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Happy New Year ! ! !

Everyone at the DCEO Office of Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Technology and the Illinois Small Business Development Center would like to wish you, your family and your loved ones the very, very best for 2011 ! ! !   We hope that you all have a Healthy, Peaceful, Prosperous, Fulfilling and Happy New Year ! ! ! 

SBA Unveils New Website and Launches SBA Direct 

SBA.gov demonstrates the agency’s commitment to transformation – by giving small business owners quick and easy access to the resources they need to succeed and create jobs.

As part of the U.S. Small Business Administration’s mission to ensure that small business owners and entrepreneurs have access to accurate, timely and helpful information, SBA Administrator Karen Mills has unveiled a newly re-designed SBA website. The new site also features the launch of "SBA Direct", a dynamic new web tool with a variety of personalization features that will help small businesses start-up, succeed and grow.

While the site features a variety of enhancements including a full re-design, new content and improved navigation, the centerpiece is a dynamic new web tool called SBA Direct.  

SBA Direct allows visitors to personalize their browsing experience according to their business type, geography and needs.  SBA Direct then delivers relevant and targeted information on all aspects of running a business such as the steps involved in getting started, business growth strategies, and how to stay compliant with current laws and regulations. SBA Direct also provides information on the available SBA programs that can help businesses succeed, such as financial assistance, exporting and government contracting opportunities, counseling and training.

Other new features to the web site include:

• SBA’s small business search that improves the accuracy and relevancy of search results —saving time and frustration. 

• Improved navigation that gives users one-click access to the information they need. Combined with the personalization features of SBA Direct, users no longer have to mine through pages of information to find answers. 

• Integration of Business.gov content including a variety of guides and tools that collate information from across government agencies to help business owners comply with laws and regulations, and take advantage of government programs. 

• Interactive location-based maps that allow users to quickly find small business resources in their area, including local SBA offices, and other sources of training and support.

• User-rated content gives visitors to the site direct control in determining the most useful and relevant information to feature by small business topic.

Check out the new SBA Direct tool by visiting: www.sba.gov
Innovate Illinois Winners Announced

Four Illinois companies were selected as winners of the statewide Innovate Illinois competition following a day of final pitches by some of the state's brightest entrepreneurs. The top two companies, Lumec Control Products, Inc. and Neurowave Medical Devices LLC, received $30,000 each to help commercialize their products.  The two runner-ups, Diagnostic Photonics, Inc. and Dr. Paul’s Piggy Paste, each received $10,000.  The Innovate Illinois competition is sponsored by the Illinois Department of Commerce and Economic Opportunity (DCEO) and administered by the Chicago Entrepreneurial Center (CEC).   Please click on the following link for the press release and more information about the 2010 Innovate Illinois competition.  http://www.illinois.gov/PressReleases/ShowPressRelease.cfm?SubjectID=1&RecNum=9125 

Do These Four Changes Foretell a Better 2011 For Small Businesses?

For pretty much the last year and a half, it's been a chronicle of gloom, recession and woe -- whether it be troubles finding customers or finding loans. 

But it appears that we're now starting to see business improve for entrepreneurs, despite the recent (slightly) higher unemployment numbers.  Here are four indicators that there really is light at the end of this tunnel, and that it's not the light from an oncoming train: 

1. Small business hiring is up. Overall unemployment rates are still disturbingly high.  Firms with less than 50 workers pink-slipped 3 million people in the past two years.  But in the past nine months, the trend turned, and 200,000 have been hired back.  Particularly strong are service-sector businesses, which did 91 percent of the small-business hiring in November. Last month, service businesses hired 49,000 people out of 54,000 total small business hiring. 

2. Small-business bankruptcies are down.   We can remember when economists were forecasting that the BIG wave of small-business bankruptcies was still to come. But in fact, bankruptcies are starting to ebb. 

3. Marketing budgets are growing.  After a couple solid years of cutting expenses to the bone, there are signs entrepreneurs are ramping up marketing budgets to capture more business on the economic upswing.  A study from Zoomerang showed more than half of small businesses in a 1,000-company sample had a marketing budget for 2011 of $1,000 or less, while another 20 percent planned to spend as much as $9,000. They're focusing where marketing is cheap -- the Internet, which was the most popular marketing method respondents said they plan to use. Only 3 percent of small businesses said they plan to spend less in 2011 than they did this year, while 17 percent will spend more. 

4. Sales of businesses are increasing. For a while, you couldn't sell your small business to anyone, at any price. The market seemed to grind to a halt.  There were plenty of 'for sale' signs in retail shop windows that stayed up for two years running, and then doors would close for good.  But now, even in hard-hit parts of the country, businesses are trading hands again.  In California, BizBen.com reports, nearly 1,000 small businesses sold last month, compared with just 24 in November of last year.

Affordable Care Act - Tax Provisions

The Affordable Care Act was enacted on March 23, 2010.  It contains some tax provisions that take effect this year and more that will be implemented during the next several years.  The following is a list of provisions now in effect.

