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Conversations with Leaders

Since its inception, the country’s credit union system has 
expanded and grown to serve over 93 million Americans. 
Though credit unions generally maintain traditional lending 
standards and risk portfolios, they have not been immune 
to the broad effects of historically high unemployment and 
severely declining home values. The severe economic crisis 
impacted all facets of the financial sector, including credit 
unions. In fact, over two and a half years ago, the credit 
union system teetered on the brink of collapse. In response, 
the National Credit Union Administration sought to stabi-
lize the system, ensure its safety and soundness, and pursue 
a regulatory regime responsive to the ever-changing land-
scape of this country’s credit union system.

What is the mission of the National Credit Union 
Administration? How does it ensure the safety and finan-
cial soundness of the system? Debbie Matz, Chairman of 
the National Credit Union Administration, joined me on The 
Business of Government Hour to explore these questions 
and more. The following provides an edited excerpt from 
our interview. – Michael J. Keegan

On the History and Mission of the National Credit 
Union Administration
The Federal Credit Union Act of 1934 established federal 
credit unions. At that time, the national credit union bureau 
was established; it moved from agency to agency until 
1970 when it was established as the National Credit Union 
Administration—an independent federal regulatory agency. 
NCUA charters credit unions. We regulate and supervise 
them. We insure deposits of up to $250,000 per account in 
federally insured credit unions. We really are to credit unions 
what FDIC is to banks. 

NCUA oversees an industry that has a trillion dollars in 
assets, with 93 million Americans having accounts with 
credit unions. We have a staff of about 1200 employees, 
most of whom are examiners. That means that they go into 

credit unions on a day-to-day basis and make sure they 
are in regulatory compliance and operating soundly. They 
work in the field and report to regional offices. We have five 
regional offices: in Albany, New York; Alexandria, Virginia; 
Atlanta, Georgia; Tempe, Arizona; and Austin, Texas. Our 
central office is also in Alexandria, Virginia. In addition 
to the five regional offices, we have 13 major staff offices 
which each have a director who either reports to the board 
or to the top career employee who is our executive director. 

We don’t rely on appropriations for our operations. We’re 
funded by assessments from the credit unions. Credit unions 
pay 1% of their deposits and that establishes the National 
Credit Union Share Insurance Fund. That’s the fund that guar-
antees the deposits up to $250,000. There are currently 11 
billion dollars in the Share Insurance Fund.
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On Leading the NCUA 
NCUA has a three-member board. All the board members are 
appointed by the President and confirmed by the Senate for 
six-year terms. The chairman is generally of the same party 
as the President. The board sets the policy and the direction 
for the staff offices. As the chairman, I set the agenda for the 
agency. I determine what priorities we’re going to be pursuing 
for the current year; every day is different. That is some-
thing I really love about the job. Probably 30% of my time is 
spent traveling. It’s a very important part of my job because 
it’s really important to meet with the stakeholders. Each state 
has what is called a credit union league, and they conduct 
annual meetings. I try to attend as many of these meetings as 
possible. I really can’t do my job well as a regulator if I don’t 
hear from the credit union officials about the issues they are 
facing. It’s also an opportunity for me to convey to them what 
NCUA is doing and why we’re doing it. 

When I’m in the office, it’s usually an endless series of meet-
ings, which include monthly meetings with each of our staff 
office directors. We meet to discuss policy issues, agenda 
items for upcoming board meetings, and issues that require 
quick decisions. There are interagency meetings as well. I’m 
on the Federal Financial Institution Examination Council, 
FFIEC, so there are meetings with my regulator colleagues. 
I’m also a member of the Financial Stabiility Oversight 
Council, which was formed by the Dodd-Frank Act. 

On Shaping a Strategic Vision for the NCUA 
On my first day I identified and e-mailed to our staff six goals 
that guide the work we do. It was important to lay these out 
for the staff, so they knew what my priorities were. I want 
NCUA to be recognized as a fair and effective regulator 
that sets the highest standards for safety and soundness. I 
want NCUA to be a strong advocate of initiatives to protect 
consumers from predatory and unsafe financial products and 
a regulator that ensures access to credit union service for all 
eligible members. I want NCUA to be an agency that listens 
and encourages exchanges of ideas and innovations with 
credit unions while maintaining its independence. I want the 
agency to be an employer of choice and a reliable partner 
with elected labor officials, understanding that employees are 
our most important asset. Finally, I want NCUA to be a model 
corporate citizen, recognizing the responsibility to implement 
environmentally sound practices and procedures whenever 
and wherever feasible. 

