	Business bank among nation's top users of fed program 
	


By Ray Barrington
News-Chronicle    02-21-03
DE PERE - The Wisconsin Business Bank got an award Thursday for handing out a lot of the federal government's money. 

Well, lending it. 

The bank, which also has offices in Sheboygan and Eau Claire, was honored by the state office of the U.S. Department of Agriculture's Rural Development Business and Community program for its work with the program's guaranteed loan program. 

The bank was the nation's fourth-largest user of the program in 2002, and was the first bank in the state to get "certified lender" status by the state office. The bank already is certified for Small Business Association loans. 

"What it means is that we're able to give our clients long-term financing," said bank president Kevin Tenpas. "That allows them to grow their businesses and use their own cash flow to continue to grow, and weather some economic downturns." 

He cited the case of one client who got a rural development package that saved it $100,000 a year in cash flow, which when the 2001 downtown came, might have saved the business. 

The program provides government guarantees for loans by the bank, with the government guaranteeing the bank 70 to 90 percent of the value if the loan goes bad. Frank Frassetto, state rural development director, compared it to the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation's backing of bank deposits. 

"It's a natural evolution between what used to be a direct lending program (by the government) to a private lending program," he said. "Why should we be duplicating services, trying to go after the same people, which essentially is us cutting into private industry?" 

So the government depends on private lenders such as Wisconsin Business Bank, who know the territory and the borrowers, to handle the loan. 

The rural development program mostly covers communities under 50,000 in population and larger deals; SBA loans are usually less than $2 million. The majority of rural development loans, Frassetto said, are for manufacturers. 

In presenting a certificate to the bank, Frassetto noted the bank had provided nearly $25 million in guaranteed loans, creating more than 1,300 jobs. 

"I really think we do give the customer a better chance to survive," Tenpas said. 