Small Business Health Care Tax Credit - This new credit helps small businesses and small tax-exempt organizations afford the cost of covering their employees and is specifically targeted for those with low- and moderate-income workers. The credit is designed to encourage small employers to offer health insurance coverage for the first time or maintain coverage they already have.  In general, the credit is available to small employers that pay at least half the cost of single coverage for their employees. Learn more by browsing our page on the Small Business Health Care Tax Credit for Small Employers.

Changes to Flexible Spending Arrangements - Effective January 1st, 2011, the cost of an over-the-counter medicine or drug cannot be reimbursed from Flexible Spending Arrangements or health reimbursement arrangements unless a prescription is obtained. The change does not affect insulin, even if purchased without a prescription, or other health care expenses such as medical devices, eye glasses, contact lenses, co-pays and deductibles.  The new standard applies only to purchases made on or after January 1st, 2011, so claims for medicines or drugs purchased without a prescription in 2010 can still be reimbursed in 2011, if allowed by the employer’s plan.  A similar rule goes into effect on January 1st, 2011 for Health Savings Accounts (HSAs), and Archer Medical Savings Accounts (Archer MSAs). Employers and employees should take these changes into account as they make health benefit decisions for 2011.

For more information, see news release IR-2010-95, Notice 2010-59, Revenue Ruling 2010-23 and our questions and answers. 

Employer-Provided Health Coverage — Not Taxable; Reporting Requirement Optional in 2011

Starting in tax year 2011, the Affordable Care Act requires employers to report the value of the health insurance coverage they provide employees on each employee's annual Form W-2.  However, to provide employers the time they need to make changes to their payroll systems or procedures in preparation for compliance with this requirement, the IRS will defer the reporting requirement for 2011, making that reporting by employers optional in 2011.

The revised Form W-2 for 2011 is now available in draft for viewing. This is the W-2 that most employees will receive in early 2012. The draft form includes the codes that employers may use to report the cost of coverage under an employer-sponsored group health plan.  This reporting is for informational purposes only, to show employees the value of their health care benefits so they can be more informed consumers. The amount reported does not affect tax liability, as the value of the employer contribution to health coverage continues to be excludible from an employee's income, and it is not taxable.

For information, see our news release, draft form and guidance.

IEN Program Success Of The Week - Comnet International Company

Mr. David Gay, the Director of the Illinois Small Business Development Center at College of DuPage sent us the following story that we wanted to share with all of you.   It demonstrates the long term positive economic impact of the help that you give to clients.  It also shows that some clients never forget the assistance they received from the Illinois SBDC and continue to be grateful.   Congratulations and Thanks for sharing it with us, Dave.

The following is a very nice e-mail form one of my long-ago clients.  Ravi is the “shooting star” success story that started his company with two people and about $65,000 of his own money.  He had an idea/opportunity and drive to succeed.  And succeed he did.  I nominated him (and he received) the SBA Small Business of the Year Award for the Illinois District in 1999 back when he had “only” about 200 employees, $20mm per year in sales and presence in four continents.  And you’ll see in his e-mail, he has now merged efforts with Motorola and the total company employs 3,000 people

Anyway, I thought you would like to see a very successful (former) client of the Illinois SBDC who remains appreciative to this day.

Hi David:

Hope all is well and it has been a long time since we spoke. I am still enjoying the benefit of your support even after 16 years. Currently, I am involved with a business that Motorola decided to partner with us. We have hired more than 125 ex-Motorola employees in Arlington Heights and we supply text messaging solutions software for Motorola now. I would love to catch up with you one of these days and bring you up to speed on what is going on with my business life. Anyhow, I am planning on having an open house on December 16th in Arlington Heights to celebrate the partnership with Motorola in the text messaging business. IF you are free, we would very much love you to be a part of it and if you have the time can even say a few words at the gathering about your involvement in shaping our company. Truly, I will not be here today without your kind support during my early days in 1993/1994 time frame. 

The Arlington Heights Mayor will also be here to wish us the best as we are retaining all the Arlington Heights based ex-Motorola employees here in the same city. 

I merged Comnet in 2007 with a larger company in Rockville, Maryland. We are now a 3000+ employee company and with that big a company to support me, I don’t spend a lot of time on finance and HR activities. I have more time to concentrate on the business development that I enjoy doing. I am glad I met you and your encouragement helped me to be an entrepreneur, which I am always thankful for. 

Looking forward to hearing from you. Also, let us meet for lunch one of these days if you have time.

Regards,
Ravi

Getting The Most Out Of WebCATS 

How do I find all clients that are currently active on the Bid Match Program?

There are a number of ways to find all clients that are currently active on the Bid Match program, but the easiest method is to generate the Bid Matching Client report from the client record summary screen, as outlined next.

