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Housing development has
long been a staple for com-
murity development practi-
tioners working to revitalize
low- and moderate-income
neighborhoods. Efforts to
promote the new home con-
struction, homeownership
and affordable housing have
been key to urban renewal in
many areas. But housing
alone is not a panacea;
rather, housing must be one
part of a broad, helistic ap-
proach to community revital-
ization that also includes
small business development.

Small businesses and miero-
enterprises (businesses with
fewer than five employees)
have an important role to
play in low- and moderate-in-
come communities: Often
they are the engines of
growth in these neighbor-
hoods, providing empioyment
opportunities, generating tax
revenues and helping to an-
chor the community.

In addition, owning a busi-
ness can be an important
wvay for individuals to build

‘ealth, both for themselves
and the community,

Smail business development
in low- and moederate-income
areas can have a multiplier
effect, mnaon&bm to Michelle

DORIS CARSON-WILLIAMS

mbm_smm of growth
Why low-income communities need small business

Long, national coordinatoer of
the Business Alliance for
Local Living Economies, a na-
tional network of independent
alliances. Locally based busi-
nesses “support other local
folks through employment,
wages and product support;
they strengthen the long-term
stability and diversity of the
cornmunity; and they support
the work of local nonprofits,”
Long explains.

But attracting and retain-
ing businesses in low- and
moderate-income communi-
ties is not without its chal-
lenges: Negative perceptions
about doing business in dis-
tressed communities remain.

Al Jones, retired director of
the U.S. Small Business Ad-
ministration’s office in Piits-
burgh, says the “mispercep-
tions or barriers that exist
are the accusations of over-
pricing, selling inferior mer-
chandise and providing less
than quality service.”

Many believe that local
small businesses have a sig-
nificant advantage: intimate
knowledge of their market.

Small businesses “Know
their community better
Ithan national chains], they
can offer products and ser-
vices that are unique and
they have stronger interper-
sonal relationships—all of
this helps with customer loy-
ally, better services and prof-
itahility,” says Long.

These relationships Euobm
low-income communities and
small businesses create last-
ing bends that can boost
business for small firms. Ac-
cording to Jones, “it is neces-
sary to marry the business
with the community the
business serves...Small busi-
ness owners know the ‘heart-
beat’ of the low- and moder-
ate-income communities.”

Businesses that locate in
lower-income areas may also
have an advantage because
they face little competition.

“Business owners can ab-
sorb most of the market

AL JONES

share, therefore generating
enough sales to make a’
profit... This is especially true
for businesses such as gro-
cery stores, clothing stores
and restaurants,” says Bill
Edwards, executive director
of the Association for Enter-
prise Opportunity, a trade
group for micro loan funds.
Making a personal
commitment to growth

In addition to the benefits
that small business brings to
communities in the form of
jobs and tax revenue, busi-
ness owners themselves can
play a powerfiil role as com-
munity leaders. Often, entre-
preneurs become personally
invested in the communities
they serve, acting as spokes-
people for their neighbor-
hoods and as catalysts for
change,

“I believe that business
owners can play an impor-
tant role in revitalizing
neighberhoeds,” says Con-
gressman Steve Chabot of
Ohio.

“This creates long-term
benefits for them (through
increased property values
and customer base) and for
residents.”

For instance, when Cleve-
land-based: tooling compo-
nents manufacturer Jergens

Inc. went iooking for a new home for its
150-employee operation, it found an oppor-
tunity -to make a difference in the city’s
eastside Coflinwood neighborhood.

President Jack H. Schron Jr., whose fam-
ily founded the company in 1942 and grew
up in Collinwood, initially considered locat-
ingona Greentield site or moving out of the
city altogether.

Instead, the company chose land then oc-
cupied by the abandoned Collinwood Rail
Yard, once a.hub of activity for the New
York Central Railroad that had become en-
virenmentally blighted.

Schron believed that if Jergens got the
ball rolling by redeveloping the Collinwood
Yards, onvmwm would follow suit. He was
right: In addition to Jergens' 105,000-
square-foot facility, which opened in 1999,
the Cleveland Foodbank and the Cleveland
Clinic now have properties on the site.

Although the move made business
sense—the space would give Jergens
enough land to continue to expand in the
future, and its proximity to Interstate 40
makes it convenient for employees—it also
becarme a personal commitment for Schron,
who has opened up the building for com-
munity events and helps to organize the
neighborhood watch.

Other entrepreneurs, too, cite their com-
mitment to their communities as one rea-
son theyre in business. Carolyn Dorsey, an
independent State Farm insurance agent,
has operated her business in East Liberty,
an inner-city neighborhood in Pittsburgh,
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for 20 years despite pres-

| sures to move to a more af- -

fluent area. .

be in a com-
munity where...I could help -
advise people and make my
services. available, because -
S0 many.businesses;..-” R
~.Carol Foster, a Pittsburgh--
based real -estate agent

working in the city’s Manch-

_ester section, also believes

that her. personal connection

| to the neighborhood benefits.
| both her business and her

customers. .
"] concentrate- on Manch-
ester because they are my
peighbors—1 ensure they get’
the service they deserve,”
“I’s a great neigh-
porhood. 1 have a competi-

tive advantage through m

residents,

" Fueling sinall business
. "development .
How can community devel-
opment practitioners create
‘a fertile -environment for

gmall businesses and micro-

! enterprise? Some of the best

s Y

Eagines of

{ ernment lending . programs
| detailed knowledge of the .
neighborhood: ‘T know the
‘. I know the mar-
1 ket,” she says: S
* ecutive director. “We have
~ helped several members by

“Jocal. bank that is not only
“-gensiiive to
- gues, such

resources for start-ups in
low- and moderate-income
communities are small busi-

nesses themselves, which
can form invaluable mentor-

“ing relationships and net- -
‘worlks for sharing- informa-

tion and best practices.
‘According to Bill Edwards,
«“Building relationships. is es-
pecially important for busi-
hess owners in low- and mod-
érate-income communities.’
To be .known as & ‘good

neighbor’ can lead to free

publicity and community loy-
alty” : R

In the Pittshurgh area, the .
African American Chamber.
of Commerce of Western

Pennsylvania “tries to assist .-
‘local businesses are strong. | W
By -complementing . our. o]
forts in affordable ‘housing.
iteracy: with |-

£

members in finding access to
capital through various gov-

and through working with’

‘the local financial institu-

tions,” explains Doris Carson
Williams, the chainber’s ex-"

providing them a contact at a

some of their is-
as credit ratings,
but looks for ways to improve

 powerful economie force, and
nowhere- is this more, true

‘we . .can

“and grow over the'long ten
' (This article originally appedréd in.
. the Summer 2004 issue of the Com-
* munity Reinvestment Forum, a pub--
“lication of the Federal Reserve Bank

small business.” - .o
In ‘addition te these formal
and informal local networks,;’
small business that choose 10
locate in low- and moderate-
income areas can take ad-

vantage of a number. of tax |
“incentives

and loan . pros.
grams, such as the New Mar-|.
kets Tax Credit Program and

the Main Street initiative.. .

. Firms can also fap commu- o
“nity development financial | i1
‘institutions,

many of
specialize -
start-ups: and minority-: _
worén-owned businesses. Sy
"Small businésses’ are a

than in ‘low-.and moderat
income communities. In fac
neighborhood ‘revitalization' |
cannot -be complete - unless

and . financial -
‘small business development;

‘ “work “toward
stronger, more self-guffic
communities that will th

of Cleveland.)

their lending prog‘ramsfrom ]

which |
in higher-risk | ¢k
and:|
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