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On May 21, 2021, city leaders, economists, business partners, and city officials gathered in a virtual 
convening to discuss how programs and policies are helping small businesses prepare for regaining 
economic vibrancy after the COVID-19 pandemic. Experts were invited from across the country to 
present their city’s struggles, solutions, and thoughts on the future of small businesses. Additionally, 
industry partners spoke at the event about how their organizations strive to lift up small businesses, 
especially those who don’t have equitable access to funding.

The event was convened by Technology and Entrepreneurship Center at Harvard (TECH) and City 
Possible. 

Joining the conversation were experts from across the U.S., including: 

◊	 Sara Schlossberg: Strategy + Partnerships, NYC Dept. of Small Business Services (SBS) 

◊	 Monique “Mo” Shorts: Manager of Partnerships and Entrepreneurship for the Office of 
Business Diversity and Opportunity (OBDO) within the Department of Innovation and 
Economic Opportunity (IEO) for the City of Birmingham, Alabama 

◊	 Carolyn Hull: General Manager of the Economic and Workforce Development 
Department for the City of Los Angeles 

◊	 Andrea Gilman: SVP, Global SME Segment Lead at Mastercard 

◊	 Luz Urrutia: CEO, Accion Opportunity Fund

To watch the full presentation video, please visit: https://cityinnovatorsforum.com/events/smart-city-
events/resilient-cities-may-2021/

Resilient Cities: Small and Medium-Sized Enterprises 
Powering Local and Regional Economic Recovery
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Introduction
Hosted by Dr. David Ricketts, the virtual dialogue brought together leaders from 60 cities 
across the globe to discuss how the COVID-19 pandemic affected their communities and 
small businesses. In addition, city officials were invited to share their experiences and policies 
they’ve implemented during the past year. 

Experts from Los Angeles, New York, and Birmingham spoke about the challenges they faced 
in their cities and how they used their resources and expertise. In addition, the city experts 
shared the programs they created that aided workers and revitalized small businesses in their 
respective communities. 

Industry partners from Mastercard and the Accion Opportunity Fund joined to offer keen 
insights on how the pandemic brought to light the struggles of small business owners. These 
authority figures gathered in a virtual setting to discuss emerging ideas and the challenges 
they faced.

Many communities around the globe are still in the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic. As 
other cities and regions move beyond that stage, community leaders are looking ahead 
to revitalize and grow their economy. They presented how the pandemic impacted the 
unemployment rates in their respective cities, hitting already impacted areas even harder. 
They discussed how they had to work quickly to get programs in place to aid small businesses, 
create jobs, and assist residents in need. The goal of the virtual conversation was to share 
lessons learned, best practices, and ways cities adapted to the COVID-19 pandemic. 



4  

Challenge:	

Establishing	Programs	and	Policies	that	
Support	Small	Businesses	and	Revitalize	the	
Economy	
The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated many issues that were already plaguing cities. City 
experts had to implement programs that supported small businesses and their workers. They 
needed to work quickly to create systems that provided relief. The needs of their communities 
were great and urgent. 

Shared challenges noted by city leaders and industry partners include:

	Î Understanding what the needs for small businesses are and how to serve them best  

	Î Ensuring that typically under served communities and small businesses have access to 
resources and funding 

	Î Creating job opportunities for those who lost their job during the COVID-19 pandemic  

	Î Maintaining a stable economy that could thrive post-pandemic  

	Î Capturing the data needed to determine if small businesses are receiving what they need 
to survive 
 
	Î Determining which businesses need loans and which ones need grants  

	Î Evaluating ways to help residents get access to services and transportation  

	Î Providing under-delivered training opportunities to out of work residents who needed to 
grow their skill sets  
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Key	Takeaways:	

Experts	Revealed	the	Lessons	Learned	and	
Policies	Implemented	During	the	COVID-19	
Pandemic
City experts had to create programs that gave workers and small business owners what 
they needed to thrive during the pandemic. By using data, they were able to evaluate 
how effective each policy was at aiding small businesses. They also discovered what wasn’t 
working well and pivoted their strategies as needed. 

Key takeaways from the virtual convening were:

	5 Small businesses come in different shapes and sizes. Therefore, each business needs to be 
treated individually to ensure they receive adequate funding and resources.  

