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In 1977, Congress enacted the Community Reinvestment Act1 (CRA) in an effort to expand access 
to credit and to encourage private capital to return to formerly redlined neighborhoods. CRA 
established that federally insured banks and thrifts have a “continuing and affirmative obligation” 
to meet the credit needs of the communities that they serve, including low- and moderate-income 
neighborhoods, consistent with safe and sound banking practices. Since its enactment, CRA has 
been subject to significant debate, reflecting differing ideological views of the role of government 
in overcoming market failures (Barr, 2005; Chakrabarti et al., 2009). Forty years after the law’s 
passage, the question of whether banks have an obligation to serve low-income communities—and 
what form that obligation should take—is no less salient. This symposium seeks to inform that 
debate by bringing together new research and commentaries on CRA in an effort to better under-
stand the impact of the law and to provide insights into how it could be improved to better serve 
the credit needs of low- and moderate-income communities.

Three themes emerge from the contributions in this symposium. The first is that CRA has a measur-
able impact on access to credit but that larger market forces often mute its effect. Bostic and Lee 
(2017) examine an important, underappreciated aspect of CRA—its role in expanding access to credit 
for small businesses. Analyzing data from nearly two decades of small business lending, they find that 
CRA increases access to small business loans but that the impact is influenced by macroeconomic 
market conditions and varies over time. Butcher and Munoz (2017) use newly accessible credit bu-
reau data to examine the impact of CRA on a broad set of consumer credit outcomes. They find that 
CRA leads to increased credit market activity, including increases in the total number of loans, the 
number of people covered by the credit bureau data, and the fraction of individuals with a valid risk 
score. Importantly, they find no effect of CRA on increased delinquencies or foreclosures, adding to 
a growing body of evidence that CRA did not play a role in the subprime crisis (Avery and Brevoort, 
2011; Canner and Bhutta, 2008; FCIC, 2011; Reid and Laderman, 2011; Reid et al., 2013).

Two other contributions to this symposium look at CRA’s impact from a different angle, asking, 
“what can we learn from CRA to inform future housing policy”? In their article, Quercia and Riley 
(2017) reflect on the lessons learned from an innovative effort to scale CRA mortgage lending using 

1 Pub. L. 95–128, 91 Stat. 1147, Title VIII.
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the secondary market: the Community Advantage Program (CAP) run by Self-Help. Building on 
their extensive research on the impacts of CAP, Quercia and Riley explore how policymakers can 
balance risk management with efforts to expand the scale of CRA lending to low-income families. 
In his commentary, Immergluck (2017) examines the strengths and weaknesses of CRA against 
those of another key piece of legislation designed to increase housing equity: the Affirmatively 
Furthering Fair Housing (AFFH) rules. His analysis reveals limitations in the AFFH regulatory 
structure, including the lack of consistency and specificity of the quantitative measures. It also 
highlights that, despite uneven implementation over the years, CRA’s approach to regulatory 
compliance has worked relatively well.

A second key theme in this symposium is the importance of public participation and advocacy in 
the implementation of CRA. The “stick” of CRA is relatively weak; ratings largely come into play 
only during mergers and acquisitions or branching activities, and most banks receive “satisfactory” 
or “outstanding” ratings (Avery, Courchane, and Zorn, 2009). As a result, the role of community-
based coalitions has been critical to holding banks accountable for their CRA activities. Casey, 
Farhat, and Cartwright (2017) provide empirical evidence for this important aspect of CRA, 
illustrating how community mobilization in St. Louis, Missouri, was associated with positive lend-
ing outcomes in CRA-eligible tracts. However, the pieces by Bull (2017) and Silver (2017) point 
out critical challenges to the public accountability aspects of CRA. Bull highlights how the data 
collected as part of a CRA exam are often hard to access, and the reporting of CRA activities is at a 
geographic scale that does not allow for community development corporations to engage effectively 
with local banks about the credit needs in their communities. In his commentary, Silver shines 
light on the regulators and the processes by which public comments are considered as part of CRA 
exams and bank merger applications, and he offers tangible suggestions for how these processes 
could be strengthened.

The third theme relates to the question of how CRA could be improved, particularly given the 
changes in the banking sector that make parts of CRA seem anachronistic. Gaughan (2017) 
looks specifically at the rise of financial technology (FinTech) companies. He argues that FinTech 
provides an opportunity to broaden CRA coverage and leverage technological innovation to more 
equitably distribute CRA investments to the communities most in need. Yezer (2017) takes a differ-
ent view, suggesting that the changes in banking have made CRA obsolete. He argues that, over the 
years, political interests have held sway over economic analysis in the development of housing and 
mortgage market policy, to the detriment of households and neighborhoods. Willis (2017) asks one 
of the most enduring questions confronting CRA: how do we actually know if a bank has done an 
adequate job of meeting the credit needs of the community it serves? He proposes that examiners 
develop new metrics that account for local housing market conditions and provides one example 
of how such a metric could work in New York City.

Given the continuing disparities in access to credit and the importance of credit for economic 
mobility, the goal of CRA is as critical and relevant today as it was 40 years ago. The contributions 
in this symposium provide welcome additions to the interdisciplinary literature on CRA and will 
hopefully help to inform ongoing policy efforts to expand access to opportunity for low- and 
moderate-income households.
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