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Pension Reform
The public pension squeeze is the most urgent issue facing our great state, and it impacts the future of our workers, taxpayers and our children.  Unfortunately, the most urgent issue facing our great state is not easy to comprehend; it is a problem seven decades in the making that affects our daily lives in ways that are difficult to see and grasp. 
 
Before we can tackle the pension problem, it is critical for everyone to understand its nature and the magnitude of its impact.  Therefore, I strongly urge you to check out "This is My Illinois: Thanks in Advance", at http://thisismyillinois.com, to get more information and learn how you can make a difference.  

This problem will not go away.  And it is one of those problems where, the longer we wait to solve it, the bigger the problem grows, and our challenge becomes even more difficult.  For example, 
1. The Pew Center on the States, a national nonpartisan think-tank, rated Illinois 50th in unfunded pension liability.
1. Moody’s Investors Service lists Illinois as the lowest-rated state due primarily to “a severe pension funding shortfall.”
1. According to the Governor’s Office of Management and Budget, each day that pension reform is not enacted boosts the long-term shortfall by $17.1 million.  By 2016, the state of Illinois will be paying more on public pensions than on schools without comprehensive pension reform.

After reviewing http://ThisIsMyIllinois.com please support this public information initiative by taking the following actions:
1. “Like” the This is My Illinois Facebook page, or re-post a link, from your personal and/or professional profiles (https://www.facebook.com/ThisisMyIllinois) 
1. Send a letter/e-mail to your key stakeholders expressing the vital need to address pension reform now.
1. Review the attached news release regarding the Khan Academy video which focuses on the Illinois pension crisis and share information with your contacts. The Khan’s video on Illinois’ pension problem and general video on pensions can be viewed at ThisIsMyIllinois.com and the “Thanks in Advance” Facebook page.

Employers Hiring Veterans by Year’s End May Get Expanded Tax Credit
Employers planning to claim an expanded tax credit for hiring certain veterans should act soon, according to the IRS. Many businesses may qualify to receive thousands of dollars through the Work Opportunity Tax Credit, but only if the veteran begins work before the new year.

Here are six key facts about the WOTC as expanded by VOW to Hire Heroes Act of 2011.

Hiring Deadline: Employers may be able to claim the expanded WOTC for qualified veterans who begin work on or after Nov. 22, 2011, but before Jan. 1, 2013.

Maximum Credit: The maximum tax credit is $9,600 per worker for employers that operate for-profit businesses, or $6,240 per worker for tax-exempt organizations.

Credit Factors: The amount of credit will depend on a number of factors. Such factors include the length of the veteran’s unemployment before being hired, the number of hours the veteran works and the amount of the wages the veteran receives during the first-year of employment.

Disabled Veterans: Employers hiring veterans with service-related disabilities may be eligible for the maximum tax credit.

State Certification: Employers must file Form 8850, Pre-Screening Notice and Certification Request for the Work Opportunity Credit, with their state workforce agency. The form must be filed within 28 days after the qualified veteran starts work. For additional information about your SWA, visit the U.S. Department of Labor’s WOTC website.

E-file: Some states accept Form 8850 electronically.

Visit the IRS.gov website and enter ‘WOTC’ in the search field for forms and more details about the expanded tax credit for hiring veterans, or click on the link below.

Expanded Work Opportunity Tax Credit Available for Hiring Qualified Veterans

How Local Economies Affect Small Businesses
Even if fiscal cliff fears play out and the national economy cools down, strong local economies may provide an extra layer of insulation for many small businesses.

A new Bank of America survey published today underscores just how important the local community is to small businesses. The Bank of America Fall 2012 Strong Local Economies May Shield Small Businesses From Possible National Downturn  shows that the majority of small business's customers come from the community in which their business is based. The survey of 1,003 small business owners in the U.S. was conducted by Braun Research in September and October.

Sixty-three percent of respondents said most of their customers come from their local community, while 27 percent said the majority of customers come from outside their local community, but within the U.S. Just 3 percent said that most customers are from outside the U.S.

When asked about the role that the local, national and global economy plays in their business, 75 percent of respondents said the local economy plays a significant role in their business, while 59 percent said the national economy plays a significant role. 

The dependence on local business is one reason small businesses continue to be optimistic about their future prospects, despite continued uncertainty about the national economy and the looming fiscal cliff.

