Q: In this climate, where can people go to get the money they need for their business? I want to expand but the banks all say no. I can’t even imagine what it would be like if I was looking for startup capital. What are we supposed to do?
Tommy
A: I have the proverbial good news / bad news for you. Let’s start with the bad news:

There has probably not been a more challenging time in generations for entrepreneurs insofar as business financing goes. All of the old sources seem to have dried up, almost overnight. 
Take for example the home equity ATM. I have a pal who used to run her business like this: When times got tough she would use her credit cards, running them up and almost maxing them out after two years or so. Then she would refinance her home, take out $25,000 or so (the amount the house would typically appreciate over that time) and pay off the credit cards.
And then she would start all over again. 
She must have done this four or five times for the 15 years leading up to the housing crash. I am sure she is not alone. But the era of so-called ‘easy money’ is long gone, for her, and everyone else too. So the bad news is that these are indeed the tough times for many businesses wanting a loan.
But I am also happy to report that, while times are tough, things are also improving.
The first piece of good news is that the new Small Business Job Act, just signed into law, should make getting a bank loan easier. The reasons are two-fold:

· First, the $30 billion fund created by the law is earmarked for small community banks and credit unions. These are the types of institutions that really like lending to local small businesses. 
· Second, the fund increases the amount of money available for SBA guaranteed loans. Look, a new startup is a risky deal, and banks know this. Hence, securing a bank loan for a new business is tough. But what if the federal government guarantees 90% of the loan, that changes the equation, does it not? Indeed it does. 
Maybe it is not surprising then that one big change in the new law is the expansion of the SBA’s microlending program, from $35,000 maximum to $50,000. Even with that, the typical microloan is about $13,000 or so, and SBA microlending is already at an all-time high. So another good piece of economic news is that with more money coming into the microloan pipeline, more business will be getting done, and more jobs will be created.
But that’s not all. Take a look at the stock market. Posting its best September in 70 years, the market is up 11% in the past three months, almost topping 11,000 to end the month. As in indicator of business growth, this too is welcome. 
And interest rates are at an all-time low right now. What this means for the small business looking for startup or expansion capital is that money is becoming more available, and at rates that would have been unheard of even five years ago. 
That means that some traditional sources of capital may once again be coming online.
For instance, consider the friends and family plan. Not a few entrepreneurs have tapped this resource as 1) the lenders are usually pretty darn flexible, and 2) the interest rate they charge is often hard to beat. But even so, because of the times we are living in, even getting a loan from a family has been difficult.

Note I said “has been.”

The fact is, market gains have made some investors a little less nervous, and low rates mean that that uncle of yours just may finally be interested in your business plan, if you can offer him a higher rate of return than he could otherwise get.
More money for small business. More SBA loans. More money at community banks. Increases in microlending. Record gains in the stock market. Low interest rates. No, it’s not all bad economic news out there, not at all.

Today’s Tip: Muhammad Yunus won the Nobel Peace prize in 2006 for his groundbreaking work with his Grameen Bank and microfinance for the developing world. But did you know that Grameen also works in the developed world? Since January 2008, Grameen America has made more than 4,000 loans here, totaling more than $9 million. 
