
BORINQUEN FEDERAL CREDIT UNION 

"AN EXPERIENTIAL VIEW FOR SURVIVAL' 

By 

Socorro Rivera Rosa 

Jose A. Rivera Urrutia 

New Hampshire College 
Community Economic Development Program 

Manchester, N.H.,1990 



Preface 

This projec t wa s chose n becaus e o f th e nee d withi n th e 
Puerto Rican/Latin o communit y t o hav e a  stron g communit y base d 
f inancial insti tut io n an d ou r responsibi l i t y a s par t o f th e boar d 
and staf f t o mak e tha t a  real i ty . Sinc e th e environmen t fo r 
f inancial institution s a s a n industr y i s becomin g ver y d i f f i c u l t 
in th e 90' s an d fo r communit y base d f inancia l inst i tut io n eve n 
more d i f f i c u l t , w e considere d t o b e ver y importan t th e 
documentation o f ou r experienc e i n strugglin g t o maintai n a 
community base d f inancia l insti tut io n i n ou r community . 

This pape r present s a n experientia l vie w fo r surviva l o f a 
community developmen t credi t union . Th e informatio n provide d i n 
this projec t i s a  col lect iv e o f th e las t fou r year s o f operation s 
(1986-1990). I t als o provide s informatio n o n th e do s an d don' t 
when savin g an d developin g a  f inancia l inst i tut ion . Thi s include s 
relevant backgroun d histor y o f th e surroundin g community , 
demographics, t ip s fo r surpassin g l iquidation , tip s fo r survival , 
f inancial informatio n an d mechanism s o f reconstructio n fo r growt h 
and development . 

The ultimat e goa l o f thi s documen t i s t o provid e th e reade r 
with a  se t o f tool s tha t rais e question s o n operatio n procedures , 
organizational structur e an d th e developmen t o f goal s an d 
objectives fo r th e surviva l an d growt h o f a  neighborhoo d 
f inancial inst i tut ion . 

Although th e informatio n provide d i s relate d t o a  f inancia l 
inst i tut ion (credi t union) , som e o f thi s informatio n i s 
applicable t o an y communit y base d organizatio n confrontin g 
similar d i f f i c u l t i e s . 



H i s t o r i c a l Backgroun d 

A. Th e influ x o f Puert o Rican/Latino s i n Philadelphi a 
started t o b e noticeabl e i n th e 60's . 

B. Ther e ar e approximatel y 150,00 0 Latino s i n Philadelphi a 
of whic h 85 % ar e Puert o Ricans . 

C. Th e Puert o Rica n communit y i s residential l y segregated , 
the majorit y i s l iv in g i n jus t 1 5 o f th e Philadelphian' s 36 4 
census tracts . 

D. I t i s a  poo r community . Fourty-eigh t percen t o f male s an d 
f i f ty - four percen t o f female s l iv e i n poverty . 

E. Th e housin g condition s unde r whic h Puert o Rican s l iv e ar e 
the oldes t an d mor e dilapidate d i n th e c i ty . 

F. Ther e ar e tw o dilapidate d busines s d i s t r i c t : on e i n 
Hunting Par k are a an d on e i n th e 5t h Stree t an d Lehig h 
Avenue are a "Golde n Block" . 

G. Th e Puert o Rica n communit y lack s mainstrea m financia l 
institutions withi n i t ' s boundaries , an d i n th e las t 5  year s 
the ban k branche s nea r th e boundarie s hav e bein g closing . 

H. Som e f inancia l service s ar e provide d b y cas h checkin g 
business an d som e b y trave l agencie s whic h man y time s ar e 
also loa n shark s and/o r dru g fronts . 

I. A s an d alternativ e t o comba t som e o f th e abov e problems , 
BFCU wa s create d i n 197 4 t o servic e th e f inancia l need s o f 
the Puert o Rican/Latin o population . Th e boundarie s o f th e 
credit unio n ref lect s th e Latin o neighborhood s durin g th e 
time o f th e credi t unio n creation . Thi s boundarie s ar e 
Spring Garde n t o th e south , Roosevel t Blvd . t o th e north , 
Front stree t t o th e east , an d Nin e stree t t o th e west . Thi s 
boundaries wi l l b e chang e t o accommodat e th e relocatio n an d 
influx o f ne w Latino s i n th e c i ty . 

