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Louisville-Jefferson County Metro Government is launching a new loan program geared toward helping startup businesses get off the ground. 

The Micro Lending Program, which will be administered by the Louisville Metro Development Authority, will offer primary financing for new companies with loans of $10,000 to $30,000. 

The loans are aimed at small businesses unable to get a typical bank loan or that have limited resources. 

"Small businesses sometimes come from very modest beginnings," said Louisville Metro Mayor Jerry Abramson. 

They "obviously are the backbone of our local economy," he said. "Any bit of help that we can give to future employers and revenue-generating companies, I think, is worth an investment." 

There is not a minimum number of employees required for small businesses to be eligible to receive a loan through the program. Business owners are required to submit a business plan with their loan application. 

The Metro Business Development Corp. (METCO), which oversees the Metro Development Authority's various lending programs, will determine which applicants are approved for loans. 

Program is newest product for metro agency 

There is no set timeline for small businesses to repay the loans. Payment schedules will be determined on a case-by-case basis. 

Most loans will be repaid within five years at a rate slightly above prime, according to David Morris, development authority director. 

Morris said the micro lending program will be the newest product in METCO's revolving loan pool. Other programs in the pool include: 

· A business loan program, which provides up to $100,000 in gap financing to small businesses at market rates; 

· A small and disadvantaged business loan program, which provides up to 50 percent of project costs or $100,000 in gap financing to ethnic-, minority- or women-owned businesses at market rates; 

· A forgivable retail loan program, which encourages retail businesses to locate in areas that lack a strong commercial presence; 

· A facade loan program, which is available to property owners to revitalize neighborhood commercial corridors. 

High demand expected for new program 

Morris said he expects demand for the micro lending program to be "huge." 

The development authority receives many requests from startups -- most operating out of homes and garages -- looking for original financing in small amounts. 

Until now, it hasn't had a product to serve that need. 

"There are lots of people with great ideas out there," Morris said. "Capital is one of the hardest things about getting their business started. 

"What they tend to do is use their credit cards or borrow on their home equity, which are both dangerous things to do." 

Program seen as vital boost for small companies 

Abramson called the new loan program another tool that entrepreneurs and small-business owners can use to get a leg up. 

"The first 50 grand in revenue for a small business is generally the most important. It literally means whether the business makes it or breaks it," he said. "The micro loan program, we believe, can help a business owner get to that milestone and achieve that success." 

Mary Cleary, director of multicultural services for Jewish Family & Vocational Service Inc., agreed that there is "definitely a demand" for loans among owners of early-stage small businesses. 

She oversees the Center for Micro​enterprise Development, a JFVS program that provides assistance to such companies. 

Cleary said that although the new loan opportunity will be welcome, it won't help small businesses succeed unless they also have access to additional training and technical-assistance programs. 