	5 Understanding the needs of small businesses and their workers has helped city officials 
tailor their programs.  

	5 It’s not the lack of drive that stops people from running a small business. It’s the lack of 
access to capital, revenue, and opportunity.  

	5 City organizations need to strategize early and have a well-developed plan for financial 
programs. Ensuring the information is widespread is crucial to reaching those who are most 
in need.  

	5 Businesses had to pivot their operations during the pandemic. Business owners need to 
continually adapt to the new digital age, as these changes are longstanding and won’t 
go away.  

	5 Collaboration between public, private, and philanthropic partners is vital to supporting 
small businesses and workers.  

	5 Funds from financial programs need to be distributed equitably among small businesses.  

	5 Workers need to be empowered to build a strong community to overcome the pandemic. 
In addition, city organizations need to create job opportunities to allow city residents to 
grow their skillsets while earning a wage. 
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City experts highlighted the hardships their cities and residents faced during the COVID-19 
pandemic during the virtual convening. Communities were impacted differently, and state 
and federal funds weren’t distributed equally to those in need. Each section includes data, 
insights, and details shared by city experts. 

The topics covered in this report include:

 � FOCUS TOPIC 1: The Hardships Small Businesses and Workers Faced During the 
COVID-19 Pandemic 

 � FOCUS TOPIC 2: Small Businesses as a Key Component of the Economy of the 
Country  

 � FOCUS TOPIC 3: How COVID-19 Affected Women and Minority-Owned Small 
Businesses  

 � FOCUS TOPIC 4: Financial Programs and their Impact on Boosting Small Businesses 

 � FOCUS TOPIC 5: Providing Workers and Residents Access to Resources and Job 
Opportunities

Table	of	Contents:	

City	Experts	Addressed	Areas	of	Concern	in	
Their	Communities	and	Provide	Solutions
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FOCUS	TOPIC	1:
The	Hardships	Small	Businesses	and	Workers	
Faced	During	the	COVID-19	Pandemic	
Small businesses were the focus of this virtual convening, but a huge component of any 
business is its workers. At the onset of the pandemic, city experts were hit with the hard 
reality of extreme job loss and decreased revenue for businesses across their respective 
cities. 

In this section, experts from Birmingham, Los Angeles, and New York discuss the number of 
unemployed workers due to the COVID-19 lockdowns. Experts realized from the onset of the 
pandemic that they needed to act quickly to support workers and small business owners. 
Additionally, with transportation services and schools getting shut down, city residents 
faced additional challenges on top of losing their income. 

KEY POINTS:
•	 Big cities were not immune to the challenges plaguing small communities  

•	 Extreme job loss was seen across every region, especially in areas where unemployment 
was already a concern  

•	 Small businesses and workers both needed programs to help them through the COVID-19 
pandemic  

•	 Residents needed assistance with their vital and basic needs for survival 

BIRMINGHAM
Birmingham is the largest city in Alabama, and nearly half of the families in the city lived in 
poverty before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. Nearly 25% of their workforce had filed 
for unemployment in the two months before the pandemic began. The unemployment rates 
are concentrated among the lower-wage workers. Before the pandemic, 72% of Birmingham 
residents had less than $1,000 in savings.

Birmingham residents needed support to help meet their vital needs, and COVID-19 increased 
the urgency to meet them. Residents were without work, unable to provide transportation for 
themselves, and faced difficulties supplying their children with the tools needed for eLearning. 
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Shorts provided the following statistics about what residents faced during the pandemic: 

	Î 6,000 workers experienced income loss or are at risk of losing their income
	Î 22,000 public school students are learning at home
	Î 23% of households don’t have access to the internet
	Î 24,000 zero-car households needed transportation to medical care appointments

City officials and government agencies needed to stabilize the economy, protect their workers 
and stimulate businesses, all while building resilience and combating COVID-19. The workers 
in Birmingham needed to be empowered to build a strong community to overcome the 
pandemic and thrive in the future.

