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 Business Assistance Center Opens Tuesday in La Porte
  An SBA Business Assistance Center opened Tuesday morning at the Economic Alliance Houston Port Region office at 908 West Main Street in La Porte, just east of the intersection of State Highway 146 and Main Street.

   Partnering to open the Center are the SBA, the Small Business Development Centers (SBDC) at San Jacinto College and the University of Houston, and the Economic Alliance.

   SBA customer service representatives and SBDC business counselors will be on site to assist business owners with SBA loan applications for property and business losses that resulted from Hurricane Ike. Business owners can download in advance of their visit to the Center a form for business-related SBA disaster loans from the Economic Alliance website at www.allianceportregion.com (go to News menu option).

   An appointment is not necessary but recommended, and counselors will meet with business owners from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Monday through Friday. The Center will remain open until further notice.

   “Due to the severe property damage and economic loss Hurricane Ike inflicted on businesses in Texas, we want to provide every available service to help get them back on their feet,” said Rear Admiral Steven G. Smith USN (Ret.), Chief of the Executive Office of SBA’s Office of Disaster Strategic Planning and Operations.  “These centers will provide a single one-stop location for businesses to access a variety of specialized help,” he added.
   According to Manuel R. Gonzalez, SBA’s Houston District Director, SBA customer service representatives will be available to meet individually with each business owner to explain how an SBA disaster loan can help finance their recovery.  “We can answer your questions about SBA’s disaster loan program, explain the application process and accept your completed application.”

   Businesses of any size and private or non-profit organizations may apply to SBA for low-interest disaster loans of up to $2 million to repair or replace damage to real estate, leasehold improvements, machinery and equipment, inventory and other business assets.  These loans cover losses that are not fully covered by insurance or other recoveries. 

   For small businesses, small agricultural cooperatives and most private, non-profit organizations of all sizes, SBA also offers Economic Injury Disaster Loans (EIDLs) up to $2 million to help meet working capital needs created by the disaster.  Many small businesses are suffering financial losses caused by extended power outages, even though they have not suffered any property damage.  EIDL assistance is available regardless of whether the business suffered property damage.

   Frequently asked questions include “Can we get any help with lost wages or lost income?” and “How much can SBA loan me?” and “Can you assist me in paying my lease? 

   Richard Prets, the director of the Small Business Development Center at San Jacinto College, said Tuesday, “We can do anything a business needs. They can talk to the SBDC consultants and get help with marketing, management and other aspects of their business, and we can get them to an SBA consultant for disaster loan assistance, or for an on-going relationship.”

   Prets said the loans available to small businesses are “very low interest with a long amortization schedule, making the payments very manageable – much more so than any conventional loan.” He added that, “because of the demand, we are trying to schedule appointments, making it possible for anyone in need to see a consultant almost as soon as they walk in the door.”

   Prets is no stranger to disaster relief. His home in Galveston had waist-deep water in it due to Ike, and he is living with his family in an RV in the driveway of a friend. He said his family will “absolutely rebuild.”

   Jack Barfield of Lil’ Jack’s Moonwalk Rentals was the first small business owners to visit the Center Tuesday. He said afterwards, “My new store on Broadway in La Porte was heavily damaged, and the delivery portion of our business suffered as well. The SBDC has an economic impact loan that will help me get through the period where I won’t have income, and disaster assistance loans that will help with the building and equipment. They are very nice people and very helpful. The main thing I would suggest is that anyone in need go to the website first and download what you need and make sure you have all your paperwork with you, like tax returns and other things. I understand there is a quick turn-around of just five or six days before you get an answer from them.”

   Economic Alliance CEO Jan Lawler said Tuesday morning, “We are pleased to partner to help our business owners in the Port Region; the backbone of our economic viability. SBA and SBDC recognized the impact of Hurricane Ike on the southeast Harris County region, especially the low-lying communities, and have provided our area with knowledgeable and experienced representatives who are prepared to answer questions, process loans and provide counseling. I cannot say enough about the resources they bring, and strongly encourage business owners to take advantage of this Center.”   

   For more information, business owners can call the Economic Alliance Houston Port Region office at 281-867-1112, ext13.
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Cutline: Pictured left to right on the back row are Al Ikenberg with SBA; San Jacinto College SBDC Director Richard Prets; and Economic Alliance CEO Jan Lawler and Project Director Chad Burke; front row left to right are Rita Swanson of SBA; small business owner Jack Barfield of Lil’ Jack’s Moonwalk Rentals; and Alliance Office Services Manager Marisela Cantu.

   The Economic Alliance provides economic development services and is funded by 12 chambers of commerce; Harris County; the Port of Houston Authority; private sector members; the cities of La Porte, Shoreacres, Morgan’s Point, Pasadena, South Houston, Deer Park, Baytown, Seabrook, Pearland, Galena Park, Baytown and Jacinto City; as well as communities of Channelview, Sheldon, South Belt-Ellington and North Shore.  Since early 2004 until the current time, the Economic Alliance has helped bring approximately 300 million dollars of capital investment to the area.  The Economic Alliance Houston Port Region is also known for its quality of life urban revitalization master plan, named Project Stars™, which has been championed by mayors of the port region, Harris County Precinct 2 Commissioner Sylvia R. Garcia many others.  For more information about the economic development services or to find out how your company can become a member of the Economic Alliance, contact CEO Jan Lawler at 281-867-1112 or go to its website www.allianceportregion.com.

