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The objective of the Consumer Bankers Association (CBA) and the Joe Belew Award is to 
identify and highlight best practices in the retail banking industry related to community 
development. Each year the award program focuses on a different community development 
topic of current importance. The 2011 Joe Belew Award topic of focus was housing in low- 
and moderate-income communities. CBA and the 2011 recipient of the Joe Belew Award, 
Discover Bank, have teamed up to provide a summary of the winning program, the 
Comprehensive Rural Housing Opportunity Program, in an effort to share best practices with 
the industry. Affordable housing services will improve and increase if more banks will model 
elements of this successful program.  
 
 
Program Summary & Background: 
 
Discover’s Comprehensive Rural Housing Opportunities Program (CRHOP) is a focused, 
strategic planning and support effort that enables the nonprofit Milford Housing 
Development Corporation (MHDC) to expand affordable housing services to low- and 
moderate-income families and seniors in southern rural Delaware.  
 
When the CRHOP program was initiated in 1999, Southern rural Delaware was known as 
one of the 10 worst non-metro areas for housing affordability in the United States. Discover 
recognized the need for action and sought a sustainable strategy to improve affordable 
housing opportunities in their service area. Simultaneously, MHDC was seeking a way to 
increase their capacity as a small nonprofit with only 184 affordable units under 
management and a volunteer board of directors.  
 
The shared vision of Discover and MHDC resulted in a strategic planning effort focused on 
increasing the number and diversity of affordable housing solutions offered by MHDC over 
time. CRHOP has since quadrupled in size and scope and the growth in products include 
self-help homeownership, USDA rental, Low Income Housing Tax Credit rental, traditional 
single family home ownership, transitional housing, foreclosure rehab, financial counseling 
and construction job training. The households served by the CRHOP program are 
predominantly led by minority women and have an income that averages 40% of the area’s 
median income.  
 
The essential compontent of CRHOP is technical assistance provided by Discover to help 
MHDC obtain the necessary resources, including debt and equity instruments, to meet the 
housing needs of this segment of the community. This technical assistance has enabled 
MHDC to build a balance sheet necessary to produce high quality efficient housing solutions 
for the community.  
 
Discover’s on-going interaction with MHDC continues to yield a variety of opportunities to 
improve the strategy and delivery of the CRHOP program. Throughout the years the 
partners have continued to work with state and local governments and businesses to ensure 



   

the housing plan is continually meeting the needs of the community, identifying new funding 
strategies to improve cash flow, reviewing new initiatives for feasibility, developing 
marketing strategies, and refining the program to be as effiencent and effective as possible. 
 
Approximate annual beneficiaries of the program are as follows: 25 families receive 
construction job training, financial literacy, and housing counseling in a self-help program; 
10 families receive transitional housing support; 80 families are served through the 
preservation of affordable rental and homeownership units and over 2,300 families through 
the management of affordable rental units. 
 
 
Total 2010 Investment: $300,000  
Total Investment to Date: $13,807,000 
 
Housing Services Provided Through CRHOP: 

• Transitional Housing 
• Single-Family Home Ownership 
• Self-Help Homeownership 
• Housing Preservation 
• USDA Rental 
• Low Income Housing Tax Credit Rental 
• Foreclosure Rehabilitation  
• Financial Counseling 
• Construction Job Training 

 
Key Program Components: 
 

1. Strong, integrated relationship with the primary nonprofit partner  
2. Comprehensive funding and support system, including: 

o Loans 
o Investments & Grants 
o Creative In-Kind Services 

 
1. The Primary Nonprofit Partner Relationship 
 
“An institution has to devote itself to a long-term focused strategy without diluting 
resources,” said Matthew Parks, CRA Director at Discover Bank. To make a significant, 
lasting impact in their service area, Discover focused on increasing the number of units and 
types of products available to the public through the use of a primary nonprofit partner with 
simarily aligned goals and objectives.  
 
