
What sets us apart?

Helping Our Members Prosper— 

Helping Our Communities Thrive 
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“It is democratic finance ... the use of the power of money and credit by the people in their own coopera

tive organizations, in such a way as will serve the interests of all the people the best.” – Edward A. Filene 

Federally insured by NCUA. © 2016 Freedom First Federal Credit Union 

Since 1956, Freedom First has been committed to serving all of our members, 
especially those of modest income. Our financial products bring borrowing and saving 
opportunities within reach of those who have been under-served by traditional banking 
institutions.  

This report summarizes the significant successes we had in 2014 and 2015 spanning 
a diverse range of projects including: a major revitalization of a neighborhood near 
downtown Roanoke, award-winning financial education programs, and innovative 
lending products.  

Where People Bank for Good® is more than our tag line; it is a promise to our members and 
our community that we are dedicated to forming sustainable solutions for some of the 
area’s most persistent challenges. 

$322,513,000 
$261,393,000 

$245,758,0002013* 

$353,368,000 $287,307,000 

$273,339,0002014* 

$391,509,774 $310,174,351 

$293,388,9692015* 

Steady Substantial Growth 

ASSETS LOANS SHARES 
* Data as of 11/30 of each year 
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Our Partnerships are Strong 

Freedom First has established a track record of community development through 
collaborative and innovative partnerships. 

We are proud to partner with many well-known local, regional, and national 
organizations. 

Some of our partnerships include:

 •  Goodwill of the Valleys

 •  Virginia Cooperative Extension

 •  Roanoke Valley Financial Fitness Coalition

 •  Bank-On Roanoke Valley

 •  Total Action for Progress

 •  Federal Home Loan Bank-Atlanta

 •  The Jefferson Center Foundation

 •  STEP, Inc.

 •  Healthy Roanoke Valley

 •  Rebuilding Together

 •  Advancement Foundation 
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In addition to our partnerships it is our employees and all-volunteer Board of 
Directors that are the drivers of involvement in our communities. 

Some of our employee-involvement initiatives include volunteering on boards of:

 •  Children’s Trust

 •  LEAP for Local Food

 •  Roanoke Valley Sustainability

 •  United Way NRV

 •  Roanoke Community Garden Association

 •  Salem Roanoke Chamber of Commerce

 •  Family Promise of Roanoke Valley

 •  This Valley Works

 •  Total Action for Progress

 •  Rebuilding Together

 •  Make a Wish Greater Virginia

 •  NRV Family Shelter

 •  Habitat for Humanity

 •  YMCA Gainsboro

 •  Blue Ridge Literacy

 •  Council of Community Services

 •  Non-Profit Resource Center of Western Virginia 

Community partnerships are vital for program sustainability. We leverage our strong relationships 
with nonprofits, businesses, and government organizations to help us provide a full spectrum of 
services. These relationships are also vital in helping us identify and reach the marginalized, isolat
ed, and under-served populations. 

Our most significant and comprehensive community development project to date, the opening 
of our West End branch, brought to life the full meaning of our mission statement: Helping people 
prosper, helping communities thrive. This branch is part of  a larger effort, West End Village Station, 
that was developed through a partnership among Freedom First, the City of Roanoke, neighbor
hood residents and leaders, the local faith community, the West End Center for Youth, and the 
U.S. Department of the Treasury. This project has notably become a neighborhood revitalization 
success story. A drive down streets in the West End, Hurt Park, and Mountain View neighborhoods 
showcase the changes that have taken root and the seeds of hope that have been sown. 

A successful and growing program that demonstrates our effective use of partnerships is a Work
force Development program we created with CDS Tractor Trailer Training and Virginia Western 
Community College. While students enrolled in classes that lead to an advanced degree can apply 
for education loans, these types of loans cannot be used for other types of workforce training 
courses. Together with a local community college that offered a class through CDS that led to CDL 
licensure, we were able to customize an unsecured loan to enable more students to be able to 
afford the class. This program has been so successful we will be expanding the program to other 
community colleges, as well as other industries and occupations that require special training, 
certifications, and licensures. 

