FHFA questions re: Improving Language Access in Mortgage Lending and Servicing

A1:
The originators of loans that our center works with usually do not have translators for our LEP clients, so our center provides translation services to our clients to assist them in understanding the documents. To improve the understanding for LEP borrowers, originators can either provide translation services through multi-lingual representatives, or provide translations directly on the documents for LEP customers.

A2:

Mortgage Industry participants can assist to facilitate transactions with LEP borrowers by providing translated documentation. Our center’s home counselors perform the role of translating, but this can be tedious and time consuming when it comes to filling our documents and explaining terms. Although smaller banks with mortgage programs that target certain demographic groups (ex: Hanmi bank targets Korean population) sometimes provide translation services, most of the established banks and agents do not. To improve this situation, banks can work with our home counselors to ascertain which documents are most in need of translations to improve the understanding of the borrower.    

A3:

At our center, LEP borrowers/clients are usually determined before they take our homeownership classes due to the fact that our clients can choose to take English or Korean classes. Further, in-take forms usually reveal the level of English proficiency when erroneous or unrelated information is provided to a particular question.

A4:

In our experience, translated documents would be helpful for clients to understand terms and conditions, but are not provided by originators/banks. “On-the-spot” translation services are provided by our center, but we do not have the capacity nor legal authority to translate copyrighted or confidential documents/forms that are provided to borrowers by banks. Banks and lenders should have their own translated forms to avoid misunderstanding and misinterpretation by third-parties. These translated documents could either be provided by bank agents, or given to home counselors by the banks to be more efficient and save time with the borrower/clients.
A5:

Aside from Spanish, most originators and services do not use bilingual staff or translations to assist LEP, thus organizations like ours usually do the heavy lifting when it comes to translation. Forms and terms should be translated and given to borrowers at initial meetings so both parties have a clear understanding of the important language.

B1:
The most significant barriers LEP individuals have in the mortgage lending process are uncertainty and misunderstanding of the terms of contracts and forms. Our clients go through the following general process:
a) Homeownership class (learn about basics and terms of pre-purchasing a home)

b) Attend counseling sessions – one-on-one sessions to analyze needs, budget, and programs 

c) Introduction to our lenders (clients have option to find their own lenders)

d) Scheduling one-on-one meetings with lenders to ascertain qualification
During this process, borrowers are educated on documents required by lenders; however the conversation between a lender/borrower often contains terms that were not anticipated, or are very technical and difficult for borrower to fully comprehend without someone to translate. This is when one of our staff will come in to assist in translating.

B2:

LEP borrowers should have access to documents that contain both English/native languages. The pre-purchasing process is already a daunting one, and most English speakers experience misunderstanding and confusion. This process can be more difficult for LEP borrowers if they cannot fully understand the forms and documentation.

B3:

Outreach programs (ex: free classes) offered by lending institutions would be helpful for borrowers to better grasp and understand terms and forms. Further, LEP borrowers with questions could directly ask lenders and receive immediate responses. 

C1:

FHFA should invest in translating documents/forms as well as providing publications to LEP borrowers. These two programs would at the very least equip LEP borrowers with the basic information required to understanding the forms/agreements that will legally bind the lenders and borrowers. Providing these programs online would also be more efficient to save time/cost.

C2:

See C1

C3:

See C1

C4:

Aside from the programs in C1, participants in the mortgage industry can consider hiring bilingual speakers to service their LEP customers.

C5:

The languages that should be considered will vary based upon the region/population, but generally in Los Angeles the following languages are most prevalent: Spanish, Chinese, Tagalong, Korean, Armenian, Vietnamese, Farsi, Japanese, and Russian. A majority of our clients would benefit from Korean translation.
C6:

Most LEP clients already have basic banking ability and are experienced using checks and credit cards, so a clearinghouse would not benefit our center’s clients. However, institutions that are in a heavily-populated demographic area can consider this option.

C7:

Every major institution should emphasize language translation services for its borrowers since the population of home ownership among minorities is growing. Banks and lending services should want to pursue the growing clientele since it will benefit their own institutions. Borrowers can be informed through media, information provided to current bank customers that are deemed eligible, and commercials (TV/radio).
C8:

Lending institutions that are willing to invest in providing these kinds of services should conduct their own research on this issue. If it is cost-efficient, then they should fund programs that their own institutions provide.

C9:

FHFA could possible provide a call-center or email service for LEP borrowers to contact and receive answers to individual questions. This would be a short-term solution, but if beneficial to both borrower/lender, could become part of an institution’s banking services. 
D1:

Our organization tracks the English ability of our clients and places them into one of two groups- LEP or English Speaker. We use this information when contacting client to ensure client can understand information. We gather and record this information on our intake sheets as well as online HCO program. Other than the HCO website, we do not share this information, and have not had any legal issues.

D2:

If it is beneficial to a borrower and will assist a lender to obtain a new customer, it would be very useful to collect language date at the initial meeting/intake. Utilizing this data by providing appropriate language-speaking agents would foster a) trust and comfort from the borrower, and b) avoid misunderstanding regarding the terms of a mortgage. 
D3:

The technological ability of an institution to utilize language preference data should be examined by lending institutions that are interested in providing this service for its borrowers and future loan-buyers. 

D4:

As with most questions regarding demographic information, it is at the option of the client to provide this information. A decision to accept or deny a client based on any particular demographic reply (i.e.: race, gender, age, language) is not legal and could be considered a violation of Constitutional rights. The client should be made aware that any demographic information provided is for informational purposes to better serve future clients.

D5:

Collecting language preference could be accomplished by inserting an additional question in the sections where regular demographic information is collected. This should be on the initial intake form. 

D6:

In our center’s experience, LEP clients are not uncomfortable in letting us know that they have limited English abilities. Rather, they want us to know this so that we can provide services in their native language. However, if LEP clients are uncomfortable in providing this information, then it should be given as an option to answer.
D7:

The version provided seems to address the majority of languages spoken.  Suggestion: the following language may be more effective:

By law, your answers will NOT affect your mortgage application. If you are unable to understand documents or communications in English and require translation, assistance may be provided when possible. You are encouraged to bring your own translator before signing any agreements.  Sign documents/agreements only when you understand the provided terms. 

D8:

Possibly working with the organizations that have initial- client contact in order to prepare LEP borrowers and possibly provide grants or funding to have these organizations assist in the process may be beneficial long-term programs.

D9:

See D8

D10:

See D8. Potential costs in time could be analyzed and possibly compensated in cases where borrowers are pre-qualified and close to closing.

D11:

 Sites that offer information in various languages could assist borrowers in understanding the requirements and mortgage-lending process. A better-informed borrower/applicant could assist in a more effective meeting and application process with lenders.

D12:

Health Care industries and Insurance Companies almost all provide information in preferred languages, and often have customer-care agents that can speak a 2nd language. This model could assist LEP borrowers in the mortgage industry.

E1:

Research can be done in the legal considerations of the questions that are asked on forms from the census bureau and if possible, modified and adopted by lending institutions regarding collecting preferred languages. 

E2:

Mitigation of the risks for collection of preferred language information could be addressed with informing borrowers that providing information is at their option, and will not be a requirement for the process of an application. If providing this information is mandatory, it can lead to potential liability. 

E3:

(Consider questions/issues that arise when people question providing race or income on forms) 