This focused approach allowed Discover to make significant progress on the CRHOP program 
with the resources available to them. “It is our feeling that we would not have been able to 
make a significant impact if we had chosen to dilute our resources among a variety of 
different programs and service providers,” said Parks. “We have found that providing 
significant support to a single provider with a focused program yields greater outcomes than 
providing smaller dollar support to a multitude of nonprofits with their own individual 
programs and often singular delivery methods.” 
 



   

The nonprofit partner, MHDC, has a mission that enables it to deliver a broad spectrum of 
affordable housing solutions to meet the vastly different needs of individuals, families and 
seniors with very low to moderate incomes in rural Delaware. “MHDC was the perfect 
partner because its mission enables it to provide multifamily rental, single family 
homeownership, transitional housing, property rehabilitation and virtually any affordable 
housing type,” said Parks. 
 
This alignment of objectives, coupled with an overlapping service area, made for an 
adventageous partnership, yielding significant increases in the number of units created, 
rehabed and managed by MHDC.  
 
The close relationship with MHDC allows Discover to identify new ways to increase resources 
and use them efficiently. Discover representation on the board of directors coupled with 
near-daily meetings to discuss program management, financial sustainability, new initiative 
development and market conditions enables Discover to identify and leverage opportunities 
which other organizational supporters may overlook.  
 
Discover’s approach does not disregard other housing providers, but rather provides 
connections between small providers with limited capacity to the experience of MHDC by 
providing technical assistance and partnership opportunities.  During the program tenure, 
all affordable housing providers in the area have received technical assistance from MHDC 
for projects such as securing cost-effective funding, construction of new apartments and 
creating tax credit investment partnerships (see Appenix I for a photo example).  
 
These opportunities enable small providers to leverage the resources and capacity of MHDC 
to further their own goals and objectives in a way that they would not be able to accomplish 
on their own. “We focused the majority of our efforts on a primary partner so that they 
could handle larger investments, take on more risk, and yield better results,” said Parks. 
“We were also aware that partnerships within the CRHOP program often yielded better 
results than what a small grant from Discover would have provided for other agencies.” 
 
 
2. Comprehensive Funding and Support System Elements 
 
Loans: $1,600,000 to date 
 
Discover has provided loans to MHDC that allow the nonprofit to increase its capacity and 
expand its operations. Examples of loans include:   
 
Headquarters Refinance: MHDC completed its HQ building in January 2005. The 12,000+ 
square-foot building, including a warehouse for materials and off-job-site construction, was 
originally financed at a variable rate with a sizeable annual principal payment. After paying 
down a significant portion of the original mortgage, Discover participated with a local bank 
for the refinancing of the building which provided MHDC with the flexibility of interest-only 
payments and a fixed rate of interest. The recognition of the significant equity allowed 
Discover the ability to significantly increase MHDC’s cash flow needed to acquire new land 
for affordable single family homes.  
 
Line of Credit: MHDC had maintained a prime rate $250,000 line of credit with a local 



   

bank. Given the significant increase in land prices of the past and now the attractive land 
purchase opportunities, the $250,000 line no longer provided MHDC the ability to quickly 
take advantage of land acquisition opportunities. Typically, attractive property acquisition 
opportunities require significant available funds to compete with cash offers. To provide 
MHDC with the necessary funds to provide competitive offers, Discover partnered with a 
local bank to provide a $500,000 line at a below-market interest rate, which provided MHDC 
with an overall below-market-rate line of credit.  
 
Land Refinance: MHDC purchased two parcels of land, one for the future development of 
single family housing and the other for a low-income senior rental housing project. In order 
to provide increased cash flow to MHDC and reduce interest carry costs, Discover agreed to 
provide a three year-single payment loan. Given the participation with another bank, 
Discover mitigated the risk of the single payment and provided MHDC with the ability to 
increase its short term cash flow.  
 
