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Summary 

Two years after the Coronavirus Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act was enacted, 

American small businesses continue to struggle under the constant uncertainty and increased 

costs caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. For underserved entrepreneurs, especially minorities 

and women, the challenges caused by the pandemic are exacerbated by long-standing 

structural barriers that limit their ability to start and grow small businesses.  

It is with these barriers in mind that the Chairman of the Committee on Small Business and 

Entrepreneurship, Senator Ben Cardin, and Senate Democrats have championed policies to 

make the federal small business relief programs created by Congress fair and equitable.   

Since the beginning of the pandemic, Congress has passed six bills to directly address the public 

health and economic crises caused by COVID-19, totaling nearly $6 trillion dollars. These funds 

have been used to protect our communities from the virus and support families, workers, and 

small businesses in every community in America.  

This report has been prepared by the staff of the Senate Committee on Small Business and 

Entrepreneurship to examine the COVID-19 relief programs that have been implemented by the 

U.S. Small Business Administration (SBA) during the pandemic. The report details how the 

programs have changed over time, the importance of proper implementation, and lessons 

learned that should be applied to address our nation’s challenges and confront future crises. 
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TIMELINE OF COVID-19 RELIEF PROGRAMS TO AID SMALL BUSINESSES 

1. January 30, 2020 – World Health Organization declares COVID-19 a Public Health 

Emergency of International Concern.  

2. March 6, 2020 – Coronavirus Preparedness & Response Supplemental Appropriations Act 

a. Declared COVID-19 a disaster under the Small Business Administration (SBA) 

3. March 13, 2020 – Trump Administration declares COVID-19 a National Emergencyi 

4. March 18, 2020 – Families First Coronavirus Response Act, 2020  

a. Tax credit program for small nonprofits, small businesses, and self-employed 

individuals for required paid sick leave and expanded family and medical leave 

5. March 27, 2020 – Coronavirus, Aid, Relief, and Economic Security (CARES) Act  

a. Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) created  

b. COVID Economic Injury Disaster Loans (EIDL) authorized and COVID EIDL Grants 

created 

c. Small Business Debt Relief Program created 

d. Supplemental funding for the Minority Business Development Agency (MBDA) 

network appropriated 

6. April 24, 2020 - Paycheck Protection Program and Healthcare Enhancement Act 

a. Additional funds appropriated for PPP, including a set aside for Community 

Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs) 

b. Additional funds appropriated for EIDL loans and grants programs 

7. June 5, 2020 – Paycheck Protection Program Flexibility Act 

a. Amends PPP to have more flexibility on when and how borrowers spend the 

loan, retaining the possibility of forgiveness  

8. December 27, 2020 – Economic Aid to Hard-Hit Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and 

Venues Act through the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021 

a. Second Round of PPP loans created and program improvements implemented 

b. Small Business Debt Relief Program extended and additional funds appropriated 

c. Shuttered Venue Operators Grant (SVOG) Program created 

d. $12 billion set aside for CDFIs for grants and treasury capital investments 

e. Additional funds for MBDA network appropriated 

9. March 11, 2021 – The American Rescue Plan Act (ARPA) 

a. Access to PPP expanded to reach more nonprofits  

b. Created the Community Navigators Pilot Program  

c. Additional funds appropriated for EIDL loan and grant program  

d. Restaurant Revitalization Fund created  

e. State Small Business Credit Initiative reauthorized and run through Treasury 

f. Additional funds appropriated for SVOG 

10. March 30, 2021 - PPP Extension Act of 2021 

a. Extends PPP application deadline to May 31, 2021 and extends authorization of 

PPP until June 30, 2021 
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SMALL BUSINESS RELIEF PROGRAMS 

Paycheck Protection Program 

Program History 

The Paycheck Protection Program (PPP) was created through the CARES Act, which was enacted 

on March 27, 2020. The program initially provided eight weeks of cash flow assistance to small 

businesses through 100 percent federally-guaranteed loans to employers who maintain their 

payroll during the COVID-19 pandemic. The loans are forgivable so long as the employer used 

the funds on allowable expenses, such as payroll, interest on mortgage obligations, rent, and 

other utilities. The program was created to help small businesses keep their employees on 

payroll at a time when the national unemployment was skyrocketing from less than 5 percent in 

March 2020 to nearly 15 percent in April 2020.   

