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COVID-19 has mayors 

struggling with state 

directives and turning to 

each other for help.
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WHERE THE BUSINESS COMMUNITY MEETS

Money mystery:
By Pam Zubeck

I
t’s impossible to know for sure what 
impact the federal government’s 
small business loan program is hav-
ing on Colorado Springs’ businesses.

El Paso County Commissioner Stan 
VanderWerf, who has helped local busi-
nesses survive during the economic 
downturn, said metrics to determine the 
damage caused by the COVID-19 pan-
demic won’t be available until late this 
year or early 2021.

The $2.2 trillion Coronavirus Aid, 
Relief, and Economic Security Act, enact-
ed in late March and later amended, con-
tained $659 billion in funding through 
the Small Business Administration for the 
Paycheck Protection Program that pro-
vided forgivable loans to prevent job loss 

and business failure due to the COVID-19 
pandemic. The loans can later be convert-
ed to grants not requiring repayment if 
jobs were, in fact, retained.

The loans were available to small busi-
nesses with 500 or fewer employees, non-
profits, veterans organizations and tribal 
business concerns. The Act also expanded 
the separate Economic Injury Disaster 
Loan Program with $20 billion of ad-
ditional funding under the CARES Act.

The program already has gotten a 
black eye, though, from giving priority 
to big businesses, granting money to 
high-profile mega enterprises such as the 
Los Angeles Lakers (which returned the 
money), and simply not responding to 
some who have applied.

Also making headlines were the 
Catholic Church’s individual dioceses 

(including Colorado Springs, Pueblo and 
Denver) getting loans that total $1.4 bil-
lion nationwide.

Curious about how those local busi-
nesses that obtained loans are getting 
along, we contacted a sampling of the 
roughly 1,100 firms and nonprofits in 
Colorado Springs that received the largest 
amounts possible under the program — 
$350,000 to $10 million — with the goal 
of retaining thousands of jobs.

Many either didn’t respond or declined 
to comment, but a few had something to 
say. One large vehicle dealership reports 
a positive experience in retaining 1,000 
jobs among its 11 entities, while a small 
business support center’s leader said the 
program is rife with “gaping holes and 
inconsistencies.”

But one thing is certain: Despite some 

help from the program, the local economy 
has been hit hard, and lots of jobs that 
evaporated might never return.

“Our small business community was 
and is devastated by the pandemic,” 
said Aikta Marcoulier, executive direc-
tor of the Pikes Peak Small Business 
Development Center. The SBDC is not 
part of the SBA, but is a “resource part-
ner” that supports educational needs of 
small businesses and provides guidance 
on SBA programs, including PPP.

“Loss of tourism and loss of sales re-
quired regional businesses to lay off their 
employees,” she said. “Hence, the high 
unemployment rate. The PPP loan pro-
gram came out after businesses made 
these difficult decisions.”

Hard to assess impact of PPP loans

See PPP page 14

Hands on, masks on: 
COVID changes classes

Pre-COVID-19, construction students worked in close quarters for hands-on 
projects. Now, educators are weighing safety restrictions and the trajectory 
of the pandemic, trying to work out what group projects will look like this year. 12
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