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Our Mission: Helping our members prosper—helping our communities thrive.
Our Purpose: Freedom First is a member-owned, democratically operated, not-for-profit organization managed

by a volunteer board of directors, with the specified mission of meeting the credit and savings needs of consumers,
especially persons of modest means. The purpose of this Credit Union is to promote thrift among its members by
affording them an opportunity to accumulate their savings and to create for them a source of credit for provident,
business, or productive purposes.

Our Team: Nearly 180 people who embody our mission as they live, work, play, and serve in Virginia’s Valley Re-

gion. At Freedom First, the staff, management, and all-volunteer Board of Directors are all dedicated to helping their
fellow members prosper and helping their communities thrive.
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CHAIRMAN/CEO REPORT
Sixty Years! In 2016, Freedom First will celebrate its sixtieth
anniversary; quite remarkable when you consider our humble beginnings. The Credit Union was founded in the Salem,
Virginia, General Electric plant with a total investment of $40
from seven GE employees. For years the Credit Union operated out of Fritz Kehn’s desk drawer at the plant until eventually moving to an offsite location on Salem Avenue. Today,
total assets exceed $400 million and the Credit Union family
has grown to over 40,000 members. As a member-owned
cooperative, we should all celebrate this milestone together
as it has taken everyone – members, volunteers, and management – to get the Credit Union to where it is today.
Looking back over our history certain people deserve special
mention. Certainly, one of the most deserving of recognition
is Charles Perkins. Charles was the CEO for over twenty-years
and navigated the Credit Union through great uncertainty
with dogged tenacity and sheer force of will. There is little
doubt that, if it weren’t for his hard work and dedication,
the Credit Union wouldn’t be around today. Sadly, Charles

passed away in January. And, while he is no longer with us,
his spirit runs through the Credit Union and is evident each
time we serve our members whom he cared about so deeply.
Environment
The interest rate environment was stable in 2015 with only
one-quarter of a percent increase in the Fed Funds rate
occurring late in the year. The job market continued to
improve and consumer confidence followed suit. Consumer
spending increased, spurred along by declining oil prices
and the affordability of credit. Consumers continued to buy
automobiles at a record pace and existing home sales have
returned to pre-recession levels. Loan quality remains high
as evidenced by the low level of delinquency. Regulators
continued their march toward more and more regulations,
placing a substantial compliance burden on small and
mid-sized institutions despite the fact these institutions did
not contribute to the financial crisis. Overall, the operating
environment is considered expansive and accommodative to
growth.

contd. on next page
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Growth and Stability
The Credit Union enjoyed another successful year in 2015, increasing total assets by $42 million accompanied by strong
earnings and growth in loans and deposits. As you can see in the accompanying graphs, our post-recession growth rates have
been quite strong and well balanced between loans and deposits. Net worth has continued to grow thanks to positive earnings resulting from improved efficiencies and a productive mix of assets. Asset quality remains high thanks to effective loan
underwriting and collections.
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Responsiveness to Change
The way consumers and businesses interact with their
financial institution is changing. Students are establishing
banking relationships at a much younger age. Consumers
and businesses are visiting branches less and less, opting instead for more convenient electronic channels. All the while,
operating costs continue to rise making it difficult to strike
the delicate balance between improving member services
and being good stewards of our resources. The decision to
consolidate the Virginia Tech, Lewis Gale, and Steel Dynamics offices into nearby branches was a difficult one. We were
fortunate to have well-established full-service branches
nearby where we could direct member traffic. Thankfully,
the transition went smoothly as evidenced by an increase
in our Branch Net Promoter Score from 62.96 in 2015 to
82.00 in the first quarter of 2016. Despite the shift in transactions from the branch to online and mobile, the future of
branches is not as dismal as one may think. Yes, repetitive
simple transactions or inquiries are migrating to electronic
channels. However, consumers and businesses alike prefer
to open new accounts and conduct more complex transactions in the branch where they can ask questions and receive
face-to-face consultation. We will continue to pursue best-inclass electronic services, but we also expect our branches to
remain relevant and available to serve our members. In fact,
in response to member feedback, we will be opening a new
business services branch in downtown Roanoke later this
year.
Product and Service Enhancements
Just as member needs constantly change so, too, must our
product and service offerings. We are continuously scanning
the landscape and reviewing member survey responses to
identify ways to serve our members better. This process of
continuous improvement is why our Credit Union has grown
faster than our peers and receives increasingly positive feed-

