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Creating
CULTURAL
WINDOWS
to Banking
OPPORTUNITIES
By Gilda Haas, Executive Director,
Strategic Actions for a Just Economy

By Joselyn A. Cousins, Vice President, Community Development Banking, Bank
of America Nevada and Doreen Davis-Peterson, Community Investment
Manager, U.S. Bank Nevada

Finding a Way to Increase Homeownership
Opportunities for Las Vegas Employees

 HERE IS A RECURRING CONDITION

IN THIS COUNTRY’S ECONOMIC

LANDSCAPE THAT LEAVES LARGE SEG-
MENTS OF OUR POPULATION SITTING

ON THE SIDELINES. The underserved
market to which I refer represents
enormous, yet still untapped, eco-
nomic potential. It includes individu-
als who are systematically lumped into
the “unbanked” category; a catch-all
word that carries so many stereotypes
and so much baggage, it’s just easier
to ignore it altogether.

The numbers are economically sig-
nificant. Approximately 1 million new
immigrants enter the United States each
year. The majority come from Asia and
the Americas, and as a result, Los An-
geles has replaced New York as the
primary point of entry into this coun-
try. Although there are new immigrants
living in cities and towns across the
nation, many regard L.A. as a “living
laboratory” . . . the perfect place to
study and better understand immigrant

issues. In L.A., for example, one out
of three residents is foreign born, and
the area’s cultural diversity is so great
that 79 different languages are spo-
ken in the L.A. Unified School District.

Strategic Actions for a Just Economy
(SAJE) is a community-based organi-
zation in Los Angeles that is dedicated
to improving opportunities for work-
ing-class people and new immigrants.
The organization’s banking experience
began back in 1988, when activists,
who are now part of SAJE’s banking
program, organized to fight branch
closings in South Central LA.

More recently, SAJE has launched an
ethnic banking project to learn more about
the banking practices and economic po-
tential of immigrant groups. The pilot
study has generated financial profiles of
four immigrant communities—Armenian,
Korean, Salvadoran and Cambodian. More
studies are planned, but these initial four
provide a basic foundation of knowledge,
a methodology, and a platform upon
which to build a much larger view of the
impediments to and possibilities for
banking L.A.’s diverse ethnic consumers.

LESSONS FROM THE STUDY

Banks that are interested in playing a
larger role in the financial lives of new
immigrants may borrow some lessons
from the SAJE study. There are obvi-
ous communication efforts that can be
made, such as hiring staff who speak
the language, both literally and cul-
turally, and providing materials in lan-
guages other than English. But to learn
how banking issues interface with the
immigrant experience requires flexible
thinking.

The numbers are
economically significant.
Approximately 1 million
new immigrants enter

the United States
each year.

“

”

➤ a sponsoring employer with a base
of at least 1500 employees;
➤ a home owner education and credit
counseling component;
➤  down payment assistance options
for qualifying borrowers; and,
➤  affordable mortgage products, with
rates that could be offered below market.

At the outset of the effort, casinos head-
quartered in both Reno and Las Vegas
were targeted as sponsoring employ-
ers, an obvious first choice in Nevada.
But the team found little success with
the gaming industry. In late 1998, the
Nevada Fair Housing Center (NFHC)
joined the planning effort, and several
non-gaming employers were identified
as Home for Dinner prospects.

Meanwhile, the mortgage divisions
of participating banks were busy iden-
tifying and creating affordable lend-
ing products for the Home for Dinner
program. By February 1999, the lend-
ing products were in place, and the
role of each program partner was clari-
fied. With these steps completed, the
planning team was ready to share its
Home for Dinner program with three
target employers, two of which were
local governments, and the other, a
credit card bank with a large back-of-
fice operation in Southern Nevada.

HOUSEHOLD BANK ACCEPTS THE CONCEPT

Seizing an opportunity to fulfill invest-
ment test requirements under the Com-
munity Reinvestment Act, Household
Bank decided to pilot the program and

market it to its Las Vegas employees.
But this decision was not without its
set of challenges and limitations.

The primary challenge was how to
participate in the down payment as-
sistance piece without violating em-
ployee benefits law. At its most basic
level, the law requires that all non-
salary related benefits be made equally
available to employees of a corporation.
Since Household has offices and staff
in other states, and because the pro-
gram targets those earning 80% or less
of area median income, management
determined that its participation would
have to be “invisible” to employees.
Since down payment grants were not
an option, an additional partner was
needed to complete the puzzle.

In August 1999, a local community
bank, BankWest of Nevada, joined the
initiative, agreeing to offer second deed
of trust loans that could be used for
down payment or closing costs. House-
hold agreed to deposit $50,000 in a
BankWest CD account, which effectively
eliminated the interest on the second
deed of trust loans for a period of five
years. With these final pieces in place,
the Home for Dinner Home Buyer’s
Program was ready to go. Household
began internal marketing of the pro-
gram, and the first informational ses-
sions were held in the fall of 1999.

OUTREACH TO POTENTIAL HOME OWNERS

Ninety-five Household employees at-
tended the first session of the Home for
Dinner Home Buyers program. Repre-
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TTTTThe Las Vegas Valley is home to thou-
sands of companies that employ low-
to moderate-income wage earners.

Visitors are often amazed by the sheer
number of dealers, waiters, parking at-
tendants, and others who work hard
to maintain the city’s reputation as
America’s greatest play land. While
hourly wages tend to be low in the
hospitality industry, employees fare
pretty well—mainly because tips
supplement their low pay. But in the
large urban valley that exists beyond
the Strip, there are hundreds of other
companies where tips aren’t part of the
trade. For employees of these compa-
nies, their paychecks are often their
sole source of income.

