1

REIMAGINING ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY IN WASHTENAW COUNTY
YMJ & Associates | Igniting Change! May 2021

Graphic artistry: Yen Azzaro, The Paper Pusher

Prepared for the Washtenaw County Office of Community & Economic
Development
by: YMJ & Associates, LLC - Igniting Change!

2

FORWARD
As the County re-engages and focuses on economic opportunity, we are committed to aligning this work
with the County’s 2018 Racial Equity Policy. Ultimately, we strive to take an anti-racist approach to
developing a strategic framework for Economic Opportunity in Washtenaw County.

Previous economic development plans and policies have been led by economic development
professionals, usually white, and often without direct business experience. We want to flip the script,
and center Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color
entrepreneurs business-owner voices to set the vision and ambitious goals for business growth in our
community.. Our goal is to eliminate the disparities we see in income and wealth between white and
Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs and
communities in Washtenaw County.

Racism is a root cause of the disparities that persist in our community. In taking an anti-racist approach
to Economic Opportunity, we are excited to co-create our vision and goals first, followed by the hard
work of deploying appropriate and effective strategies, and tactics to achieve it.

This report documents the results of the Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and
Other People of Color entrepreneurs steering committee brought together in coordination with YMJ &
Associates, LLC. We invite you to engage with us as we move forward, both to continue co-creating the
work, holding us accountable, and moving towards achieving these ambitious goals together.
Thank you,

Teresa Gillotti,
Director, Washtenaw County Office of Community and Economic Development
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
A global pandemic. Racial uprisings. Political chaos. 2020 will most certainly be recorded as one of the
worst years of this American century. Each catastrophe we faced revealed more inequity and increased
racial divides. Every American system, whether it was healthcare or our economy, illuminated our
nation's racist history and the unfinished promise of our young democracy.
2020 also re-surfaced the presence of institutionalized and structural racism in almost every American
institution from Main Street to Wall Street to our nation’s capital. Small businesses, especially those
owned by Black and Brown people, were hit especially hard by and during the pandemic. Specifically,
the Paycheck Protection Program (or PPP), which provided federally-backed forgivable loans to
businesses whose revenues were impacted by the COVID-19 crisis, barely made it to Latino and Blackowned businesses despite those communities being hit the hardest by the crisis. The Treasury
Department chose to distribute the funds through the Small Business Administration, an organization
already struggling to meet the needs of minority business owners. Compounding the access issues facing
many minority entrepreneurs was that, according to analysis by the Brookings Institute, on average,
minority and women-owned businesses have 30% fewer employees compared to male- or white-owned
businesses. Their average sales are about 50% to 90% of their counterparts' which meant the value of
the loans they were seeking — which are based on a business's average monthly payroll — would have
been smaller. Brookings1 Institution research also suggests that the U.S. Small Business Administrationbacked loan program favored larger, and mostly white-owned, small businesses.
Washtenaw County saw similar disparities for entrepreneurs of color during the pandemic which only
exacerbated existing inequities they faced. For example, only nine percent of businesses in the County
are owned by Black firms and those firms only earned 1.2% sales revenue as compared with White
businesses who make up 85% of businesses and 94% in sales, according to the 2012 Census Survey of
Business Owners.
The Ann Arbor Community Foundation’s 2020 County Capital Research Report2states small-business
lending favors low-poverty, majority-White neighborhoods. Those neighborhoods that are more than

1

"Minority small businesses squeezed out of SBA loans ...." 6 May. 2020,
https://www.miamitimesonline.com/business/minority-small-businesses-squeezed-out-of-sbaloans/article_c7f8b836-8fb1-11ea-8882-a3b958998fe5.html. Accessed 11 Jan. 2021.
2
"Executive Summary - Ann Arbor Area Community Foundation."
https://www.aaacf.org/Portals/0/Uploads/Documents/AAACF%20Capital%20Flow%20Report%20Executive
%20Summary.pdf. Accessed 19 Feb. 2021.
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60% White receive 3-5 times more investment per household than racially diverse neighborhoods.
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Additionally, low-poverty neighborhoods receive 2-5 times more investment than high-poverty
neighborhoods. The median income for Black families is 53% of that for White families and one in four
Black households has a zero or negative net worth.
In our County, energy and resources go into nurturing populous/downtown areas while regions beyond
often suffer neglect. Furthermore, the county’s traditional economic strategy is based on high-growth
businesses that tend to be geographically concentrated (e.g., most venture-backed companies are in
and around Ann Arbor), while the Urban Institute reports the existence of “capital deserts'' elsewhere in
the county. Capital is mostly available to large businesses, while 70% of county businesses have fewer
than 10 employees.
These historic and current realities were why, in late summer of 2020, the Office of Community and
Economic Development (OCED), convened a group of eleven Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian
Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs. The goal of this group was to help shape and
inform the vision and strategies the County will take to dismantle its own racist practices , as well as
ensure increased access, opportunity, and resource-flow to historically under-resources entrepreneurs
in our community. This work will inform the new five-year Economic Opportunity Framework.
This report offers a new strategy for social justice in Washtenaw County; one that recognizes economic
empowerment, through entrepreneurship, as a key driver of social justice and community
transformation. The Steering Committee envisions Washtenaw County being transformed as a
community as a result of its bold vision. A vision where Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific
Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs do not merely rely on the benevolence of White
donors and nonprofits. Rather, they envision more in our community: becoming entrepreneurs,
growing existing businesses, taking on leadership roles in the provision of services (and beyond) and
being changemakers themselves, transforming
the way business is done here. In this vision families are thriving, communities are made whole, and we
normalize values-based, transformational practices and operations in our business community.
High level recommendations include:
●

Build awareness of programs, funding, and support that is available to entrepreneurs. Part of
burning barriers to access is increasing visibility, especially to those who may not be in our direct
line of sight.

