammersfield, was desperate for a way to save his people from starvation. We are told that in his barren district of Westerwald, the usual meal of the people was sauerkraut and a cup of chicory brew. The bits of dried-out land and the few half-starved animals the farmers had were most often forfeited to the money-lenders. The people were "in hock" up to their ears, and the high interest rates combined with the bad times left them no way out.

To alleviate their suffering, Raiffeisen organized the well-to-do of the community to set up a fund to lend to the peasants who were in the clutches of the usurers. But these first charitable associations did not succeed because the rich soon lost interest. Raiffeisen came to the conclusion that the poor must somehow help themselves. "Experience compels me frankly to admit that such societies must consist of persons who personally need their help and thus have an interest in keeping them going," he wrote in a letter dated 1864. From that time on, all the societies he organized were true cooperatives. Raiffeisen knew he had a great idea, and his indomitable spirit carried him through all kinds of hardships and recurring setbacks. Before he died he had personally organized 425 Credit Unions!

Raiffeisen realized that there is strength in unity so he organized the unions into a federation, truly the forerunner of the Credit Union National Association. This federation provided an advisory service, published a semi-monthly paper, maintained a library and a press, and promoted the organiza​tion of new credit societies. It even provided insurance contracts.

Credit Unions continued to grow to over 50,000 in Germany alone. They spread rapidly to other parts of Europe. Later in the 19th Century, Italy took up the idea, mainly through the efforts of Luigi Luzatti. Luzatti began the work because of his dismay over the almost hopeless economic conditions of the poor. The Italian farmers, artisans and small businessmen were sunk into a complete financial morass. There was little money in circulation and interest rates were at an all time high for small loans. Often interest went as high as 1,200%, plus commission and extra favors for the broker and lender. Luzatti heard of the German Cooperative Credit Societies and went to Germany to study them. He came home fired up with the idea. In 1866 he opened the first Cooperative bank in Milan.     

While Luzatti was encouraged by the success of the cooperative bank in the cities, he soon realized that the farmer was still not being served by small loans at low interest. He encouraged his friend Leone Wollenborg to organize the first rural credit society in Italy, based on Raiffeisen principles. Like the Raiffeisen Societies of Germany, these organizations had a tremendous effect by bettering the people's morale and economic condition. Italian credit unions initiated the practice of requiring a small entrance fees. They also established a Credit Union Federation.  In 1913 there were 2,094 rural credit unions in Italy.

Credit Unions first came to North America by way of Canada. Alphonse Desjardins, a Montreal journalist, became interested in cooperative credit in the late 1800's. As in Europe, money was lent at exorbitant interest rates. The exposure of these practices aroused Desjardins' interest. For years he studied European cooperative credit plans. Finally, in 1900, he was ready to begin his own experiment. He organized a Credit Union in Levis, in the province of Quebec. It was a very modest beginning and Desjardins des​cribed it as: "The first installment paid was a dime and the total of the first collection was $ 26.00. It must be admitted that so insignificant a result for all the hard work and propaganda was of a nature to discourage rather than make one hopeful of great future achievements." Yet, "from 12 years of persevering work among the laboring population, often unemployed, and during a period when the high cost of living had imposed a heavy burden upon the very modest budget of the workingman's family," there grew a Credit Union with resources of 188,306 dollars. In those 12 years it lent over a million dollars to its members. Desjardins wrote "It has been the complete fulfillment of our dream of BASING CREDIT ON THE MERIT OF THE MAN HIMSELF".

By 1914 Desjardins had organized 150 Credit Unions in Quebec. When he died, Levis Credit Union had assets of over a million dollars. Today there are 2,200 Credit Unions in Canada. Desjardins had Americanized Raiffeisen's plan for credit unions, which had been perfected in Italy, and thus set the pattern for credit organizating in the New World.  To Desjardins also goes the credit for organizing the first Credit Union in the United States, in 1909, at the St. Marie parish of Manchester, New Hampshire. More important, however, was Desjardins' influence on the first legislation in the United States. 

Pierre Jay, the commissioner of banks in Massachusetts was attempting to effectively fight usury in Boston. He believed cooperative credit could do the job, and wanted to get credit legislation enacted in Massachusetts. He read of Desjardins' work in Canada and the two met in Ottawa on July 9, 1908. Jay invited Desjardins to Boston to help him draft a bill that became the first general Credit Union legislation in the United States. The bill was enacted in Massachusetts in 1909.   