LOS ANGELES
Los Angeles is an ethnically diverse region and is the largest city in the county, with over four 
million residents. At the end of 2019, shortly before the pandemic began, Los Angeles had 
a median income of $62,000. That is significantly below the state and county median. In 
addition, the unemployment rate was at 4.4%, and 18% of the city residents were living below 
the poverty line. 
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The COVID-19 pandemic devastated Los Angeles’ economy. Hull remarked that the city had 
seen significant impacts on its unemployment:

	Î 716,000 jobs were lost during the first two months of the Safer at Home Order
	Î 9.8% of jobs were lost by September 2020
	Î The unemployment rate was over 20%
	Î Nearly 30% of those jobs have been recovered, but over 500,000 jobs were not
	Î It’s predicted that 392,000 living wage jobs that were lost during the pandemic won’t be 
regained until 2024 
	Î 15,000 businesses reported temporary or permanent closures as of November 2020 due to 
COVID-19

With 93% of businesses in Los Angeles county being small businesses with less than 20 
employees, both business owners and workers needed assistance from government agencies. 
Los Angeles was faced with many challenges. They needed to develop and implement 
programs and projects that yielded thriving businesses while creating job training and living 
wage career opportunities for its residents.
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NEW YORK
The city of New York is the country’s leader in job loss, followed by San Francisco and Los 
Angeles. The job loss in the city is significant and increasing. 

During the pandemic, New York saw:
	Î 13.6% job loss during the pandemic
	Î 55% decrease in business revenue 
	Î 11% decrease in city revenue 

Small businesses are a key component of the fabric of New York City. Unfortunately, the 
COVID-19 pandemic had a huge effect on small businesses and jobs in the city.

As a result, the city needed to implement programs that connected New Yorkers to quality 
employment opportunities and created stronger businesses. 
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FOCUS	TOPIC	2:
Small	Businesses	as	a	Key	Component	of	the	
Economy	of	the	Country		

Small businesses struggled during the COVID-19 pandemic—the multiple starts and stops to 
reopening hurt businesses throughout the past year. As small businesses are a huge element of 
the nation’s economy, they needed aid from city government officials to stay in business.  

This section will discuss how vital small businesses are and how their struggles impacted the 
community. Shorts shared information about Rebound Bham, a program designed to give 
small business owners additional resources beyond funding. The presence of industry partners 
was vital to seeing how large corporations work with small businesses on various scales. Finally, 
Gilman spoke about how Mastercard is committed to helping small businesses by helping 
them pivot into a digital economy. 
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KEY POINTS:
•	 90% of businesses in the United States have fewer than five employees 

•	 30% of jobs in the United States come from that 90% 

•	 Medium-sized businesses are looking for a skilled workforce that has the necessary skills for 
the 21st century  

•	 Businesses need stability in reopening, and their government can provide them with insight 
and information 

NEW YORK
Schlossberg and the NYC Department of Small Business Services’ mission are to economically 
empower its residents, workers, and business owners, creating an equitable economy across 
the city. The organization does this across four different scales:

•	 Workers
•	 Businesses
•	 Neighbors 
•	 The economy 

They’ve connected over 20,000 New Yorkers with jobs and have trained around 6,000 residents 
for better employment opportunities. Each segment that they work with is essentially a group 
of workers in different forms. They strive for small businesses to gain economic independence 
for themselves and their workers. 
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Small businesses are an essential component of the economic infrastructure of New York City. 
While it’s a big city, it boasts many small businesses:

	Î 98% of all businesses in New York are small businesses
	Î 50% of all jobs are at a small business
	Î 48% of small businesses are owned by foreign-born New Yorkers

Schlossberg noted that entrepreneurship is key to closing the wage gap. Families with a self-
employed head of household have two times the average income as a head of household 
that works for someone else. They also have almost six times the average net worth as a head 
of household that works for another employer. 

Schlossberg also commented that the government often thinks that small businesses 
need information about how to comply. However, she argues that small businesses need 
opportunities to learn about compliance without fear of penalty. For example, the First Look 
programs enacted by the city of New York allows business owners to have an inspector or 
expert come out to evaluate their property. As a result, they can determine if the business 
complies without the business owner being penalized if they’re not. Additionally, the city has a 
24-hour hotline where small businesses can call a government official to ask them questions. 