●

Continue building the pipeline. Expand access and offerings to more entrepreneurs and
companies at various stages of development.
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●

Be a resource for employees, too. One huge, positive outcome of a vibrant entrepreneurial
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ecosystem is the creation of new, well-paying jobs. An additional goal is improving the way we
communicate these available opportunities, and even the types of jobs one can expect, when
working with startups.
●

Empower, don’t execute. To truly be a hub of entrepreneurship, the County must remain
focused on empowering the ecosystem as a whole. Identify gaps, pilot programs, then spin them
off to capable, passionate people or organizations that want to run with them. The more you
keep in-house, the less room we have for new, strategic ideas.

●

Don't underestimate black women. Or young people. Or immigrants. Or veterans. To grow the
economy, we have to include and reflect all of Washtenaw County. To that end, inclusion and
diversity aren’t just benchmarks or talking points, they’re guiding principles built in to the core
of the organization. Not only does this intentionality provide a vital point of view, but it also
enables you to better co-create solutions and programs with the populations we seek to serve.

●

Let no one be alone. Entrepreneurship is a lonely game. It takes a village to lift entrepreneurs
up, launch their dreams, and keep their concepts alive as they pivot and grow. Together, in spirit
and in effort, move toward a shared vision of a more vibrant Washtenaw County with them.

●

Keep entrepreneurs at the center. Enlist the talents and perspectives of entrepreneurs.
Develop learning communities, create programs that serve actual needs, not perceived ones.
Share successes and, more importantly, failures. Focus on accountability to the community is
essential and what will attract the attention of funders. Focus on generating positive outcomes,
instead of assuming results have been achieved.

●

Build community power through entrepreneurship. Many communities are disproportionately
invested into nonprofit efforts. Many millions of charitable dollars go to support vulnerable
populations and programs that support those suffering from the symptoms of poverty.

Well-planned, targeted and strategic investments in entrepreneurs of color will grow the local economy
and expand economic participation by building individual, family and community wealth, and creating
independence and agency for our neighbors.
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CONTEXT
Entrepreneurship plays an important role in economic dynamism in the United States. Entrepreneurial
ventures serve as the workhorse for the economy by contributing jobs, fueling innovation, and adding
productivity. Startups in the United States less than one year old are especially important for net new
job creation3. Yet as the rate of startups in the United States has declined, so too has the share of jobs
they add to the national economy4.
According to a 2016 survey conducted by the Kauffman Foundation5, minority-owned businesses are
less likely to access financing to start their business ventures, largely due to the belief that their
businesses would be rejected by lenders. This lack of financing can negatively impact profitability during
initial and subsequent years for these businesses. The belief that lenders may reject financing
applications from minority-owned businesses is not an unfounded one; despite high Black-owned
business funding application rates, these same businesses were the least likely to receive full funding.
According to data recently made available from the US Federal Reserve, more than half of companies
that have black owners were turned down for loans, a rate twice as high as white business owners. 6
Though Washtenaw County has several technical assistance offerings for entrepreneurs and small
business owners such as the Small Business Development Center, the WCC Entrepreneurship Center,
local libraries, SPARK East and the Center for Empowerment and Economic Development,
unfortunately, too few Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color
entrepreneurs businesses are accessing these supports successfully.
Entrepreneurship think-tank Prosperity Now7 states, “Business ownership has long been a path to asset
building and economic mobility. Not only does it offer the opportunity to improve the financial security
of individual entrepreneurs, it also serves as a gateway to individual and community wealth building.”

3

"Access to Capital for Entrepreneurs: Removing Barriers by ...." 20 May. 2019,
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3389924. Accessed 29 Dec. 2020.
4
"unemployment rate - Bureau of Labor Statistics." 4 Dec. 2020,
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf. Accessed 31 Dec. 2020.
5
"entrepreneurs - Ewing Marion Kauffman Foundation." https://www.kauffman.org/wpcontent/uploads/2020/06/Access-To-Capital_2019.pdf. Accessed 29 Dec. 2020.
6
"Black-owned firms are twice as likely to be rejected for loans ...." 16 Jan. 2020,
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2020/jan/16/black-owned-firms-are-twice-as-likely-to-berejected-for-loans-is-this-discrimination. Accessed 31 Dec. 2020.
7
"Prosperity Now Scorecard." https://scorecard.prosperitynow.org/. Accessed 31 Dec. 2020.

6

Regrettably, though business ownership is a fundamental engine for wealth creation, entrepreneurs of
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color in Washtenaw County continue to face several challenges that make it more difficult to leverage
business ownership into an asset that leads to long-term financial security. Among other issues, these
challenges include lower than average business value, unmet financing needs, and lack of culturally
competent small business services. Add to these problems unequal access to sound financial personal
and business advice and long-term business planning support, as well as weak networks of business
mentors and advisors. Many of these entrepreneurs are also facing growing pressures that come with
rapidly changing neighborhoods and local areas.
In 2020, the Ann Arbor Area Community Foundation
commissioned the Washtenaw County Capital
Research Report, the first research of its kind to
establish an independent and objective
understanding of the local investing ecosystem. The
report notes that this year, more than $2 billion of
investment capital will circulate in Washtenaw
County. But the flow of that capital—and the flow of
economic opportunity—will go mainly to those
already privileged.8 (Pictured, Ylondia Portis, Brian Jones
Chance. Image by Ricky Portis)

Millions of dollars in social services and charitable giving provide a much-needed economic safety net
every year in Washtenaw County. However, it’s not enough. Philanthropy alone can’t reverse decades of
systemic economic problems, but entrepreneurs can.
Solutions lie in capital and technical assistance, and those opportunities are grossly lacking as evidenced
in the AAACF report:
●

Eighty percent of businesses in Washtenaw County are White owned.

●

Small-business lending favors low-poverty, majority-White neighborhoods.

●

The county’s accredited business investors (those with a net worth of $1 million+) are 88%
White and 78% male.