Over the past two years, our commitment to serve a range of community and economic develop
ment goals has been successful. As the largest CDFI in southwestern Virginia, we’ve been able to 
affect real change for our members and our communities through partnerships with local non
profits, businesses, and governments. 

With more stakeholders, more successes are ensured in every initiative. We welcome additional 
partnering relationships with individuals and organizations that support and further our mission. 

(from left to right) 
Paul Phillips, President & CEO
 

Tim Cerebe, VP, Community Development
 
Dave Prosser, SVP Community Development
 

Chris Pender, CDS Tractor Trailer
 
receive the Wells Fargo NEXT Opportunity 


Award 2015 for our Workforce Development 

Loan Program
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West End Revitalization Timeline 

Launch of project

 •  Freedom First branch opens 
•  Year-Round Farmers Market opens  

Community Room now available for 
financial education and other classes, 
as well as community meetings 

Commercial Kitchen and Business Incubator 
opens 

2013 
2014 

2015 

2016 

•  Freedom First Credit Union 
•  City of Roanoke 
•  West End Center for Youth 
•  U.S. Department of Treasury 
•  Local residents, 
•  Faith-based organizations 
•  Neighborhood leaders 

Innovative Partnerships 

$850,000 
CDFI Fund Grant 

Funding 
Sources 

$343,176 
CDBG, 

City of Roanoke 

“Banks in general are roots in our 
communities. You don’t often see one 
of those roots going into a low-income 
area.” 

~Dan Merenda, President 
                                         Council of Community Services 

“There’s just a lot of positive energy in 
the community now.” 

~Joy Parrish, Executive Director 
West End Center 

Harnessing Community Partnerships 

A Neighborhood Revitalization 
Roanoke’s urban West End neighborhood 
was a food and financial desert for years until 
Freedom First developed a plan for revital
ization. Through collaboration and partner
ships, West End Village Station replaced a 
boarded-up building with a full-service credit 
union, a community education room, a per
manent local farmers market, and a shell for 
a future commercial kitchen/micro business 
incubator. 

West End Village Station became a reality due 
to the commitment of partners from the fed
eral government, local government, private 
businesses, non-profits, religious organiza
tions, and residents. The revitalization con
tinues with the City of Roanoke committing 
to improve and install new sidewalks, road 
surfaces, and lighting. 

Since the branch opened in early 2014, 
investors have begun buying and renovat
ing surrounding properties. Businesses have 
opened and expanded in the neighborhood. 
The education room has become a resource, 
being used by local police, health care busi
nesses, and even the White House’s Office of 
National Drug Control Policy. 

The community commercial kitchen is set to 
open in 2016 and the business incubator will 
be in operation later in the year. 
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Certificate Training and Loans 

CDS Tractor-Trailer Training 
Freedom First partnered with CDS Trac
tor-Trailer Training to provide short-term, 
small-dollar loans to students enrolled in their 
Commercial Drivers License training pro
gram.  The training is offered through Virginia 
Western Community College. Because of the 
quality of training provided by CDS, many 
students have job offers before they finish the 
program; and their starting annual salaries 
range from $30,000 to $40,000. 

This innovative workforce development loan 
program gives people the opportunity to 
acquire the skills necessary for living-wage 
jobs. Traditional education loans require the 
borrower to take classes that lead to a degree, 
leaving those who pursue certifications or li
censures with few or no payment alternatives. 

The demonstrated success of this program 
creates a compelling story for expanding loan 
programs for education classes that lead to 
licensures and certificates. Our intent is to 
expand this program to other community col
leges and other industries, including nursing, 
welding, healthcare certifications, and other 
job readiness programs. 

“This partnership is a win for everyone in
volved. We are able to get more students into 
school — and faster. The students benefit the 
most by getting the credit they need to go to 
school and start working.” 

- Chris Pender, CDS Tractor Trailer Training 
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Workforce Development 

Freedom First partnered with CDS Tractor-Trail
er Training to provide short-term, small-dollar 
loans to students enrolled in their CDL training 
programs. The successful partnership expanded 
into central Virginia at Central Virginia Commu
nity College in 2014. 

