
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Equity Trust Loan Fund: 
A Vehicle for Responsible Investment 

 

If change is to come, then, it will have to come from 
the outside. It will have to come from the margins. 
         - Wendell Berry  
 
 
Before starting the Equity Trust Fund, founder Chuck Matthei spent years 
seeding and cultivating a number of experimental loan funds that could 
provide financing for community development projects.  He took the lead in 
bringing together an assortment of these loan funds to form a national 
association, the Opportunity Finance Network, which now provides support 
for the billions of dollars in assets of Community Development Financial 
Institutions and other organizations investing in low-wealth communities.  
In 1991, wanting to create a loan fund that would return to the roots of 
this innovation, Chuck formed the Equity Trust Fund. Rather than establish 
another fund that would help finance typical community development, 
Chuck wished to create a mechanism to support the work of grassroots 
groups trying out new ideas and pioneering creative models.  Chuck 
wanted to nourish new possibilities—particularly relating to the control, 
use, and stewardship of property.  
 
But where do you find the people and projects that can open up these new 
possibilities? They are certainly not to be found within the status quo. They 
are to be found, as Wendell Berry says, on the margins.  
 
The Equity Trust Fund has succeeded in finding and supporting many such 
people and projects—from Maine to California, from Georgia to the Mexican 
border.  Since 1991, Equity Trust has helped hundreds of groups to protect 
small farms, create affordable housing, secure low-income access to 
quality food, obtain critical financing, and reinvest capital responsibly. 



Representative Projects Funded by the 
Equity Trust Loan Fund 
 
PIE RANCH San Mateo County, CA We provided a land acquisition 
loan to a nonprofit farm, Pie Ranch, for the purchase and 
permanent protection of their land. Pie Ranch combines farming 
and education to advance its mission to “inspire and connect rural 
and urban people to know the source of their food, and work 
together to bring greater health to the food system from seed to 
table.”  The farm produces fruits, vegetables, wheat, eggs, milk, 
and butter that it sells to farmers markets, local bakeries and 
community members. It offers educational programs on the farm 
for urban youth, and provides full-year internships for learning 
about sustainable agriculture, and food justice. 
 

THREE SPRINGS COMMUNITY Northfork, CA The Equity Trust Fund 
provided a construction loan to Three Springs Community to improve their two 
community houses.  At Three Springs, community members live together, sharing 
resources and stewarding the land including a two-acre garden, where they grow flowers 
and native plants that are sold at farmers markets and to local restaurants. Over the 
years, Three Springs has hosted many visitors, including Willing Workers on Organic 
Farms volunteers, who experience community living and learn about gardening. 
 

WOODLAND COMMUNITY LAND TRUST  Clairfield, TN A remote coal-mining valley in 
the Cumberland Mountains of northeast Tennessee, where four 
major corporations leasing to strip-mining companies own 
the majority of the valley’s land. Lack of community access to 
land has eroded the slim economic base, and residents are 
forced to move away in search of housing and jobs. Over thirty 
years, plot by plot, the CLT has acquired 400 acres of land. 
The CLT struggles to buy and hold land so the community can 

have space for homes, childcare, schools, clinics and small-scale farming. With a low-
interest loan from us, Woodland purchased a building for sewing and craft lessons to 
create more opportunities for local people to earn income.  
 
JUST FOOD N.Y.C. Just Food helps community gardeners 
market what they are growing, and they bring together 
farmers and urban families to organize Community Supported 
Agriculture projects (CSAs).  Equity Trust has been able to 
provide Just Food with a low-interest loan, enabling them to 
increase their capacity.  Just Food now works with 33 New 
York City CSAs that they have helped to set up. 
 
CENTRO DEL OBRERO El Paso, TX Centro del Obrero provides 
services, advocacy, and economic opportunities for the low-income Hispanic residents of 
south-central El Paso.  Their loan from Equity Trust enabled them to purchase a 
warehouse that now houses an ambitious range of programs providing jobs for 
immigrant workers, including a crafts collective and a trading company that imports the 
products of Mexican artisans.  



 
TRYON LIFE COMMUNITY FARM Portland, OR TLC Farm teaches people of all ages 
about food systems, natural building techniques, native habitat restoration, organic 

agriculture and permaculture.  One of the few plots of urban 
farmland in the city, the farm provides an opportunity for 
experiential education about sustainable living and farming.  When 
threatened with having the land sold for a subdivision, TLC needed 
to purchase and permanently protect the property. We were one of 
several sources of financing for the purchase.  