●

Neighborhoods that are 60%+ White receive 3-5 times more investment per household than
racially diverse neighborhoods; low-poverty neighborhoods receive 2-5 times more investment
than high-poverty neighborhoods.

8

"2020 Washtenaw County Capital Report Will Bridge Gaps." 19 Dec. 2019,
https://entrypointmi.com/2019/12/19/2020washco-announcement/. Accessed 29 Dec. 2020.
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●

The median income for Black families is 53% of that for White families.

●

One in four Black households has a zero or negative net worth.

●

Single-family home lending and sales favor White households and high-income ZIP codes.

●

Nonresidential lending and sales favor low-poverty, majority-White neighborhoods.

●

Energy and resources go into nurturing populous/downtown areas while regions beyond suffer
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neglect.
●

The county’s economic strategy is based on high-growth businesses that tend to be
geographically concentrated (e.g., all venture-backed companies are in Ann Arbor), while the
Urban Institute reports the existence of “capital deserts'' elsewhere in the county.

●

Capital is mostly available to large businesses, while 70% of county businesses actually have
fewer than 10 employees.

●

Founders of these small businesses must invest their own capital, but they nonetheless
contribute to job creation and to local “Main Street” culture.

●

Mission and Federal Community Development Capital are trending toward equitable access, but
their share of lending in our community is less than 1%.
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A WAY FORWARD
Persistent disparities in economic opportunity for Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander
and Other People of Color entrepreneurs and residents in Washtenaw County compelled the Office of
Community and Economic Development (OCED) to seek guidance and insight from Black, Indigenous,
Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs in our community to aid in
informing the vision and goals for the County’s Economic Opportunity Framework. County leadership
acknowledges that structural racism has been a root cause of the lack of access and the opportunity
challenges that established and aspiring entrepreneurs have faced for decades, and that the
government has historically played a role in perpetuating the systems which oppress them.
OCED invited YMJ & Associates (“the Consultant”) back to facilitate the formation of a Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs Steering
Committee (“Entrepreneurs”) to inform the County’s Economic Opportunity Framework. The process
builds off work and previous recommendations found in the report: ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY IN
WASHTENAW COUNTY: uplifting entrepreneurs of color.

PROJECT OVERVIEW & METHODS
Inspired by the practical, repeatable approach to arriving at innovative solutions, Human Centered
Design, the Consultant co-coordinated, planned and facilitated a participatory design process that
included four (4) information gathering sessions (using Zoom platform), and a final presentation, with
local entrepreneurs. This group was formed to aid in the County’s development of an Economic
Opportunity Framework which will be further developed in 2021.
Local entrepreneurs were contracted to serve as consultants to OCED. The entrepreneurs represent
multiple business sectors (retail, tech, food, professional service, personal services, manufacturing,
healthcare, childcare) and various stages of business development, revenues and geography. The Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs Steering
Committee was composed of eleven people of various underrepresented races and ethnicities, gender
identities, and included entrepreneurs from four generations.

STEERING COMMITTEE MEMBERS
Rich Chang, New Foundry; Brian Jones Chance, 734 Brewery; Athena Johnson, Black Stone Bookstore &
Cultural Center; Rakaya Harris, Salon Elite; Deata McLemore, Bottles & Backpacks; Roderick Smith,
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Smith Financial & Credit Consulting.; Ylondia Portis,
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Brandhrt Strategic Marketing; Mishelle Rodriguez,
Changemakers Consulting; Darryl Daniels,
Jacobsen|Daniels; Rishi Narayan, Underground Printing;
(pictured left) Charo Ledon, Olas Travel & Buenas Vecinas
(photo credit: Doug Coombe)
To aid in the information gathering process, the
Consultant and OCED invited local, regional and national
partner organizations to present to the Entrepreneurs.

PROJECT PARTNERS
Local:
●

Phil Santer and Anne Partington, Ann Arbor Spark

●

Charlie Penner, Small Business Development Center (SBDC)

●

Kristin Gaoske, WCC Entrepreneurial Center (WCC EC)

●

University of Michigan Ford School of Public Policy COVID-19 Consulting Corps internship
program (CCC)

●

Association of Businesses of Color (ABC)

Regional:
●

April Anderson, Good Cakes and Bakes

●

V. Gail Simpson, VGS Consultants

National:
●
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Leslie Smith, Epicenter, Memphis

STEERING COMMITTEE OBJECTIVES
●
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Increase understanding of the barriers Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and
Other People of Color entrepreneurs and visionaries face to building flourishing, vibrant
enterprises in Washtenaw County;

●

Strengthen network connectedness among existing Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific
Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs to build a community of learning and support
as they co-create solutions, together;

●

Increase understanding of what the County and its partners can do to retain, support and grow
Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs
and businesses;

●

Identify specific programs or services needed, who is trusted to deliver them, and/or is
something new that might be needed to support Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific
Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs and visionaries in Washtenaw County;

●

Gather insights and information that informs the goals the County should take in a 1, 3, 5-year
time frame (recognizing that there may be very specific needs in response to COVID-19 and that
this work is intended to catalyze longer term efforts)

FINDINGS
The Covid Consulting Corps at the University of Michigan (UM CCC) was engaged by OCED to find
examples of U.S. regions and cities engaged in economic justice work. In particular, OCED sought other
well-developed U.S. city and regional strategies and resources in place to support Black, Indigenous,
Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs and small businesses with
a racial equity lens including anti-displacement or anti-gentrification goals. A number of models were
identified with various goals that could inform local programming by the County or one of its many
economic development partners. The report summarizes these various programmatic efforts and can be
found in the Appendix.
In September 2020, the kickoff meeting of the Entrepreneurs included understanding their motivations
for being involved in this process. Participants shared their commitment to growing our County’s
entrepreneurial ecosystem and ensuring it was diverse and equitable. The infographic below captures
their voices.
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INSPIRATION:
The first session included a presentation from Leslie Smith, CEO of Epicenter, an entrepreneurial hub in
Memphis, TN. Smith discussed elements of their VITAL Report. Epicenter is raising $100 million to fuel
the future of Memphis. Similar to Washtenaw County, Memphis is home to three Fortune 500
companies, multiple world-class healthcare and university institutions, and the nation’s largest logistics
hub. Memphis boasts the highest concentration of nonprofits and philanthropic giving in the country.
According to Guidestar, the charity watchdog site, Washtenaw County has one nonprofit for every 150
of it’s 350,000 residents.
Much like Memphis, the majority of Washtenaw County’s Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific
Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs residents are living in poverty. Hit the hardest are
black residents, who represent 12% of the population, own about 9% of businesses, yet only receive 1%
of gross sales receipts county-wide.

