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Good afternoon, Madame Chairwoman, Ranking Member Lummis, and members of the Committee.
I am Chrystel Cornelius, president & CEO of Oweesta Corporation and NeighborWorks America
affiliate in Colorado. Thank you for the opportunity to appear before you to discuss how CDFIs
promote housing and economic opportunity.

Oweesta Corporation is the longest-standing Native CDFI Intermediary that works holistically with
Native CDFls, Tribes and Native Non-Profits and their communities over our last 24 years of
operations. Oweesta’ s long-standing mission has directly affected thousands of tribal members from
our inception. Oweesta is typically the first and many times the only investor supporting Native
CDFls and their local market demand, our direct funding has facilitated direct job creation, small
business development and homeownership opportunities for upward financial mobility for Native
individuals and families across the United States, Alaska and Hawaii.

Oweesta has worked with hundreds of Native communities and organizations through its 24-year
history, Oweesta works with the 66 Native CDFIs that are certified by the United States Treasury, as
well as the almost 30 start-ups Native CDFlIs, in 36 states. These CDFIs are grassroots lending
institutions, most often community-based loan funds, designed to serve as a bridge that connects
disadvantaged communities to the financial mainstream.

Most Native communities lack access to safe and affordable capital resources that are taken for
granted in urban and rural communities around the country and many lack a thriving homeownership
platform and private sector economy. The situation is even more serious when it comes to
mainstream financial institutions. According to the Native American Lending Study (NALS),
conducted by the CDFI Fund in 2001, 15 percent of Native communities are more than 100 miles
from the nearest ATM or bank, and 86 percent of Native communities lack a single financial
institution within their borders. The report explicitly identifies Native communities as underserved by
financial institutions and in need of specific strategies to increase the availability of “financial
services resources.” The lack of financial institutions poses a fundamental problem in accessing
basic financial services but, perhaps more seriously, it makes homeownership, business financing,
and personal consumer lending products almost impossible to obtain. Analysis by NALS of
investments in Native American and Native Hawaiian economies revealed a $44 billion gap from
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those in the United States economy as a whole. To address this need for strong financial institutions,
Oweesta’s main goal is to help Native communities to create, capitalize, and aid in the growth and
sustainability of Native CDFIs. These organizations are community-based financing entities
governed by representative boards that meet this need for accessible, affordable loans and other
financial products that are often tied to intensive training and technical assistance in addition to
capital resources. These institutions form the foundation to develop homeownership and private
sector opportunities for their respective tribal communities and lead the emergence of a bustling
homeownership platform and private sector economies for tribal members across the U.S.

The success of Oweesta's approach is reflected in the number of Native CDFIs and tribal nations we
reach with our services and products. In 1999, there were two certified Native CDFIs, Oweesta and
the Lakota Funds. Since that time and with Oweesta's direct technical assistance and capitalization of
these organizations, we now have 66 certified Native CDFIs serving their tribal communities and
nearly 25 emerging Native CDFlIs that are active in their respective tribal communities. Oweesta also
fills a critical financing gap for Native communities and Native CDFIs — only a handful of the most
experienced Native CDFIs have secured loans from other debt capital investors, including other
intermediaries. Many Native CDFIs cannot meet investor requirements such as asset size or do not
fall in banks CRA assessment or foundation service areas. This is why when surveyed, 60% of
Native CDFIs said Oweesta was their first debt capital and, in 2022, Oweesta provided 59% of the
total debt capital accessed by our partners.

Oweesta began lending in 2002 and has an exceptional track record, achieving steady loan volume
growth and demonstrated capacity to deploy funds rapidly and effectively. Since our inception,
Oweesta has closed $75.5 million in total loans and revolved more than 80 million dollars in Indian
Country. This direct financing to Native CDFIs has made incredible impact within tribal
communities with over 16,652 jobs created or retained, 3,835 small businesses financed within
tribal communities and 217 affordable housing units built as a direct result of our financing
efforts.

Oweesta’s loan portfolio is comprised of 42 Native CDFIs and Native banking institutions of
different sizes, ages, and lending specializations. Our loan clients reinvest this capital into the
most vulnerable communities in the nation. Oweesta clients deployed $579M this year—$349M
for small business lending, $109M in housing lending, $76M in consumer lending, and 45M in
agricultural lending.

