temporary clothes. As a fash-
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¥ A federalmicrolending’
program modeled: aftera
Nobel Prize-winning.:’

initiative in'Bangladeshis
helping thousands in

Miamj-Dade start thelr own .
busmesses

BY. AIMEE JUAREZ
Special 1o The Miami Heraldt
~Frica Ragland always
wanted to start her own busi-
ness designing urban and-con-

ion student, she’sold Her
clothing {ine at shops and flea
markets in Altapattah, Liberty
City and Miami Gardens: She
picked up a handfi:l of custom-
ers that way but her busmess'
idea didnt take off. = .

- S0 when Ragland graduated
from -the Art Institute: of

Miami in December:2005, she ..

decided fo:focus on makmg )

her'idea for a business — EBJ]

Fashions — happen. But she
didn't know how to start.-
Ragland didn’t have any
start-up money and, because
her business experience was
limited, she figured she won't
qualify for a bank loan. Then
she heard a promotion for

Microbusiness USA, a feder- .

ally funded peer-microlending
program that  offers -small
loans to entrepren’aurs with
bad, little or no-credit.

All she would have to do

" was attend monthly business

training classes where she'd
learn skills such as bookkeep-
ing and ma.rketing technigues
ina groap of six to 12 people
—her peers.

As 8 group,- those peers

would determine whether her
. businiess.plan -for - EDJ] {pro-~

nounced “Edge”) ‘Fashions
‘was sound enough to-get her a

‘loan'6£:$500, . with an annual’

interest rate of12 percent to. be
repaid in four to six months.”
The. application was
approved and she got the loan
in March and she used the
money to buy a heat press — a

- machine that puts ceystals and

rhinestones on‘clothes,
Ragland 24, and her husi-

" ness pértner, Sharon Carroll;

47, now run ED]] Fashions out
of @ booth at the Mardi Gras

- Riécetrack and Gaming Cénter

Fleamarket, 831 N. Fedsral

Hwy, Hallandale, Visitors to:
the booth can peruse a bock of
Ragland's designs and ofder
clothing, which she makes at
‘homie using the heat press.
Tha customer picks up. the

BUSINESS OWN
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Etica Rag!and rlght owner of ED.J.} Fashiohs, and business partner

Sharon Carroll, left, stand Wlth Miitorla Fordham the CEO of Mlcrobusmess USA.

order at the booth., .
“People are starting to see

~mote of .my. merchandise,”
Ragland-said. “It's started 49"

grow more than when we first
3

started,
Ragland said she repa1d the

$500 loan:and will apply fqr_

another one in January, this
time -for $1,500:. After. she

‘repays the second loan, she’ll :

be eligible for yel another —
$2,0G0 or $2,500:— and when

that is repaid, she would'qual- -

ify for a loan of $5,000. At.that
point, Ragland would com-
plete the'first level of the pro-

. gram.

“It's a step process " sa1d
Miltoria Fordham, chief exec-
utive ‘of Partners for Self-

Employment, a nonproiit com--
_panythat runs Microbissiness

USA. “If you pay:50 percent of -
~the loan. without.being late;
“you qualify for the next-level? .

If a program. participant
continues on to levels two and
three, the lending atnotnts

increase until the maximun

amotuiit Is réached: $335,000:.°
Ageording to Fordhdm,

overall about 92 percent of the

borrowers repay their loans.

The program, whzch_waq"
started in 1993+and is funded -

e -_.by. the 1U.5. Smmall :Bu.sin'es's

Adminjstration -and -Miami-

‘Dade -County. -usually - has.
“about $1 millior to lend. In the -

past 13 years, it made 2,700

Ioans totaling $3.Z million to

6,000 people, Fordham said.
The loan, Fordham said, “is

the key-to keep them coming
bark for the. training. If you

don't. have the training, how
cdn you run your business?”
. But. getting the ~lpan
depends on whethér the pro-

gram. peers of a prospective -
borrower agree a business

plan should be funded, That's

how jt works at Microbusiness.

USA, which follows the micro-
credit model first introduced
by eéconomist Muhammad

-Yunus in Bangladesh in 1976

while he was professor of eco-
nomics at Chittagonig Univer-

- sity in southern Bangladesh.

“Yunus founded the Gia-
meen Bank, which offers small

loans to the poor without - (
. Census sutvey, about 32.8 pér-

requiring collateral. His first
loans were the equivalent of
§27. In Vunus' model, pees
pressure drives repayment: In
a group of fve, for exaniple, if

two pedple get 2 $200 loan, the:

remaining -group members

‘must wait until that loan is.

repaid before they can borrow.

The cencept woni Yunus

and .the.Grameen. Bank, the
2006.Nobei Peace Prize,

How can an econdmic
model -designed to.help start
fledgling - Third World busi-

~nesses in the:midst of grinding

poverty fit South Florida¥

With the area having a poverty:

rate well above the mational
average, it does, experts say,

particularly in poor neighbor-

hoods where education.and
1anguage skills. are-wéak.

.Experts said this is becauée_ .

the_ entrepreneurial spirit is
high in these communities,
espectaily among the immi-

grant population, which paral--
lels the Bangladesh model. .

“They’re looking to control
their destinies-and de for
themselves what'others can’t

“or-won't-do.for them, includ-

ing government,” sal_d SBA
spokeswoman Althea Harris,
According to z 2005 U.S,

cent of Miami-Dade’s popula~

tien live below the. nation’s

poverty level. The growth.of

suburbias living in the county, -

coupled with lower education
levels, has taken jobs away
from many residents, accord-

. opperiunities

. ing fo a 2003 study by the

Brookings Institution, a Wash-
ington, D.C. reseéarch organi.
zation. . .

Only 25.2 percent of the
county’s 2.3 million residents
have a college education, com-
pared with 27.2 .percent
nationally, according to the
2005 Census survey. A little
more than 76 percent of resi-
dents- have 'a high school

" diploma, compared with.84

percent nationally. Less job
and larger
households have increaséd the
county’s poverty level, accord-
ing to'the Brookings Imstitu-
tion study. Experts add that
language barriers for many
residents have also been a hur-
dle, especially-for those whe

want'to start their own busi-

ness. . . N g
“The gap . is growing

"between the haves and have-

nots,” Harris said.“There are a

“lot of people who could bene-
A" from the microloans:

-Harris said inferest rates

‘tend to. be higher generally

because ‘many. microlending
borrowers have a low credit

-rating and the microlender kas

to repay .its craditors. .
‘According . to Fordham,

- when a bortower fails to make
“regular paymieiits, the loan

will bé restructured, If that
doesttwork, the case is taken
to sindll.claims cotirt butthat

“is fdré and no one has been
.sued in the past two years, Shc

said.

““Most pﬂop]e ‘have good
mtentions on paymv hack™ the:
oans, Fordham said: .

Interest rates ‘aside; Har‘ is

and Fordhain said the program

* TURN TOMICROBUSINESS USA, 15
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