 
SAPELO ISLAND CULTURAL & REVITALIZATION SOCIETY Sapelo Island, GA SICARS used 
its loan to construct a community center and is also working to secure land as part of an 
effort to preserve itself as one of the last intact Gullah communities of the Georgia Sea 
Islands. 
  
NEWTOWN FLORIST CLUB Gainesville, GA Newtown Florist 
Club, a group of women in a low-income African American 
neighborhood in Gainesville has created a community land 
trust, is purchasing land, building affordable housing, and 
hoping to eventually move their whole community away from 
its current location where the soil, air, and water are 
contaminated by surrounding industry. During the building of two new land trust homes, 
Newtown needed bridge financing. Our loan provided this financing. 

 
H.O.M.E., INC. Orland, ME This community-based nonprofit, providing 
housing, jobs, and education to the rural poor in Maine used the money 
to acquire another home for its program that, house by house and family 
by family has grown over the last twenty years to include 41 houses and 

67 families.  
 

COMMON GROUND FARM Dutchess County, NY Dedicated to 
preserving the art of traditional, organic farming, Common 
Ground Farm is committed to fostering community involvement in 
the process of growing and harvesting food. We’ve made the farm 
several loans over the years, enabling them to purchase better 
equipment and increase their growing capacity. The farm now provides just-picked 
vegetables, fruits, herbs, and flowers for 160 local families. 
 

HONDURAS COMMUNITY SUPPORT CORPORATION Altos de La 
Paz, Honduras This remote community in Honduras wished to 
harvest forest products on a sustainable, legal basis but had no 
way to pay for the preparation and approval of a forest 
management plan. Their loan made it possible to harvest forest 
products that will help their community economically, without 
negative environmental impact.  

      
WINDBORNE FARM Ft. Jones, CA Windborne CSA provides grain, 
beans, edible seeds, and cheese to 100 families. The crops--oats, 
wheat, popcorn, sesame seeds and peanuts to name a few--are 
cultivated with a team of Fjord draft horses using biodynamic 
methods. Our loan provided funds for the startup costs.  

 



 

E q u i t y  T r u s t  F u n d  
Balanc e S h e e t  

as of  Ja n ua ry  1 ,  2 0 1 4  
 

Cash:         $729,823 
Notes Receivable:    $2,067,713 
Loan Loss Reserve:     ($110,531) 
Total Assets:  $2,687,005 
 
Notes Payable:    $2,323,446 
 
Total Net Assets:     $363,560 
 

Cu m u lativ e  Activ i t y  

1991—2013 
Number of loans from investors:    135 
Total amount loaned:  $4,180,180 
 
Number of projects financed:       96 
Total amount borrowed:  $5,499,506 

SOUTHSIDE COMMUNITY LAND TRUST Providence, RI SCLT used their loan to 
purchase equipment for their farm program which offers immigrant families the 
opportunity to start organic agricultural businesses. SCLT also has environmental 
education programs for inner-city kids, and fourteen community gardens serving over 
200 low-income families.  
 

Here’s How It Works 
 

The Equity Trust Fund accepts loans and gifts 
from socially- and environmentally-conscious 
lenders.  These funds are pooled together and 
used to make loans throughout the United States 
to so-called high-risk borrowers—low-income, 
grassroots groups in need of capital to get their 
projects off the ground.  There are at present more 
than 80 lenders who together have loaned over 
two-and-a-half million dollars to the fund.  In 
addition, 15% of the Equity Trust Fund is capital 

that permanently belongs to the 
Fund.  We currently have 30 
borrowers with original loans 
ranging in size from $6,500 to 
$288,800.  Overall, every dollar 
loaned to the Fund has enabled 
almost $1.50 in community-
building project funding.  
  
Because of the substantial equity gifts received by the Equity Trust Fund, lenders 
can feel confident about their participation.  Any losses to the Fund on project 
loans would be covered first by borrower collateral, second by the Fund’s loan 
loss reserves, and third by the Fund’s other equity.  In the unlikely event that all 
of these together were insufficient, losses would be shared proportionately by all 

lenders.  However, not only have the 
Equity Trust Fund’s lenders never 
been asked to take a loss, but the 
“high-risk” borrowers chosen by 
Equity Trust have yielded an almost 
nonexistent default rate of less than 
one-third of one percent!  Our 
borrowers—farmers, community land 
trusts, human services nonprofits, 
craft collectives, and affordable 
housing organizations—pay back 
their loans in full.  
 