1. Select View|Clients/Pre-clients. 

2. Click the Report button to display the report criteria screen. 

Note that whatever view you are using to summarize the client record listing at the time you click Report will carry over into the report criteria.  For example, if you’re viewing all active clients, the report will display all active clients that are currently active on the Bid Match program. Similarly, if you’re viewing a subset of woman-owned clients at the time you click Report, then your report will only display woman-owned clients that are currently active on the Bid Match program.

3. If you’d like to return client records for centers other than, or in addition to, the current active center, expand the Selected Center(s) selection field and select the duplicate center.

4. Choose the Bid Matching Clients report from the list of built-in reports, select a sort criterion, subtitle, and output format, and click Generate Report. 

5. WebCATS displays a listing of all client records with an active profile, along with helpful information such as the e-mail addresses used for the delivery of the bid matches, the formats in which the bid matches are being sent, the clients’ bid match totals to date for the month, and the last time the clients’ profiles were updated. 

Website Of The Week - http://www.linkedin.com
LinkedIn recently launched some really cool features related to its company search feature. Now you can not only see who you're connected with at a company, but you can quickly identify new hires and all company employees. In addition, you can get quick snapshots of company job responsibilities, colleges attended, years spent at the company and more as compared with other similar companies. To access...
· Login to LinkedIn at www.linkedin.com
· On the search box on the right side, use the pull down menu and select "Companies."

· Enter a company name.

· Click on the main tabs to view company employees who have a LinkedIn account.

· On the right side, look for the image that says: "Check out insightful statistics about [company name] and its employees 
· Click the various tabs to see information about the firm's employees. Make sure to scroll down after clicking each tab for additional information. 
Resource Of The Week - Free Small Business Webinars From NFIB

The National Federation of Independent Business (NFIB) is offering free small business webinars in January 2011.   They are free to both members of the NFIB and nonmembers as well.
Tax Planning 2011: Get a Head Start on the New Year By Getting Your 2010 Taxes Right
Wednesday, January 5th at 11 am
Duration: 1 hour
Presented by:  Cliff Ennico, Attorney
Who should attend?  Business owners; tax and accounting staff
This webinar is FREE to members and non-members
Now that 2010 is over, it’s time to think about your taxes – making sure your 2010 tax bill is as low as it can legally be, and planning to make sure your 2011 tax bill is even lower than it was last year.  In this popular NFIB webinar, small business attorney and columnist Cliff Ennico will walk you through what you need to know about our complicated tax system, the deductions you can take (including some you probably don’t know about), how to avoid being audited, and the books and records you need to keep in order to make your life as easy as possible.


Learn More   Register Now
Coming Later In January:

January 12th - Small Business Sales Strategies:  How to Generate Sales by Executing Free Visibility Strategies
January 19th - Printing and Shipping for Small Business:  How to Increase Savings, Efficiency and New Customers
January 26th - Alternative Funding Sources to Start or Grow Your Business
For additional information and to register for these free webinars, please click on the link below.  
http://www.nfib.com/webinars/?utm_campaign=Webinars&utm_source=SmartBrief&utm_medium=Email
What's New On CenterConnect - Small Business Jobs Act Loan Information

Due to an unprecedented increase in loan applications/approvals, SBA now anticipates that funding appropriated in the Small Business Jobs Act will be exhausted on or before December 31, 2010.  

The Continuing Appropriations Act of 2011 (HR 3082) extends SBA authority to provide fee relief for 7(a) and 504 loans and a higher guaranty on 7(a) loans.  However, because the funding for Small Business Jobs Act loans will soon be exhausted, and SBA does not anticipate additional appropriations for the loan enhancements, SBA is not extending the deadlines for submitting Small Business Jobs Act loan applications.  

If approved but not disbursed Small Business Jobs Act loans are cancelled by lenders, SBA will be able to utilize funds from cancelled loans to process new Small Business Jobs Act loans and loan increases until March 4, 2011. 

Please see CenterConnect for the Notice 5000-1190 for additional information.

Moves And News 

Mr. Kriss Knowles will resign his position as Director of the Illinois Small Business Development Center at Elgin Community College in Elgin, effective January 21, 2011.   He has decided to pursue other interests and we are sorry to see him leave the Illinois SBDC.   We want to say Thank You to Kriss for all of his efforts to assist small businesses and entrepreneurs in the Elgin area during the last six years that he has been the Director at this Center.   All of us wish Kriss continued success in his future endeavors and thank him for his outstanding service to the Illinois SBDC.   Good Luck, Kriss.
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“Providing Guidance for Business Growth"

===========================================================
The WEEKLY CONNECTION is distributed by the Illinois SBDC and the DCEO Office of

Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Technology each Monday to the members of the DCEO

Illinois Entrepreneurship Network to provide these service delivery partners with regular

updates on small business issues, opportunities and resources.  Please forward this update

to any other interested resource providers and key stakeholders.  www.ilsbdc.biz 
===========================================================