BIRMINGHAM
The small to medium enterprise sector of Birmingham has grown in the past six months. 
Birmingham implemented many financial programs for its small business owners and workers. 
Still, they also had a specific program targeted at helping small businesses grow more than 
just financially. They wanted to provide businesses with additional resources to set them up for 
continued success. 

Rebound Bham

Rebound Bham was a series of virtual workshops, social media events, coaching sessions, 
and resources from July to October 2020. Its goal was to help small business owners rebound 
from the pandemic. Sixteen organizations participated in 23 workshops. Over 400 participants 
registered in the various events, and there are over 27 hours of programming still available for 
individuals to watch. 
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Other key data points from the Rebound Bham initiative include:

	Î Over 65% of registrants identified as female
	Î 42.9% identified as Black/African American 
	Î 6% identified as Hispanic or Asian 

Shorts said the success seen with the Rebound Bham initiative is astounding. She was pleased 
to report the following data about small businesses after the virtual events:

	Î 21.74% obtained a City of Birmingham business license
	Î 30.43% opened a business checking account
	Î 47.83% launched a website
	Î 17.39% hired a new employee

Giving small business owners a way to access beneficial information gave them the tools 
and resources to succeed. Shorts says that not all small businesses are created equal, and 
they need to be treated individually. For example, a start-up business doesn’t need the same 
resources or funding that a legacy business does. However, each business needs the space to 
promote itself and grow.  
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MASTERCARD
Mastercard seeks to support small businesses with not only funding but giving them access to 
resources and technology. They’re committed to bringing solutions to small businesses. In the 
past year, Mastercard committed $250 million in support of small businesses so they can thrive 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Mastercard worked with small businesses to get them access 
to working capital. They worked with CDFIs, local banks, and Financial Technology (FinTech) 
providers to help them get the funding they needed. 

Small businesses are a huge component of our nationwide and global economy. In some 
global markets, small businesses contribute over 50% of gross domestic product and are the 
backbone of the economy everywhere.

Some key data points provided by Mastercard include:

	Î Two-thirds of the world’s workforce is employed by small businesses
	Î 78% of consumers want to shop at small businesses that have an online presence 
	Î 42% of women-owned businesses have shifted to a digital model
	Î 45% of the SME are employed by minorities

Gilman spoke about how the ways partners help small business has changed as the methods 
businesses used to connect with their customers evolved. She noted that some of these 
digital changes would continue after the pandemic ends. The COVID-19 pandemic affected 
customer behavior. Products and services had to be purchased online and delivered to 
customers in different ways. Businesses had to respond accordingly, as there was a dramatic 
shift to eCommerce shopping. Small businesses needed to offer digital store fronts and accept 
digital payments. COVID-19 amplified the needs of small businesses as they had to undergo 
accelerated change to adapt, addressing consumer needs and embracing digital platforms. 

As small businesses shift to a more digital model, there needs to be a way for customers to pay 
safely and securely. That was a challenge faced by small businesses: getting cash in the door 
and transitioning to digital.
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Energize Colorado 

One way Mastercard has helped provide digital resources to 
small businesses is with their Energize Colorado program. It’s 
focused on bridging the economic and racial divides in the 
state while promoting equity in small businesses’ ecosystems. 

Within this program, they’ve supplied grants to over 2,000 
small businesses, 57% of which were BIOPIC owned. They also 
created a co-branded “Digital Doors” site for small businesses 
to access resources and education to help them digitally 
transform and open their “Digital Doors.” This program is a key 
resource for the state as they look to assist small businesses 
moving into a post-pandemic economy. 

Mastercard is working with other city experts to implement 
“Digital Doors” programs in their cities. 
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FOCUS	TOPIC	3:
How	COVID-19	Affected	Women	and	Minority-
Owned	Small	Businesses		
Traditionally marginalized small business owners needed access to funding, but what was 
given by federal and state funding programs often under-delivered based on their needs. 
As a result, industry partners and city experts needed to create programs that filled the 
gap, specifically targeting women and minority-owned businesses. That segment was hit 
particularly hard by the COVID-19 pandemic as the types of businesses they own were the 
ones most affected by the lockdowns.
 