Thirty-eight percent of small-business owners believe their local economy will improve over the next year. What's more, the majority of small-business owners are planning to sustaining or growing their business over the next year, and 31 percent plan on hiring more employees, while 56 percent anticipate their staffing needs will remain consistent. These results are similar to what Bank of America found when it conducted the survey for the first time in May.

When it comes to entrepreneurs, confidence and optimism are "part of their DNA," says Robb Hilson, small business executive at Bank of America.
According to the survey, the top concerns of small business owners over the next year are the effectiveness of government leaders, commodities prices, healthcare costs, recovery of consumer spending and the strength of the U.S. dollar.

None of these issues, however, are enough to shake their confidence in their business prospects. "At the end of the day, there's this overriding theme that they are going to manage through, no matter what," Hilson says.

By Cheryl Winokur Munk  http://www.entrepreneur.com/blog/224986

Getting a GSA Schedule Contract – Free Webinar - December 19th
Description: This Women’s Business Development Center (WBDC) webinar will take the mystery out of the application process and provide guidelines to help you to start or complete your GSA Schedule application. Learn what GSA Schedule is, what federal agencies buy products and services from the GSA schedule, how to find the right GSA Schedule and what selection criteria is used to approve GSA Schedule applicants.

The GSA (U.S. General Services Administration) buys over 11 million items and spends more than $17 billion each year for goods and services.  If you want to sell to the federal government, getting on the GSA Schedule is key as it is the preferred purchasing method for many federal agencies.  Becoming an approved supplier on the GSA Schedule can be a complex process, but the potential rewards make it worth the effort.  This workshop will take the mystery out of the application process and provide guidelines to help you to start or complete your GSA Schedule application.
  What is the GSA Schedule, and why should I consider it for my business? 
  What federal agencies buy products and services from the GSA schedule? 
  How do I find the right GSA Schedule for me? 
  What selection criteria are used to approve GSA Schedule applicants? 
  How do I negotiate pricing for my GSA Schedule contract? 
  How do I submit offers to become a GSA Schedule contractor? 
  How can I improve my chances of success 

Contact: fcurry@wbdc.org    /   Location: Online, www.WBDC.org   /   Cost: Free   /   Registration: http://bit.ly/SZCNrU
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Program Success of the Week - K Hollis Jewelers 
Eight years ago, Karen Hollis decided to take a year off from her teaching job of 15 years. On a whim, she made a visit to the gem and jewelry show. $2,000 worth of beads later, K. Hollis Jewelers was born at Karen's kitchen table. In four weeks, she sold out of the items she created from her first purchase. She re-stocked, and began holding trunk shows. When she reached 1,000 customers in short order, Karen and her husband Rob decided to take the next step and began looking for jewelry stores to buy.
 
A suitable match was not to be found, but the search was fruitful in other ways, as Rob learned the ins and outs of the jewelry business in the process. Instead, they leased space and opened their doors in Batavia, where the business has steadily grown since its inception even during the recession.
 
According to Rob, "Our initial business plan was to embed ourselves in the community. Karen set a goal to meet three new people every day, and she does at least that. When we first opened, and there were no customers in the store, Karen would go next door to the grocery store, and come back with customers."   This philosophy also has an impact on their hiring. All of their employees from their jeweler to their store clerks have come through networking.  
 
Early in 2012, they felt the business had reached the tipping point and it was time to expand. They took advantage of grant funds from the Small Business Jobs Act, and worked with the Illinois Small Business Development Center at Waubonsee Community College, and retail consultant, Nicole Reyhle, owner of Retail Minded, to review and fine tune their marketing strategies, simplify their message, and work on the layout and point of sale merchandising for the expanded store.
 
K. Hollis Jewelers celebrated its expansion ribbon cutting on October 4th, to the delight of over 300 attendees.
 
Karen created K. Hollis Jewelers' Fun to Fine brand to offer customers something different from what they might find at most jewelry stores. She is passionate about hearing her customers' stories. Recently a customer was looking for an engagement ring. Karen struck up a conversation and asked about his fiancée - what was she like, how did they meet, etc. By knowing the story, she was able to suggest jewelry that would fit the person, not just the occasion.
   
Karen's favorite part of the business is sitting with customers as they go through jewelry inherited from a family member, and finding ways to re-design old jewelry into something new, to preserve memories. "There is so much sentimentality in custom designing jewelry," says Karen.
 
