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Where Have All The Banks Gone?

Oakland activists work to open credit union to serve poor neighborhoods deserted by banks

The Fruitvale area is hardly
alone in its plight. The 21,524
residents of West Oakland, for

example, do not have a single
neighborhood bank.

By Rafael Mandelman

hen Fruitvale businessman

Jose Dorado was growing

up. there were 8 half-doren

bank branches in his neigh-
borhiood; today there are two. “Somehow
ihe banhks have gotten the 1den that there i
no money to be made in this area,”
explains Dorado. “For those of us who
hive grown up here, that leaves a bad
l&&le in odur pbuths”

The Fruitvale area is hardly alone im its
plight. The 21,824 residents of Wes)
Orakland, for example, do not have a sin-
gle neighborhood bank. Too many
Chaklanders simply do not have access Lo
the kind of nelghbochood financial Instin-
tions that can help 8 community accwma-
lade and cinculate weialith.

Diorado has channeled some of his
frustration over the disappearance of the
banks inte work with a group called The
Friends of the People's Community
Partnarship Federal Credit Union (pro-
posed}, or “The Frends." The group was
bom two years age when Qakland neigh-
borbood activist Sandy Tumer made a call
to the East Bay Community Law Center
{EBCLC), at that time the Berkeley
{:n\:nmunit}' Law Center.

Ms. Tumer was worried abouwt the loss
of bank branches in Oakland™s neighbor-
hoods, and she was particularly concerned
about the effects of the increasing scarcity
of banking services on the poorest of
Crakland®s poos. For these people, many
of whom do not have cars, the exodus of
the banks represents & significant hard-
ship. In places like West Oakland, resi-
dents who cannid make it to some other
par af the i:i.l_-.' ksl rely on check tashi.n,g
offices and liguor stores to cash govem-
ment and payrell checks,

While studies show that & broad swath
of poor and middle-income people use

The Friends of the People’s Community Partnership Credit Union. Top row, from
left: T.C. Wilson, Kathy Washington, Don Davenport, Eric Cone, Rashad Ihrahim,
Boltom, from left; Lilian Autler, Barbara Vibrains, Elise Brown, Amanda Werhane.

check-cashing offices for a variety of rea-
sond, the check cashers' cot is sharpest ai
the botiom of the income scale,
Furthermare, Ms. Turner worrlied that
those banks that had remained in Oakland
were tnweleoming to welfare recipienis.

Maeve Elise Brown, EBCLC staff
attorney and member of The Friends,
recalls that Turner did ool conse o the
Law Center with the idea of a credit
union. But Tumer's call inspired EBCLC
to begin working with other individuals
and community crganizations, including
the San Antonio Neighborhood
Dievelopment Corporation, the American
Fricnds Service Commattze, the Southeast
Asian Copemunity Parinership, and others
to formulate a solution to some of the
problems she had raised.

Afver months spent “irying to wrap our
minds arourd the problems,” Brown and
the group ultimately did ehoose to pursue
the creatnon of a Communily
Development Cradit Union that will be
open to all people who live, work, or wor-

ship in the flatlands of Oakland, with the
first branches to go in West Oakland and
Frutvale/San Anlonko.

Lilian Auntler. 8 consultant working
with The Friends, explains that credit
unlons have successfolly addressed many
of the financial services needs of poor and
middle-income people acrods the United
Statea. The Friends bope a similar strategy
will work in Oakland,

“We think a eredit unbon really is the
right institution to fill the gap,” says
Autler, "It will be a place where people
whi have some money (0 save can save it
where peopls who need mose information
about financial seevices and financial man-
ggement can get if, and o place where peo-
ple who would not be able o get affordable
bowne anywhere else can obtain them.™

Autler emphasizes, however, that &
cradit unian will ot be & panacea. =L
beligve in credit unions &: an institution
that can help to transform low income
communitias, as part of a larger strategy
that includes job creation, the provision of



services, and the development of afford-
able housing,” Autler said,

But credit unlons cannot alone eliminate
all the reasons why people are pocr, And
they cannot replace banks. What credit
unions can do is “keep the resources that
do exist in the community thers and circu-
lating," Autler eaid, adding thar “they can
provide individual attention and support
that banks will never provide.™

The Friends hope to see # first branch of
the credit upion open within a year,
Initially, 4t will likely provide the most
basic financial services: savings accounts
and loans. Autler expects that over time the
mange of services provided will expand, 2nd
pew branches will open, so that eventually
the credit union “will be a full service
financial instituiion, the primary financial
institution for many members.”

. The provision of traditional banking
services 10 people cut off from those ser-
vices 18, however, only ons aspect of the
coniribution The Friends hope a commu-
nity development credit union could make
in Oakland, Brown wants the credit union
to be "the place for people to come to find
out the latest on how to make the most of
the money they have, to plan for the
future, and to fulfill the deeams that
money can buy.” ]

Fulfilling an educational role in a way
that is “culturally and linguistically aware
and eccommedating,” Brown envisions the
credit union &5 a potentks] focus of comma-
nity pride and empowerment for its mem-
bers and a Jozus for neighborhood activism,
A= Aufler explains, *The credit union will
provica a way for people to ged involved in
a project that makes a difference in ithedr
community, & project that is theirs" -

The Friends are currently hard at work
building community awareness of, and
support for, the credit union propesal. The
group has collected just over ope-third of .
the 1500 market surveys and pledges of
support it needs to demonstrate commini-
ty suppodt to the fedesal regulatoss.

Much work remains to be done, and
The Friends welcome volunteers. For
more |Informatlon on volunteering,
please call Rashad Thrahim: (510) 548-
4040, ext. 312,