In this section, Schlossberg revealed details about New York City’s Black Entrepreneurship 
Initiative, a program designed to aid black-owned small businesses. Urrutia spoke about how 
the Accion Opportunity Fund strives to help minority and women-owned small businesses. 

KEY POINTS:

•	 While the US is one of the top countries to showcase women-owned businesses, minority 
and women-owned businesses traditionally struggle 

•	 The COVID-19 pandemic exacerbated the problem as women tend to run businesses in 
industries that were more impacted the most 

•	 These traditionally marginalized small business owners needed access to funding 
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NEW YORK
All small businesses and entrepreneurs aren’t treated equally. For example, businesses led 
by minorities and women aren’t given the same opportunities as other business owners. 
Acknowledging this inequity throughout the small business sector resulted in the City of New 
York launching various programs designed to aid small businesses owned by under served 
New Yorkers. 

Black Entrepreneurship Initiative

The Black Entrepreneurship Initiative (BE NYC) launched two years ago and is one of the city’s 
key programs. 22% of New Yorkers identify as Black, and 3.5% of small to medium enterprises 
are Black-owned, increasing from the 2% it was previously. In addition, New York City is one of 
the first cities in the country to use public funds to target black entrepreneurs. 

50% of Black individuals are more likely to start a business, which is twice as likely as their white 
counterparts. The inequity lies in the fact that they’re less likely to have the opportunity to 
launch a business and survive. There’s also a problem with access to resources necessary to 
starting and operating a successful small business. BE NYC created a public-private partnership 
in early 2021 with Mastercard. The goal of the “Digital Doors” program is to close the digital 
divide for Black entrepreneurs.



19  

ACCION OPPORTUNITY FUND
The Accion Opportunity Fund is a financial support system for small businesses that advance 
racial, gender, and economic justice for all. They work closely with small business owners to 
provide them with education resources, coaching, fairly priced loans, and support networks. 
This is all offered in both English and Spanish. The organization is expanding nationwide, 
hoping to quadruple its impact nationally by 2025. They’re the leading non-profit Community 
Development Financial Institution (CDFI) dedicated to driving economic mobility and 
racial equity to those left behind by the mainstream financial system. They’re also the first 
organization in the United States that’s focused on a national micro-lending strategy. 

Since the Accion Opportunity Fund began, they’ve deployed over $510 million in loans to 
small business owners. Another $500 million has been distributed to high-impact real estate 
investments and community projects serving over half a million low-income areas, food banks, 
etc. Nearly 90% of businesses they serve are owned by people of color, immigrants, and 
women. 

Urrutia noted that Black, LatinX, Asian, and women-owned businesses are less likely to receive 
a loan. If they do get a loan, they get less than the amount they ask for. When race, gender, 
and neighborhood are removed from the lending equation, these businesses can unleash 
their full potential in every market they operate in. These small businesses will bring in jobs and 
eliminate injustices. 
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Urrutia also shared some key data points about minority-owned businesses during the 
COVID-19 pandemic:

	Î Of the 2.2 million small businesses closed by the COVID-19 pandemic, 40% were Black-
owned, and 26% were LatinX-owned 

	Î Only 12% of Black and LatinX business owners who applied for federal assistance received 
the full amount they asked for 

	Î 41% of minority-owned businesses were denied entirely 

	Î Only 20% of PPP loans went to areas with the highest concentration of Black-owned 
businesses

The Accion Opportunity fund seeks to solve generational poverty. Talent is distributed evenly 
throughout races in the United States, but opportunity is not. That was illustrated by how 
federal funds were distributed to small businesses that applied for PPP loans. 

Experts had to move quickly in their 
respective cities to launch programs that 
provided funding and resources to small 
businesses most affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic. The experts from Los Angeles, 
New York, and Birmingham spoke about 
their respective cities’ programs during the 
pandemic. 

This section will highlight how much 
money was distributed in each city and 
which industries received funding. Urrutia 
spoke about how the amount of funding 
distributed by the Accion Opportunity Fund 
greatly increased during 2020, showcasing 
how CDFIs can stretch their capacity when 
needed. 