The enactment of the Massachusetts' law recognizing Credit Unions was aided by the testimony of Edward A. Filene, a prominent Boston merchant and philanthropist, who became interested in Credit Unions while on a trip to India. While in India he traveled about from one village to another and was greatly impressed with the great boon cooperative credit was to the poor in India. Filene came home sold on the idea, and enthusias​tically supported it before the legislature. Thus he was one of the people responsible for the enactment of this important law.

From that time on, until his death, Edward A. Filene was a leader in the credit union movement in the US and spent his personal fortune to ad​vance the idea. In 1921, he set up the Credit Union National Extension Bureau in Boston, with the assistance of Roy F. Bergengren, the Executive Secretary. The general aim of the bureau was to spread credit unions throughout the United States. The bureau was set up to get credit union laws enacted, to organize pilot credit unions in each state, to work for the establishment of state leagues and finally toward a permanent national association. In 1921, there were four workable credit union laws, and 199 credit unions.

In 1935, the Credit Union National Association (CUNA) was formed to take over the work of the bureau. In 14 years the bureau had turned a noble dream into a great reality; a nation-wide movement, with well over 3,000 credit unions, and 750,000 members. Today there are 59 leagues, with over 400 chapters, banded together into this strong Association. Credit Unions flourish throughout the continent, under state, provincial and federal laws. In 1969 the United States had 23,761 Credit Unions serving 21,630,958 members, with assets of $15,867,683,572!

In 1931, at the request of the Extension Department of St. Francis Xavier University, Roy F. Bergengren came to Nova Scotia to tell about Credit Unions. With the introduction of the Extension Department of St. Francis Xavier University and the birth of CUNA International in 1964, our story returns to Credit Unions in Africa. Although CUNA International and St. Francis Xavier University continue to promote Credit Unions in the US and Canada, they have turned much of their attention to organizing Credit Unions in Africa and other underdeveloped areas. St. Francis Xavier University gave us a Philosophy: "The Antigonish Movement", a double barreled program of education and action.
 When you enter the hall where students from all over the world study the "Antigonish Way" you see an inscription over the door, which when trans​lated from French, means: "Thought without action is a fruitless mirage - action without thought is a useless endeavor." The Antigonish Movement philosophy came to West Cameroon from Fr. Van Den Dries through Father A. Jansen to me to Kikai Kelaki. Chapter III continues the story.  

There is no question that the credit union is a powerful tool. There is no question about its potential as a community organizer. There is no question that it still is a dynamic power for social and economic change in Canada and in many "third world" countries. The question that needs to be asked is why have we lost sight of and not taken advantage of this powerful organizing tool in the United States? I suggest two reasons why the credit union movement has lost its vocation in the US: 

1. A loss of faith in credit unions among neighborhood leaders 

2. A loss of vision and vocation among credit union leaders. 

Looking back at the history of the credit union movement, there is no question in my mind that credit unions are as necessary today in America as they were in Germany 150 years ago and in Cameroon 40 years ago. Credit card companies, second mortgage companies, pay-day loan and other predatory lenders charge interest rates and hidden costs that have caused thousands of bankruptcies and done untold destruction to family and neighborhood economies.     


OEO credit unions
Neighborhood leaders and credit union leaders got burned by the Economic Opportunity Act of 1964 which was hailed as the start of the "War on Poverty". The Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) adopted credit unions as one of its "weapons". Overnight, almost 500 credit unions were federally chartered. An OEO credit union was defined as: "one .... sponsored by a community action agency or other OEO related anti-poverty group to serve residents of designated target areas ...... with a special mission to serve low-income and otherwise disadvantaged people."   

Today almost none of these noble experiments are around. Like other "top-down", agency sponsored solutions - the OEO credit union initiative failed. There was little or no community involvement, there was little or no vision and the management was, too often, deplorable. The OEO credit union failed on all three measures. It failed as a financial institution. If it had not been propped up by federal dollars it never could have gotten started. It failed as a neighborhood institution. It divided the neighborhood between those families that made less than $3,000 (poverty level for a family of four) and those who were outside of the "low-income and otherwise disadvantaged people" definition. It failed as a learning institution. It did not understand its role as an organizer and educator. It expected “its clients” to default on their loans. It only asked that they lobby for the next OEO funding cycle. 