Homeownership Needs in Indian Country
It is well known and documented that Native Americans in tribal areas have some of the worst

housing needs in the United States. The issue of safe and affordable housing for tribal members has
been in a crisis state for decades, if not centuries. According to a study from the Department of

mghbor{N\o'rksa

CHARTERED MEMBER

2432 Main Street, 1t Floor | Longmont, Colorado 80501 | 303.774.8838

}A EMAIL: info@oweesta.org @ WEB: www.oweesta.org


mailto:info@oweesta.org
http://www.oweesta.org/

\ /
OWEESTA

CORPFORA TIoN

Housing and Urban Development (HUD), approximately 16% of Native populations live with
overcrowding, compared with the national average of 2%. In Indian Country, it’s not uncommon to
see 18 or more people living in a single 900 square-foot-house—a size typically meant to provide
shelter for a family of four. Our indigenous values impel us to care for one another under the same
roof, regardless of whether we have ample space. HUD has additionally found Indian Country faces a
deficit of 68,000 housing units per year.

Additionally, data from the Home Mortgage Disclosure Act discloses that “Native Americans are
disproportionately underrepresented in mortgage lending by a factor of three”. The article goes on to
explain that the small number of Native Americans qualifying for a mortgage are forced to purchase
a manufactured home rather than a site-built home. The costs associated with acquiring a mortgage
on manufactured homes are higher than their counterparts—Ileading Native borrowers to purchase
much more expensive homes.

Insufficient access to capital is a major underlying cause of the current housing crisis faced by many
Native Americans. Native American families are also facing additional obstacles such as the lack of
affordable homes, rising interest rates, competing with multiple offers, and increased down payment
requirements as housing values continue to rise. Inventory is low and home values are at high values
favoring the seller. Many sellers will only entertain offers for conventional mortgage financing
making it increasingly challenging for Native Americans trying to utilize HUD 184, VA loans and/or
USDA 502 mortgage financing. With the combination of high housing values and rising interest
rates, it results in higher borrowing costs effectively pricing out many Native American homebuyers.
The Native Community Development Finance Institution (CDFI) movement is leading response to
housing needs and mortgage products in Native communities. There are currently 66 Native CDFIs
certified by the US Treasury. These Native CDFIs were established to be the economic development
engines of their communities and are generally the only source of capital for advanced asset and
wealth creation opportunities. Native CDFIs have amazing local level community impacts as they
assist families own their first homes, create jobs and small businesses, support the creation of
essential services through the development of community facilities, and empower individuals by
building credit histories.

Native CDFIs have faced this housing crisis head-on within their communities providing affordable
and safe housing lending products and extensive homebuyer readiness technical assistance, in turn
propelling homeownership through the provision of mortgage lending opportunities for hundreds of
tribal members across the United States. Within the loan portfolios of Oweesta’s current borrowers
(excluding the Native owned banks in our portfolio) there exists over $36.6 million in 432 mortgage
loans to Native families as of December 2022.

Unfortunately, there are limited options for Native CDFI’s providing mortgage lending to sell
mortgage portfolios to the secondary housing market as many Native CDFIS have non-conforming
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mortgage products, trust land issues provide additional complexities in addition to Freddie Mac and
Fannie Mae requiring MOUs with Tribe’s in their processes for engagement, which has shown
limited and minimal successes, making selling mortgages to Freddie and Fannie essentially a non-
starter. This has placed a significant strain on the ability to revolve housing lending capital and to
meet the urgent housing needs of the target markets Native CDFI’s serve. The growth and maturity
of the Native CDFI industry has created a larger capital demand as Native CDFIs are managing
larger portfolios and tribal communities and potential borrowers are more loan ready with the
decades of development services and consumer loan products provided to their communities enabling
the creation of stronger and loan ready borrowers.

Native CDFI Mortgage Portfolio Growth*

(in millions)
36.6
21.7
13.9
10.5
3.8
2018 2019 2020 2021 2022

4 Number of mortgage loans associated with mortgage portfolio balance for 2018, 2019, 2020, 2021, and 2022 are 67, 168, 208, 280, and 432 respectively.

Innovations to Address Native Communities Housing Needs

Constructing sustainable, long-term housing in Indian Country is an investment worth making. It is
possible to repair, design, and construct homes Native families can take pride in for generations to
come. Please find below specific examples of products and policies that can change the landscape of
the availably of homeownership opportunities for Native Communities.

The South Dakota Homeownership Coalition has been a leader in advancing homeownership in their
respective community. Through the 502 Relending Pilot, USDA Rural Development is partnering
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with Four Bands Community Fund and Mazaska, Inc., both Native community development financial
institutions and active Coalition members, to deploy a total of $2,000,000 to eligible Native
American homebuyers located in tribal communities of South Dakota and North Dakota. According
to USDA, the CDFIs’ deep ties in local communities will help them to reach homebuyers more
effectively than other lenders.