BFCU 

A. Wa s create d b y a  grou p o f Catholi c pr iest , nun s an d 
community leader s wh o sa w th e nee d fo r a n insti tut io n tha t 
could exten t credi t withi n th e community ; however , onl y 
employees an d cl ient s o f thos e agencie s funde d b y th e 
Archdioceses o f Philadelphi a o r membe r o f on e o f th e 
catholic churche s i n th e area , coul d becom e a  member . 

B. Fo r th e f i r s t 8  year s th e credi t unio n operate d a t a 
limited scale , wit h volunteers . 

C. I n 198 6 i t wa s liquidate d b y th e Nationa l Credi t Unio n 
Administration (NCUA) . 



Important detai l s tha t precipitate d th e c r i s i s 

A. Th e credi t unio n wa s create d b y a  smal l grou p o f 
individuals, primaril y outsiders , wh o di d no t involv e 
the communit y i n th e process . 

B. Th e founder s di d no t develo p a  pla n fo r operations , 
management an d bookkeeping . 

C. Th e volunteer s wer e no t traine d an d ther e wa s no t a 
monitoring syste m i n place . 

D. Ther e wa s no t a  functiona l infrastructur e t o dea l 
with growth . 

E. Ther e wa s no t a  consisten t an d traine d grou p t o 
manage an d monito r th e operations . 

F. Th e regulator y agenc y di d no t enforc e thei r rule s 
and regulation s t o mak e th e boar d accountabl e an d 
better trained . 

G. Ther e wa s no t a  monitorin g syste m fro m th e sponso r 
organization (Archdiocese s o f Philadelphia , paren t 
organization o f Cas a de l Carmen) . 

H. Th e informatio n o f th e c r i s i s wa s kep t unavailabl e 
to th e member s an d cl ient s o f Cas a de l Carme n b y th e 
executive directo r o f Cas a an d b y th e remainin g boar d 
members. 

D. Ho w d o yo u rescu e a  credi t unio n afte r l iquidatio n b y 
NCUA. 

I. Creatio n o f a  committe e 

2. Develo p a  pla n 

3. Develo p a  p o l i t i c a l strateg y 

4. Negotiat e wit h you r plan ; d o no t commi t ou t o f 
pressure 

5. Follow-u p 

6. Cultivat e relationshi p wit h supporter s 

E. Lesson s learne d i n th e proces s 

1. Th e bigges t on e wa s t o allo w a n outsid e institutio n 
to prepar e a  pla n fo r u s t o submi t t o NCUA . 

2. Outsid e technica l assistanc e i s a s goo d a s yo u ar e 
ready t o us e i t . D o no t b e afrai d t o sa y NO , d o no t b e 
afraid t o us e you r ow n resources , s k i l l s an d ideas . 

3. Ou r secon d mistak e wa s t o rel y o n verba l 
communication durin g follow-u p meeting s wit h examiners . 



4. Ther e wer e man y positive s step s w e too k durin g th e 
process whic h helpe d u s t o b e successful : 

a. W e ha d a  cohesiv e grou p o f abou t 7  peopl e wh o 
worked hard , consistently , an d committe d durin g 
the c r i s i s period . ^ 

b. W e hav e develope d a n ampl e suppor t bas e o f 
community organizations , individuals , governmen t 
inst i tut ions, an d banker s wh o hav e backe d u s 
during th e goo d an d th e ba d times . Thes e 
supporters sen t letter s o f support , me t wit h 
the regulators , mobilize d ke y pol i t ic ian s suc h a s 
Congressmen, Cit y councilmembers , th e Mayor , th e 
Governor, etc . Thes e individual s als o provide d 
technical assistanc e an d f inancia l support . 

c. W e hav e bee n abl e t o secur e stead y f inancia l 
support fro m thre e fundin g sources : F ide l i t y Bank , 
CoreState Ban k (forme r Philadelphi a Nationa l 
Bank), an d Th e Philadelphi a Foundation . 

d. W e wer e abl e t o overcom e th e fea r o f bein g 
small an d th e regulator' s threat s i n a  shor t 
period o f time . 