FOCUS	TOPIC	4:
Financial	Programs	and	their	Impact	on	
Boosting	Small	Businesses		



21  

KEY POINTS:

•	 Cities had to create programs that offered loans and grants to small businesses depending 
upon their needs 

•	 Programs needed to be created where the city, country, and corporate philanthropy 
partners could work together to provide relief to small businesses 

•	 Public-private partnerships provide additional opportunities and benefits  

•	 The COVID-19 pandemic showed how broken our financial system is 

•	 CDFIs were able to stretch their resources and provide additional capital for small 
businesses

LOS ANGELES
The city of Los Angeles got to work days after the pandemic started to create financial 
opportunities and programs for its small businesses. Hull notes that one of Los Angeles’ 
challenges is its large area with various government jurisdictions. 

The COVID-19 assistance programs for Los Angeles businesses included:

LA COVID-19 Regional Recovery Fund

	� The program provided financial relief to small businesses, non-profits, and micro-
entrepreneurs 

	� Over $100M was distributed in less than nine months 
	� Applicants were prioritized by equity and evaluated based on whether they were 

veteran-owned, operated in HUD LMI census tracts, and other criteria 
	� Businesses could be flexible with how they used the money, using it for rent, payroll, 

purchase of PPE, and other operating expenses 
	� The program targeted small businesses with limited reserves 
	� 68% of applicants were minority-owned or lead 
	� The program also provided technical assistance for small businesses in 15 different 

languages 

Small Business Emergency Loan/Grant Program

	� The city distributed more than $11.7M to 832 small businesses
	� It shifted from loans to grants of $5k to $25k to help local small businesses weather the 

pandemic 



COVID-19 Child Care Provider Grant

	� More than $11M in grants were distributed to 782 licensed child care providers that 
serve over 10,000 children 

	� It assisted children with developmental disabilities, children of essential workers, and 
children from unhoused families 

Sidewalk Vendor Grant

	� The city allocated $2M in grants to sidewalk vendors who experienced financial 
hardships due to the pandemic 

NEW YORK
The small business recovery plan for New York is broken down into four sections:

1. Support business innovation and connect businesses with new ways to increase their 
revenue 

2. Equip entrepreneurs with the tools and resources to adapt their business models and lower 
their operating costs  

3. Foster close collaboration with businesses and cut the red tape to reopening, all while 
keeping New Yorkers safe 

4. Support a diversity of entrepreneurs launching and leading the businesses of the future 

There’s an opportunity for small businesses to build something better, different, and more 
equitable. One of the ways they support diverse entrepreneurs is with their public-private 
partnerships. 

Public-private partnerships yield five important benefits:

•	 Insights
•	 Focus
•	 Risk-sharing
•	 Brand power
•	 Stability

Evaluating insights from sector and industry partners helps the city of New York align its services 
to industry demand and see the success of the people they serve. In addition, by engaging 
corporate and private partners, they’re able to understand what the economy really looks 
like.
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Some of the direct support programs for small businesses in New York included:

Interest Rate Reduction Grant

	� Reduces the interest owed by small businesses on existing loans 

Storefront Loan Fund

	� Offers financial assistance to street-level businesses with pro bono legal guidance in rent 
debt reduction and commercial lease negotiation 

	� This initiative was vital in areas that had multiple stores closed 

$100 Million NYC Small Business Loan and Grant Programs

	� The average loan size was around $50,000
	� Half of the funds in the grant program were devoted to small businesses in arts, 

entertainment, recreation, food services, and accommodation 

BIRMINGHAM
Birmingham was focused on immediately supporting small businesses that were affected 
by COVID-19. Many of these businesses were waiting on federal or state relief funding but 
needed aid quickly to create a more stable business environment. A loan program was 
created from this need for small business owners. 

BhamStrong Loan Fund
 
The goals of the BhamStrong Loan Fund were to:

	Î Limit reductions in payroll or staff size
	Î Maintain business operations
	Î Fund a business model reconfiguration in response to COVID-19

47% of the small businesses in Birmingham had cash for two weeks. There was no interest for 
the first six months with the loans deployed by the BhamStrong Loan Fund. Eligible for-profit 
businesses within the Birmingham city limits with less than 50 employees could apply for a loan. 
While non-profit businesses couldn’t apply, they could get funding through rapid response 
grants. 