The Equity Trust Loan Fund Committee 
 
The Loan Fund Committee members review and approve each loan. Together, the 
members bring many years of experience in community development and conventional 
finance, related legal and professional skills, and the knowledge of grassroots 
practitioners.  The current members are: 
 
David Abromowitz is a lawyer at Goulston & Storrs in Boston, whose focus is on 
public/private financing and development transactions, affordable housing, economic 
development and Section 42 tax credit matters, assisted living and senior housing, and 
strategic advice for businesses, including non-profits. David conducts a broad national 
practice, representing for-profit, non-profit and governmental organizations, and is 
nationally known for his expertise in many areas of affordable housing and economic 
development. 
 
Rachana Crowley, Project Manager at The Community Builders, is responsible for all 
aspects of development, including land negotiation, securing public financing, preparing 
budgets and proformas, obtaining public approvals, selection of vendors and contract 
negotiations, financial closing, overseeing construction progress, managing requisitions, 
and transitioning the project to management. She is currently responsible for the third 
phase of a HOPE VI project in Hartford, CT consisting of 58 condominium units, both 
affordable and market rate, and development of a 50-unit Section 202 elderly project in 
Franklin, MA. She  serves on the board of directors of Valley Community Development 
Corporation. 
 
Mary O'Hara has 20 years experience in the field of community development lending 
and community reinvestment, and has served in leadership positions at the 
Massachusetts Urban Reinvestment Advisory Group, Boston Community Capital, and the 
Institute for Community Economics. Her community lending expertise includes loan fund 
start-up, underwriting, designing "work outs" for troubled loans, fund management, and 
general technical assistance to community development financial institutions. 
 
Jim Oldham, Equity Trust’s Executive Director since January 2010, has worked for 
social and environmental justice nationally and internationally for close to twenty years. 
Prior to joining Equity Trust, Jim founded and directed Las Lianas Resource Center, a bi-
national US/Ecuadorian non-profit organization that partners with indigenous peoples for 
collective rights, environmental protection, sustainable development, and cultural 
autonomy. 
 
Matt Schwartz has worked in the development, planning and financing of affordable 
housing for more than 14 years in both the private and public sectors. As a private 
nonprofit developer in Silicon Valley, he was responsible for the development and 
financing of nearly 1,000 units of affordable rental housing. In local government, he 
worked closely with the California Housing Partnership Corporation and its clients in 
preserving more than 750 units of Section 8 housing while also having primary 
responsibility for planning and financing hundreds of units of new affordable housing 
development. Now the Executive Director of the California Housing Partnership 
Corporation, he assists nonprofit and government organizations to create, maintain, and 
preserve affordable housing.  
 



 

We Work Closely With Our Borrowers  
 

In addition to financial help, Equity Trust is able to provide our 
borrowers with technical assistance as needed.  Our experience 
has taught us that when given both of these tools, small 
community-driven groups can grow into powerful vehicles for 
social and environmental justice.  
 

 

Our Work Is Grounded In Our Values 
 

We believe that poverty is not simply a lack of income 
but, more fundamentally, the result of market forces and 
patterns of absentee ownership that drain assets and 
earnings out of low-income communities.  In fact, 
although we are often unaware of it, low-income 
communities generate significant earnings, and are rich in 
ideas, skills, and other non-monetary resources.  Gaining 

community ownership over resources that are vital to the people who live there 
(like land, food, and housing) is critical to breaking the cycle of poverty.  While 
absentee ownership drains assets and earnings out of an area, community 
ownership retains those assets and earnings.  When a community's human 
resources and capital can be retained, built upon, and recycled locally, suddenly 
the strength of the community's capacity becomes clear, and sustainable change 
becomes possible.  
 

The Equity Trust Fund helps communities gain ownership interests in the food, 
land, and housing they use. We work with people to make economic changes that 
balance the needs of individuals with the needs of the community, the earth, and 
future generations.  
 
Any individual or institution may participate in the Fund by making a loan, land 
gift, or capital contribution.  By making changes in their own economic lives, 
Equity Trust participants provide critical assistance to those who are excluded 
from conventional markets. Moreover, their commitment gives practical form to 
basic philosophical principles.  
 
  
 

 
 
 
 

    LOANS BY TY P E     BO R R O WER  BY T Y P E      ACTIVI TY IN T HE U.S.   
                         Dark Green =Activity      

Acquisition
70%

Capital 
Improvements

7%

Refinancing
5%

Pre-
developmnt

4%Operating 
Capital
14%

        
Agriculture
51%

Housing
17%

Conservation
4%

Employment
6%

Service
22%

        

 



We invite you to join us in providing  
low-interest loans in support of 
environmental preservation, economic 
justice, and sustainable community 
development. 
 