back from our members. We are of the belief that members
should not have to sacrifice anything when choosing to bank
with us. This commitment has resulted in several new or
enhanced products in 2015 and more planned for 2016.
To better serve our members, we established a unique partnering relationship with Humphrey, Stump & Haynie Insurance Agency (HSH). HSH has been in business in Salem for
more than 85 years, and has built a solid reputation founded
on personal consultative service and the commitment to
deliver the best insurance and safety solutions possible.
Through this relationship, members have access to the HSH
team and a host of insurance solutions to meet their personal and commercial insurance needs.
Our commitment to an expanded online and mobile experience was evident throughout the year as we enhanced the
online banking platform, improving navigation by reducing
the number of clicks required to complete transactions.
We worked with our vendor and introduced CardValet™ so
members can monitor and turn off their debit cards using
a mobile application. Our account platform was upgraded
so members can open accounts, sign documents, and fund
new accounts completely online. Our remote deposit service,
Deposit AnywhereSM, allows members to deposit checks using their mobile device and often have those funds available
within fifteen minutes, 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. The
response to mobile deposit has been overwhelming and we
continue to see use of the service increase exponentially. In
2016, EMV chips will be introduced in both credit and debit
cards helping to reduce card fraud. Also, we are planning a
major upgrade to our mobile application that is expected
to launch mid-2016. Please be sure to read our electronic
newsletters, follow us on Facebook and Twitter, and visit our
website often to learn about the latest product and service
developments.
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Commercial and Business Services
Several years ago we began offering commercial real estate
loans. This decision was driven by two key factors: 1) the
need to diversify our loan portfolio, and 2) an increasing
number of requests from local business owners. We began
our program with a very small team of highly skilled local
lenders. Looking back, we could not have anticipated the
overwhelmingly positive response. Today, our commercial
and business lending programs are the fastest growing
among all loan programs, and we continue to add experienced lenders to manage the demand. By expanding
our knowledge of business lending we have been able to
provide businesses with fast, local decisions and access to
affordable capital while helping community revitalization
efforts throughout the valleys. We now offer a full suite of
business accounts and complimentary services designed to
meet the banking needs of business owners in the region.
The new branch, scheduled to open later this year in the
State & City Building located at the corner of 1ST Street and
Campbell Avenue in Roanoke, will cater to the downtown
business owner.
Community Impact Programs
Freedom First continues to be recognized for our innovative products and services. In 2015, our Responsible Rides
program was recognized nationally, winning the 2015
Desjardins Adult Financial Literacy Award from the Credit
Union National Association (CUNA). Because of the success
of the program, we expanded in to Franklin County, partnering with STEP, Inc. in Rocky Mount to reach out to potential
program participants.
We also placed first for the Dora Maxwell Award for Social
Responsibility by the Virginia Credit Union League for our
popular community outreach vehicle, Scoop - The Ice Cream
Truck.

Our innovative workforce development loan program
received a great boost of confidence and funding. Freedom
First was a recipient of the Wells Fargo NEXT Opportunity
Award, which included a $225,000 grant to expand our loan
program. The NEXT Opportunity Award funds will allow us to
offer $1.5 million in loans over the next three years; ultimately helping 500 people in southwest Virginia secure a job with
sustainable workforce skills.
In Conclusion
Throughout 2016, we will continue to be guided daily by our
corporate mission statement, Helping Our Members Prosper
– Helping Our Communities Thrive, working with all individuals, regardless of economic or social status, to ensure they
have access to affordable credit and banking services. We
will also continue developing and working with partnerships
to create sustainable solutions for some of the region’s most
persistent challenges. At Freedom First, Where People Bank
for Good® is more than a tagline; it is a promise we make to
our members and the communities we serve. We are proud
that our membership includes many individuals and businesses that share our values, and, by banking with Freedom
First, help to affect true change in the community.
Thank you for your continued membership.

Frank Turk, Chairman

Paul Phillips, President/CEO
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2015 HIGHLIGHTS
Our focus and commitment on growing our Business Banking and Commercial Lending continued throughout 2015.

$80,000,000+

in loans to local area businesses and non-profits in the past 3 years

The most significant highlight being our purchase of office
space in the City of Roanoke. Our Business Banking branch
will be on the first floor of the historic State & City Building
on the corner of Campbell Avenue and 1ST street SW, formerly occupied by Frank L. Moose Jewelers.