Smith shared Epicenter’s current efforts (shown above) which include raising $100 million dollars over
10 years funneled directly to entrepreneurs and the programs needed to create, train, and support their
businesses. Epicenter is leading this charge, providing a single point of accountability and an intentional
focus on equity.
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From 2005 to 2015, about $54 million in equity investments helped support more than 500
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entrepreneurs and launch 150 companies in Memphis. Now, they are effectively doubling this
investment amount in the subsequent decade to achieve true, tangible transformation in the city.
Epicenter is creating an environment to leverage collaboration, creation, and inclusion to see
exponential impact across the city.
Smith concluded her presentation by encouraging the development of a framework that includes
education, workforce development, clean environment, along with support for entrepreneurship. She
suggests that key focuses are: partnerships, engagement, saying what you mean and meaning what you
say, transparency, building movement with the people you serve, sharing lessons that have been
learned, and acknowledging mistakes. The importance of using institutional influence to acknowledge
the validity of claims of structural racism.
Smith cautioned that Community Development Investment Funds (CDFI), though intended to offer
alternative financing options, are often run by bankers who make the decisions - “and that creates a
problem because then they are no different than banks who are often risk averse”. She notes that
procurement managers who have long-existing relationships with businesses often contribute to the
same people getting resources. Other considerations/advice from Smith include:
●
●
●
●
●
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Look to investments and grants, not only loans
Bootstrapping doesn’t work and impedes scaling
Seek capital and contracts that provide enough to maintain and grown W2 employees
More black/Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color
entrepreneurs and leaders are needed in design process and community
More venture capitalists and BIPOC organized groups are needed to catalyze Black, Indigenous,
Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs’ growth.
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BARRIERS
The Steering Committee shared various
barriers they faced and noted what
others in the community face. These
included accessing support, funding and
technical assistance. These barriers were
exacerbated during the COVID-19
pandemic.

Pictured: Deata McClemore, Owner, Bottles & Backpacks, LLC
Photo by: SecondWave Media

Barriers the Steering Committee faced included:
●
●
●
●
●
●
●
●

Lack of awareness of local programs, grants and financing opportunities;
Weak relationships to technical assistance providers;
Low/no representation of Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other
People of Color as technical assistance providers;
Language barriers for non-English speaking entrepreneurs;
Concerns over debt impact of loans on businesses and families;
Negative views of certain areas of the community leading to less desire to access businesses in
those areas;
Difficulty identifying commercial real estate due to high rents;
A sense that there is a focus on investment in some types of businesses and not others.

The Steering Committee members identified additional barriers that may have impacted them
personally, or their employees and aspiring entrepreneurs:
●
●
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Affordable housing and accessible public transportation throughout the community. Both were
noted as key challenges for new entrepreneurs who need these stabilities before starting their
businesses;
Affordable quality childcare -quality childcare is a prerequisite for those who commit to starting
or growing a business. The lack of affordable, quality childcare compounds the challenges
women and caregivers face to starting and growing businesses.

These barriers that the Committee surfaced mirror recent data gathered by Ann Arbor SPARK9:

9
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"Ann Arbor SPARK Supports A2EF Diversity, Equity & Inclusion ...." 4 Jan. 2021,
https://annarborusa.org/news/ann-arbor-spark-supports-ann-arbor-entrepreneurs-funds-diversity-equityinclusion-internship-program/. Accessed 11 Jan. 2021.
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RETAINING & SUPPORTING BLACK, INDIGENOUS, LATINX, ASIAN,
API, AND OTHER PEOPLE OF COLOR ENTREPRENEURS
In October 2020, the Entrepreneurs had a chance to speak with Phil Santer and Anne Partington
from Ann Arbor SPARK. Some topics that came up with the Entrepreneurs that mirrored SPARK’s
recent survey (see graphics above) included:
●

Real estate availability and quality

●

Finding employees

●

Housing and transportation, especially as it relates to their employees

●

Finding the right types of incentives/determining if they could add value

●

Working through issues that may come up at the state/local level

●

Accessing capital

While the Entrepreneurs recognize that efforts such as this planning process increase trust, they share
the need to improve trust with other agencies in the community as it pertains to supporting Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs and
businesses. They believe trust has been lost as opportunity and access have waned, and that it is
essential for providers to invest time and resources to regain trust and to generate change.
SPARK representatives, who are aware of the disparities in access to funding and technical assistance
experienced by Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color
entrepreneurs, shared some recent developments within their organization:
●

An increasing awareness that the best way to do their job is to be a resource by cutting through
some of the red tape entrepreneurs face;

●

Increasing understanding of what part of a business is not working--and where to be of
assistance;

●

The Restart grant program application was adapted to include gender and race questions and
outreach among community partners and residents was increased
○

56% of allocated funds went to Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander
and Other People of Color entrepreneurs
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○
●

4.6 million in funds distributed; 44 million was requested
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SPARK’s historic ties to LDFA legislation has some limitations on geography and business types
served

●

During her tenure at SPARK, Anne Partington was named head of SPARK East and is trying to
create a pipeline for entrepreneurship in the community and build trust. Her recent move to U
of M, creates another transition at SPARK East.