Credit union leaders and neighborhood leaders were not involved. As a result, they were turned off by the whole experience. Neighborhood leaders and organizers began taking a very skeptical view of anything that even looked like a CDCU. Anything that had CD in front of it was bad.  Credit union leaders and organizers moved into suburbia. They turned their attention away from neighborhoods and began concentrating on occupational and other middle class associational groups. In doing so they began concentrating on member services. As the common bond became weaker they needed to look more like banks in order to be competitive.


a nation of neighborhoods
In the early 1970s, at the same time the credit union movement was losing its direction, the neighborhood movement was coming alive. Out of the havoc of the Industrial Age and the wreckage of the "War on Poverty", a remnant, a faithful few were busy picking up the pieces and rebuilding neighborhoods across America. These were the people I met in Brightwood and when I was working with NCUEA and CCENA. These were the people who Geno Baroni was talking about when he said we must redefine America. These were the people interviewed by the CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR.               

In 1977 the CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR did a series of articles entitled, "A NATION OF NEIGHBORHOODS"'. A survey that followed the series disclosed a number of things. The most significant was that people live in neighborhoods, not just physically but mentally and emotionally. The series and the survey redefined America as a nation of neighborhoods. The series discovered a vast majority of Americans who still live and think most of the time in the framework of a neighborhood world. 

The CHRISTIAN SCIENCE MONITOR articles confirmed the experiences from Brightwood and the many AE and NCUEA and CCENA neighborhoods I visited and worked with. It echoed the many articles in NCUEA publications I had read and Geno's parables in his talk about the riches to be found in the neighborhoods that made up his definition of America. America, according to Geno is not a melting pot.  It's a stew pot!  


4300 12th place
When we lived on Abbe Avenue in Brightwood we lived there because we worked there. Brightwood's betterment was my business. In Washington, I was just one of the commuters going off to work every weekday morning and returning home every night. Except for one small difference. The Barnicle family broke the color barrier on the 4300 block of 12th place in Upper North East, Washington DC and for many blocks around. We were white and they were all black.  Our little Robert integrated Turkey Thicket pre-school where he began his formal education. He attempted to integrate the local grade school the following year. It was here that Rob ran into his first experience of racism and we decided to put him back into Turkey Thicket.  

We didn't move on the block to break the color barrier. The move was one of convenience. Our home was just a few blocks from my CCENA office in the former "Sister's Convent" on the Catholic University campus. The move was not a social statement but turned into an experience that helped me understand and appreciate neighborhoods in America. Although diverse, neighborhoods in America share the same "middle-class" values. In that fundamental sense we could have been living on Dorset Avenue where I grew up or Carroll Street where Lorraine grew up. Matt was too young to remember but Rob blended right into the 4300 block and gained from the experience. He developed a southern black accent and discovered street words that you would not dare use in a white neighborhood and some that were new to me. One evening I was bent over the fireplace when I heard this excited black kids voice: "Hey dad, ya gonna make a fiya?"

When liberals preach to me about being politically correct, it's all I can do to keep from suggesting a better way to learn respect for our diverse cultures. I wish every white family in America could have the same learning opportunity we had living on the 4300 block of 12th place in the Upper North East neighborhood.  I remember that first spring day when I came out to do the yard and met the other men in the neighborhood who also were out fixing their yards. I came back for lunch and reported to Lorraine how friendly everyone was, how they shared their lawn tools and coffee. When I awoke from my nap Lorraine reported an entirely different experience.  She and the kids had just come out of the house when a lady walked by and screamed at her: "Get out of the neighborhood Honkey!" 

Robert, our neighbor and a professor at Howard University, taught me the importance of the statement: "Good fences do good neighbors make." We talked for hours over the fence that separated us. In one of our conversations we talked about racism and he admitted still feeling rage every time he meets a white man. I admitted my first reaction is fear when meeting a black man. We never crossed the fence but on several occasions he would invite me to go with him to an auction. "Honkey do you want to go to the ghetto with me tomorrow." Over the months we became so comfortable in our relationship that he could call me "honkey" and I could call him "nigger".   

We never would have had the 4300 block of 12th place experience if I had married a "politically correct" wife. This experience complimented my work in the ethnic stew pot that was the heart and soul of the NCUEA. It sold me on a public policy program that put neighborhoods first and dictated that neighborhoods would be the building blocks of our national economy. Geno, Floyd, CCENA, NCUEA and living on 12th place prepared me well for my next assignment as the Director of a state wide division of government whose mission was community and economic development. I doubt if a state community development director had ever graduated from a program like the one that matriculated me. The experience prepared me to craft and defend a statewide economic development program that was dedicated to the preservation and rebirth of endangered rural and urban neighborhood communities. The foundation stone for this program would be the Missouri Neighborhood Assistance Act.
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