The program was built on the existing infrastructure of SBA’s 7(a) Loan Program, so it had the 

potential to reinforce entrenched racial and gender gaps that exist in the private small business 

capital markets. During negotiations on PPP, Chair Cardin and Senator Jeanne Shaheen—the 

lead Democrats who negotiated small business provisions in the CARES Act—secured language 

that required the SBA to issue guidance to the banks participating to prioritize PPP loan 

applications from small businesses in underserved communities. 

The program opened for applications on April 3 and ran through April 16, 2020 when the initial 

$349 billion allocated for small business relief was exhausted. Within days of opening, there 

was much criticism of the program’s efficacy and fairness following press reports citing larger, 

more established businesses as the primary beneficiaries of the program. Organizations 

representing underserved small businesses sounded the alarm that women, minorities, small 

businesses in rural communities, and other underbanked borrowers were at risk of being frozen 

out of the program. A report issued by the SBA Inspector General later that year found that the 

Trump Administration’s implementation of PPP during this initial phase of the program “did not 

fully align” with the intent of Congressii. 

The concerns that underserved borrowers were being left behind have since been confirmed by 

several studies that have found that Phase 1 of PPP—April 3 through 16, 2020—favored larger 

and more established businesses. According to a report by the Government Accountability 

Office (GAO) issued later that year, during the first round of the PPP, 42% of loans went to 

larger businesses despite these businesses accounting for only 4% of all small businesses in the 

United States. Additionally, high-minority counties and counties with a large share of women-

owned businesses received a disproportionality low amount of first round PPP loans. Counties 

with large shares of women-owned businesses received only 9% of the share of first round PPP 

loans and high-minority counties received 36%. Relative to the share of women-owned small 

businesses and minority-owned small businesses to all small businesses in America, these 

groups were underrepresented in the first round of the program. 
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In April of 2020, a month after the PPP was created, Cardin and Senate Democrats fought to 

address the inequities of the program, in addition to adding more funds. Through the Paycheck 

Protection Program and Healthcare Enhancement Act, Congress made changes in the hopes of 

increasing access to the program. Specifically, Congress diversified lender participation in the 

program to allow for smaller lenders to participate by defining and adjusting portfolio 

requirements for Community Development Financial Institutions (CDFIs), majority minority-, 

women-, or veteran/military owned financial institutions, minority depository institutions 

(MDIs), certified development companies and other nonbank lenders. Additionally, Congress 

appropriated an additional $320 billion for the program with nearly $60 billion set aside for 

community lenders focused on the smallest businesses and underserved communities. The 

Small Business Administration also set aside $10 billion dollars for businesses that applied 

through CDFIs, which serve traditionally underserved communities. To help sole proprietors 

gain access to the program, the Small Business Administration outlined instructions for how to 

calculate loans for sole proprietors. Nearly 96% of Black-owned businesses are sole proprietors 

and 82% of all minority-owned businesses are sole proprietors.iii  

At the end of 2020 through the Economic Aid to Hard-hit Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and 

Venues Act, Congress appropriated $284 billion and created a second round of PPP. The second 

round PPP was created to help the smallest and hardest hit small businesses by allowing those 

businesses to receive a second forgivable loan. The second round PPP was available to 

businesses that spent the entirety of their first loan, had less than 300 employees, and lost 25% 

or more of revenue in any quarter in 2020 either on a quarterly or annual basis. Additionally, 

through this legislation, Congress set aside $15 billion for initial PPP loans for borrowers with 10 

or fewer employees and businesses located in low to moderate income areas. The last changes 

were made to the program through the American Rescue Plan Act, which was passed in March 

of 2021. Congress appropriated $7.25 billion to give more nonprofits access to the PPP. In this 

last phase of the program, the SBA dedicated the first few days of the last extension to the 

program to process loans made through CDFIs. Additionally, the SBA established a 14-day loan 

application period exclusively for businesses and nonprofits with 20 or fewer employees. 

Finally, the SBA revised the max loan amount for self-employed individuals based on either 

gross income or net profit, allowing for larger loans. 

Program Outcomesiv 

The equity-focused policies implemented by Congress and the Biden Administration over the 

lifetime of PPP resulted in a significant improvement in the number and share of loans that 

were made to minority- and women-owned small business, and other underserved small 

businesses.   