COMING SOON

Business Banking Branch and Commercial Division
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With interest rates remaining low, but stronger confidence in
the economy, our Mortgage group saw an up-tick in business. And, if that wasn’t enough to make them happy, they
were also selected as Affiliate of the Year by the Roanoke
Valley Association of Realtors.

One of our goals in 2015 was to increase awareness of Freedom First throughout the Roanoke and New River Valleys.
One method of doing so was through Scoop, the ice cream
truck.
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Our Partnerships are Strong
Freedom First has established a track record of community
development through collaborative and innovative partnerships. 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, isolated, and
under-served populations.
We are proud to partner with many well-known local, regional, and national organizations. Some of our partnerships
include:

• 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

• Goodwill of the Valleys

• Habitat for Humanity

• Virginia Cooperative Extension

• YMCA Gainsboro

• Roanoke Valley Financial Fitness Coalition

• Blue Ridge Literacy

• Bank-On Roanoke Valley

• Council of Community Services

• Total Action for Progress

• Non-Profit Resource Center of Western Virginia

• Federal Home Loan Bank-Atlanta
• The Jefferson Center Foundation
• STEP, Inc.
• Healthy Roanoke Valley
• Rebuilding Together
• Advancement Foundation

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
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West End
Freedom First, through a collaboration with local, state,
and federal governments; community organizations;
and non-profits, is working towards the revitalization
of Roanoke’s West End neighborhood. After our branch
opened in 2014, the revitalization activities continued
with the City of Roanoke committing to improve and
install new sidewalks, road surfaces, and lighting. LEAP
(Local Environmental Agriculture Project) for Local
Foods community commercial kitchen is set to open
in 2016 and a food-based business incubator will be in
operation later in the year.

West End Revitalization

2013 Launch of project
2014 Freedom First branch2015
& Farmers Market open
Room available for financial
2015 Community
education and community meetings
Kitchen & Business Incubator
2016 Commercial
to open
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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.

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, and coordinates vehicle maintenance classes at our West End branch education room. In 2015 the
program expanded to Franklin County, and our coordinator meets with residents at STEP, Inc. in Rocky Mount.

75 Responsible Rides Loans

(Jose Ramos-an automobile owner through Responsible Rides)

Award Winning Impact Banking Products

Responsible Rides
Affordable Housing Program
Adult Financial Education
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$2,734,393 Impact Banking Loans in 2015
130 Credit Builder Loans
In partnership with the Federal Home Loan Bank of
Atlanta, the City of Roanoke, and local nonprofit agencies, Freedom First helps members with downpayment
assistance as well as those who would otherwise not
qualify for a mortgage navigate a path to home ownership. Our affordable home ownership program offers a
non-conforming conventional mortgage, and includes
the counseling services of a dedicated mortgage officer who often works with applicants for six to twelve
months preparing them for responsible and effective
home ownership.

40 Affordable Housing Loans

(Jeannete Arroyo-a homeowner through Affordable Housing)

614 Micro Loans
96 Borrow &2015
Save Loans
51 Track 2 Loans
323 Payday Alternative Loans
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Workforce Development
Freedom First partnered with CDS Tractor-Trailer Training to provide short-term, small-dollar loans to students
enrolled in their CDL training programs. 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 licensures 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 colleges and other industries, including nursing,
welding, healthcare certifications, and other jobs that
require special certification or licensure.

VP Community Development-Tim Cerebe, &
President, CDS Tractor Trailer-Chris Pender
Loans Issued to CDS Tractor Trailer Students

2015

74 Total loans
issued

$4,006 Average
loan amount
issued

$296,460
Total loans
issued
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ACCOLADES & ACKNOWLEDGMENTS
Alphonse Desjardins Adult Financial Education Award-2015
Named the best provider of adult financial education programs nationally by CUNA, the Credit Union National Association.
Dora Maxwell Award for Social Responsibility-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 and to
start conversations about finances and prosperity.
National Federation (NatFed) of Community 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 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.

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

President & CEO-Paul Phillips, VP Community DevelopmentTim Cerebe, SVP Community Development-Dave Prosser, &
President, CDS Tractor Trailer-Chris Pender accept the NEXT Award.
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GRANTS & SCHOLARSHIPS
One of our goals as a CDFI (Community Development Financial Institution) is to equip our nonprofit community partners
with the capital they need to implement their projects and
fulfill their missions. Every year we solicit applications, and
the winners are competitively selected by a committee.
In 2015 we awarded a total of $20,000 in grants to the following 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.