Rob and Karen's advice to other retailers, based on their seven-year journey, is to get out of your store. "Of course, you have to choose," says Rob. "You can't be everywhere, and you have to stick with your marketing budget. But people appreciate it when you invest in the community, either with your time or with dollars. When we choose to make a donation, we don't just provide a product. We make it a point to attend the event and bring our whole business."
 
Getting the Most Out of WebCATS 
Making Documents Available on eCenter Direct - In this tutorial, we will review how to make certain documents available to certain clients and prospective clients on eCenter Direct. Some documents can be made available for download from eCenter Direct by all clients, other documents can be downloaded based upon restricted access.  Please open the link to view the 9 minute webinar. 

http://www.outreachsystems.com/resources/tutorials/ecenter_publicDocuments/eCenter_publicDocuments.html

Website of the Week - http://www.sbdcnet.org/
The mission of the Small Business Development Center National Information Clearinghouse (SBDCNET) is to meet the information needs of the SBDC community in the United States and its territories. 

SBDCNET serves as a resource providing timely, relevant research, web-based information, and training to SBDC counselors and their small business clients. The goals of SBDCNET are to:
1. support the SBDC Counselor with research and relevant analyses
1. empower the entrepreneur with business information
1. educate through on-site training and distance learning
1. facilitate the exchange of SBDC best practices and program ideas 

For those not familiar with this website, please click on the following link to learn more.    http://www.sbdcnet.org/

Resource of the Week - Free Online Education Courses From SBA 
For small businesses and entrepreneurs, continuous learning and finding new resources to help further business goals can be essential to growth and success. However, business courses can be costly and the sheer amount of information and resources available online can be overwhelming.  But now, the U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) has announced a new online Small Business Learning Center aimed at simplifying the process of finding and procuring small business resources online.

The redesigned portal features a searchable catalog of educational resources including videos, web chat sessions, and self-paced courses all aimed at small businesses and entrepreneurs.
The free courses can cover anything from disaster recovery to market research. Basic topics covered include starting a business, managing a business, financing, marketing, and government contracting. Users can browse items by selecting the course topic and/or the type of media.   Once users select a course that looks interesting, they can view details about it including a brief overview, length of the course, system requirements, and a few more details.

Once you begin the course, all of the course’s topics are indexed on the left, so that you can see an outline of what is to be covered. At any time, you can stop the course, go back to a previous slide, or advance to other content within the course. Many of the slides also include links that direct you to supplementary content elsewhere.  For videos and chat sessions, you can simply view the media or transcripts directly on the overview page.  The site also gives businesses access to analysis tools and information about local resources, such as connection to SBA district offices, SCORE chapters, Small Business Development Centers and more.

The SBA already offers many resources for small business entrepreneurs, both educational and otherwise. But this new portal is a way to easily find and access the resources that can be most relevant to your business needs.

What's New On CenterConnect 
New this week on CenterConnect you will find a complimentary copy of Dr. David R. Kolzow’s new book “Managing for Excellence”.    The book focuses on outcome-based performance for economic development organizations and be valuable and relevant for any organization. 

Moves and News
IMPORTANT - -PLEASE SAVE THE DATES - The 2013 Illinois Entrepreneurship and Small Business Growth Association (IESBGA) Annual Conference will be held June 5th -7th , 2013.  The conference will again be held at Illinois State University in Normal.   Thank you for putting these dates on your 2013 calendar.  

Illinois SBDC Network Strategic Planning Session – Huge thanks to out to all of the members of the Network who participated in our strategic planning session last Thursday and Friday, November 29th and 30th in Springfield. We truly appreciate you enthusiastic engagement in our vital planning process.  Please watch the Weekly Connection and also check out CenterConnect for important planning updates.   Have a great week! ! 

ASBDC Network Connection
As a new added feature in the Illinois SBDC Network Weekly Connection e-mail we will provide you with a link to the latest edition of the Association of Small Business Development Center’s Network Connection eNewsletter.  Please click on ASBDC Network Connection to access the November 29th edition. 
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	The WEEKLY CONNECTION is distributed by the Illinois SBDC and DCEO Office of Entrepreneurship, Innovation & Technology each Monday to members of the 
DCEO Illinois SBDC Network to provide these service delivery partners with 
regular updates on small business issues, opportunities and resources.  If you 
have information you would like to share with the Network please e-mail to 
Tom.Becker@illinois.gov.  Please feel free to forward this update to other 
interested resource providers and key stakeholders


=============================================================================               
Accredited Member  -  America's Small Business Development Centers (ASBDC)
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