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layaway plan to solve their problem. “This [strategy] would 
take away the administration of the layaway plan and get them 
the cash up front to help them re-invest in their business,” 
says True. “The loans would be full recourse backed by the 
funeral home provider. If the loan wasn’t paid in full and 
went in to default, the consumer would not receive the plot.” 

Applications will come from the funeral-home provider. 
FORUM built a secure Web portal for the funeral services 
provider to input applications and to track the portfolio’s 
performance. In so doing, the funeral home can leverage 
the TAPS® platform that was built by the credit union’s 
technology CUSO.

True is convinced the program will be successful. 
“They’ve been doing between 200-400 preplanning packages 
a month, and they expect that [rate] to continue,” he says. 
True says everybody wins – it’s a program with no losses for 
the funeral services provider, it’s a low rate for consumers, 
it’s another opportunity to cross-sell additional credit union 
services as well as investment and trust services, and it’s a 
source of fee income from the application fee.  

The fact that FORUM is a local institution is a strong 

market advantage with niche lending opportunities, True 
says. “Credit unions should play up their local roots – 
this [emphasis] was an advantage for us in securing this 
partnership with this funeral services provider. They didn’t 
want to deal with a non-local financial institution. The pre-
planning customers are very important to their business, and 
they wanted to be sure they could trust the financial partner.  
I do think in a commodity world – yes, loans are a commodity 
– niches such as this will play a vital role in the success of 
credit unions.”

 “It goes back to picking your niches and trying to do 
something local,” says True. “Here in Indianapolis, most 
of the major banks have been bought or acquired by other 
banks that don’t have their headquarters in Indiana. We’re 
trying to fill that void and play the local card when we work 
with companies.”

At Mountain America Credit Union, niche lending is 
familiar territory. “Our credit union has a lot of niche 
products,” says Jeanie Olsen, vice president of mortgage 
services at the $2.258-billion assets CU with headquarters in 
West Jordan, Utah. Mountain America serves select employee 

Want More 1st Mortgages? Be There When They Need You! 
A Word from Jeff Frantz
Recently, I attended a CUREN (Credit Union Real-estate Network) meeting and the subject of developing new 
1st mortgage business came up. Several of the attendees mentioned their success in developing relation-
ships with real estate agents and experiencing some growth from that market sector. One of the challenges 
brought up in trying to cultivate this market was availability. Real estate professionals generally do a lot of 
their selling on weekends and evenings when the credit union is closed. Staffing experienced mortgage-loan 
counselors 24/7 is a bit impractical for most credit unions, but there is a solution.
	 Companies that provide 24/7 outsourced mortgage-loan-origination services can be a practical an-
swer to supporting industries like real-estate sales. As a seamless and transparent extension of the credit 
union, highly trained originators can give the member the guidance they need at a critical time in the buying 
cycle. Knowing what they [home purchasers] qualify for can smooth out the home-buying process. Real 
estate agents who learn that the credit union is available to pre-qualify, quote payments and approve credit 
when they have an interested buyer will tend to utilize that resource on an increasing basis. When the word 
gets out, originations will grow.
Typically, lenders are open and available an average of 50 hours per week, leaving their members high and 		
(continued on page 19)
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groups throughout the state of Utah. “We serve a lot of rural 
communities,” says Olsen.

One mortgage loan product they’ve developed is 
for members wanting to take out a loan to purchase a 
manufactured home. About 25 million people live in such 
housing in the United States. More importantly, they are 
starter homes for many rural families and the last homes for 
many seniors. 

When, because of delinquency statistics for manufactured 
homes, Fannie and Freddie Mac tightened their guidelines to 
only allow 65-percent LTV on cash-out manufactured home 
loans (but up to 95 percent for a borrower with good credit), 
it caused problems for some Mountain America members. 
For example, in Vernal, Utah, a town of 7,714 people with 
a median household income of $30,357 (2000 census), at 
least 50 percent of all housing is manufactured, says Olsen.

“We had members who believed we should be there to 
help them, and we agreed,” says Olsen. “That’s the difference 
between a credit union and another kind of institution.” The 
credit union rewrote its guidelines so members could get a 
manufactured housing loan with a five-percent down payment. 
Mountain America can now either use its own portfolio 

product, sell the loan to FHA and retain the servicing, or sell 
the loan to Freddie Mac.

“Vernal is booming right now,” says Olsen. “The oil 
industry is strong there. There are lots of people moving 
there, and there are lots of people bringing their trailers and 
living in them.”

Getting In Early on the Conversation
Finding a lending niche need that your credit union can fill 
means you can take advantage of being in early with members 
on the loan decision process. “The thing I like about creating 
a niche is that you’re getting to the conversation with the 
member early on, before they go shopping,” says True. Once 
the loan purchasing process moves further along, with all the 
options available to today’s consumer, credit unions struggle 
in getting through all the noise of being recognized.

True says to focus on member needs and realize that a 
CU’s focus should not be on the loan itself – but rather on 
what the loan does for the member. “People don’t look for a 
loan,” says True. “The loan is just an instrument for them to 
get what they want.”

(continued from page 18)

dry the remaining 118 hours. Engaging a 24/7 origination partner and adding the expertise of a proven lender 
to your team immediately increases your availability by over 200 percent, with no investment in additional 
personnel and virtually no downside. 
	 An ancillary benefit of outsourcing is cost savings. Origination expenses are generally 
paid for “work done” in moving costs from fixed to variable, and overall costs are substantially 
less than the typical 50 basis points paid to commissioned originators. Why pay extra for organic growth? 
	 Sure, you can drive potential borrowers to the Web with good results, but there will always be a 
healthy portion of the population that will look for human guidance through the mortgage-purchasing process. 
With the home being the biggest purchase in the average person’s life, being available when your member is 
ready to talk mortgages can go a long way in improving the member experience and in gaining more busi-
ness.
	 A window of opportunity? You bet it is! The mortgage “crisis” is presenting a huge opportunity for 
credit unions to foster recognition as traditional values, high-integrity lenders and growth originations. If ap-
proached properly, real estate professionals can be a major credit-union asset in maximizing 1st mortgage 
growth.

Jeff Frantz is a senior vice president with Lending Solutions, Inc.