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 2015, we contributed $2,500 to
the Virginia Tech Scholarship Fund, as well as awarded $1,000
to each of the following students: Carolina Bouldin, Dylan
Kiger, Skylar Shaver, Jessica Plott, and Taylor Haskins.
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COMMITTEE REPORTS
Governance & Ethics Committee Report

In an ongoing endeavor to improve the management and services of
our credit union, the volunteer members of the 2015 Board of Directors
assessed themselves, as a governing body. With an eye on Freedom First’s
mission and five critical goals, including to “Be a Leader in Corporate
Governance,” the Board, along with senior management, identified gaps in
skills, experience, and insight. The following gaps were included in the criteria used by the Nominating Committee to create the slate of nominees
from the applications received: individuals 25-50 years of age; female and
minority individuals; and expertise and skills in Sales/Marketing, Technology, Business/Retail Management, Nonprofit or Federal and State funding.
As a whole, the Board’s success will be measured through attendance and
participation at regular, well-planned Board and subcommittee meetings,
as well as through a mutually respectful and effective relationships with
the Credit Union’s President/CEO, to whom the Board provides direction,
support, and accountability.
Your Board of Directors is committed to improving all aspects of the Credit
Union to better benefit our members. That commitment includes continuously improving the way we govern.
Dan Merenda
Chairman, Governance & Ethics Committee

Supervisory Committee Report

The Credit Union’s Supervisory Committee has the responsibility to ensure
that the operations of the Credit Union are carried out in accordance with
the Federal Credit Union Act and the rules and regulations of the National
Credit Union Administration.
In order to carry out our responsibility, we regularly review reports of
management’s internal and external audits and also engage the services
of a certified public accounting firm to perform an annual financial audit
and verification of member accounts. The purpose of this financial audit
is to determine whether or not the consolidated financial statements
contain any materially significant misrepresentations. This includes tests of
the Credit Union’s internal controls necessary for the auditor to render an
opinion.
This year’s external audit resulted in an opinion that the Credit Union’s
financial statements do fairly represent its financial position and results
of operations for the year. Based on their report and our own observations, we can report to you that Freedom First Credit Union continues to
maintain a safe and sound financial institution and compliant with Federal
regulations.
We have also engaged an independent audit agency to perform our internal audit function. The Supervisory Committee independently directs the
internal audit program and the resolution of consumer complaints filed
with NCUA.
We would like to thank you for your continued support of our member
owned Credit Union.
Jay A. Lanz
Chairman, Supervisory Committee
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Nominations & Elections Committee Report
The Committee met with several potential candidates that satisfied the
criteria identified by the needs assessment and outlined in the Governance & Ethics Committee Report. From these potential candidates, the
Committee nominated six highly qualified nominees for the three open
positions on the Board of Directors: Melinda Payne, Keith Perry, Ssunny
Shah, Tim Sutphin, Wayne Strickland, and Ronald Williams.

The candidates un-edited videos were included along with candidate biographies on the independent election vendor’s website. Members could
vote online, by telephone, and by request for printed ballots. There were
596 votes cast in 2016, representing a 25 percent increase over 2015. The
independent election vendor will present the election results to
the Election Tellers who will announce the results at the Credit Union’s
Annual Meeting on May 12, 2016.
Dan Merenda
Chairman, Nominations & Elections Committee