We’ve worked very hard to open up the channels of 
communication both up and down and horizontally so that 

employees understand that they’re our most important asset. 
We also want to make sure they have the tools they need 
to be successful in ensuring the safety and soundness of the 
country’s credit union system. 

On Challenges Facing the NCUA
When I was confirmed in August 2009, we were in the depths 
of the horrible economic downturn that began in 2008. There 
were very significant immediate problems that needed to be 
addressed in the credit union world. At that time, the credit 
union system was on the verge of collapse. The system is 
divided into retail credit unions that you and I can walk into 
and establish accounts, and then there are corporate credit 
unions which do wholesale business; they provide liquidity, 
electronic payment services, and investments for the credit 
unions.

At that time, the corporate credit unions had purchased AAA 
rated securities, but of course the value of those securities 
plummeted and five of these corporate credit unions suffered 
catastrophic losses. We immediately had to stabilize the 
system, reform it, make sure that transactions occurred seam-
lessly, and that members were not affected by the situation. 
During this period, the retail credit unions also had signifi-
cant problems. When I took over as chairman, I was really 
shocked to see that there were 14 credit unions with over 
a billion dollars [in assets] that were on our troubled credit 
union list, along with hundreds of other smaller credit unions 
that were also troubled.
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We really had to triage, roll up our sleeves, and work liter-
ally around the clock to address problems on both sides of the 
system. Our staff are very committed to our mission—ensuring 
the safety and soundness of the credit union system—and 
we worked hand-in-glove to get through the crisis. Credit 
unions have come through the downturn extremely well. Their 
metrics are very positive. Safety and soundness of the credit 
union system is our mission; it’s always our foremost chal-
lenge, and we always keep our eye on that ball. 

The other challenge is internal, making sure that we have 
sufficient staff and that they’re well-trained and dedicated to 
our mission. When I came on as chairman, we really didn’t 
have sufficient staff, so that was a big challenge. It was critical 
for us to get staff on board and trained quickly. It’s an ongoing 
job, making sure the staff are always trained and always 
responding to changes in the system. Along with having a 
adequate quantity of qualified staff, the staff must be well-
trained, and mentoring staff is an important goal of mine. 

My third major challenge is getting two votes on the board 
as it takes two votes to get anything passed. This involves 
continuous negotiation and compromise with the other 
board members. 

On the Creation and Evolution of Credit Unions 
Credit unions are not-for-profit institutions. They are run by 
volunteer boards, so the boards of the credit union do not 
get paid. They are democratically owned, so each person 
with an account at a credit union is a member of that credit 
union and gets to vote for the board. Every member gets one 
vote. It doesn’t matter how much money is on deposit. Credit 
unions are also tax-exempt. The first credit union was a state-
chartered credit union formed in New Hampshire in 1909. 

The credit union system is a dual chartering system. Some 
credit unions are state-chartered; that means that they are 
chartered and regulated by state supervisors. There are 
federal credit unions that were created in 1934 by the 
Federal Credit Union Act. They are chartered and regulated 
by NCUA, but both federal credit unions and most state-
chartered credit unions are insured by NCUA. Some credit 
unions actually have to deal with two regulators; the state for 
the regulations and NCUA for the insurance. 

On Evaluating and Rating the Financial Health of 
Credit Unions
We have more than 800 examiners that evaluate the finan-
cial health of credit unions. We assess credit unions using 

N
A

SA



FA L L / W I N T E R  2 0 1 2 IBM Center for The Business of Government 1 7

“NCUA charters credit unions. We regulate and supervise them. We insure 

deposits of up to $250,000 per account in federally insured credit unions 

… NCUA oversees an industry that has a trillion dollars in assets, with  

93 million Americans having accounts with credit unions. We really are  

to credit unions what FDIC is to banks.”
— Debbie Matz

the CAMEL rating. The C stands for capital adequacy, A is 
asset quality, M is management, E is earnings, and L is for 
liquidity and their asset liability management. Credit unions 
receive a score in each area, and then an overall composite 
score. If they receive a score of one or two, that means 
they’re in great shape; three means they have some issues; 
four and five they have serious problems. The CAMEL score is 
not publicly disclosed. It’s just used for supervisory purposes.

On Regulatory Modernization
We want to protect the safety and soundness of the industry 
without overburdening the credit unions. To do that, I initiated 
the regulatory modernization initiative. It really went hand-in-
hand with President Obama’s Executive Order 13579, which 
asks independent regulatory agencies to review all rules and 
identify any that are outmoded, ineffective, or excessively 
burdensome. For those rules, we are to modify, streamline, 
expand on them if necessary, or repeal them. 