$2,105,000 of loans were awarded to small business owners. 75% of loans awarded were to 
Black business owners, and $1,040,000 was awarded to minority business owners. 
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ACCION OPPORTUNITY FUND
The Accion Opportunity Fund participates in two of the funds working in 16 states across the 
country that support CDFI small business lending. There are currently 25 CDFIs working within 
these programs, often across multiple regions. The CDFIs who participate in the programs 
offered by the Accion Opportunity Fund significantly increased the number of loans awarded 
in 2020, and it’s expected to continue in 2021. 

Some data points provided by Urrutia include:
	Î 9,298 loans were awarded in 2020, seven times more than the 1,032 awarded in 2019
	Î $540.5 million was deployed to small businesses, 14 times more than the $39.1 million issued 
in 2019

Many innovative programs started during the past year, and they’re working to reshape the 
lending landscape for small businesses. She said that the number of loans issued in 2020 shows 
how CDFIs can stretch their capacity if given the right resources and support. 

Urrutia also said that the loan programs are reaching who they’re meant to reach. For 
example, 70% of the loans issued by the Accion Opportunity Fund were to women or 
minority-owned businesses. In addition, 51% of the loans are to businesses located in a low or 
moderate-income census tract.

The goal of Urrutia and the Accion Opportunity Fund is to build a financial ecosystem that 
works for all. She also commented that they’re striving to extend relief for small business 
owners, especially with rent and mortgage payments. Urrutia said that one in four small 
businesses are three or more months behind on their payments. 
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FOCUS	TOPIC	5:
Providing	Workers	and	Residents	Access	to	
Resources	and	Job	Opportunities		
Small businesses weren’t the only segment of the population that suffered during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. The workers they employed were hit hard as well as they lost their 
jobs. As a result, city experts had to establish programs to create jobs for their residents while 
creating resiliency in their communities. 

In this section, Shorts discusses details about BhamStrong, a program that is designed to 
connect individuals with jobs that help them grow their skillset while earning a wage. Hull 
reveals different systems established by the city of Los Angeles, including training programs, 
jobs, and prepaid debit cards. 

KEY POINTS:
•	 Jobs needed to be created to aid unemployed workers

•	 Residents needed training opportunities to grow their skill sets 

•	 Working on projects that aid their communities gave workers a sense of purpose 
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BIRMINGHAM
Shorts said that Birmingham had to look for solutions to bring its people, projects, and resources 
together to strengthen the city. Their goal was to build a community that could overcome 
COVID-19 and comes out on the other side even stronger. From this need, the BhamStrong 
program was born. 

BhamStrong

BhamStrong is a standalone non-profit that’s focused on economic impact. Its two-part 
economic stimulus package protects small businesses, workers, and residents through civic 
partnerships and public support. It does this with:

	Î Fortifying Small Businesses: giving small businesses access to emergency capital 
	Î Service Corps: connecting out of work residents to paid volunteering opportunities that 
meet core community needs

Shorts said that the Service Corps had a tremendous impact on the community of Birmingham. 
It created paid job opportunities for the residents of the city. Participants were chosen based 
on their interest, availability, and skill set for priority service projects. They were then matched 
with job opportunities that they were qualified for. Service Corps was designed to meet the 
community’s basic needs while stabilizing the economy. 
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Service Corps provided the following opportunities:

	Î Over 325 individuals placed into paid work opportunities 
	Î 67% of Corps members placed into paid positions are people of color
	Î An average of 50% of Corp members saw a decrease in income due to COVID-19
	Î 2,853 small businesses have received help from the federal assistance advice hotline and 
small business technical assistance programs
	Î Applications were received from 70 neighborhoods throughout Birmingham 

The Service Corps model is built on an earn and learn foundation. Workers can get income 
quickly while building their skill sets. The projects worked on by participants aided the 
community, providing them with resources and items to meet their vital needs. This included 
staffing COVID-19 testing sites and distributing school supplies to local schools. 

LOS ANGELES
The city of Los Angeles worked quickly after the Safer at Home Order was put in place. Many 
of the programs created aided the workforce and the residents of the city. Some of these 
community programs include:

LA Community Care Corp
	� More than 600 individuals that lost their jobs were offered temporary jobs that paid $22/

hour. This included positions as COVID-19 emergency response workers and working on 
city beautification efforts. 

