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Clearinghouse CDFI was started in 1996 in an effort to bring credit to low-income and distressed communities in Southern California. Although a for-profit corporation, Clearinghouse CDFI was created by the non-profit Affordable Housing Clearinghouse (AHC) and AHC still appoints the majority of the organization’s board of directors. Clearinghouse CDFI makes loans for affordable housing, community development and other unmet credit needs throughout the state.  It specializes in non-profit financing and seeks borrowers that cannot obtain conventional financing. In addition it also has a very aggressive statewide New Markets Tax Credits program and offers a number of single family loan programs for first-time homebuyers.

Today, Clearinghouse CDFI has over $250 million in combined and consolidated assets under its control.  Clearinghouse CDFI has been profitable for the past eight years and will loan over $85 million in 2008. 
Douglas ‘Doug’ Bystry is a recognized expert in California’s community development field.  Doug has over 25 years of leadership in support of community development.  Doug has help bring hundreds of millions of dollars in the way of New Market Tax Credits to the Golden State.  He has championed a host of creative and innovative programs in housing and commercial revitalization across the state.  His passion for his job, his organization and California is expressed in his answer to what keeps him up at night.
CBM: What are the key issues facing borrowers of all kinds (housing and commercial) in California today, versus yesterday and in the future? Are they different from other states? What is the Clearinghouse doing to address them?  

The overall tightening of credit is a big concern.  Banks right now are just not lending on any types of loans.  This credit crunch has occurred before in the state with certain types of loan products, but it was not as across-the-board as it is today.  In the early 90s banks would not lend on multi-family properties but still were active on single family and commercial lending.  Today there is fear, mistrust, and a significant amount of doom associated with lending.  

The decline in home prices is obviously a huge issue in California.  Many people viewed their home as their personal piggy bank, for retirement, kid’s college tuition, or whatever.  That accumulation of equity has taken a significant hit throughout California.   Because our prices were so high, we have experienced one of the most substantial declines.  

Clearinghouse CDFI is still lending as of today.  We see our role as filling the credit gap when conventional institutions cannot or will not lend.   

CBM: What programs or services does the Clearinghouse provide to help shape a strong business environment for California?

Clearinghouse CDFI offers loans for businesses located in low-income or distressed areas. Our New Markets Tax Credit (NMTC) program has the ability to make a significant impact in and for businesses throughout California.  We have been able to make $146 million in loans that have expanded businesses, or provided substantial rehabilitation to businesses throughout the state. We are hoping for an additional NMTC allocation in 2008. 

CBM: Can the Clearinghouse help and assist local governments, e.g. cities and counties and if so, how? 

We love to do projects in conjunction with cities and counties.  We did the first for-sale affordable housing project in the nation using New Markets Tax Credits and involving the cities of Pasadena and Glendale.  Our funds can be leveraged perfectly with redevelopment, HOME, CDBG or other city or county funds.  Clearinghouse CDFI funds do not trigger Davis Bacon prevailing-wage requirements.  

CBM: How do individuals or businesses utilize the services of the Clearinghouse?

We take applications for loans from individuals, and businesses (both for and non-profit).  We have the philosophy that we try to find a way to approve a loan, instead of finding a reason to turn it down. 

CBM: What new programs or projects are in the future for the Clearinghouse and why?

We are looking at some energy related mortgages and programs that promote smart home purchases as well as some programs that will encourage development on Native American land. 

CBM: What is your current perspective of the economy?  Is California in a recession? 

The biggest problem we have right now with our economy is fear and a lack of hope.  As people continue to panic and retreat from the market the situation only worsens.  Hopefully, a few of weeks of stability will ease the concerns and help our economy begin the long process to rebound.  I do think the current housing situation will get worse before it improves.  Lastly, I am concerned that the action Congress is taking now for our current crisis. While the “rescue” action may help with the current immediate crisis, it may not bode well for the country in the long run.  I am greatly concerned about our deficit spending and the national debt.  

Yes, I do think California is in a recession.  The housing market, unemployment, and the current banking crisis are all taking a toll on our state.  I think in the long run California will improve earlier and stronger than the rest of the nation due to our diverse economy and all the things that make our state great; like weather, diversity and our entrepreneurial spirit, it is hard to be completely gloom and doom with the warm sun on your face and the soft ocean breeze in your hair.  

CBM: Were you born and raised in California?  If so, where, if not, what brought you here and when?  

I was born in Hemet, California, which is southeast of Riverside.  I have lived in California all of my life except for about five years of my youth when I lived in a farming community in central Illinois.  My mother is a native Californian and my father came here from Illinois after he got out of the army.   

CBM: What or where is your favorite location(s) in California to visit?

Oh, there are so many places in California that I love to visit it is hard to name one.  So I will give you my top five (in no particular order).  1.) San Diego is the perfect place for my family to get away for weekends or short trips. 2.) Mt. Tamalpais and Point Reyes area is very special to me. 3.) Kern River and the Sequoia National forest are breathtaking for their beauty.  4.) Golfing in the Palm Springs/ La Quinta area is something I love to do very much and I don’t care how hot it gets.  I like to go out alone on a hot day so it is just me and the course.  5.) Lastly, we have a family cabin in the Big Bear area of the San Bernardino Mountains and I cannot get enough time up there in any season. I absolutely love the local Southern California mountains.  As you can tell, I love California!
CBM: Identify a quote that best describes your work ethic?

“Pay any Price, Bear any Burden” by John F. Kennedy is one of my favorites.  I also love the poem “Don’t Quit”. 

CBM: The one thing you like best about your job?

I absolutely love my job.  But the best part of it is looking back at all the loans we have made over the years for the many worthy non-profit organizations and realizing what a difference we have made in the lives of so many people. 

CBM: What keeps you up at night?

The current unjustified attack on CRA (Community Reinvestment Act) and the notion that it played some role in our current financial crisis is what keeps me up at night.  People need to understand that CRA had nothing to do with the greed and irresponsible lending practices that let to our current problems.  The media needs to ask, “What percentages of loans at any regulated financial institution are/were CRA eligible”? 
They will find the answer to be a very small percentage that is absolutely insignificant.  Further, Merrill Lynch, Lehman Brothers, AIG and many other giants that have failed did not even have CRA obligations as they were not regulated financial institutions.  I have worked in CRA for over 25 years and have never found a bank willing to do a CRA investment or loan that they didn’t think met the standards of safety and soundness. 

I think it is ironic that while some blame CRA for this crisis, every loan Clearinghouse CDFI has ever made is CRA eligible and my portfolio is performing remarkably well.  If CRA brought down Countrywide, Wachovia, WAMU, Merrill, Lehman, AIG, and others…why is an exclusively CRA lender like Clearinghouse CDFI still operating and will finish with our 8th straight profitable year and an annual pre-tax profit of over $2 million?  
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