 
Investments: $12,207,000 to date 
 
Discover’s investment approach is to increase the capacity of the MHDC by developing new 
sustainable activities and by leveraging existing subsidies. Examples of investments include: 
  
Low Income Housing Tax Credit (LIHTC) Purchase: Discover agreed to invest $10 
million in a multi-investor LIHTC fund that was used to finance the construction of a new 
senior housing development. The $10 million represented approximately 3.7% of a $270 
million fund that was used to construct and rehabilitate low-income housing across the 
country. The bank’s agreement to invest in the fund included the negotiation of a better 
price per credit for MHDC for the development. This negotiation of the price did not affect 
Discover or the other investors’ return on investment in the fund; it simply reduced the fee-
based revenue of the syndicator of the credits. The increased price per credit provided a 
significant benefit to MHDC whereby the organization realized the maximum developer fee 
allowed, reduced the debt on the property and improved the property’s cash-flow.  
 
Equity Investment: Discover provided a $150,000 equity investment that enabled MHDC 
to purchase a for-profit property management company. The purchase of the company 
increased the number of units of CRHOP by over 2,000. The management of these units will 
allow MHDC to recognize opportunities for the preservation and rehabilitation of precious 
affordable rental units throughout the rural areas of Delaware and Maryland. This 
investment was also matched by a local foundation which allowed MHDC to purchase the 
company without any debt and ultimately preserved close to 100 jobs.  
 
Grants: Over the past 10 years, Discover has provided $2,057,000 in grants for the CRHOP 
program. These grants have provided and will continue to provide a multitude of benefits to 
MHDC. The grants have been used for many purposes including: the hiring of necessary 
talent including a dynamic Executive Director needed to carry out the mission of the 
organization; the purchase of equipment needed for increased construction capacity and 



   

efficiency; and a cash-flow buffer needed to comfortably purchase land for future 
development of USDA self-help single-family housing, transition housing units, multifamily 
development and rehabilitation of Discover REO properties. The use of grants to increase 
organizational capacity has enabled MHDC to become the only nonprofit general contractor 
in the State of Delaware, eliminating overhead costs for the development of properties. 
 
 
Creative In-Kind Technical Assistance: 
 
Discover’s employee support of the CRHOP program is a model for technical in-kind support 
needed for a successful affordable housing program. Discover’s CRA, Wholesale and Branch 
Banking teams have 30 people who review land acquisitions, review and recommend 
finance and deposit strategies, volunteer on construction sites, act as liaisons to other 
housing providers for partnerships, and serve on the board of directors. The following are 
examples of the Discover employee technical in-kind support for CRHOP:  
 
Finance Support: Members of the banking team have been instrumental in helping MHDC 
effectively use its cash flow and obtain additional low-cost funding sources.  
 
Discover’s recognition of opportunities to increase MHDC’s cash flow has been vital to 
CRHOP’s success. CRHOP has been able to operate without the support of the Delaware 
State Housing Authority’s Housing Development Fund (HDF) which provides forgivable loans 
up to $20,000 a unit to make single-family homes affordable to low income families. The 
HDF is used widely as a sole source of subsidy by developers of affordable single-family 
homes. Through Discover’s help, MHDC has been able to produce a significant number of 
single family homes without the utilization of this valuable tax payer funded resource. 
 
One key way Discover has provided financial support is through Foreclosed Property 
Redevelopment. Refer to Appendix 1 for a photo example in Harrington, Delaware. The 
home was completely rehabilitated. Most of the house components down to the outside stud 
walls were removed, including the electrical and plumbing systems. The home was re-sided, 
re-roofed and the old closed-in porch was demolished and rebuilt. Prior to remodeling, the 
inside of the home had two bedrooms and a large mudroom. MHDC designed new plans 
transforming the home into an efficient three-bedroom home with a new and larger 
bathroom.  
 
MHDC was pleased to turn around this home and find a suitable owner. A Department of 
Housing and Urban Development approved housing counseling agency identified a single 
mother who was a perfect candidate for ownership. Discover as well as MHDC recouped all 
their costs. This method of REO disposition made possible by Discover’s mortgage collection 
unit and accounting department provides affordable homeownership opportunities in place 
of rental properties managed by aggressive profit-motivated landlords.  
 