Treasurer’s Report

One of the most important goals of the Board of Directors and Management is to remain financially safe and sound. Toward that end, the credit
union achieved a high level of growth and net profitability for the year
2015.
Over the 12 months ended December 31, 2015, Total Assets increased
from $356.8 million to $398.5 million, an increase of $41.7 million. That is
equivalent to 11.7% annual growth in assets. Loans to members increased
from $291.6 million to $311.4 million. The highest growth areas in loans
included vehicle loans and business loans. Vehicle loans increased over
$6 million, ending the year at $118.8 million outstanding. Business loans
increased nearly $17 million, ending the year at $61.8 million outstanding.
Member shares increased from $274.5 million to $300.2 million. The areas
of greatest growth included regular shares and checking. Their combined
growth totaled nearly $16.5 million. But, we also saw growth in business
accounts, including business checking and money market accounts, which
together grew nearly $5 million.
Our net income for the year totaled over $4 million, an increase of over $1
million compared to the prior year. During 2015, the credit union earned
several one-time benefits, including contractual awards and grant income.
Also, expenses were well controlled. Total operating expense increased
$1.2 million compared to the prior year, while total income increased
nearly $2.8 million.
The credit union’s net worth represents a financial cushion against losses.
During 2015, our net worth was increased by net income from operations
and by $1.5 million in the form of secondary capital. The secondary capital
was awarded to the credit union by Wells Fargo and the Opportunity
Finance Network and eventually will have to be repaid.
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Again this year, an independent audit agency examined the credit union’s
financial statements and issued an unqualified opinion on the Credit
Union’s financial statements.
As an additional test of the credit union’s financial strength, the results of
stress tests conducted independently indicate that the Credit Union will
remain financially sound even after significant changes in market rates or
credit risk.
Consolidated financial statements for Freedom First Federal Credit Union
are shown below. Questions regarding this information may be forwarded
to Credit Union management or me. On behalf of myself as your Treasurer,

CONSOLIDATED STATEMENT OF CONDITION (UNAUDITED) 		
$ Amounts in Thousands

and the entire Credit Union family, I want to express our sincere appreciation to the management and staff of Freedom First. This success would not
be possible without their diligence and efforts.

Nelson Shibley
Treasurer

CONSOLIDATED INCOME STATEMENT (UNAUDITED)
		
$ Amounts in Thousands

12/31/2014		12/31/2015

12/31/2014		12/31/2015
ASSETS
Loans (net)
$
Cash			
Investments			
Other assets			
Total Assets
$
LIABILITIES & NET WORTH		
Payables
$
Secondary capital			
Member shares			
Net worth			
Total Liabilities
& Net Worth
$

289,773		 $		309,487
8,134				 31,116
24,771				 25,399
34,082				 32,523
356,760		 $		398,525

INCOME		
Income from
member loans
$ 14,447
$ 15,271
Investment &
other income		
7,921		 9,972
Total Income
$ 22,368
$ 25,243

46,686		 $		 57,293
-				 1,500
274,549				300,216
35,525				 39,516

EXPENSES
Operating expenses
$ 15,873
$ 16,477
Dividends & interest
expenses		
2,012		 2,374
Loan loss provision		
1,662		 2,373
Total Expenses
$ 19,547
$ 21,224

356,760		

NET INCOME

$		398,525

$

2,821

$

4,019
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BOARD OFFICERS

Frank Turk

Dan Merenda

Nelson Shibley

Judith Harrison

Chairman

Vice Chairman

Treasurer

Secretary

BOARD

Wayne Strickland

Joseph Coyle

Brent Cochran

Roger Journell

Tim Sutphin

Director

Director

Director

Director

Director

ALCO (Finance) Committee
Nelson Shibley
Brent Cochran
Audit and Risk Committee
Joseph Coyle
Roger Journell

Corporate Responsibility Committee
Judith Harrison
Thomas Chapman
Susan Hall
Almena Hughes
Employee Relations Committee
Judith Harrison
Nelson Shibley
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SUPERVISORY

Jay Lanz

Michael Williams

Emily Faye Poff

Gerald Barnes

Ira Hartman

Chairperson

Secretary

Supervisor

Supervisor

Supervisor

Paul Phillips

Sarah Andrews

Keith Rickoff

President/CEO

EVP/COO

EVP/CFO

LEADERSHIP TEAM

Governance and Ethics Committee
Dan Merenda
Wayne Strickland
Lending Committee
Tim Sutphin
Brent Cochran

Nominations and Elections Committee
Dan Merenda
Joseph Coyle
Jay Lanz

Committee chairpersons are listed first.

BLACKSBURG
1204 South Main Street

CHRISTIANSBURG
417 North Franklin Street

DALEVILLE
1171 Roanoke Road

ROANOKE
5240 Valleypark Drive—Operations Center
5102 Williamson Road—Crossroads
4203 Electric Road—Tanglewood
2221 Colonial Avenue—Towers Shopping Center
1210 Patterson Avenue—West End Center
102 Campbell Avenue—Downtown (coming soon)

SALEM
1235 Electric Road

VINTON
203 Virginia Avenue

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

www.freedomfirst.com

Federally insured by NCUA.