●

There is a need to investigate not only scaling, but also the immediate needs and challenges
business are facing
Ylondia Portis (pictured left, credit Ricky Portis, Second
Wave Media), founder of Brandhrt, presented on

behalf of the newly formed Association of
Businesses of Color; a business support group
composed of a diverse group of local Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander
and Other People of Color entrepreneurs and
businesses. Portis offered some
recommendations for retaining and attracting
more diverse entrepreneurs:
●

Cultural relevance and representation is essential when it comes to training and technical
assistance; these providers should reflect the communities they serve and work within;

●

Support and funding needs to address broader types of businesses (too often focused on
technology);

●

The need to increase relationships and investments from local banks and other investors into
Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs,
communities and businesses;

●

Substantial grant funding and patient capital is needed in order to grow the Black, Indigenous,
Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurial ecosystem and to
address historic wealth disparities resulting from racism in the County;

●
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Expand ‘bootcamp model’ programs for non-tech businesses;

●

Funding and mentorship are not mutually exclusive; Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian
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Pacific Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs often lack access to networks or
centers of power;
●

Eliminate barriers to accessing needed information; feels disparate and scattered currently;

●

Provide training and technical assistance to entrepreneurs who are ready to receive funding,
whether it is a loan or a grant (eg PPP loans/grants);

●

Technical assistance providers need to be more proximate to communities and neighborhoods
that have experienced reduced investments in Washtenaw County (ex: TechTown SWOT
program, PNC ‘Bankable’ program) - consider partnering with ‘trusted’ organizations in
neighborhoods;

●

Applying for loans and lines of credit is difficult. Access and language barriers persist.

Other members of the Steering Committee noted:
●

There are no support systems for the Spanish speaking businesses in the community such as
translators and/or documentation translations in different languages etc.;

●

Funding for programs that assist “Main Street” businesses need to be developed and inclusive;

●

Consider programs that incentivize commercial landlords in ways that produce more leases to
small businesses (e.g. rent subsidies for landlords)

●

Shift the often ‘White-washed’ narrative about where the best businesses are located and who
it is that runs them.
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A VISION FOR THE FUTURE
In our final session, we invited the Entrepreneurs to cast a vision for 2025. Of the ideas that were
shared, a picture of what the future could look like was developed. By implementing their
recommendations and working together, in solidarity with others, we can create a community that has
economic vibrancy, especially among our Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and
Other People of Color entrepreneurial community and a shift, overtime, in the inequitable conditions
that have existed here for centuries. Data shows that investing in those most underserved always
creates value for all.
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RECOMMENDATIONS
These recommendations flow from our Steering Committees’ vision, the insights from national research,
and the practical lessons we learned from other regions, as well as best practices in anti-racism and a
good old dose of common sense. If 2020 taught us nothing else, it's that the status quo cannot persist.
Washtenaw County has the potential to live into the bold vision our entrepreneurs cast if we are both
courageous and action oriented. This work will not be easy, but it is necessary and essential to ensuring
that every citizen has the ability to live and grow their dreams, and to thrive.
These recommendations are designed to shape the County’s Economic Opportunity Framework as major
shifts happening in economic development focus on inclusivity as a primary driver of sustainable and
holistic development.
One of the most repeated comments we heard was simply to start. What follows are the
recommendations from the Consultant, informed by the project Vision to develop a 3-year strategy that
includes measurable outcomes such as:
1. Build Power through Network Access & Accountability
○

Continue the relationship with the Steering Committee. Invest in a long-term and
ongoing participatory and inclusive process with them as you develop the Strategic
Framework;

○

Invest in Entrepreneurial Learning Communities. Consider partnering with the
Association of Businesses of Color or other providers led by or explicitly serving Black,
Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color;

○

Identify accountability partners to OCED and the County that can aid in ensuring the
work is carried forward and has measurable outcomes; communicate plan progress
openly with the community including challenges, opportunities, and results as the plan
evolves and is implemented. This should include continuous feedback and adaptation of
the plan and approach;

○

Identify and map current Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and
Other People of Color businesses to understand the current landscape;
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○
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Leverage map to inform a growth strategy that is tied community needs, types/stages of
businesses and geographic gaps;

○

Visually map the current entrepreneurial ecosystem, including business service
providers, to surface gaps and opportunities for culturally relevant, trusted guidance
and connections that nurture Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and
Other People of Color entrepreneurs;

○

Reject the tenets of Capitalism by encouraging the growth of values-based businesses
and unique ownership models, approaches such as those modeled by Bottle &
Backpacks, Zingerman’s, Cultivate, Go Ice Cream, Black Stone Bookstore & Cultural
Center and Back Office Studios.

2. Invest Capital and Identify Funding Sources in Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian,
Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color Entrepreneurs
○

Publicly commit to growing the number of Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific
Islander and Other People of Color entrepreneurs with an explicit 2025 goal;

○

Increase access to capital through federal and local funding sources and partnerships;

○

Identify and establish a meaningful Fund that brings significant resources to invest in
Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other People of Color
entrepreneurs, small businesses and the broader entrepreneurial ecosystem in
Washtenaw County;

○

For short term gains (quick ‘wins’), focus on existing enterprises with a longer-term
strategy to grow new and earlier stage entrepreneurs;

○

OCED and the County should review its own vendor and partner pool to ensure that it is
equitably investing with Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and Other
People of Color providers;

○

Proactively aid in preparing Black, Indigenous, Latinx, Asian, Asian Pacific Islander and
Other People of Color entrepreneurs and businesses for traditional investment,
including leveraging relationships with local banks.