During the first round PPP, self-employed individuals received 9% of first draw loans, and by the 

end of the program they received 86% of first draw loans. The share of loans made to counties 

with large shares of women-owned small businesses doubled from the initial creation of the 

PPP to after the passage of the Paycheck Protection Program and Healthcare Enhancement Act 
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from 9% to 18% and remained at 18% through the end of the program. According to census 

data, 90% of women small business owners are self- employed so the increase in shares of 

women-owned small businesses can in part be attributed to Congress prioritizing the 

underserved and smallest businesses, including sole proprietors. 

During the first round of PPP, having a preexisting relationship with a bank, especially small 

banks which were processing loans faster, was a reliable indicator of whether a business would 

receive a loan or not. Given the historic barriers to access to capital that minority-owned 

businesses face, they traditionally are less likely to have a relationship with traditional banks. 

The percentage of loans made by nonbanks increased from 3% during the first round of PPP to 

23% by the end. More specifically, the percentage of loans made by CDFIs and MDIs rose from 

4% to 24% of loans after the passage of the last two rounds of legislation. This is in part because 

of the policy and guidance changes regarding lenders, increasing the number of lenders, and 

more opportunity to lend with the financial set-asides. Nonbanks, CDFIs, and MDIs made a 

higher proportion of loans to traditionally underserved businesses and counties than other 

types of lenders, particularly small banks. Specifically, self-employed individuals received 85% 

of loans from nonbanks, but only 47% of loans overall, which suggests that the increased 

participation of nonbanks expanded access to underserved communities, specifically women-

owned small businesses.  

In addition, 21% of loans made by CDFIs or MDIs and 23% of loans made by nonbanks went to 

businesses in counties with large shares of women-owned businesses, compared to 4% of loans 

made by small banks. Similarly, 64% of loans made by nonbanks and 69% of loans made by 

CDFIs and MDIs went to businesses in high-minority counties, compared to 22% of loans made 

by small banks. These findings suggest that the changes SBA and Congress made to increase 

lending to traditionally underserved businesses through nonbanks, CDFIs, and MDIs helped 

these businesses better access PPP.  

The combination of policy and guidance changes regarding lenders and self-employed 

individuals as noted above are believed to have increased the loan share in counties with a 

large share of minority-owned businesses. In the first round the loan share in high minority 

counties was 36% and this increased to 56% by the end of the program.   

Finally, by the end of the program, PPP lending to businesses in traditionally underserved 

counties was proportionate to their representation in the overall small business community, in 

part because of the changes Congress and SBA made to the program. Businesses in high-

minority counties received 50% of all loans and account for 47% of all small businesses 

nationwide. Overall, businesses in counties with large shares of women-owned businesses 

accounted for 16% of loans and represent 16% of small businesses. In addition, the share of 

loans to businesses in counties with large shares of veteran-owned businesses was generally 

commensurate with the share of small businesses in those counties. Overall, counties with large 

shares of veteran-owned businesses accounted for 4% of loans and 5% of small businesses. 
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Below is a chart that shows the percentage of Paycheck Protection Program loans relative to 

the share of small businesses by type of business or county. 

 
 

Lessons 

The PPP was ultimately a successful program in helping small businesses stay afloat and employ 

their workers. The changes made by Congress and the Biden Administration demonstrated the 

ability of the government to deliver capital to small businesses in our most vulnerable 

communities. The changes in lender participation, business eligibility, and targeted funding and 

processing procedures helped the program reach underserved small businesses. Multiple 

studies have confirmed that the policies implemented by Congress to make PPP fairer worked. 

The success of these policies also demonstrate that the federal government has a role to play in 

supporting underserved entrepreneurs overcome the historic barriers that prevent them from 

reaching their full potential. The policies also confirm that during the next economic crisis, 

Congress should focus using community lenders, CDFIs, MDIs, and microlenders to reach 

underserved and underbanked small businesses from the outset. Throughout the lifetime of the 

program, it has also been clear that Congress must conduct rigorous oversight on the 

implementation of emergency programs to ensure that they are being ran as lawmakers 

intended.  