49 
Total loans 

issued 
$177,273 
Total loans 

$3,618 
Average loan 

amount 
issued 

2014 

72 
Total loans 

issued 
$287,600 
Total loans 

issued 

$3,994 
Average loan 

amount 
issued 

2015 

Loans Issued to CDS Tractor Trailer Students 

2015 Wells Fargo NEXT Opportunity Award 
Freedom First won a $1.725 million award to expand the low-cost 
workforce development loan program. This award will enable us to 
expand the loan program into more industries, including health
care and welding, and widening the existing pipeline of students 
by partnering with non-profits in the Roanoke area. 

Awards 

Partners 

•  Freedom First Credit Union 
•  CDS Tractor-Trailer Training 
•  Virgina Western Community College 
•  Central Virginia Community College 
•  Opportunity Finance Network 



                                  

 
 

 
 

 

Partners 
•  Freedom First Credit Union 
•  Total Action for Progress (TAP) 
•  New River Community Action 
•  Local car dealers 
•  Support to Eliminate Poverty (STEP, Inc.) 

Responsible Rides 
An award-winning auto buying program 
for low- to moderate-income earners, in
cluding education classes on finances and 
budgeting as well as car maintenance. 

new car owners in 2014 & 2015 
165 

total in loans in 2014 & 2015 
$1,690,797 

current Loans in Responsible Rides Portfolio as of 12/31/15 
218 

total loan amount in Responsible Rides Portfolio as of 
12/31/15 

$2,035,931 

number of children whose parent(s) now has a reliable car* 
455 

number of female single parents who now have a reliable car* 
144 

*Since program inception in 2010 

Recognition 
2015 Desjardins Adult Financial Literacy Award 
Freedom First’s Responsible Rides program was awarded first place 
by the Virginia Credit Union League and continued on to take first 
place at the national level. The Responsible Rides program requires 
a participant to complete a 2-hour financial education class and a 
1-hour car maintenance class. 
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Auto Purchase and Education 

An award-winning program 
Responsible Rides, a partnership between 
Freedom First, Total Action for Progress, New 
River Community Action, STEP, Inc., and area 
car dealers, helps working families in our 
local community. More than an auto loan, the 
program includes financial education and 
vehicle maintenance training. 

Our full-time, in-house coordinator has 
streamlined the lending process for 
borrowers, coordinates vehicle maintenance 
classes at our West End branch education 
room, and travels regularly to meet with 
Franklin County residents at STEP, Inc. in 
Rocky Mount. 

Responsible Rides is the perfect program 
for those who cannot qualify for a loan to 
purchase a safe, reliable car at a reasonable 
interest rate. The financial education and 
vehicle maintenance training are the most 
important part of the program. Borrowers 
learn how to incorporate a car payment into 
their budget, the importance of maintaining 
a vehicle, and recognizing signs of wear and 
tear. Responsible Rides has transformed lives, 
enabling people to own their own car and 
have a reliable means to get to work. 
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Not Just a Dream 

Affordable Home Ownership 
In partnership with the Federal Home Loan 
Bank, the City of Roanoke, and local nonprofit 
agencies, Freedom First helps members who 
would otherwise not qualify for a mortgage 
navigate a path to home ownership. Our pro
gram offers a non-conforming conventional 
mortgage, and, more importantly, includes 
the counseling services of a dedicated mort
gage officer who often works with applicants 
for six to twelve months preparing them for 
responsible and effective home ownership. 

Jeannette Arroyo, featured here, was referred 
to Freedom First by a friend. Jeanette and her 
husband had applied for a mortgage with an
other financial institution, only to be turned 
down after six months of working with them. 
Once our mortgage officer met with Jeanette 
and understood her unique situation, they 
were able to work together to clean up some 
credit issues and even identified a source to 
assist with closing costs. Within 20 days, Jean
nette and her husband were closing on their 
dream home. 

Each member’s path to home ownership ben
efits from Freedom First’s individualized ap
proach and our knowledge of the mortgage 
industry and various assistance programs. 

