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Providing Guidance for Business Growth for 30 Years
March 3, 2014
In Today’s Weekly Connection:

· Digital Lab Announced
· Venture Capital Funding Fuels Diverse Economy
· Buy or Lease Equipment?
· Program Success of the Week – Happy Up
· Resource of the Week 
· Neoserra/WebCATS Update 
· Moves and News - Illinois Innovation Review

Digital Lab Announced
As you may have heard,  UI LABS has been awarded the Digital Manufacturing & Design Innovation (DMDI) Institute by the Department of Defense (see this  Washington Post article).  Through collective efforts of many partners, the Digital Lab for Manufacturing (“Digital Lab”) has built a community of 40 industry partners, 30+ academic institutions, and 500+ supporting companies and community organizations backed by $320 million in support, including $70 million from the federal government. 

This huge win could have only been accomplished through the outstanding support and contributions of many partners believing in the Digital Lab vision. For more information click on http://digitallab.uilabs.org/.  

In the coming days and weeks, UILABS will provide more information on how your company, institution, or organization can get involved as they begin to stand-up the various technology and workforce components of the Digital Lab. They are beginning initial planning for a workshop/webinar designed for those of you who have expressed interest in the Digital Lab’s education, training, and workforce development program.  More information will be shared as the program is further developed.

Venture Capital Funding Fuels Diverse Economy
Venture capital activity is a crucial component of Illinois' innovation ecosystem and a key indicator of investment trends for start-ups and entrepreneurs. As reported in the Q1 2013 quarterly Index report, the Chicago region has gained a reputation among start-ups and entrepreneurs as a hub where innovation-based companies can gain access to the capital needed to develop their business. This trend continued in 2013: in terms of early-stage investments into digital start-ups, Built In Chicago’s recent report found that 214 such companies were established in Chicago last year and received more than $1 billion in venture funding—a 169 percent increase over the previous year.

Buy or Lease Equipment?
Should your business lease or buy equipment? The answer depends on your situation. Leasing equipment can be a good option for business owners who have limited capital or who need equipment that must be upgraded every few years, while purchasing equipment can be a better option for established businesses or for equipment that has a long usable life. Each business is unique, however, and the decision to buy or lease business equipment must be made on a case-by-case basis. Here's a look at both options.  Learn more at:
http://www.nolo.com/legal-encyclopedia/business-equipment-buying-vs-leasing-29714.html

Program Success of the Week – Happy Up
Hard-working co-owners Shawnta’ Ray and Rick Harmon are living examples of entrepreneurs who can toughen up when life throws them a challenge. They also know how to “Happy Up,” which is why – eight years ago – they incorporated their toy store business under that moniker. The duo’s successful business, which currently includes storefronts in Glen Carbon, IL and Clayton, MO, are operational due to their tenacity, extremely loyal customers and the support of the Illinois Small Business Development Center at Southern Illinois University at Edwardsville.

Mr. Harmon, who worked for 10 years as a sales clerk and later as manager for the company’s previous owner, bought what was then known as Once Upon a Toy (Edwardsville) and LagoonaMagoo Toys (in O’Fallon, Ill. and St. Louis). The Small Business Administration (SBA) provided Happy Up with a guaranteed loan. The 2008 recession hit the toy retailer hard. After three years of anemic sales the pair made the difficult decision to close two locations and consolidate operations. 

“We regrouped in Edwardsville and opened our Clayton storefront in June 2012.” All of these critical business decisions were not the only thing Ms. Ray had on her mind. “I was nine months pregnant at the time,” she added. The birth of their healthy new baby was a burst of sunshine for the couple, right before having to face their biggest storm. Upon returning from an annual toy vendors’ expo in New York City, Ray and Harmon were notified by their local bank that it was calling their loan on the Edwardsville store building – despite the fact that the owners had kept pace with their loan commitment.

“We were blindsided,” she said. “We shared this news with the community, never imagining what would happen next.” The community support that followed is truly inspirational. Ms. Ray’s phone began ringing with scores of long-time customers and fellow business owners asking to help keep the toy store open. Hundreds of families came into the store and pleaded for it to remain open. “It was incredible,” Ms. Ray remembered. “My phone began exploding with calls from generous people who appreciated not only our stores but also our community outreach.” (The owners regularly host no-cost game nights at schools and retirement homes across the greater St. Louis region.) 

“In three days, about 1,000 people had collectively raised $80,000 through an online crowd funding site. Although we were initially reluctant to accept it, we ultimately decided it was okay and very necessary to continue keeping our business and our stores operating. The show of support, combined with the loyalty of our employees, was overwhelming to us,” she added. 

The community’s generosity gave this small, independent retailer a glimmer of hope but did not get them completely out of the storm. Suppliers had become aware of their situation and many of them demanded cash-upfront payments. The building’s owner sent notice of a rent increase. Patrick McKeehan, director at the SIU-E stepped in to help. He helped analyze the financial situation and strategized how to use the community’s contribution. He connected Ray and Harmon with an experienced real estate professional to review the lease for a new retail space in Glen Carbon, IL. SBDC staff explored low-cost marketing options and alternative financing to improve Happy Up’s cash position. Ray and Harmon were introduced to Justine Peterson, the regional SBA-designated micro lender, and secured a small loan to help finance holiday inventory. “We’re grateful to Patrick for sharing their expertise with us,” Ms. Ray said. “The SBDC and Southern Illinois University Edwardsville provided us with marketing expertise and options for accessing additional operating capital.”

In June 2013, what had been known as Once Upon a Toy moved to a brand-new space in Edwardsville Crossing, changing the name of its storefront there (and in Clayton) to Happy Up. The bright, sun-filled 4,000-square-foot space is attractively stocked with a wide selection of wooden toys; games for kids and adults, classic jigsaw puzzles, science experiment kits such as Build a Catapult, a Geyser Tube that launches soda with a single roll of Mentos and much more. “We’re positioned as a go-to store for creative, quality birthday gifts for as little as $10, and that includes free giftwrap,” said Ms. Ray. Patrons will no doubt be attracted to the Glen Carbon location’s 14-foot rubber chicken replica, suspended in mid-air over a neon-green sofa in the store’s play area. Both are cherished holdovers from the Once Upon A Toy days and now constant reminders of the joy in being “Happy Up.”

Learn more about Happy Up at:  http://happyupinc.com/ or call (618) 656-9596.

Resource of the Week – Computer Comparison
The site below compares computers suited for use in a small business.
http://computers.toptenreviews.com/business/

Neoserra/WebCATS Update – Neoserra Preferences
You can make several changes to the Neoserra interface to show desired information on the opening screen.  One option allows you to list the show the more traditional menu options on the left side of the screen as in WebCATS.  Learn more at:  http://www.outreachsystems.com/resources/help/neoserra/faq.jsp?id=n200

Moves and News – Illinois Innovation Review 
The past year saw much action and growth within the Illinois innovation economy. Led by the strength of our academic, industry, and civic members, the Illinois Science and Technology Coalition’s (ISTC) efforts throughout the year advanced Illinois’ position as an innovation leader by driving new capital opportunities and partnerships, enhanced awareness, sound policies, and deeper talent development. I you are interested in viewing the full report please click on 2013 ISTC Annual Report and Illinois Innovation Review. 

America’s SBDC Network Connect
Please CLICK HERE to see the February 27th, 2014 edition of America’s SBDC Network Connect newsletter.

=================================================================
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 the 
service delivery partners with regular updates on small business issues, opportunities and resources.  
You may send any information to share with the Illinois SBDC Network 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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