Construction Financing: One of the largest-impact contributions Discover has made to 
MHDC is assistance in obtaining construction financing for its self-help housing program. 



   

Discover’s banking team helped develop a pro forma of associated costs and determined it 
was more cost- and time-efficient for MHDC to self-finance the construction portion through 
a line of credit than to finance with the USDA. Discover helped MHDC obtain this funding 
through a partner financial institution (See Appendix I for a photo example of self-help 
housing provided through CRHOP).  
 
Nonprofit and For-profit Partnerships: The CRHOP program delivers support for other 
smaller nonprofits providing affordable housing and community development. Some 
examples include: 
 

Workforce Housing Coalition: A coalition in Sussex County, Delaware consisting of 
two school districts, a hospital and a large employer brought Discover into 
discussions regarding the creation of affordable housing for their workforce. Discover 
recognized the need to incorporate housing providers into the conversation and 
brought in MHDC. While a new development was deemed unfeasible, the CRHOP 
program developed and implemented strategies to educate employees about existing 
and planned affordable housing developments.  
 
Church Townhouse Project: Discover has been working with a local church to 
develop affordable housing on a parcel of land owned by the church. Several 
meetings have been held to determine the feasibility of the project due to wetlands 
surrounding the property. Discover, in collaboration with MHDC and an engineering 
firm, helped to review and complete a site plan. The connection enabled the project 
to qualify for funding from the Federal Home Loan Bank when the church wouldn’t 
score well enough for the funding without the partnership.  
 
Local Manufacturer: A local manufacturing company was forced to relocate its 
business due to the sale of its office space. To keep the business in its existing town 
and close to a moderate-income census tract, Discover contacted MHDC to retrofit 
the company’s newly leased building. The partnership helped the manufacturing 
company quickly move its operation and provided cash flow in the form of a fee-for-
service activity for MHDC.  

 
Nonprofit Developer Tax Credit Project: A tax credit project in the CRHOP 
program area was in danger of not closing because the syndicator was concerned 
about balance sheet limitations of a small volunteer-based nonprofit. Discover 
engaged MHDC and another syndicator in an effort to save the affordable units. The 
collaboration had a great resolution as the Delaware State Housing Authority agreed 
to allow for an exchange of credits to complete the deal. 

 
Small Nonprofit Housing Provider: A small nonprofit housing provider that funded 
home repair work for low-income homeowners and owned a low income housing tax 
credit project as well as some transitional rental units, approached Discover for a 
grant. Discover learned the organization was dangerously close to failing and 
immediately began discussions with the organization’s Board of Directors. Discover 
worked with the board and its creditors to transfer the organizations assets and debt 



   

to MHDC in order to preserve the housing units. Discover also engaged MHDC to 
manage the rental units. The organization was able to transfer the units to MHDC 
without any impact to the tenants.  

 
Contingency Site: Discover needed to find a location to serve as an alternate banking site 
as part of the bank’s business contingency plan. Discover had previously rented space in a 
shopping center but had concerns that the money was wasted in years when the space 
wasn’t needed. Discover has recently formed an agreement with MHDC to rent contingency 
space on their property, which is in a location suitable to Discover’s needs, so the lease 
payments ultimately benefit the CRHOP program. Discover is currently examining providing 
fiber optic or T1 service to MHDC so the connectivity will be available to Discover if they 
need to use the space; but for now, the funding and connectivity provide great resources to 
Discover’s partner rather than a commercial landlord. 
 
Marketing: Discover’s marketing team has contracted advertising space throughout 
Delaware to market its products, particularly CD or Money Market Accounts. Occasionally 
there are weeks Discover is unable to use the space efficiently. In those instances, Discover 
offers the space to MHDC to market CRHOP activities. See Appendix I for an example.  
 
Construction: Employees from all of Discover Bank’s teams have participated in 
construction days at MHDC. They have helped do such things as build walls, install 
insulation, paint trim, build a deck and do landscaping.  
 
