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When it was announced 
Nov. 13 that state Rep. 
Austin Davis was elected 
chairman of the Allegheny 
County House Democratic 
Delegation for the 2021-
22 legislative session, he 

became the first African 
American to ever hold the 
title.

That’s all fine and dandy, 
but Rep. Davis said that 
“being first doesn’t mean 
anything unless there’s a 
second.”

Representative Davis, at 
just 31 years old, was elect-

ed by his fellow Democrat-
ic House representatives 
seated inside Allegheny 
County. There are 15 mem-
bers total.

He had served as secre-
tary of the delegation lead-
ership last term, “and I 
think I worked really close-
ly with all of our members 
to help them achieve their 
priorities, not just for their 
districts but what they 
wanted to achieve in the 
Capitol as well,” Rep. Davis 
told the New Pittsburgh 
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 The Hill District Federal Cred-
it Union is the only Black-owned 
and operated financial institu-
tion in the region.  

And even through a pandemic, 
business is boomin’.  

“We were the only bank in the 
area that hasn’t closed or shut 
the office one day in nine months 

since the beginning of this pan-
demic,” boasted Erica Wither-
spoon, the credit union’s assis-
tant manager.  

This year marks 50 years of 
the Hill District Federal Credit 
Union serving the Hill District 
community, and CEO and Trea-
surer Richard Witherspoon and 
his small, but tight-knit staff are 
seeing some of the best financial 
numbers they’ve seen in years. 

When you mix the COVID-19 
pandemic with the renewed fo-
cus on Black empowerment and 
racial equality, Witherspoon told 
the New Pittsburgh Courier ex-
clusively that the credit union is 
averaging 55 new accounts per 
month. That includes a stagger-

ing 116 new accounts 
opened in June. Nor-
mally, the credit union 
averages 15 to 20 new 
accounts per month.  

And Witherspoon 
happily mentioned 
how the savings de-
posit amounts have 
increased 72 percent 
this year, from $5 to $8 
million.  

Overall, the Hill Dis-
trict Federal Credit 
Union’s assets have 
gone up 62 percent.  

“I know that in any 
business, there are days 
of the week where your 
business might be slow, 
you could get a lot done 
during a slow day…we 
don’t have slow days,” 
Witherspoon told the 
Courier. “We have to 
stay after work to catch 
up on daily chores…or 
get in a little earlier.” 

The “Black Lives 
Matter” movement has 
people calling the Hill 
District Federal Credit 
Union from all over the 
country, Witherspoon 
said. “People asking if 
they can join…because we have 
an 85 percent African American 
membership base, and every-
thing about this institution is 
African American-owned and op-
erated.” 

And Witherspoon said that 
the pandemic has many peo-
ple depositing more money into 
their savings accounts—and not 
touching it—fearful that they 
may lose their job or get sick due 
to the virus.  

But those aren’t the only rea-
sons why business has increased. 
The Hill District Federal Credit 
Union has a very trustworthy 
reputation, Witherspoon said. 
“Grandmothers bring their 
grandchildren here to open up 

accounts, and that (trust) has 
been earned. This is our 50th 
year, and our main focus has 
been the Hill District and taking 
care of families in the Hill Dis-
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INVESTING IN OUR COMMUNITY—IT’S PAYING OFF

Hill District Federal Credit Union having banner year

HILL DISTRICT FEDERAL CREDIT UNION—Assistant Manager Erica Witherspoon, CEO and Treasurer Richard Witherspoon, and ca-
shier Renee Wilson Clark. The Hill District institution has been in business for 50 years, and this year, its savings deposits have in-
creased by more than 70 percent. (Photo by Diane I. Daniels)

BLM movement, 
trustworthy entity reasons 

for 62% asset increase 

Austin Davis named chair 
of Allegheny County House 

Democratic Delegation

STATE REP. AUSTIN DAVIS, who represents the Mon Valley in House District 35, now will also serve as 
the “face” of the Allegheny County House Democrats as chair of its delegation. 
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trict, so the trust factor is 
natural.” 

Witherspoon’s been with 
the credit union for 32 
years. “We don’t compare 
ourselves or compete with 
traditional banks,” he said. 
“Our goal is to serve the 
underserved. We will con-
tinue to do the $500-dollar 
loans, the credit-builder 
loans and credit counsel-
ing. On the other side of 
the same coin, we want 
our people to invest in us. 
We need our money to stay 
within our community. We 
need people with 800 cred-
it scores to take out loans 
and not be conscientious 
about the interest rate, be-
cause the interest you pay 
helps your neighbor. The 
money that you borrow 
and pay here stays here. It 
helps to lift us all up.” 

Currently, the credit 
union has 3,500 active 
accounts—and growing. 
“The community has real-
ly stepped up to give sup-
port and encouragement 
to us even in these chal-
lenging times,” Wither-
spoon said, displaying his 
energetic, glass half-full 
attitude.  

 
Black financial insti-

tutions nationwide 
You’re not going to find a 

Hill District Federal Cred-
it Union just anywhere.  

There is only one oth-
er financial institution 
in Pennsylvania that’s 
owned by African Amer-
icans—United Bank of 
Philadelphia, which began 
in 1992.  

Thus, the Hill District 
Federal Credit Union, 
snuggly-situated at 2021 
Centre Ave., is precious 
cargo. It’s one of roughly 
40 Black-owned banks or 
credit unions in the U.S. 
Banks are for-profit busi-
nesses, while credit unions 
are classified as a not-for-
profit entity. Credit unions 
are owned by its members 
and are generally exempt 
from federal taxes. Credit 
unions don’t have to worry 
about making profits for 
shareholders, unlike the 
busy-body for-profit banks, 
such as PNC, Citizens and 
Wells Fargo. Banks usu-
ally charge more fees and 
its interest rates tend to 
be higher.  