*Jeannette Arroyo, pictured to left. 
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Affordable Housing Program 

borrowers, some with less than perfect credit, have become 
home owners with a mortgage through Freedom First’s 
Affordable Housing Program in 2014 & 2015 

77 

total amount of home loans through Freedom First’s Afford
able Housing Program in 2014 & 2015 

$7,610,809 
Loans for all income levels 
•  VA 
•  VHDA 
•  USDA 
•  FHA 

Special assistance for 
Veterans 
The Veterans Energy-Efficiency/Weatherization 
Set-Aside Program  helps with the following: 
•  roof replacements 
•  stair repairs 
•  new HVAC units 
•  other safety and efficiency improvements 

National Federation (NatFed) of Community 
Development Credit Unions Secondary 
Capital Award of $1M 
In 2015, Freedom First $1 million in secondary capital from 
NatFed. The funding comes from an investment of $10 million 
by Bank of America in the Federation’s Community Development 
Investing Program. The funds will be used to expand and help 
ensure the success of our Affordable Housing Program. 

Awards 
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$ 

1,168
Micro Loans 

$3,697,246 
Impact Banking Loans 

in 2014 & 2015 

296 
Credit Builder Loans 

131 
Track 2 Loans 

307 
Borrow & Save 

Loans 587 
Payday Alternative 

Loans 

“Borrow & Save’s unique mandatory 
savings help consumers strengthen 
their financial condition by building 
credit and developing a cushion 
against future emergencies.” 

~Cathie Mahon, President/CEO 
National Federation of Community Development Credit 
Unions 

Impact Banking 

At Freedom First we believe everyone 
should have access to affordable financial 
services. To help our members - who span 
the income spectrum - we developed a 
variety of products. Our Impact Banking suite 
of products and services are designed for 
low- to moderate-income individuals who 
are often turned away from other financial 
institutions or are preyed upon by predatory 
lenders.  

Affordable Housing Program 
Families that pay more than 30% of 
their income for housing are considered 
cost-burdened and may have difficulty 
affording necessities such as food, clothing, 
transportation, and medical care. The lack of 
affordable housing is a significant hardship 
for low- and moderate-income households. 
Our program helps these families get loan for 
their dream home for a cost they can afford. 

American Dreamer Loan 
Refugees and legal, permanent immigrants 
often lack monetary resources needed to 
apply for citizenship. This loan product offers 
affordable and responsible financing. 

Borrow & Save Loans 
When traditional loans and savings 
opportunities are out of reach, Borrow & Save 
offers loans up to $5,000. Half of the funds are 
held in a savings account until the borrower 

pays down the other half. Borrow & Save Payday Alternative Loans 
builds credit while teaching the benefits of When cash is needed between paychecks, 
saving. hard-working individuals may seek a loan 

from a payday lender that uses extraordinarily 
Credit Builder Loans high interest rates. Our Payday Alternative 
Having a low credit score may mean one Loans are offered at reasonable interest rates. 
cannot get a loan, or a lender could charge 
high interest rates making repayment “Track-2” Loans 
difficult. Credit Builder helps borrowers This product offers a “second chance” loan 
develop a habit of making regular payments review for borrowers who do not qualify 
on-time while establishing positive credit. when using traditional underwriting 

standards. These loans can be used by those 
Individual Development Accounts who find themselves in unique circumstances 
Through a partnership with Total Action for - divorce, death, or medical reason - that may 
Progress, we offer a matching savings plan warrant customized underwriting, as well as 
for low-income individuals who want to save consideration of alternative credit sources. 
for a home, start a business, or pay for their 
education. Freedom First provides financial 
counseling to program participants. 

Manufactured Housing 
Financing for manufactured homes can 
be very difficult. We have a mortgage loan 
program that overcomes many conventional 
mortgage qualifying hurdles. 

