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Good afternoon, Chairwoman Velázquez, Ranking Member Graves, and members of the House Committee on Small Business:

Thank you for the invitation to speak with you today.  I am Barbara Wrigley, Executive Director of the Women’s Business Center of Northern Virginia, and Vice Chair of the Board of Directors for the Association of Women’s Business Centers, the AWBC.

The AWBC is a national not-for-profit organization representing women’s business centers and those we serve.  It was founded ten years ago to support entrepreneurial development among women as a way to achieve self-sufficiency, and to create wealth through education, training, counseling, technical assistance, mentoring and financing opportunities.

My remarks today will summarize our more complete written testimony which I understand will be entered into the official record, and will focus on three main points:

1. Recognition of the significant improvements in the WBC program that have occurred over the past eighteen months; 
2. Planning for the future and the need to improve current operational challenges; and

3. The current economic crisis and the vital role of WBCs in our nation’s economic recovery.

Let me discuss each of these points, and share our recommendations for action: 

Point 1.  Recognition of the significant improvements in the WBC program in the past eighteen months.
We are grateful for the wisdom and support of leaders in the House and the Senate for securing our permanent funding in 2007.  Now that WBC directors no longer have to worry about the very existence of their centers, they are concentrating on better serving their clients and growing their programs. 
WBCs have had a remarkable record of achievement over the past 20 years. Across the country we annually provide entrepreneurial training, technical assistance and counseling to over 150,000 clients, including a significant number that are socially and economically disadvantaged.  For example, in Northern VA, fully 25% of our client base is low income women.

Research from the National Women’s Business Council found that there has been an extraordinary 14 to 1 return on the SBA’s annual $13.5 million investment in the WBC program.

There has been significant improvement in our relationship with the SBA, in particular with the Office of Women’s Business Ownership.  We are now working on issues as partners, and continue to address – in a much more communicative, and much less adversarial, manner – the ongoing management of the program. 
Point 2.  Planning for the future and the need to improve current operational challenges. 

We look forward to establishing relationships with newly appointed SBA personnel to deal with some of our current operational challenges and plan for future improvements. 

At present, we are having a difficult time fulfilling the growing demand for our services in the face of significant cuts in the per-center program budget. Annual allocations have fallen from an average of $150,000 per year per center to between $80,000 and $100,000. 

For example, my Center has a total budget of less than $300,000.  We are dealing with a 25% cut from the SBA this year, yet we trained and counseled over 1000 clients in the last three months, a 14% increase from the same quarter a year ago.

We are concerned that there has not been consistency in the way funding allocations have been made to WBCs nationwide, nor has there been sufficient transparency. We believe the all awards should be made public, and we recommend that the funding level should consistently average $150,000 per center, per year.  We request a full appropriation of $17,100,000 to fund our existing centers.
Second, the AWBC feels that a comprehensive system to evaluate, improve and actually certify women’s business centers should be developed.  This would include training for new and underperforming centers, benchmarking and sharing best practices.  We recommend an additional appropriation of $500,000 so that such a certification model could be developed.
Third, while there has been significant improvement in the speed with which grant monies are disbursed through automated draw downs, the overall administrative burden remains exceedingly high and needs further review.
Point 3.  The current economic crisis and the vital role of WBCs in our nation’s economic recovery. 

Women’s Business Centers are in the front lines of the economic crisis.  We are seeing more and more clients coming through our doors who have been “downsized”, “pink-slipped” or who are under-employed and looking for a way to put their economic futures in their own hands. WBC directors are also reporting greater desperation among new clients. We are ready, willing, able and are ALREADY serving as a source of information and inspiration to these clients.

One of my award-winning clients reports:

Quote:  The current economic situation is having a significant negative impact on my business.  Total sales revenue dropped 40% in 2008, over the prior year. From 2004-2006, my company saw 125% + sales growth from year-to-year.  The significant decline in sales last year puts a lot of pressure on my company to implement severe cost cutting measures, delay introduction of new products into the marketplace and resist introduction of new technologies. End Quote  (Pauline Lewis, Oovoo Design)
The Director of the WBC in Indiana wrote to me:

Quote:  Some folks seem simply desperate and they just don't know what else to do, so they are looking at creating their own jobs.   Several people expect to have a business plan put together over the weekend.  When I tell them to expect more like six months they seem to get more depressed. End Quote  (Indiana WBC – Shirley Busack)

And the Director of the WBC in SanFrancisco wrote:

Quote:  We are seeing more people who are already in business coming to us - to help them find ways to survive. End Quote  (San Francisco WBC)

Many WBCs have responded with innovative strategies such as

· Providing incubator offices, day-to-day workspaces, low cost meeting room and conference room rentals, and increasing access to our computer labs;

· Responding to increased interest in peer-support and networking gatherings
· Providing more skills-specific just-in-time training such as Quick Books

· Designing and offering new classes such as: 

· how to recession-proof your business

· marketing on a shoe-string budget

· building alliances and partnerships to stay ahead in tough times
· Providing more online and B2B opportunities.
For example, the WBC in West VA has been working with partners to hold events in shopping malls where up to 30,000 visitors per weekend learn about low cost ways to make money through direct sales businesses.

While we are being innovative and responsive, the key challenge at the present time is to increase the flow of capital to our clients – not just those seeking to start a business, but especially to our clients who are already in business. Capital has dried up, and our clients are suffering.
Within my parent company, the Community Business Partnership, the Finance Center has only gotten one SOHO loan approved since October 1, whereas a year ago, sixteen loans were funded in the same four month period.
My colleague in West Virginia shared,

Quote:  We desperately need to establish a micro-loan fund. We receive at least one call a day seeking loans of $500 to $15,000. End Quote  (Tara Elder)

As the members of the Committee are well aware, over the past eight years the SBA has attempted to change its financial assistance programs by eliminating its subsidy, which has led to increased interest rates and decreased participation rates by banks. In many cases, SBA guaranteed lending is no longer available to the clients that need it the most. 
The current economic environment has exacerbated this problem.  The SBA itself has reported a 26% decline in the amount of lending to women-owned firms between FY07 and FY08.  In terms of dollar value, just 15% of dollars lent or guaranteed by the SBA went to women-owned firms – despite the fact that nearly one-third of all businesses are majority-owned by women.

It is in times like these when we should be seeing an increase in SBA-backed lending.

We recommend that steps be taken to ensure that SBA lending and loan guarantee programs do what they are intended to do - to step in and step up when banks are hesitant, as they are now.  In particular , the small office/home office (SOHO) loan and other microlending programs need more support.
We look forward to continuing to work with you to increase the economic and social contributions of this nation’s estimated 10.1 million women-owned enterprises,
 and to the countless others that are on the drawing board, awaiting support and assistance from Women’s Business Centers in the difficult days ahead.
Thank you.
� See NWBC, Analyzing the Impact of the Women’s Business Center Program, published September 2004. �HYPERLINK "http://www.nwbc.gov/ResearchPublications/listReports.html"�http://www.nwbc.gov/ResearchPublications/listReports.html� 


� See the NWBC Issue in Brief, Trends in SBA-Backed Financing to Women-Owned Businesses, FY2004 to FY2008. �HYPERLINK "http://www.nwbc.gov/ResearchPublications/documents/Issue%20brief%20-%20SBA%20Loans.1108new.pdf"�http://www.nwbc.gov/ResearchPublications/documents/Issue%20brief%20-%20SBA%20Loans.1108new.pdf� 


� 2008 estimate from the Center for Women’s Business Research. �HYPERLINK "http://www.womensbusinessresearch.org/facts/index.php"�http://www.womensbusinessresearch.org/facts/index.php� 
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