Angeleno Card
	� Prepaid debit cards were provided to residents to help cover the cost of medical aid, 

food, clothing, and rent payments. These cards were a great option for those who 
didn’t have a bank account, resulting in many residents having access to government 
aid. The number of funds received was based on their household size and income 
before the Safer at Home Order. 

Rapid Response Training
	� The Economic and Workforce Development Department (EWDD) provided more 

than 1,000 training opportunities and other resources in Spanish and English to steer its 
residents through unemployment 

	� LAX workers that lost their job due to COVID-19 also received training 
	� This program built upon old infrastructure, and more resources were put into that team

These programs were designed to help workers, and residents get on-the-job training and 
regain some of their income after losing their jobs due to the pandemic. They’re able to use 
the skill sets they learned in future employment opportunities. 
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FOCUS	TOPIC	6:
How	to	Measure	the	Effectiveness	of	Programs	
and	Initiatives			
Data was commonly used throughout the virtual event to illustrate how businesses, workers, 
and communities struggled due to the COVID-19 pandemic. However, data was also used to 
show how the programs initiated by different cities and partners boosted businesses helped 
workers. 

In this section, experts provide their opinion about how to measure the effectiveness of policies 
and funding. 

KEY POINTS:

•	 Data is effective for measuring the efficacy of financial programs  

•	 Evaluate long-term growth as businesses continue to thrive after they’ve participated in 
programs 

•	 All experts agree that data is valuable in determining effectiveness but how it’s used and 
interpreted is equally as important
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LOS ANGELES
Hull said that a baseline of data is needed to see if the programs are helping cities reach their 
goals of aiding small businesses. However, she noted that there’s a big trend in gathering data 
and that it can be the solution to all of our problems. 

NEW YORK
Schlossberg had a slightly different view of the importance of data. She noted that 
organizations need to stop looking at only the transactional outcomes. She said to look at the 
number of immigrants who access the financial programs and the number of Black businesses 
in operation. Schlossberg noted that data needs to stop being looked at as a monolithic 
machine and view it as being targeted with the various programs and being served.

MASTERCARD
Gilman noted that it’s important to measure data before and after an initiative is deployed. 
There’s also a power behind saying what you’re going to measure. She notes it mobilized their 
partners in data and services and open banking, knowing that Mastercard would gather data 
and inform their future decisions. 

ACCION OPPORTUNITY FUND
Urrutia noted that it’s not only about the growth of small businesses but their stability as well. 
She measures effectiveness on how many small business owners could get back on their feet, 
make loan payments, qualify for loans, etc. Small interventions at different stages effectively 
ensure a business stays stable as it transitions through the pandemic to conducting business.

BIRMINGHAM
Shorts looks at how businesses continue to grow 
to determine if programs are effective. She wants 
to see how many micro-small businesses get 
converted to small businesses and how many 
sole proprietors become an LLC. Providing small 
business owners with all aspects of running a 
business is essential, not just giving them funding. 
She noted that many small business owners don’t 
understand how to run the banking side of their 
companies. Setting them up for continued success 
while giving them relevant information is essential 
to seeing small businesses thrive.
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CONCLUSION
Preparing	Our	Small	Businesses	and	
Communities	for	Life	After	the	COVID-19	
Not all small businesses were impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic equally. Some businesses 
needed loans, while others needed grants. Equally important, most small businesses needed 
access to information and resources to help them survive the pandemic and be prepared for 
the economy. Unfortunately, the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted cracks that were already 
present in our financial system. Traditionally marginalized communities were hit harder than 
others and didn’t receive access to the same types of funding as other companies did. 

City organizations and industry partners had to look at the demands of small businesses to 
create functioning programs that served those needs. Unemployed workers needed support 
as well. Creating job opportunities that taught them additional skills while improving the 
community helped revitalize the economy. The importance of public-private partnerships was 
made even more clear as partners and city organizations worked together to provide access 
to funding and resources for small businesses. 

As small businesses transition into life after the pandemic, they’ll need support on digitally 
evolving their business practices to continue serving their customers. Engaging key people in 
the community and convening small business owners together is key to ensuring the success of 
the nation’s economy. 
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