Micro Loans 
We offer unsecured loans up to $3,000 to help 
break the debt cycle - whether for vehicle 
repairs, home maintenance, education costs, 
or debt consolidation. 
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Understanding finances 
Activities, programs, and initiatives designed to 
improve the economic well-being of our local 
community and its citizens include financial 
education. 

people received financial education at the 
West End education room 

through schools, churches & nonprofits 

through Money Mondays at the Jefferson Center 

through one on one counseling 

through Responsible Rides 

353 

2,613 

152 

243 

156 

$ 

2014 & 2015 Alphonse Desjardins 
Adult Financial Education Award 
Named the best provider of adult financial 
education program in the Commonwealth for 
2 years in a row by the Virginia Credit Union 
League. 

Recognition 

Financial Education 

Planting the seeds of responsibility 
Freedom First has developed a 
comprehensive, customizable financial 
education curriculum to help individuals, 
households, schools, businesses, and 
nonprofit agencies reach their financial goals. 

With CUNA-certified financial counselors on 
staff, Freedom First helps borrowers receive 
financial education tailored to their individual 
situations. A full-time educator teaches a 
variety of classes on topics including basic 
money management, understanding credit, 
and saving for a first home purchase. The 
education room at our West End branch is 
used for a variety of classes from nutrition to 
finance to asset building. 

Our Money Mondays program has been 
successful, and a partnership with the 
Jefferson Center has made this series of 
Spring and Fall classes possible. 

In recognition of the quality of our education 
programs, the Virginia Credit Union League 
awarded Freedom First the Alphonse 
Desjardins Award for Adult Financial 
Education in 2014 and 2015. 
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community service hours - employees and executive staff 
6,506 

donations of time, event sponsorships and 
community investment grants 

$215,523 

employee hours manning Scoop & handing out ice cream 
673 

donation of ice cream & Scoop maintenance
$21,597 

2015 Dora Maxwell Social Responsibility Award 
Freedom First’s Scoop - The Ice Cream Truck was awarded first place 
by the Virginia Credit Union League. This outreach program is 
used to create awareness of our mission, to create joy, and to start 
conversations about finances and prosperity. 

Recognition 

“It is significant when two not-for
profits can come together to improve 
the quality of life in our community. It’s 
these kinds of collaborations that we 
strive for.” 

~Dan Merenda, President 
Council for Community Services 

A Culture of Community Service 

Our employees are committed to service. 

You can find many of our staff engaged 
throughout the community. Each year, 
Freedom First staff put on jeans and work 
gloves to spend Columbus Day giving back. 
We partner with area nonprofit agencies 
on projects that include building and 
renovating, helping at food banks, and 
creating community gardens. 

Also, Freedom First’s Board of Directors 
and Supervisory Committee are staffed 
by volunteers from our membership, and 
our executive staff and management take 
on active leadership roles with nonprofit 
agencies, advocacy organizations, and trade 
groups whose missions align with ours. 

As an ongoing community outreach 
program, our own Scoop - The Ice Cream 
Truck can be seen at area events and is 
staffed by volunteer employees. “Giving 
back-one scoop at a time” is yet another way 
we serve. 
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Community Investment Grants Academic Scholarships 
One of our goals as a CDFI is to equip our 
nonprofit community partners with the capi
tal they need to implement their projects and 
fulfill their missions. Every year we solicit ap
plications, and the winners are competitively 
selected by a committee. 

Freedom First awards academic scholarships 
to college-bound seniors and undergraduates 
whose academic achievement, work ethic, and 
civic involvement make them stand out from the 
crowd. 

in Community investment grants in 2014 and 2015 

in academic scholarships in 2014 and 2015 

2014 Winners 
Blue Ridge Literacy 
City of Salem Farmers’ Market 
Happy Healthy Cooks 
The Jefferson Center Foundation 
LEAP for Local Food 
Radford Elf Shelf 
Roanoke Community Garden Association 
STEP, Inc. 
2015 Winners 
LEAP (Local Environmental Agriculture Project) 
Montgomery County Emergency Assistance Program 
New Horizons Healthcare - Kuumba Community Health 
Presbyterian Community Center 
Southwest Virginia Ballet 
Transitional Options for Women 
YMCA - Roanoke City 

$52,000 $16,000 
Each year  we award 
•  $5,000 each to local students 
•  $1,000 to the Cabell Brand (2014 only) 
•  $2,500 to the Virginia Tech Scholarship Fund 

Looking Ahead 

Bigger & Better Things to Come 
Revitalization of the West End area will con
tinue, as well as new programs coming to 
surrounding areas. The commercial kitchen,  
situated behind our West End branch, will 
be open for use to the community by early 
2016. This unique space will also serve as a  
hub and business incubator. 

