Driven To Succeed
Auto lending requires regular tune-ups to stay on track.
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Editor's note: The following first appeared in the August 2008 issue of Credit Union Management.

Americans have a complicated relationship with their cars. For some, they are a transportation appliance to be purchased, maintained and stored in the garage. For others, they are an extension of their identity, a prized possession. Some people hang on to their cars until they fall apart, while others trade them in regularly for the latest model.

And so it is with credit unions and auto loans. For some, vehicle loans remain, if not their bread-and-butter business, at least a reliable staple. For others, auto lending serves a variety of purposes, from reliable revenue production to a path to mine new markets. And just as car owners are monitoring their mileage today, CUs are keeping a close eye on auto loan penetration and performance. 

At Miami Firefighters Federal Credit Union, for example, CUES member and CEO Grant Sheehan knows the $72 million credit union has 1,009 auto loans on the books and 5,487 members, for 18.39 percent penetration. "We figure we have 2,100 family units, so 48 percent of our families have an auto loan with us," Sheehan notes. "But we have a long way to grow if you consider that every family has at least two cars." 

With its closed field of membership, Miami Firefighters FCU depends largely on word of mouth to market its personal approach to auto lending with loan officers authorized to meet or beat other lenders' payments (within established limits), using such options as a lease look-alike program. 

"Firefighters live together for 24 hours a day when they're on the job. When something's good, news travels fast. So we aim to provide a positive experience because if something's bad, they'll hear about it even faster," Sheehan says. 

The lease look-alike program finances 50 percent of the car's value as a way to design affordable payments; members have the option to turn in the car when the loan balloons or refinance the remaining balance. Miami Firefighters FCU also awards members with $200 or 10,000 points on its Visa rewards program for refinancing their auto loans from other lenders. And the CU's Auto Seekers service, offering to find the car of members' dreams through new car dealerships or used car auctions, is becoming increasingly popular.