3. Strengthen Access to Technical Assistance and Business Resources
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○
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Identify and invest in technical assistance providers who have an express commitment
to equity and anti-racism, and experience working with diverse communities, preferably
providers of color;

○

Glean insights from other organizations who have successfully supported entrepreneurs
of color elsewhere in the state and country to shape County strategy for partnering with
providers;

○

Ensure that technical assistance is accessible in languages other than English;

○

Encourage and fund technical assistance opportunities and programs that are proximate
to underserved neighborhoods and communities in Washtenaw County.

4. Provide Wrap-around Services to Less-Resourced Entrepreneurs
○

Fund and encourage business supports that include wrap-around services to lessresourced entrepreneurs such as financial literacy, personal finance, leadership training,
coaching, etc.

○

Recognize and identify resources that support the whole person, not just their business.
Entrepreneurs are not immune to challenges of food and/or housing insecurity,
mental/physical health challenges, disabilities, or family challenges.
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Appendix - Review of Economic justice Programs
Overview
The Covid Consulting Corps at the University of Michigan (UM CCC) was engaged by Washtenaw
County’s Office of Community and Economic Development (OCED) to find examples of U.S. regions
and cities engaged in economic justice work. In particular, OCED sought other well-developed U.S.
city and regional economic development strategies that worked toward racial justice, including antidisplacement or anti-gentrification goals. OCED also sought specific economic justice programs
from which it could model its own programming. This document is split into two main parts. The first
includes summaries of city and regional economic development strategies that leverage a racial
equity lens. The second part includes specific programs that were of particular interest to the OCED.
Part 1: U.S. City and Regional Strategies
Note that information provided in part 1 all stems from the city or region’s economic development
plan. The lines labeled as “recommendations” are not UM CCC recommendations, but ones
originating from that city’s economic development plan. Each plan is linked to in the header (blue
hyper-linked text).
Advancing Racial Equity in the City of Oakland’s Small Business Ecosystem ● To support the
city’s 2018-2020 Economic Development Strategy, The Greenlining Institute assembled a Small
Business Advisory Group comprised of local small business leaders committed to advancing the
needs of Oakland’s entrepreneurs of color ○ This white paper serves as their “menu of
recommendations”
● Recommendation #1: Prioritize the creation of a thriving economy by investing in the
Economic and Workforce Development Department and Business Assistance Center ●
Recommendation #2: Re-envision the Business Assistance Center into a great resource for
Oakland’s small business owners by staffing it adequately, making hours of operation more
accessible, revamping the website, better data tracking, and establishing satellite hubs for
accessibility
● Recommendation #3: Collect data on the rate of commercial displacement across
Oakland
● Recommendation #4: Explore the implementation of commercial tenant protections ●
Recommendation #5: Utilize data collection platforms to track the state of Oakland’s small
business community
● Recommendation #6: Align all city plans so they all contain a racial equity lens ●
Recommendation #7: Support worker-owned cooperatives by conducting a needs
assessment, establishing a local worker cooperative revolving loan fund, leveraging the city’s
spending power by adopting a preferential procurement policy that prioritizes local worker
cooperatives, developing expertise and resources for worker cooperatives within the Economic
and Workforce Development Department and the Business Assistance Center, and reviving
Oakland’s Worker-Owned Cooperative Ordinance
● Recommendation #8: Expand transparency and community engagement opportunities 1
● Recommendation #9: Encourage positive behavior from financial institutions
Advancing Collective Prosperity Through Entrepreneurship in Atlanta ● Working group of

Black business owners convened by Prosperity Now (funded by Annie E. Casey Foundation’s
Atlanta Civic Site and The Kendeda Fund) to identify strategies for strengthening Black-owned
businesses
● Recommendation #1: Creating data-sharing opportunities in order to use resources more
efficiently and overcome barriers preventing us from more deeply understanding the
drivers of success for Black enterprises
● Recommendation #2: Establishing an Economic Development & Entrepreneurship
Institute focused on building the capacity of community organizers to engage in
advocacy that increases access to economic development opportunities
● Recommendation #3: Expanding procurement and contracting opportunities for African
American entrepreneurs to expand the markets that can be served by Black-owned
businesses
Promising Practices in Government to Advance Racial Equity (Portland, OR) ● Summarizes
other government entities’ work to advance racial equity, with a large focus on Seattle and the
Bay Area
Equitable Development Initiative and Implementation Plan (Seattle, WA)
The Equitable Development Implementation Plan’s purpose is to:
● Create an equitable city and eliminate institutionalized racism.
● Articulate the race and social equity position in the Comprehensive Plan and inform the 20 year
Growth Strategy.
● Create an Equitable Development Framework to guide City decisions to address inequities and
translate Comprehensive Plan policies into action.
● Define systemic change that coordinates policy, planning, programs, budgeting and public
investments within an equitable development framework, focusing on transformational action
to change the City’s systems to benefit marginalized communities.
● Implement Equitable Development Projects in specific areas where the City has recently
conducted community development work with the neighborhood to identify displacement risk
or lack of opportunity; develop an investment strategy for moving these projects forward.
● Propose an implementation structure that fully incorporates race and social equity in four
components: leadership, staff capacity, internal accountability, and external accountability. ●
Support the leadership of marginalized communities so that their race and social equity expertise
can inform, implement, and steward equitable development in Seattle neighborhoods.
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1. Advance economic mobility and opportunity. Promote economic opportunities for marginalized
populations and enhance community cultural anchors. Provide access to quality education, training,
and living-wage career path jobs.
2. Prevent residential, commercial, and cultural displacement. Enact policies and programs that
allow marginalized populations, businesses, and community organizations to stay in their
neighborhoods.
3. Build on local cultural assets. Respect local community character, cultural diversity, and values.