Tips fo r Surviva l 

1. Re-structur e interna l operation s 

2. Revie w accountin g an d reportin g system s 

3. Re-structur e off ic e procedure s an d pol ic ie s 

4. Develo p a  goo d procedur e fo r monitorin g an d 
evaluation 

5. P o l i t i c a l Strateg y 

Re-structuring fo r growt h an d developmen t 

1. Revie w you r mission , goals , an d objective s 

2. Re-asses s you r interna l structur e 

a. Mak e sur e tha t you r boar d i s read y fo r change s 
and challenge s 

b. Conduc t a  serie s o f trainin g session s fo r 
brainstorming 

c. Re-asses s you r off ic e operatio n syste m 

d. Mak e a  comprehensiv e revie w o f you r f inancia l 
management syste m 



e. Develo p a  pla n fo r se l f -suf f ic ien t 

1. Develo p a  busines s pla n 

2. Financin g tool s 

3. Marketin g pla n 

4. Follow-u p wit h f inancia l supporter s 

I I I . Projec t Output s 

Goal 1 : T o become an alternativ e bankin g syste n for the poo r 
and moderat e incom e Puerto Rican/Latinos , who t r a d i t i o n a l l y 
banking i n s t i t u t i o n s hav e not been abl e to serve. 

A. Re-organiz e th e boar d o f director s an d committee s 
based o n ou r plan s for development ( c r e d i t an d 
supervisory committees) . Conduc t t r a i n i n g session s for 
the boar d an d s t a f f . 

ACCOMPLISHED, ALTHOUGH BOARD NEEDS MORE TRAINING 

B. Develo p an d implemen t a  fundraisin g campaig n t o 
subsidize th e operation s of th e c r e d i t unio n fo r the 
next thre e years while implementin g a  plan for s e l f -
s u f f i c i e n c y . 

ACCOMPLISHED 

C. Develo p a  plan t o increas e th e incom e produce b y th e 
c r e d i t unio n t o be abl e to decrease th e dependency o n 
grants. 

ACCOMPLISHED 

D. Develo p a  plan t o computerize th e operation s of th e 
c r e d i t union . 

ACCOMPLISHED, ALTHOUGH COMPUTERS WILL NOT B E 
INSTALLED UNTIL SPRING OF 199 1 

E. Develo p an d implemen t ne w service s t o be provide d to 
the members (ie...othe r savin g alternatives, mortgag e 
services, e t c . ) . 

NO NE W SERVICE S WILL CONSIDER UNTIL COMPUTERS AR E 
FULLY OPERATIONAL 

Goal 2 . T o serv e as a  mechanism t o educate th e community o n 
f i n a n c i a l aspect s such a s th e importanc e o f c r e d i t , savin g 
and investmen t i n a cooperativ e manner to be abl e to improv e 
t h e i r i n d i v i d u a l an d c o l l e c t i v e (community ) socio-economi c 
conditions. 

A. Creat e a n ad-ho c committee fo r education an d 
promotion 

PARTIALLY ACCOMPLISHED 



Goal 3. Promote and/or coordinat e economi c development 
ventures wit h othe r communit y development organizations. 
Serve as a l i n k t o other f i n a n c i a l i n s t i t u t i o n s an d 
resources outsid e the community tha t can finance and/o r 
support large r projects. 

PARTIALLY ACCOMPLISHBD, PROCESS IN PROGRESS 

IV. Additiona l Outputs 

Beside th e act iv i t ie s outline d unde r th e propose d object -
ives, w e wer e abl e t o complet e fou r majo r project s fo r th e credi t 
union: a  personnel/boar d manual , a  thre e yea r busines s plan , a 
comprehensive marketin g plan , an d a  micro-enterpris e plan . (Refe r 
to appendice s F , H , K , &  Q. ) 

V. Conclusio n 

The proces s o f surviva l afte r a  f inancia l insti tut io n ha s 
been liquidate d i s ver y d i f f i c u l t . Nevertheless , i f you r 
community need s tha t insti tut io n becaus e ther e i s a  lac k o f 
f inancial institution s i n th e are a and/o r i f you r communit y doe s 
not hav e acces s t o them , yo u mus t tr y you r bes t t o sav e th e on e 
you have . Th e informatio n provide d abov e i s a  summar y o f th e 
process w e wen t throug h whil e strugglin g fo r survival . Ou r 
experience mus t hav e bee n uniqu e becaus e w e wer e th e f i r s t credi t 
union i n th e natio n t o re-gai n i t s charte r afte r l iquidation . 
Many o f th e problem s w e confronte d wer e becaus e w e lacke d th e 
information t o refe r to . Ou r supporter s lacke d prio r experienc e 
in a n specif i c cas e l ik e thi s on e an d NCU A wa s experimenting . 