CDFI Fund is looking to address greater infrastructure and housing needs within Native
Communities by issuing The New market Tax Credit (NMTC) Native initiative. This program is the
next step in broadening the on-ramp to the NMTC Program. The goal of the NMTC Native Initiative
is to increase NMTC investments in Federal Indian Reservations, Off-Reservation Trust Lands,
Hawaiian Home Lands, and Alaska Native Village Statistical Areas, collectively referred to as
NMTC Native Areas.

Oweesta also has the capacity and ability to play a significant role in breaking down the barriers to
home ownership to Native Americans by providing a secondary mortgage lending product for Native
CDFls. In partnership with Native American Bank (NAB), Oweesta proposes a new loan product, the
Native CDFI Mortgage Portfolio Loan. This loan product is intended for Native CDFIs actively
providing mortgage lending to their target markets and have the need to revolve their mortgage
lending capital to continue to meet mortgage lending needs of the communities they serve. The
intention of this loan is to revolve mortgage capital quicker and to serve as a bridge loan until such a
time the packaged mortgage loans can be refinanced. In the event the non-conforming mortgage
loans never become eligible to sell on the secondary market, the Native CDFI can either buy back the
principal balances at loan maturity or refinance.

The mortgage portfolio loan program will provide numerous benefits to Native CDFI’s and the
communities they serve. In addition to providing a mechanism to sell mortgages on the secondary
market, it also provides additional access to affordable mortgage lending capital. This affordable
capital will allow Native CDFIs to fund additional mortgages to Native Americans at below market
rates. Native CDFIs will also utilize the capital from this program to leverage additional funds for
mortgage lending and to support other lending products in their portfolio. This additional lending
capital will also increase loan production and increase earned revenue from interest and loan fees
resulting in increased self-sufficiency. The growth in loan production and additional capital will also
assist in strengthening the statement of financial position of the Native CDFIs participating in this
loan product.
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Projected Portfolio Size for New Loan Product®

(in millions)

30

20

12

2.5

2023 2024 2025 2026 2027

® Projected interest revenue based on average interest rates in current mortgage portfolios for 2023, 2024, 2025, 2026, and 2027 are $112,500, $315,000,
$540,000, $900,000, and $1,350,000 respectively.

Concerns for Native CDFls

The CDFI Fund Native American CDFI Assistance (NACA) Program has been an imperative and
essential program to uplift and provide the financial and technical assistance resources to enhance
private sector development, create individual assets and promote community wealth building efforts
across Native communities nationwide.

While Native CDFIs are changing the economic landscape of their communities with each class and
loan provided, there are significant challenges currently facing Native CDFIs that could hinder the
continued success and growth of these imperative institutions serving Native communities. The
continued level of appropriations for set-aside of the NACA (Native American CDFI Assistance)
Program has remained at $21.5M for several years. Native CDFIs require increased appropriations to
adequately meet their target market lending demand in addition to requiring the support to deliver
culturally relevant training and technical assistance platforms to their Native communities. The low
level of appropriations has resulted in the application process becoming extremely competitive,
subsequently, smaller and emerging Native CDFlIs are being continually unfunded. The CDFI Fund
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has also revised their target strategies within their CDFI Fund application priorities that focuses on
expanding target markets and the creation of new loan products, year after year. This is extremely
concerning for smaller assets sized organizations, rural serving CDFIs and Native CDFIS. As these
smaller organization have been the lifeline to safe and affordable financing products, their business
operations do not entail expanding their target markets and adding new loan products on an annual
basis. With these two focal points given as a funding priority, many Native CDFI and rural CDFIs
are opting not to apply to the CDFI Fund grant opportunities as the chance of a successful CDFI
application is minimal with these new standards. This eventually will result in fewer CDFIs serving
their communities and the growth of the CDFI industry only allowed for larger and national serving
organizations. The power of the CDFI industry has always focused on the grassroots organization ties
these organization have with their communities, the purpose of the CDFI Fund was to act as a bridge
to communities who were unbanked and had no access to the final mainstream, which is exactly what
these organizations have been doing for two decades. | would urge for increased appropriations
for the NACA Program to ensure that our Native serving institutions can continue their
successful training and technical assistance endeavors and lending activities in their respective
tribal communities.

In concluding my remarks, | want to emphasize that the CDFI Fund is not just another ‘program’ that
needs more funding. It is a critical federal initiative that supports the development of credible
institutions that build the private enterprise sector of reservation economies and provide leadership to
the emerging nonprofit sector. CDFIs are a proven model and a worthwhile investment in the future
of reservation economies. | urge you to support increased funding to prepare all Americans, and
Native people particularly, for successful economic futures.

Thank you for the invitation to testify, and | welcome any questions you might have.
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