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More consumers are discovering credit unions during tough economic times
Annual report says $188 million in annual member savings and available credit are drawing new interest
Pewaukee, Wis. – Much the same way credit unions experienced fast-paced membership growth during the
Great Depression of the 1930s, the not-for-profit financial institutions are seeing a new surge of consumer
interest as people look to the member-owned cooperatives as a source of financial self-help during tough
economic times. That – and the strength of credit unions to continue providing credit despite the “credit crunch”
– are among the highlights of a new 2008 annual report on Wisconsin credit unions (PDF) issued by the
Wisconsin Credit Union League, the Pewaukee-based trade association.
“Against a backdrop of troubling economic times, we proved that member-owned credit unions offer a safe
haven for consumers, particularly those whose financial needs are too small to drive corporate profits,” said
League Board Chair Dean Wilson, CEO of Focus Credit Union, Menomonee Falls, in the report.
The annual report attributes credit unions’ strong financial health, including relatively low loan delinquency and
continued strong liquidity for lending, to their member-ownership structure – which encourages sound loanmaking. Wilson said because they are owned by members and not stockholders, credit unions returned tangible
savings to their 2.2 million members – a total of $188 million in the 12 months ending September 2008 – thanks
to more competitive rates on savings and loans and lower and fewer fees.
The annual report details how credit unions’ REAL Solutions initiative delivered values in Wisconsin
communities during the year. The effort aims to reduce dependency on predatory financial providers, increase
financial literacy, improve personal financial management, encourage saving and wealth-building, build
creditworthiness, improve personal financial self-sufficiency and contribute to the economic well-being of local
communities. Credit union services that fueled the effort included:
Better deals on basic financial services: savings accounts that pay higher interest, on average, than banks;
free checking; free ATM access; and lower-rate loans, including smaller ones for-profit institutions don’t offer.
While the Federal Reserve says the minimum “profitable” loan is around $2,400, almost 90% of Wisconsin credit
unions say they’d grant a loan of just $500 to help a member and three-quarters would grant a $100 loan.
Lower-cost payday loans that break the “debt cycle.” By charging far lower rates than non-traditional
lenders, credit unions saved members more than $1 million with payday loan alternatives. Many credit unions
provide education or counseling opportunities, allow more time for repayment, and limit or disallow rollovers to
encourage repayment and improved creditworthiness.
Loans for small businesses. Credit unions grant loans other institutions deem “too unprofitable” as well as
offer more attractive terms. They also offer more competitively priced credit cards, checking accounts and other
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services small businesses use.
Safe, affordable mortgages. Credit unions didn’t create the mortgage mess. In fact, a majority of credit
unions responding to a recent survey have refinanced other lenders’ mortgages to prevent foreclosures. Still,
credit unions outperform other lenders in mortgages to low-income and minority borrowers. Credit unions’
approval rate for low-income borrowers is 78.2% compared to 49.2% at non-credit union lenders. For minority
mortgage applicants, the credit union approval rate is 83.1% compared to 55% at non-credit union lenders.
Outreach to new Americans. Services include translations about loans and other services, lower-cost wire
transfers and participation in events designed to help new Americans establish a financial foothold, seek
employment and participate in our nation’s tax system.
Free financial education & counseling. For members, credit unions offer free workshops on topics ranging
from credit reports to homebuying and more. For Wisconsin schools, credit unions provide free teaching
materials on personal finance that supports state teaching standards, interactive learning about money matters as
part of “reality” simulations, sponsorship of teachers’ personal finance education at summer workshops, and
investments in 80 in-school credit union branches, run by students, that teach young people the value of saving
and responsible use of credit. Students have saved more than $1.1 million in their school branch accounts.
Community support and outreach. Credit unions offer low-income tax filers information to help them
access free tax preparation and filing assistance – a fast, no-cost alternative to the costly “refund anticipation
loans” offered by paid tax preparation firms. Filers saved $16.6 million using this assistance in 2008. Credit
unions also partner with counties to offer low-interest loans that help single parents obtain affordable used cars
or childcare so they can access or maintain employment, and join hundreds of agencies, businesses and
nonprofits each October in teaching Wisconsin citizens money matters as part of Money Smart Week
Wisconsin.
Help for those in financial distress. The report notes that credit unions are known for helping members save
more or pay down debt. Members often say that in the face of a job loss or health problem, their credit union
helped them weather the situation while preserving a good credit history. In fact, almost 80% of Wisconsin
credit unions surveyed offer secured credit cards, debit cards loans or other programs designed to help members
build or rebuild creditworthiness.
View the entire Wisconsin Credit Unions 2008 Annual Report (PDF) or contact The League for a hard copy.
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Credit unions are cooperative financial institutions that are owned by their members and do not have stockholders. Because they are
not-for-profit, they return earnings to members in the form of more competitive rates of return on accounts, lower interest on loans, lower
fees and improved services. Around 2.2 million Wisconsin residents belong to credit unions, of which nearly half are open to the local
community. People can find a credit union to join by looking in the phone book or by visiting www.creditunion.coop.

