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Introduction:  The Long Island Council of Churches hosts educational workshops on financial literacy with special emphasis on predatory lending abuse and prevention.  These workshops target low to moderate income and other vulnerable populations and are held in local churches, synagogues, mosques, and other houses of worship throughout Nassau and Suffolk Counties. Senior citizens are also an important vulnerable population for whom we provide seminars in both faith-based settings and senior citizen centers.  As the financial crisis deepens, we are receiving increasing numbers of requests for presentations to middle income individuals and families who are facing foreclosure and need to learn how to manage debt. We also conduct workshops for young people to help them become more responsible users of credit, and we are developing training programs for financial professionals who wish to work with emerging populations such as Muslims and newly arrived immigrants.  
We first recognized the need for predatory lending prevention education when an elderly couple came to us for assistance seven years ago and told us they were about to lose the home in which they had lived for 30 years.  They had taken out a home improvement loan from a predatory lender and were incapable of paying it back.  They were, in fact, ideal candidates for a reverse mortgage, which is what they should have gotten instead.   People were also coming to us for help because they didn’t know how to manage their finances and their lives were seriously compromised by their inability to do so.  Our predatory lending prevention workshops were developed in response to these needs, coordinated by our executive director and a network of financial experts from reputable area banks.  
Through our long-established relationships with faith-based institutions and secular social service agencies on Long Island, we are able to provide familiar, non-threatening settings for clients who otherwise would be unlike to attend the financial literacy functions typically hosted in secular commercial settings.  We’ve been able to access Long Island communities we identified from the beginning as prime targets for predatory lenders, e.g., low to moderate income communities such as Central Islip, Riverhead, Roosevelt, and Wyandanch where vulnerable African-American and Hispanic populations are concentrated.  We have identified needs among young adults who have not yet established stable relationships with lending institutions and need to learn how to manage debt.  Senior citizens frustrated by the changing financial world are grateful for our workshops that help them deal with the diversity and complexity of present-day savings and investing.

Program Format:  Our executive director, the Rev. Tom Goodhue, moderates. He introduces the panelists, followed by a representative from a not-for-profit organization who can address issues where those with no vested interest will have more credibility—such as how to shop for a loan.  We save the bulk of our time for questions from the audience and we give attendees a chance to ask questions anonymously in writing.  We invite every financial institution that partners with us, whether or not their representative is present, to distribute literature, and we encourage the audience to talk individually with representatives from regulated financial institutions, although we do not steer attendees to any particular institution.
Outreach:  We recruit participants for seminars through targeted mailings to low-to-moderate income communities where vulnerable populations live.  We mail to decision-makers of faith-based institutions, social service agencies and senior citizen centers in those communities, then work with clergy to assess congregational needs, and with social workers at social service agencies and senior citizen centers who work directly with the populations we want to reach.  We’re also targeting Latino churches because the Hispanic community is growing rapidly in our region and Hispanics are very vulnerable to predatory lending abuse.
Collaborations:   We partner with regional banks such as Astoria Federal Savings, Bank of America, JPMorgan Chase,  Ridgewood Savings Bank, and Wells Fargo Home Mortgage, and with nonprofit social service agencies such as the Family & Children’s Association, the Long Island Housing Partnership, and Long Island Housing Services, to offer workshops on financial literacy, how to distinguish predatory lenders from legitimate lenders, and provide attendees with opportunities to meet privately with representatives from legitimate, regulated lending institutions. Workshops are hosted by faith-based institutions and other nonprofit agencies throughout the region with which the LICC has a long-standing relationship, permitting banks and other lending institutions to reach populations they otherwise find difficult to access.   

The Program:  Audiences include diverse attendees such as young minority couples preparing to buy their first home, seniors who want to acquire reverse mortgages, homeowners seeking home improvement loans, and people of all ages who want to learn how to manage debt and invest their savings in secure, long-term investment vehicles.  

In addition to a sizable Muslim population in our region, we serve Hispanics, East Indians, and other newly arrived immigrants with special financial needs. The foreclosure crisis continues to be of great concern as thousands of households experience major economic dislocation through the loss of jobs resulting from the collapse of Wall Street.  

To date we have served more than 750 clients directly through the predatory lending prevention/personal financial education program, and we are reaching several thousand more through monthly updates in our newsletter to 3,500 clergy, lay leaders and congregants.  Program topics include:

· How to set a family budget

· How to reduce household expenses

· How to manage credit

· Responsible (and socially responsible) investing

· How to shop for a home

· How to talk with your kids about money
· How to know if a reverse mortgage right for you or a senior you know

· How to manage money in retirement

· How to get a good deal on student loans 

Last year we began receiving requests from faith-based institutions who want to learn how they can finance energy conservation improvements in their houses of worship, and how to utilize their space well rather than trying to maintain a large building used only a few hours a week.  Our first presentation on this new subject was delivered last August at Central Synagogue in Rockville Centre, attended by religious leaders from six area synagogues.

Evaluation: Evaluations of our educational programs have been uniformly enthusiastic.  Participants said the advice was wide-ranging and helpful, the speakers knowledgeable, and the presentations were clear and conscientious.     
While we understand the desire for “performance measures,” the vulnerable populations with which we work preclude the gathering of information that would allow us to describe performance outcomes.  Although we survey each audience to assess what they have learned, it is not possible to know, except anecdotally, how they use this information (please see below for examples and outcomes for people we help).  In reaching vulnerable populations, a major priority is to respect our clients’ privacy.  If we required them to reveal their identities, they simply would not attend.   

Conclusion: The workshops help banks with their CRA ratings and enable their representatives to access vulnerable populations they ordinarily cannot reach. Workshops provide attendees with opportunities to speak privately with representatives from legitimate lending institutions about their home buying and other financial needs in a safe, familiar setting.  Our partners among local and regional lending institutions have expertise to share and representatives who are passionately committed to helping vulnerable populations avoid predatory lenders, but they all have had difficulty reaching the populations most in need of protection from predatory lenders.  We are the bridge that connects the needs to the experts who can help.