Preserve and strengthen cultural communities and build the capacity of their leaders, organizations,
and coalitions to have greater self-determination.
4. Promote transportation mobility and connectivity. Prioritize investment in effective and affordable
transportation that supports transit-dependent communities.
5. Develop healthy and safe neighborhoods. Create neighborhoods that enhance community health
through access to public amenities, healthy, affordable and culturally relevant food, and safe
environments for everyone.
6. Enable equitable access to all neighborhoods. Leverage private developments to fill gaps in
amenities, expand the supply and variety of housing and employment choices, and create equitable
access to neighborhoods with high access to opportunity.
Targeted Citywide Strategies to Mitigate High Displacement Risk and Increase Access to
Opportunity
1. The Housing Affordability and Livability Agenda (HALA)
2. Commercial Affordability Initiative: Create new policies and steps to support commercial
affordability to address the rising cost of commercial space for small businesses. 3. Equity and
Environment Agenda
4. Selected projects that mitigate displacement risk and increase access to opportunity (e.g.
community centers and innovation hubs)
Mecklenburg County Equity Action Plan Overview (Charlotte, NC)
● 2020-2022 action plan includes six goals and corresponding strategies ○ Each strategy outlines
specific actions, ownership within county government, metrics to track, and a timeline
○ Goal #5 focuses on economic development
● Goal #1: Mecklenburg County employees and residents have the understanding of and ability to
advance equity
○ Strategy A: Implement infrastructure for Mecklenburg County employees to understand and
commit to advance racial equity within the County government ○ Strategy B: Develop skills for
Mecklenburg County employees to understand and commit to advance racial equity within the
County government
○ Strategy C: Build community partnerships and residents’ understanding of racial equity
● Goal #2: Mecklenburg County is a model employer advancing racial equity 3

○ Strategy A: Evaluate the recruitment and hiring process using the racial equity lens
answering the questions -- What are the racial equity impacts? Who’s burdened?
What are the unintended consequences?
○ Strategy B: Review and refine HR policies and procedures related to recruitment and
hiring using racial equity tools
○ Strategy C: Increase employee awareness and development opportunities across all
salary plans
● Goal #3: Mecklenburg County residents are engaged in the community where they live,
learn, work and recreate
○ Strategy A: Ensure Board of County Commissioners engagement opportunities are
accessible to all residents
○ Strategy B: Develop the Countywide Inclusive Outreach and Community
Engagement Framework

● Goal #4: All residents in Mecklenburg County are healthy
○ Strategy A: All Residents receive effective, accessible and satisfactory health
services at current and future CRC
○ Strategy B: Increase capacity of CRC staff to address services through an equity lens
● Goal #5: Mecklenburg County’s small businesses and nonprofits share in the County’s
economic prosperity
○ Strategy A: Increase Minority/Women-Owned/Small Business Enterprise and
Nonprofit businesses participation with Mecklenburg County Government ○ Strategy
B: Increase access to capital for small businesses owned by people of color
● Goal #6: All residents in Mecklenburg County live in a more just and equitable
community.
○ Strategy A: Reduce racial disparities and disproportionality within the Criminal
Justice System
Minneapolis Strategic & Racial Equity Action Plan (SREAP)
● Supporting inclusive economic development is one of the plan’s goals ○ Specifically:
Increase the number of Minneapolis-based businesses owned by Black, Indigenous,
and People of Color; and increase businesses with BIPOC ownership that are still in
business after 5 years
● Assigns ownership to the Community Planning and Economic Development department but
does not list specific strategies
● 1,250-page Minneapolis 2040 plan includes elimination of disparities as its first goal and
discusses supporting small businesses, but it does not directly lay out how the city will
support BIPOC-owned businesses
Inclusive Dubuque (Dubuque, IA)
● Funded by the City of Dubuque, nonprofits, corporate partners, and the Dubuque Chamber of
Commerce, Inclusive Dubuque is a local network of leaders from faith, labor,
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education, business, nonprofit and government dedicated to advancing justice and social
equity in the Dubuque community
● Inclusive Dubuque has formed sector groups to understand and tackle equity-related
challenges in education, neighborhoods and arts and culture using the Asset-Based
Community Development method
St. Paul Minnesota Racial Equity Metrics
● St. Paul, MN clearly posts their city’s racial equity metrics on its website, including
unemployment, income, and housing-cost burden rate disparities. For each racial gap, the
city includes a program that is working to close that gap.
● For example, beneath the Housing-Cost burden and Home Ownership racial gap metrics,
the city posts its Inspiring Communities, which is a housing redevelopment strategy
providing focused investment in neighborhoods most impacted by foreclosure and
vacancy. It also has homeownership incentive programs that offer targeted assistance by
neighborhood.
● Of course, St. Paul is considered one of the most racially inequitable areas, according to many
metrics.
● Beyond the city’s efforts to close racial economic gaps, Greater Twin Cities United Way, St

Paul and Minnesota Foundation, and the Minneapolis Foundation began a $2.5 million fund
in June to support BIPOC-owned small businesses. The eleven grantees will use the funds
to provide cash assistance to small business owners for repairs and relocation expenses and
to address their loss of income; technical assistance and help with navigating insurance
filing, financial and legal considerations, merger strategies, and business compliance; and
accurate information for business owners in their native languages.
Part 2: Specific Economic Development Programs with a Racial Equity and/or Economic
Justice Lens
1. Mortar
2. Commercial Ownership Assistance
3. Sherman Phoenix Project
4. LAUNCH Chattanooga
5. RACE4Progress
6. Women of Color Give
7. Evergreen Cooperatives of Cleveland
8. Detroit Neighborhood Entrepreneurs Program
1. MORTAR
● Program Summary: “aims to create diverse communities by enabling historically
marginalized entrepreneurs to access the resources needed to start & run successful
businesses.”
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● Offerings: Their key program is called “The Academy” which is a 15-week entrepreneurship
bootcamp. The program includes culturally competent educational materials, UC Law legal
support, one-on-one mentorship supplied by SCORE, the opportunity to pitch business
ideas to investors and customers, and business and brand development support, which
continues after graduation. The alumni program lasts 18 months.
● Location: Cincinnati
● Founded: 2014
● Other facts: It serves largely minority and economically disadvantaged groups, and a
majority are women. Mortar was featured on NBC Nightly News and won the SBA’s
Growth Accelerator Fund competition.
2. Commercial Ownership Assistance
● Program Summary: The proposed program would lend business owners up to $250,000 for
a down payment on a commercial property. The loan can be forgiven after 15 years, if the
location is still owned and used by the business. If the business sells the property or stops
using it for the business between seven and 15 years of the close date on the loan, it must
pay back half of the loan. If it sells the property or stops using it before the seventh
anniversary of the close date, it must pay back the loan in full.
● Offerings: The program would provide forgivable loans. The initial pilot would offer
$500,000 total to business owners.
● Location: Dane County (Madison), WI

