
Gary L. Cunningham, President and CEO of Meda, Minneapolis, MN  

Overview of your organization and its relationship to OFN: 

Meda was established in 1971 to create thriving communities of color through equal economic 
participation. Our mission is to help minority entrepreneurs succeed. We do this by providing access to 
capital, business consulting and technical assistance services, and access to markets. Meda also 
contracts with state, federal, and local entities to open up opportunities and access for businesses of 
color.  

Meda is a CDFI that is a public-private partnership. Our capital fund is approximately $15 million (99% 
deployed and 97% performing). This capital fund has allowed Meda to be able to assist in the 
establishment some of the largest minority businesses in Minnesota. Last year, we served over 675 
minority firms, and secured over $20.1 million in financing for them. We also helped our minority 
business clients obtain $165 million in contracts. Meda’s customer base is 55% African American, 21% 
Asian American, 15% Hispanic, and 9% Native American. 56% of Meda clients’ employees are people of 
color, 74% earn more than $15 an hour, and 79% of our minority business owners volunteer in their 
communities.  

Meda has had a long-term relationship with OFN. In fact, without OFN, Meda’s capital fund would not 
exist. It was the technical assistance and support provided through OFN that led Meda to receive its first 
technical assistance CDFI award in 2008 and a financial assistance CDFI award in 2010. Additionally, 
Meda received the Small Business Leader Award for Mission Driven Lending from Goldman Sachs’ 
10,000 Small Businesses, Surdna, and OFN in 2015.  

Your experience with and particular interest in OFN’s Members and what you would bring to OFN’s 
work and Board: 

My experience with CDFIs goes back many years. The very idea of wealth creation for low-income 
populations is a part of my DNA. I started a co-op grocery store at the age of 18, and was part of 
developing a community credit union in my early 20s. I grew up with the belief that one should use their 
talents, resources, education, and privilege to help people less fortunate. I believe this is the rent we pay 
for living.  

My formative education in CDFI work came as a funder. From 2007 to 2014, I was the Vice President of 
Programs of the Northwest Area Foundation. I had the privilege of working with people such as Elsie 
Meeks, Tanya Bunch, Mike Roberts, and a host of other leaders in the field who taught me a great deal 
about the value and the impact of CDFIs and the work of OFN in changing communities.  

I was privileged to help fund the growth of the CDFI movement in rural areas, Indian country, and in 
urban areas throughout the Northwest part of the United States. I learned a great deal from the trials, 
successes, and failures of the CDFIs funded by the Northwest Area Foundation. I also had the 
opportunity to do in-depth analysis of what worked and what didn’t in the growth and development of 
individual CDFIs. This work led to developing capital as well as PRI and MRI products to help grow the 
CDFI movement. In addition, I was also able to work in developing mission investment movement within 
the foundation community through the Mission Investors Exchange.  



Over the last three years, I have led the work of a CDFI in the Twin Cities and have been able to 
sustainably grow this CDFI to provide financial and business services to minority entrepreneurs as a 
means to address the significant income and wealth disparities within our community.  

I have also had the opportunity to work nationally on growing the CDFI movement, on projects 
including:  

• The Expanding Black Business Credit Initiative  
• The Aspen Institute Latinos and Society Program initiative on scaling Latino businesses 
• “Collaborate and Innovate: Equalizing the Playing Field for Black Business Ownership in the U.S.” 

convening series in partnership with the Association for Enterprise Opportunity (AEO), TIAA, the 
Association of Black Foundation Executives, and the Council on Foundations 

I also was honored to be awarded an OFN/Citi Fellowship in 2015. This fellowship was instrumental in 
building my relationships and connections with other practitioners in the field, and in understanding the 
unique and universal aspects of the work of CDFIs on the ground.  

How your appointment would benefit the CDFI industry as a whole:  

With my broad experience working within the CDFI industry, I can bring a unique understanding to the 
OFN Board. I understand the need to grow the movement so that we can have maximum impact to 
change the conditions for low-income people in our communities. CDFIs have the potential to change 
the wealth, housing, and income disparities within our communities. I want to be a part of this 
movement and work with others to take it to the next level. The work that Meda does today was 
founded on a vision that financial tools and resources could be utilized to create a more just society that 
works equally well for everyone. I am committed to that vision, and I am committed to creating new 
vehicles, instruments, services, and resources to grow the CDFI movement in the U.S. 

 A discussion of the criteria and priorities of the OFN Board set out in its OFN Board Member 
Candidate Profile: 

Over the past few years, the OFN Board has had many discussions about racial equity, diversity, and 
inclusion. These are critical and important issues that need to continue as priorities. Additionally, the 
issues of access to capital, supporting the growth of the industry through training, and support for 
membership are critical. Growing new and emerging leaders within the field will ensure that the CDFI 
industry is not only diverse racially, but is also building a new cadre of competent and capable 
leadership that will build the next generation of the movement for wealth creation in low-income 
communities.   

OFN is at a critical juncture. It has new leadership and a talented group of staff. However, the challenges 
ahead are many, including recommendations from the current federal administration that are a serious 
threat to the future of the CDFI movement. The Board needs to take an active role in developing 
strategies, building partnerships and representing the membership to ensure that the CDFI movement 
continues, and building strong CDFIs throughout the country.  

If I am elected, I will actively ensure that OFN is playing a critical role at the national level and also 
helping to build bridges locally.  

 


