
Chrystel Cornelius is the Executive Director of First Nations Oweesta Corporation (Oweesta). Incorporated 
in 1999, Oweesta is the sole National Intermediary Lender for Native CDFIs in the nation. Oweesta’s mission 
is to provide opportunities for Native people and communities to develop assets and create wealth by assisting 
in the establishment of sustainable, permanent institutions and programs.  Oweesta provides training, technical 
assistance, investments, research and advocacy to help communities develop an integrated range of asset-
building products and services including financial education and financial products.   
 
Chrystel Cornelius is of Native American decent from the Turtle Mountain Band of Chippewa Indians, 
located in North Dakota, and is also a member of the Oneida Nation of Wisconsin.  She has over 18 years of 
rural economic development experience, and has been an advocate throughout her professional career in 
promoting and facilitating political, economic, and social justice.  
 
Chrystel’s life experiences itself have represented and fostered the desire and social duty to advocate for 
equality for all underserved communities, particularly for Native Americans.  Having been raised within the 
reservation, her family was highly involved in local, statewide and National policy efforts. With her 
grandmother being the first elected Chairwoman in the history of the Tribe, a supporting member of the early 
American Indian Movement (AIM), as well as the founder of the Pembina Treaty Committee (which was 
responsible for one of the first and largest lawsuits filed against the US government for land claim abuse), 
Chrystel’s life has been immersed in attaining political and social justice. 
 
Her beginnings of her career path and rural development experience came out of pure necessity, and has led 
her on a path of ever striving for and fostering economic opportunity and justice. As a tribal college student 
with three children, she resided in a tribal housing complex, Turtleville, which encompassed over 80 homes 
and had an extreme black mold infestation. As the problem progressed, despite the Tribal Housing 
Authority’s efforts at remediation, she and her children became extremely ill. The other families living within 
the complex were also experiencing the same ill effects, and often at a more detrimental level, with young 
children and elders having to be hospitalized with respiratory issues due to the mold exposure. As no other 
housing was available within the reservation to relocate, and the Tribe having no resources to build new 
housing, the situation became dire. As the realization set in that nothing could or would be done, and her 
family and community were to remain in deplorable and contaminated conditions, Chrystel began a housing 
campaign. She started collecting personal testimonies of each resident in relation to their health issues, as well 
attaining their medical records from the Indian Health Service (IHS) to validate the claims. She then worked 
with a local professor at the tribal college’s business department and developed a proposal for assistance and 
action plan to rectify the housing crisis. On her own accord, after 9 months of gathering information and 
testimony, she presented the plan to the Tribal Council and traveled to the State Capital and met with Senate 
and House Representative’s, as well as the Governor’s Office- and stated her plea. Due to her persistence and 
perseverance, her efforts were rewarded. She was appointed a direct liaison between the Tribe and 
Governor’s office in implementing the action plan as presented. Within a year, Turtleville was demolished, 
and through a partnership formed with Walking Shield Inc. (a nonprofit that privately contracts with the 
Federal government to procure abandoned U.S. Air Force housing units) new homes were afforded to each 
and every former Turtleville resident and their family. 
 
As a result of her work, the Tribe offered her a position in the Tribal Planning Office as a Project 
Coordinator. Within a year she was promoted as a Tribal Planner and spent the next six years working in that 
capacity. Through her tenure in the Planning Office, and with the assistance and guidance of the Senior 
Tribal Planner, their office was responsible for procuring over $40 million in grants, infrastructure projects, 
and new tribal business development ventures. Due to the severe and diverse needs of the Tribe, this position 
afforded Chrystel a vast knowledge and initial crash course in economic development strategies and activities.  
A brief synopsis of her experience while a Planner includes facilitating and generating funding for a 
community nursing home for tribal elders, whose closest location in the area nursing home was over 50 miles 
away.  She has also assisted in the development of renewal energy wind farms projects, new market tax 
programs in conjunction with the Housing Authority which has rehabilitated over 500 tribal housing units, 



and assisted tribal business attain 8a certification and competitively bid for government contracts. Through 
her years as a Tribal Planner in assisting as well as directly facilitating various community infrastructure and 
economic development activities on behalf of the Tribe, the vast void of private sector and individual 
entrepreneurship opportunities was a stark reality. Having the opportunity to work within the field and 
becoming introduced to the CDFI program, she knew this was the answer for her community. 
 
She began working with the Tribe, and with their consent, she began the first non-profit on her reservation in 
the form of the Turtle Mountain CDFI in 2005.  As the founding Executive Director, the organization was 
responsible for providing the first financial education courses ever offered within the community, as well as 
entrepreneurial business courses, and fair and responsible lending products. The organization and the Turtle 
Mountain community has flourished as a result in providing numerous loans for new business creation as well 
as assisting hundreds of tribal members with credit repair services and lending products.  
 
In 2011, Chrystel was offered the opportunity to work with Oweesta as the Director of Lending, Contracts, 
and Quality Control. Having the opportunity to work on a national level with and on behalf of Native CDFIs 
has been an invaluable experience and afforded Chrystel the opportunity to share her experience and 
knowledge with her industry, but more importantly to also learn from her Native CDFI peers in their unique 
successes and challenges in operating a CDFI within rural communities across the United States. 
 
Chrystel Cornelius was appointed as the Executive Director of Oweesta in 2013. During this time she has 
worked on behalf of the Native CDFI industry in providing over $2,000,000 in loan capital to local Native 
CDFIs to expand their capital base, advocated on a National level for policy measures in support of the 
CDFI field, as well the upholding the unwavering commitment to provide the highest quality technical 
assistance and training to their national target market.  Under her direction, Oweesta has also begun a data 
collection initiative on behalf of the Native CDFI industry in the forms of three new publications in addition 
to a specialized data tracking system designed specifically for Native and rural communities (of which data 
has never been complied on behalf of the Native CDFI Industry): 

o Snapshot 2012:  Native CDFIs and the Capital Access Challenge 
o Snapshot 2014:  Financial Education and Asset-Building Programs Serving Native Communities 
o Snapshot 2016: The Power of Partnerships 
o Opportunity Through Impact Systems (OTIS) platform 

 
Chrystel’s diversity in working within rural communities and understanding the unique challenges that are 
faced in promoting and facilitating a healthy and diverse local economy are founded on true practitioner 
experience. Constantly learning from both successes and failures, this experience has been invaluable to the 
constant learning curve of new and innovative strategies to stimulate rural economics and communities. It’s 
clear her career path could be summed up in three words – social justice advocate.  From working with 
individual entrepreneurs, providing consumer based financial education and financial support, advocating for 
better housing and planning various infrastructure projects, she is able to pull together this vast working 
knowledge and help small rural CDFIs build their communities.  Chrystel is dedicated to the CDFI field and 
working for those with a lessor voice.  She continually brings new innovative ideas to the field and is regarded 
as one of the top CDFI representatives in Native communities.  Chrystel’s voice on the OFN board will 
represent Native Americans, small rural CDFIs and social justice for all minority groups. Chrystel’s charisma, 
empathy, and experience is fresh voice and deserving candidate to move the “Opportunity Agenda” forward.   
  
 
 
 
  
 