 

LOANS…made on flexible terms set by you, the lender.  You choose the amount, 
time, rate, and repayment schedule, within parameters set by the Fund, and you 
may even indicate preferences regarding the use of your funds.  If you would like 
to make a loan, you can read our Terms for Lenders and send us a Loan Offer or 
call our office for more information.  A member of the staff will discuss options 
with you and answer any questions that you may have.  
 

LAND GIFTS…of present or future interests in real estate of any kind.  We'll 
arrange for local stewardship to maintain the property for appropriate charitable 
or conservation purposes.  If that is not possible, the equity will be used to 
achieve similar goals in your own or other communities.  If you are interested in 
making gift of land, please call our office to discuss your idea with a staff person 
here.  
 

CAPITAL CONTRIBUTIONS…your donation will increase the Equity Trust 
Fund's capacity to make low-interest loans to groups working across the country. 
Capital contributions, made payable to “The Equity Trust Fund” can be mailed to:  
 

Equity Trust, Inc.  
P.O. Box 746  
Amherst, MA 01004  
 

Or call our office to discuss payment options. (413) 256-6161 
 

EQUITY PLEDGES…promising to donate upon sale a designated percentage of 
any "social appreciation" in your property value.  You choose the percentage, 
from 1 to 100%.  The pledge itself is an important statement, but no contribution 
is required until the property is sold.  The gift comes from the increase in value 
above the amount of your own investment in the property.  If you are interested 
in making an equity pledge, please call, write, or email, and we will send you a 
packet of information and discuss your questions about this program. 
 
Our main office number is (413) 256-6161.  Please feel free to call.  We 
really enjoy sharing the work of the Equity Trust Fund.  
 
The Equity Trust Fund is a program of the Equity Trust, Inc., a nonprofit organization 
qualified under IRC Section 501(c)(3).  Equity Trust, Inc. also provides technical 
assistance and training, conducts a variety of educational programs, and consults on 
related issues of institutional and public policy.  



What Our Borrowers Have to Say 
 
"We possessed the vision but, through many years of community organizing, 
there was a need for professional counsel and support.  Equity Trust and our 
legal advisors have aided us tremendously.  Equity Trust, as consultant, has 
helped us to make positive decisions and have provided a loan for the successful 
construction of a community center.  The willingness of Equity Trust to help 
finance the purchase of this land provides a source of confidence for us.  Our 
mission of cultural preservation, land retention and economic development is 
beginning to seem more of a reality.  God Bless!" 
 -Carolyn Dowse  
   Executive Director, SICARS—Sapelo Island, GA  
 
"Southside Community Land Trust has worked with The Equity Trust since our 
formation in 1981 in creating a model land trust to serve urban areas.  Since that 
time, we have depended on The Equity Trust for assistance in every aspect of our 
growth.  We have benefited from their sage advice, we have utilized their 
facilities for organizational retreats, we have financed the purchase of properties 
through their loan program, and we have been the recipient of grants needed to 
better fulfill our mission.  While we have certainly enjoyed the monetary aspects 
of our relationship with the Equity Trust, it is the concern, wisdom, and moral 
support we have received that we most value." 
 -Jane Jellison  
   Southside Community Land Trust—Providence, RI 
 

What Our Lenders Have to Say 
 

"I want my savings shared to support the capital needs of community supported 
agriculture projects and low income cooperative housing, rather than to finance 
profit-making opportunities for banks and mainstream corporations." 
-Karl Meyer, Equity Trust Fund Lender—Nashville, TN 
 

"While land is becoming more and more expensive and the gap between the 
financially wealthy and everyone else is growing, it feels great to be supporting 
the work of Equity Trust.  Their commitment to values of equality and justice 
really comes through in their creative land tenure work.  Knowing that through 
long term lending to Equity Trust, I'm supporting dedicated farmers to stay on 
their land and contribute to a more just food system is particularly exciting to me." 
-Leslie Goldstein, Equity Trust Fund Lender—Pelham, MA 
 

"I love the idea of helping to make local ownership a barrier against gentrification 
and 'redevelopment.'  Too often people and projects that have worked so hard to 
make fragile neighborhoods better are forced out just when areas are coming 
back to life.  If I can help keep speculative land-ownership from preying on 
vulnerable communities, I'm thrilled to be a part of that!"  
-Bruce Triggs, Equity Trust Fund Lender—Vancouver, BC  