The informatio n w e hav e provide d i n thi s projec t i s a n 
experiential vie w o f ou r proces s an d progres s (Refe r t o 
appendices D , E , &  J ) . Th e purpos e i s t o serv e a s a  guid e o r a s 
reference information , bu t recognizin g tha t eac h insti tut io n an d 
each communit y wi l l probabl y fac e a  differen t comple x real i ty . 
Our experienc e ha s bee n tha t yo u ca n mak e i t a  real i t y i f yo u 
believe i n wha t eve r yo u ar e doing , i f yo u ar e abl e t o develo p a 
strong suppor t bas e an d i f yo u ar e ou t ther e t o buil d a  communit y 
inst i tut ion, no t t o serv e you r individua l needs . 

Our mai n recommendatio n t o yo u o r anybod y wh o happen s t o b e 
in ou r situatio n i s th e following : 

- R F HONES T wit h yourself , th e members , th e community , you r 
f inancial supporters , th e regulators.. .you r entir e 
networking system . 

- PLAN eac h o f you r steps , eve n withi n th e wors t 
circumstances an d you r limite d tim e jto reac t and/o r act . 

- D P NO T RUSH , yo u wi l l regrette d later . 

- RE CONSISTEN T i n you r plan s an d action s 
one sid e t o another , develo p a  patter n o f 
w i l l lea d t o a  coordinate d action . 

. D o no t jum p fro m 
processes tha t 



- DEVET.D P f?RT?DTRTT.TT Y durin g th e entir e process , 
you ar e i n th e wors t situation , yo u wi l l receiv e 
others trus t yo u an d hav e confidenc e i n you r ac t 

Even whil e 
support, i f 

ions. 

- DO NOT RES T T N YOU R LAURELS . ther e wi l l alway s b e a  threa t 
to you r surviva l a s a n inst i tut ion . Th e econom y i s t o 
unstable, th e competitio n i s strong , you r communit y i s 
unstable, an d you r networkin g syste m ha s i t s up s an d 
downs...work har d t o kee p wha t yo u gained. . . There wi l l b e 
only on e opportunity . 

In ou r opinio n ou r wor k wi l l no t b e complete d unt i l th e 
credit unio n i s stabl e an d abl e t o serv e th e rea l need s o f ou r 
community. Ou r energie s unt i l no w hav e bee n concentrate d i n 
surpassing th e c r i s i s an d b e abl e t o survive . No w i t come s th e 
real struggl e an d th e rea l challenge . 

After w e hav e worke d i n developin g th e infrastructure , 
developing th e suppor t base , an d improvin g th e ratin g an d 
relationship wit h th e regulators , no w w e mus t wor k o n achievin g 
the mai n objective s of : 

- Becomin g a n alternativ e bankin g syste m fo r th e poo r an d 
moderate incom e Puert o Rican/Latino s wh o tradit ional l y 
banking institution s hav e no t bee n abl e t o serve . 

- Serv e a s a  mechanis m t o educat e th e communit y o n f inancia l 
aspects suc h a s th e importanc e o f credit , savin g an d 
investment i n a  cooperativ e manner , t o b e abl e t o improv e 
individual an d col lect iv e (community ) socio-economi c 
conditions. 

- Promot e and/o r coordinat e economi c developmen t venture s 
with othe r communit y developmen t organizations . Serv e a s a 
link t o othe r f inancia l institution s an d resource s outsid e 
the communit y tha t ca n financ e and/o r suppor t projects . 

The wor k i s ahead , th e succes s i s achievable.. . it a l l 
depends i n ou r commitmen t an d ou r ab i l i t y t o expan d th e suppor t 
base a t a l l level s i n ou r communit y an d th e communit y a t large . 