Continuing the spark of growth, the City of 
Roanoke will implement projects to provide 
better roads, a greenway access, and better 
street lighting. 

Freedom First will also continue to grow 
our innovative programs, like the Workforce 
Development loan. With the help of our 
$1.725 million Wells Fargo NEXT Opportunity 
Award, we will expand the program to addi
tional industries. 

“Freedom First’s loan expansion and financial 
services offerings can serve as a model for 
other workforce loan programs in communities 
across the country.”
   -- Mark Pinsky, President & CEO

          Opportunity Finance Network
 

*featured-the commercial kitchen space at West End with Paul 
Phillips, CEO & President of Freedom First; Jim Nussle, CEO & 
President CEO of CUNA; and Dave Prosser, Sr VP of Community 
Development with Freedom First. 
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The Community Development Team 
Paul Phillips 
President & CEO 

Dave Prosser 
SVP, Community Development 

Tim Cerebe 
VP, Community Development 

Allison Wolf 
Community Development Mortgage Loan Representative 

Kimberly English 
Responsible Rides Coordinator 

Amelie Rives 
Financial Educator 

Ellen Conner 
Community Development, Lending 

Jeremy Waldoch 
Community Development, Lending 

Christie Simmons 
Community Development, Personal Banker 

Shellie Mellady 
VP, West End Branch 

Accolades & Acknowledgments
 

Alphonse Desjardins Adult Financial 
Education Award-2014, 2015 
Named the best provider of adult financial education 
programs in the Commonwealth for 2 years in a row 
by the Virginia Credit Union League. 

Dora Maxwell Award for Social Re
sponsibility-2015 
Freedom First’s Scoop - The Ice Cream Truck was 
awarded first place by the Virginia Credit Union 
League. This outreach program is used to create 
awareness of our mission, to create joy, and to start 
conversations about finances and prosperity. 

Credit Unions Care Foundation of 
Virginia-2014 
The Foundation gave Freedom First a $9,354 grant 
to provide audiovisual equipment in the Community 
Education Room at the new West End branch in 2014, 
largely due to its Roanoke West End branch and 
neighborhood revitalization project. 

Louise Herring Philosophy-in-Action 
Member Service Award-2014 
Freedom First was named Virginia’s best example of 
the credit union philosophy in action in 2014, largely 
due to its Roanoke West End branch and neighbor
hood revitalization project. 

Filene Research Institute/Ford Foun
dation-2014 
Freedom First’s Responsible Rides, Borrow and Save 
Loan product, and Sub-Prime Auto Loan Program 
were included as pilots in the Filene Research Insti
tute’s accessible financial services incubator, funded 
by a grant from the Ford Foundation. 

Wells Fargo NEXT Opportunity Fund 
Award-2015 
Freedom First won a $1.725 million award to expand 
the low-cost workforce development loan program. 
This award will enable us to expand the loan program 
into more industries, including healthcare and weld
ing, and widening the existing pipeline of students 
by partnering with non-profits in the Roanoke area. 

National Federation (NatFed) of Com
munity Development Credit Unions 
Secondary Capital Award of $1M 
In 2015, Freedom First  was awarded $1 million in 
secondary capital from NatFed. The funding comes 
from an investment of $10 million by Bank of Amer
ica in the Federation’s Community Development 
Investing Program. The funds will be used to expand 
and help ensure the success of our Affordable Hous
ing Program. 
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Freedom First Credit Union 
5240 Valleypark Drive, Roanoke, VA 24019 

www.freedomfirst.com 

(540) 389-0244 / (866) 389-0244 

Federally insured by NCUA. 




