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Guiding Montana Businesses to Success


Q:  Where can I find grants to start my business?

They do not exist.  Federal Grants are funded by tax payer dollars.  If you are searching for federal grants to make yourself profitable in business, it is like telling the government, “I just won’t pay my taxes this year, instead, I will be keeping them and starting a business.”

You will find many sites claiming to assist you in getting grants and please be cautioned of any organization that will charge you to find you a grant.  Every federal grant offered is listed at www.cfda.gov.  

Grants are used to provide services or benefits to specialized populations, which without the grant assistance, would not be able to better themselves or community.  Grants are usually provided to non-profit businesses and require match.  Match is usually 1:1, simply stated, if you have $2, spend that $2 and you will be reimbursed $1.  This is overly simplified, but the concept is valid in most cases.
If you are looking for grants in the area of workforce training or façade improvement/residential redevelopment/new or relocating a business within the Great Falls Business Improvement District, contact us for the appropriate referral.

Q:  How do I register my business?

This is a tough one.  Simply stated you do not register your business.  Technically you register your business structure.  You must file your articles of incorporation or organization with the Montana Secretary of State.  If you are planning to operate as a sole proprietor using a name other than your name, you should file an Assumed Business Name Registration with the Montana Secretary of State to insure yours is the only business operating under that name.  Make sure the structure you choose for your business aides in attaining the objectives of the business.
Next, you will need to see if your city or county has business licensing requirements.  In the city of Great Falls, you will need to obtain a Safety Certificate through the Community Development Office.  You will also need to ensure the zoning of the business is adequate for the nature of the business. 

The final things to consider as it may pertain to a question about registering your business – insurances and licenses.  Make sure you have adequate insurance coverage for your type of business and industry and that you obtain any additional industry specific licenses to operate your business that may be necessary.
Q:  What do I need for taxes regarding my business?

Consult with a tax planning professional.  The Small Business Development Center is a free confidential one on one counseling program.  The tax code changes often and it is impossible for Small Business Development Center personnel to be experts on the tax code.  You will need to pay for that expertise.

Q:  What legal requirements are there for my business?

Consult with a legal professional.  The Small Business Development Center is a free confidential one on one counseling program.  Practicing law without a license is illegal. You should look for a professional that you feel comfortable building a relationship with and who is knowledgeable about your industry. Your legal professional is a person who will be with you for the long-term, so it must be someone you can work with.
Q:  What kind of structure is best for my business?

Consult with a legal professional and a tax professional.  There are initially two areas of concern that you want to look into when picking a structure for your business.  The first is the liability the business poses to you personally, then protect yourself against that liability.  The second is the tax implications that may be present to you and the business.  Take your business objectives and projected income statement to the trusted members of your advisory team and work with them to make your decision.

Q:  What kind of business should I start?

Small Business Development Center personnel will not tell you what kind of business to start.  Starting a business is an endeavor that should be considered based on your skills to manage a business and a proven market need. 
Q:  Why does the bank ask for a business plan before they will give me money?

Just like any investor, the bank wants to know the feasibility of your business and what the probability for profit and subsequent repayment of the banks money looks like.  Banks employ people who are experts at analyzing good deals.  Good deals are ones where the market need is documented, the pricing structure fits within the market analysis and creates margins for profitability and systems are in place to aid in seamless operation.  All of the answers to a bankers questions in order to determine a “go or no go” on a lending deal are contained in a thought out, well developed business plan.
The business plan is also the written documentation the banker can reference while they analyze your deal.  Since bankers are people and people forget, you may want to make sure there is a reference document for your banker to go back to so not to forget important details of your business deal.  When the banker sees over 20 people per day, your oral points may be lost by the next day.

Q:  I asked to borrow $100,000 from the bank and they will only give me $50,000.  Why? 

This is another tough question.  The first answer is you will rarely receive 100% financing for any business project.  You will always need to provide some portion of the investment in your business.
Secondly, banks are low risk lenders and will want to have collateral securing the amount of the loan they provide.  If you are short on collateral, the amount the bank may be willing to lend you may be affected.  The use of the borrowed funds always affects the amount of money the bank is willing to lend.

Lastly, if your credit history is a bit irregular, the confidence the bank has in getting repaid will be affected, thus, reflected in the decision and amount the bank is willing to lend.
Q:  Where do I get an SBA loan?

The bank.  This is the short answer.  Except in the case of disaster loans, the SBA does not lend money directly to businesses.  The SBA has quite a few lending products to assist Small Business, most of them are guarantee products, which oversimplified, is a co-signer on your loan.  What the SBA guarantee does is secures repayment of a percentage of your loan to the bank in the event you default.  That percentage will vary based on product and amount.

The SBA 504 loan is obtained through a Certified Development Corporation and requires bank participation.  The 504 Program provides growing businesses with long-term, fixed-rate financing for major fixed assets, such as land and buildings.  To inquire about this option, see the lending tab on this website.
Q:  Where can I find Angel Investors or Venture Capitalists for my business?

Angel Investors and Venture Capitalists are high risk lenders.  The bank is a low risk lender.  The risk levels are expressed in the rate of returns each investor is looking for.  The bank is looking for around 8%.  Angel Investors and Venture Capitalists may be looking for around 25%.  Angel Investors and Venture Capitalists in general are individual people who have made profitable decisions along their lives journey and are using this money to invest in businesses that look to produce high returns on their investment.  These type of investors rarely invest in start-up companies.

Before ever seeking any type of investor for your business, you will need to ensure your business is structured in a way that will allow it to accept investment.  Consult with a legal professional and the Montana State Auditor’s Office, Securities Commission.

Next, make sure your business plan is top notch and prepare your pitch.  Then, begin researching potential investors, based on your industry and the type of funding you need.  Angel Investors will be looking to make an investment between $250,000 and $1,500,000.  Venture Capitalists will be looking at making an investment in the range of $5,000,000 to $10,000,000 and may be looking to get repaid through your businesses initial public offering.

If you have a business that is poised for this type of investment, it is best to request counseling with the Small Business Development Center to get you prepared for your first investment interaction.
Q: My question hasn’t been answered, what do I do?

Contact the Small Business Development Center. The goal of the SBDC is to help you develop a successful business, so get a list of your questions you want answered and contact your local center, email is best. The services provided are FREE and world renowned for quality. You can expect a wait to see a Business Strategist, but it will be worth it. In order to get the most out of your meeting, request counseling and participate in the recommended online training, Thinking of Starting a Business and Developing a Loan Package.
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	Funding for the SBDC provided in part through a cooperative agreement by the U.S. Small Business Administration with the Montana Department of Commerce and Great Falls Development Authority.
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