Board Membership: Discover Bank’s CRA Director serves on the Board of Directors of 
MHDC and helps to oversee the fiscal management and strategic direction of the 
organization.  
 
Donor Relations: Discover has always maintained good relationships with other financial 
institutions and foundations that participate in charitable giving. Those relationships have 
enabled Discover to keep MHDC and the CRHOP program at the forefront of donor’s minds 
when they are doing work in southern Delaware.  
 
Government Relations: Discover made a connection between MHDC and a rural 
community in an effort to revitalize a dilapidated housing district with a significant number 
of abandoned properties. The town was originally unwilling to pursue significant tax or 
demolition liens but Discover has continued to foster the relationship with the community 
and has seen a growth in support of the initiative. 
 
 
Closing: 
 
Discover’s corporate values include doing the right thing, being innovative and respecting 
others. Discover believes money alone won’t solve the issues in the communities where its 
employees live and work. Sharing time and expertise are critical to finding innovative ways 
to conquer systemic problems. By focusing on affordable housing efforts, Discover 
employees are able to use their banking experience to have an impact in an area of great 
need.  



   

 
Discover believes it is important to know every aspect of affordable housing production and 
preservation in order to run a successful program, and most importantly all efforts and 
funding should be funneled through one effective nonprofit partner. Discover could not 
accomplish the service provided by the CRHOP program without its community partner, 
MHDC. Because Discover recognizes the value of this relationship they make themselves 
available to their partner at all times and for all issues.  
 
Together, Discover and MHDC will continue to increase availability of quality affordable 
housing to the citizens of southern Delaware and they encourage other financial institutions 
and nonprofit organizations to continue their efforts to provide affordable housing services 
to their own communities.  
 



   

 
Appendix I – Photos 

 
REO Redevelopment “Before”          REO Redevelopment “After” 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Self-Help Housing 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 



   

Tax Credit Investment  
Hurds Crossing  
 

 
 
24-unit family complex with rental assistance  
Acorn Acres  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Marketing Examples 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



   

Appendix II – Testimonials 
 
Transitional Housing 
 
Monica & her family rented a home in southern Delaware but the tap water caused skin 
irritation on her children and wastewater flooded the back yard. When she contacted the 
landlord he refused to do anything about it. Her family was preparing to move into a 
homeless shelter when a local social worker told her about MHDC. Shortly thereafter Monica 
moved into one of the transitional homes developed as part of the CRHOP program. From 
there she is repairing her credit so she may take advantage of one of CRHOP’s 
homeownership opportunities in the near future.  
 
Single-Family Housing 
 
Linda is a single mother of two children living on a fixed income. She rented for 10 years in 
southern Delaware and didn’t think she would ever own her own home until she met an 
MHDC employee at school. Unable to qualify for a traditional mortgage, she did qualify for a 
USDA loan and was able to purchase a single family home that was subsidized by CRHOP. 
The home is within her existing school district and her mortgage payment is equal to what 
she was previously paying in rent.  
 
Self-Help Housing 
 
Charlotte first lived in an apartment and later moved in with her mother to save money for 
the down payment on a home. She began her homeownership journey with another agency, 
not thinking she had the time or skill to participate in self-help housing which requires 
families to help build their homes. A friend who had previously participated in the program 
convinced her otherwise. When asked about the most valuable thing she learned, she 
replied “I can do the work, build my own home and be independent.”  
 
Housing Preservation 
 
Mary is a woman in her mid 70’s. She learned about housing rehab programs on a local 
news station but soon learned that the agencies did not do work in her area (rural southern 
Delaware). Not willing to give up, she inquired at the library and learned about MHDC who 
immediately scheduled a visit to her 300 sq. ft. home. Once there they discovered that the 
roof was covered in tarps, the flooring was mostly rotted and the heating system was an old 
inefficient coal system. The house was not fit for repairs, but rather required a complete 
rehab. MHDC completely rebuilt her home from the studs, replaced all major systems and 
added a second bedroom so her daughter could move in. The home is now Energy Star 
certified and up to code.  
 