Every year we review one-third of our rules so in a three-
year period, all of our rules are reviewed to make sure that 
they are modern, consistent, and effective. As a practice, 
we review our rules frequently, but this effort was more of 
a top-to-bottom review of our rules that involved meeting 
with our stakeholders and discussing with them how we 
can better meet the goals of the executive order. I held six 
listening sessions around the nation, meeting with credit 
union officials. We received some interesting ideas about 
how we could fine-tune regulation and minimize the burden. 
For example, when we issued rules on interest rate risk, we 
exempted small credit unions from that rule because we felt 
they didn’t pose a significant threat to the Share Insurance 
Fund. If we hadn’t exempted them it would have been very 
burdensome for them to comply. We want to make sure that 
our rules are targeted, focusing on riskiest activities and those 
credit unions engaging in them who also may present the 
most significant exposure to the insurance fund. 

Given the growing complexity, we understand that a 
one-size-fits-all regulatory approach may not be most 

effective. Therefore, we’re setting up the Office of National 
Examination and Supervision (ONES), which is in the process 
of being formed. There are far fewer credit unions today than 
there were 20 years ago, almost 50% fewer … and the credit 
unions are getting larger. In fact, one credit union per day 
merges out of existence. Given that credit unions today tend 
to be larger, it simply doesn’t make sense to examine a $10 
million credit union in the same manner we would examine 
a $10 billion credit union. 

We have five credit unions that are currently over $10 billion. 
We believe that having an office that focuses both on our 
corporate credit unions and on these extremely large credit 
unions will be a better use of our resources and will be 
more effective in ensuring the safety and soundness of the 
system. The board has decided to create the office. 2013 will 
be a transition year, but we anticipate it will be fully up and 
running in 2014. 
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On Expanding Credit Unions’ Consumer Base and 
Appealing to Younger Generations
[The average age of the credit union member is 47. The peak 
borrowing age is 25 to 44, so in a sense the average member 
is already past their prime borrowing years: what can be 
done to expand the consumer base and appeal to younger 
generations?] I talk to credit unions about this reality in just 
about every speech I give. I remind them that if they want to 
be around in 10 years they need to attract younger members. 
In order to attract younger members, they need to provide 
services and tools that prospective younger members desire. 
For instance, credit unions need to embrace technology. 
Young people want to do their banking online. having access 
to their account 24 hours a day, seven days a week. Credit 
unions need to have websites that are appealing to young 
people, making them easy to navigate. They need to reach 
out to young people to help them understand that credit 
unions are a good value; that credit unions charge less 
interest on loans while paying higher interest on accounts. 

I encourage credit unions to offer financial literacy to young 
people starting in elementary school; there are a number of 
credit unions that do it. There are a number of credit unions 
that actually have branches in high schools, which is a 
good opportunity for young people to not only learn about 
a credit union, but to work in one and see firsthand how 

they operate. I always encourage credit unions to reach out 
to young people in every way that they can because that’s 
their future. I feel that credit unions are poised for a very 
safe, secure future providing they continue to attract young 
members. 

On the Future 
I don’t think the evolution of the credit union system has 
really changed the original purpose of credit unions. I 
think credit unions do an excellent job of providing afford-
able credit to their members while providing a wider range 
of services. In fact, it’s probably improved now that credit 
unions are bigger and are reaching more members. There are 
93 million people who belong to credit unions. That said, 
it poses challenges to the regulator because as the credit 
unions have gotten larger, they are using more sophisticated 
technology. We try to stay a step ahead, but our most signifi-
cant challenge is making sure that we can keep up with this 
evolution. As we look to the future, I think the biggest chal-
lenge facing the industry is the risk that comes with rising 
interest rates. Interest rates have been at historically low 
levels for several years now. Ultimately they’re going to rise; 
we hope that they creep rather than surge as it could pose 
a challenge for credit unions that have large numbers of 
long-term fixed-rate loans on their books. This is why credit 
unions should always have a diverse portfolio. We always 
need to be proactive rather than reactive, which is why I 
meet with our staff regularly to talk about trends and issues. 
What do the credit unions need to be doing now so they’re 
safe and sound into the future? This is a big challenge since 
the industry changes so rapidly. ¥ 

To hear The Business of Government Hour’s interview with Debbie 
Matz, go to the Center’s website at www.businessofgovernment.org.  

To download the show as a podcast on your computer or MP3 player, 
from the Center’s website at www.businessofgovernment.org, right 
click on an audio segment, select Save Target As, and save the file.

To read the full transcript of The Business of Government Hour’s  
interview with Debbie Matz, visit the Center’s website at  
www.businessofgovernment.org. 

To learn more about the National Credit Union Administration, go to 
www.ncua.gov.