● Founded: 2020
3. Sherman Phoenix Project
● Program Summary: Following civil unrest in Milwaukee, a fire burned down the BMO
Harris Bank building. A developer turned it into a hub for 27 Black-owned businesses. The
Urban League grant in Madison is modeled after this initiative.
● Offerings: The project provides commercial space to Black-owned businesses. ●
Location: Milwaukee, WI
● Founded: 2018
4.LAUNCH Chattanooga
● Program Summary: “LAUNCH offers business training, support, and affordable resources
to underrepresented entrepreneurs, empowering them to create sustainable, successful
businesses allowing their families and communities to thrive.”
● Offerings: LAUNCH’s signature program is its Business Academy, but it is also known for its
Launching Bright Ideas program, which is for youth entrepreneurs. The Business Academy is
a 10-week entrepreneurship course for adults interested in starting a business or who have
already started one. Participants are largely minorities and women from disadvantaged areas
in and around Chattanooga. Course topics include planning for your business, market
research, customer development, financial planning,
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marketing, branding, social media, and more. Alumni work with a business coach and
mentor and maintain connections with other alumni through regular meetings. In April,
LAUNCH began a pilot program for chef entrepreneurs to help feed Chattanooga senior
citizens.
● Location: Chattanooga, TN
● Founded: 2010
● Other facts: LAUNCH works with Co.Lab, another entrepreneurship organization, to help
southeast Tennessee entrepreneurs to refine their business models, test their ideas with
customers, connect with a community of mentors and business experts, prepare to go to
market, pursue pilot partnerships, and attract capital.
5. RACE4Progress
● Program Summary: “The Race4Progress fund provides very low interest, deferred
payments, extended terms and other features for Excluded Entrepreneurs in the Grand
Rapids Area/Kent County whose businesses have suffered financially due to COVID19.” The program is administered by Rende Progress Capital (RPC). RPC is the only
lender combining traditional loan approval criteria with racial equity standards
(Financing Approval through Racial Equity, i.e. FARE standards) to guide loan
approvals.
● Offerings: RPC both has its traditional fund using CDFI resources as well as a new
Race4Progress fund.
● Location: Grand Rapids, MI
● Founded: June 2020
● Other Facts: While its Race4Progress fund is new, RPC has existed since 2016 and

works with CDFI
6. Women of Color GIVE
● Program Summary: “Women of Color (WOC) GIVE is a philanthropy collective, bringing
women of diverse cultural backgrounds together, sharing common space to connect
and leverage resources that support each other and the causes that matter to us.”
● Offerings: WOC Give distributes money to one woman of color who is starting a
business or non-profit organization.Each year, beginning in August, women are
invited to apply for the funds. Finalists pitch their plans in December, after which
point the philanthropists decide the awardee.
● Location: Holland, MI
● Founded: 2016
● Other Facts: WOC Give is a relatively new and small organization. Members must agree
to donate a minimum of $75 to attend each meeting when they decide where to
distribute their funds. Their current fund size for this year is just over $27,000. The
website does not include any specific grantees or success stories.
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7. Evergreen Cooperatives of Cleveland
● Program Summary: “Launched in 2008 by a working group of Cleveland-based
institutions (including the Cleveland Foundation, the Cleveland Clinic, University
Hospitals, Case Western Reserve University, and the municipal government), the
Evergreen Cooperative Initiative is working to create living-wage jobs in six low-income
neighborhoods, with a median household income below $18,500. Rather than a trickledown strategy, it focuses on economic inclusion and building a local economy from the
ground up. Rather than offering public subsidies to induce corporations to bring what are
often low-wage jobs into the city, the Evergreen strategy calls for catalyzing new
businesses, owned by their employees. Rather than concentrate on workforce training
for employment opportunities that are largely unavailable to low-skill and low-income
workers, the Evergreen Initiative first creates the jobs, and then recruits and trains local
residents to fill them.”
● Offerings: The Evergreen Collaborative offers investment in businesses through the
Evergreen Cooperative Development Fund, as well as the critical
concept-to-implementation services to help launch successful worker-owned
cooperative, including: business plan review, feasibility studies, shared services
consulting, and business consulting.
● Location: Cleveland, OH
● Founded: 2008
● Other Facts: The Evergreen Collaborative has helped launch a number of
successful worker-owned cooperative businesses: Evergreen Energy Solutions,
Green City Growers and Evergreen Cooperative Laundry.

8. Detroit Neighborhood Entrepreneurs Project
● Program Summary: The Detroit Neighborhood Entrepreneurs Project (DNEP) is dedicated
to promoting sustainable economic and community development in Detroit by providing

technical and strategic consulting services to neighborhood-based entrepreneurs and small
businesses. University of Michigan students, faculty, and staff provide support to Detroit
businesses.
● Offerings: The program provides “wraparound services” and complements the Entrepreneurs
of Color Fund, which provides loans to small businesses in Detroit. Together, the Fund and
DNEP work to address three barriers faced by small businesses: access to capital, business
networks, and business training.
● Location: Detroit, MI
● Founded: 2016
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