The closest Black-owned 
credit unions to Pitts-
burgh besides the Hill 

District Federal Credit 
Union are: Faith United 
Community Credit Union 
(Cleveland), Toledo Urban 
Federal Credit Union (To-
ledo, Ohio), Virginia State 
University Credit Union, 
and South Side Commu-
nity Federal Credit Union 
(Chicago). The closest 
Black banks to Pittsburgh 
besides United Bank of 
Philadelphia are: Indus-
trial Bank (Maryland), 
Harbor Bank of Maryland, 
First Independence Bank 
(suburban Detroit) and 
Liberty Bank and Trust 
(Detroit).  

The largest Black-owned 
bank is One United Bank, 
which began as an Inter-

net-based bank, but since 
has physical locations in 
Los Angeles, Miami and 
Boston.  

“Black-led banks ever 
since Frederick Douglass 
and the Freedman’s Bu-
reau have been purposed 
with moving a people that 
were once considered cap-
ital to becoming capital-
ists,” wrote Ashley D. Bell 
in an opinion piece in the 
Atlanta Journal-Consti-
tution in August. Bell is 
Regional Administrator, 
U.S. Small Business Ad-
ministration, and Entre-
preneurship Policy Advi-
sor for the White House 
Opportunity & Revital-
ization Council. “Many of 
the Black-owned banks 
offer the same products 
and services as other 
banks with comparable 
rates. The difference is 
that when we support the 
Black-owned lending in-
stitutions, it creates a rip-
ple effect in underserved 
communities. A new SBA 
loan, a car loan, a new 
mortgage from outside the 
underserved community 
creates the water we need 
to grow opportunity so 
this can last generations 
of Americans left to live 
in an economic desert. We 
can all grow the equity we 
seek by reaching out to a 
minority-owned bank.” 

 
Taking care of the Hill 

District 
Witherspoon is proud 

that the Hill District Fed-
eral Credit Union pro-
vides the community more 
than just, say, a car loan or 
a savings account. With-
erspoon oftentimes coun-

sels members on certain 
investments they should 
undertake, or tried-and-
true methods to improv-
ing one’s credit score. 
He’s also always alerting 
people to the importance 
of saving money. The ma-
jority of Americans don’t 
have enough money saved 
up in case of emergencies, 
and that’s particularly the 
case in the Black commu-
nity. Witherspoon follows 
the lead of his predecessor, 
Mary Walker, in promot-
ing the value of a savings.  

“We always have and 
now we are witnessing the 
fruits of that labor,” With-
erspoon told the Courier.  

The Hill District Fed-
eral Credit Union offers 
savings and checking ac-
counts, Christmas clubs, 
direct deposits, online 
banking, money orders, 
debit cards, gift cards, and 
personal and auto loans. 
Witherspoon said some fi-
nancial institutions think 
he’s “crazy” for sometimes 
offering used car loans at 
a flat 8 percent interest, 
even with credit scores as 
low as 550.  

“We just don’t say, ‘well, 
your credit score is too low, 
we can’t do a car loan,’” 
Witherspoon said. “We 
might say, ‘you can’t get 
a car loan right now, but 
here’s a prescription for 
you to follow, and if you 
follow this prescription, 
then you’ll qualify for a 
car loan.’ We have differ-
ent ways to help people 
get to the place where 
they need to be.” 

Witherspoon envisions 
an even brighter future 
for the Hill District Fed-

eral Credit Union. He 
said over the next three 
years, the institution will 
become an even stronger 
beacon within the com-
munity. “We’re going to 
expand our footprint with 
the aspiration of starting 
a mortgage program and 
reestablish our participa-
tion in the CDFI (Com-
munity Development Fi-
nancial Institutions fund) 
program to support and 
assist small businesses by 
having the capabilities to 
provide technical assis-
tance and funding.”  

The Hill District Federal 
Credit Union is expanding 
as well, Witherspoon said. 
The credit union is going 
to expand its storefront to 
include the space where 
the Metro PCS cell phone 
store was next door. The 
extra space will be used 
for community meeting 
spaces and work areas. 
That will be followed by 
six apartments to be con-
structed above the credit 
union.  

“My budget or my goal is 
to raise $6.7 million; $2.7 
million will be invested in 
this building’s rehab and 
$4 million for the mort-
gage program,” Wither-
spoon told the Courier.  

Witherspoon said he is 
actively fundraising now 
and hopes to begin con-
struction of the apart-
ments by the fall of 2021. 
It’s all part of the Hill 
District Federal Credit 
Union’s mission for the 
last 50 years, Witherspoon 
said, which is tending to 
the financial health of the 
Hill District community.  
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CREDIT UNION FROM A1

Hill District Federal Credit Union having banner year

RENEE WILSON CLARK AND ERICA WITHERSPOON, behind the counter at the Hill District Federal Credit Union. (Photo by Courier pho-
tographer Diane I. Daniels)

“Black-led banks...have been purposed with 
moving a people that were once considered 
capital to becoming capitalists. ...When we 
support the Black-owned lending institutions, 
it creates a ripple effect in underserved com-
munities. ...We can all grow the equity we seek 
by reaching out to a minority-owned bank.”

ASHLEY D. BELL
Regional Administrator, 

U.S. Small Businesss Administration

Richard Witherspoon, CEO and Treasurer, 
envisions an even brighter future for the 
Hill District Federal Credit Union.


	BUSINESS 2ND PLACE NEW PITTSBURGH COURIER_1
	BUSINESS 2ND PLACE NEW PITTSBURGH COURIER_2