Employment opportunities at all lev-
els of the income scale have fueled
explosive population growth in the Las
Vegas area. As a result, the ratio of rent-
ers to owners has reached an all-time
high. Nevertheless, Las Vegans continue
to place a high priority on home owner-
ship, and the development of affordable,
single-family housing is a prevalent lend-
ing activity for many financial institu-
tions operating in Southern Nevada.

Affordable mortgages are also high
on the area’s priority list, again fueled
by population growth. But banks have
struggled with how to effectively reach
and serve a potentially profitable seg-
ment of the market . . . the thousands
of low- and moderate-income wage
earners slowly being shut out of the
Las Vegas housing market.

CRA OFFICERS TAKE THE LEAD

To address this growing problem, a
small group of CRA officers met in April
1997, and discussed ways to better cap-
ture Las Vegas’ lower wage market.
After researching various programs
around the country, the team decided
to pursue the creation of an employer-
assisted housing (EAH) program. The
program, which eventually came to be
known as the “Home for Dinner Home
Buyers Program,” would have four
important components:



Community Investments December 1999 Community Investments December 19996 11

Additionally, even a qualified credit
scoring system does not eliminate fair
lending concerns. For example, lend-
ers often allow for a limited volume of
overrides in their use of scoring mod-
els. Care must be taken to ensure that
reasons for overrides are objective and
nondiscriminatory; the reasons for the
overrides should then be documented.
Lenders should also track the perfor-
mance of overrides.

CONCLUSIONS AND NEXT STEPS

It is evident that small business lend-
ing is now dominated by lenders that
use credit scoring models, and that
scoring is continuing to attract new
followers for cost and competitive rea-
sons. It is also clear that the vast ma-
jority of these lenders use models from
one vendor, and that the fair lending
implications of these models appear
to be mostly positive.

The Federal Reserve is continuing
to research issues related to credit scor-
ing. Some of the areas of possible fur-
ther research include:

➤ Evaluating the variables and meth-
odology used by the popular scor-
ing models;

➤ Obtaining information on the ap-
plication integrity risk controls in
place by vendors and credit bu-
reaus to prevent the distribution of
erroneous information;

➤ Looking at how lenders validate the
models they use to ensure that the
scoring systems are leading to ap-
propriate decision-making;

➤ Considering the implications of
scoring on credit risk at individual
institutions and the entire banking
industry;

➤ Considering differences in regula-
tory risks faced by lenders based
on their selection of vendor or
home-grown models.

For more information on this survey
or future Fed research please call Gary
Palmer at (415) 974-3003.
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sentatives of the three participating mort-
gage lenders—Bank of America, U.S.
Bank and Wells Fargo - along with team
members from Nevada Fair Housing
Center and Consumer Credit Counsel-
ing Service presented the EAH concept.
Presentations included an overview of
the program, homeownership education
requirements, and steps in the mortgage
lending process.

It is not yet known how many of
those first 95 will proceed through the
program and qualify for a mortgage. The
estimated time for completion is any-
where from 1–12 months, depending
on the condition of the applicant’s credit.
And, although the program is targeted
to serve people earning from 50-80% of
the area median income, the team is
committed to offering it to anyone in-
terested in pursuing home ownership.

This commitment is demonstrated by
the critical roles played by the Nevada
Fair Housing Center and the Consumer
Credit Counseling Service. In addition
to leading the educational effort, the
NFHC received a program grant from
the U.S. Department of Housing and
Urban Development to serve in a liai-
son capacity for participants who need
one-on-one assistance throughout the
entire process. If requested, NFHC staff
will guide participants through every
step to ensure that nobody “gets lost
in the shuffle.” For those with weak
credit, Consumer Credit Counseling
Service is on-hand to provide free
credit counseling and credit repair.

THE FUTURE OF THE PROGRAM

After the initial round of sessions are
complete, the Home for Dinner team
will meet to discuss next steps for the
program. Topics for discussion will
likely include outreach to additional
Las Vegas employers and the creation
of non-profit partnerships to expand
down payment and closing cost op-
tions. In the meantime, hundreds of
Household Bank employees will be
building a financial edge for their fu-
tures and contributing to the stability

of the neighborhoods they choose to
call home.

ROLES OF HOME FOR DINNER PARTNERS

BANK OF AMERICA, U.S. BANK,
WELLS FARGO

➤ Provide first mortgages, using spe-
cially designed loan products with fa-
vorable terms.
➤ Present the program to Household
Bank employees at series of informa-
tional sessions.
➤ Work with potential clients to help
them understand various mortgage
loan programs and the loan process.

BANKWEST OF NEVADA

➤ Provide a loan secured by a sec-
ond deed of trust to assist the employ-
ees of Household Bank with down
payment and/or closing costs.

HOUSEHOLD BANK

➤ Provide access and marketing to
employees.
➤ Provide space at their facilities for
informational and education sessions
associated with the program.
➤ Deposit $50,000 in a CD account
to write-down the seconds offered by
BankWest of Nevada.

NEVADA FAIR HOUSING CENTER &
CONSUMER CREDIT COUNSELING SERVICE

➤ Determine eligibility of each emplo-
yee and, when appropriate, refer them to
Consumer Credit Counseling Service for
pre-purchase credit preparation.
➤ Lead home buyer education ses-
sions, provide credit and post-pur-
chase counseling for employees who
participate in the program.
➤ Serve in a liaison capacity for par-
ticipants seeking one-on-one assis-
tance throughout the process.

For more information on the Home for Din-
ner Home Buyers Program, please contact
Joselyn Cousins at Bank of America Nevada
(702) 654-7848, Doreen Davis-Peterson at US.
Bank Nevada (702) 688-3565, or Steve Linder
at Household Bank (702) 243-1390.
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