It is important to note that while the program ended with minority-owned businesses receiving 

a share of loans representative to their share of American businesses, the outcome was not 

representative of the impact faced by those firms. According to a National Bureau of Economic 

Research (NBER) working paper, between February and April, self-employed Black business 

owners decreased by 41 percent, the largest of any other racial group. Latino and Asian self-

employed small business owners decreased by 32 percent and 26 percent, respectively while 

White self-employed small business owners saw a 17 percent decrease in activity during the 

same time period.v Given the outsized impact COVID-19 had on minority-owned businesses, it is 
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important for Congress to take the lessons learned and continue to implement solutions that 

not only result in representative outcomes, but equitable ones.  

In the end, not only did this program help millions of underserved small businesses, but given 

the set-asides and empowerment of smaller banks, the Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis wrote 

that small business lending was a key business line for small community banks during the 

operation of the program and that the PPP will help smaller banks regain some of the market 

they lost to larger competitors in the small business loan market.vi 

Economic Injury Disaster Loans and Grants 

Program History 

In the Coronavirus Preparedness and Response Supplemental Appropriations Act, which was 

passed on March 6, the legislation declared COVID-19 a disaster under the SBA and 

appropriated $20 million to the SBA for disaster assistance. This allowed the SBA to make 

between $7 billion and $8 billion in Economic Injury Disaster Loans (EIDL) to small businesses 

located in areas “affected by the disaster,” though it relied primarily on previously appropriated 

funds to make these initial loans.  

EIDL is a program that existed before the pandemic for small businesses affected by natural 

disasters. The EIDL program was repurposed to help the smallest small businesses experiencing 

temporary revenue loss due to COVID-19. EIDL funding is used to pay fixed debts, payroll and 

expenses, accounts payable and other bills that can’t be paid because of the disaster’s impact 

at flexible and affordable terms. 

As the pandemic quickly spread across the United States, the program structure changed to 

account for the fact that, for the first time, a declared disaster was affecting the entire country, 

making every state an affected region and any small business an eligible applicant. The CARES 

Act allowed small business entities who applied for an EIDL to receive a short-term advance of 

up to $10,000, providing $10 billion for the EIDL advance grants. The portal to request an 

advance was opened on March 30, 2020 on the SBA website. On April 15, 2020, the SBA 

stopped accepting EIDL loan and grant application as the SBA was approaching its disaster 

credit subsidy limit.  

Through the passage of the Paycheck Protection Program and Healthcare Enhancement Act on 

April 24, the SBA was appropriated $50 billion for EIDL to support $367.1 billion in loan 

authorityvii, $10 billion for Emergency EIDL advance grants, and $2.1 billion for SBA salaries and 

expenses. This new appropriation allowed the SBA to start accepting application for EIDL and 

EIDL advance grants. This legislation also expanded EIDL eligibility to agriculture small 

businesses. Although the statutory limit on EIDLs is $2 million, initially, the Trump 

Administration capped EIDLs at $500,000 and then, shortly after the pandemic began, lowered 

this cap to $150,000. The Biden Administration raised the cap to $500,000 in April 2021 and, as 

of September 2021, has increased that cap to $2 million. In July 2020, the SBA reached its 
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authorization limit of $20 billion in grants and stopped accepting EIDL advance grant 

applications. 

Through the Economic Aid to Hard-hit Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and Venues Act, Congress 

appropriated $20 billion for an EIDL Targeted advance grant program, which provided a 

$10,000 advance payment to borrowers located in low-income communities that have suffered 

a revenue loss greater than 30% and have no more than 300 employees. Finally, through the 

American Rescue Plan Act, Congress appropriated an additional $10 billion for the EIDL 

Targeted advance grant program and $5 billion for an EIDL Supplemental targeted advance 

grant program. The Supplemental Targeted Advance provides a supplemental grant of $5,000 in 

addition to the full $10,000 EIDL advance grant. To receive a supplemental targeted advance, a 

small business must be located in a low-income community, prove more than a 50% economic 

loss, and have 10 or fewer employees. 

On January 1, 2022, the EIDL program’s authorization expired, and SBA is no longer accepting 

EIDL loan and advance applications. 

Program Outcomesviii 

As of February 17, 2022, the SBA approved 3,903,412 EIDL loans, totaling over $343 billion. The 

five states with the most approved EIDL loans, in order, are California, Florida, New York, Texas, 

and Georgia.  

The SBA approved: 5.781 million EIDL advance grants totaling $20 billion; 602,264 EIDL targeted 

grants totaling over $5.258 million; and 455,807 EIDL supplemental grants totaling $2,279 

billion. The five states with the most approved EIDL advance grants, in order, are California, 

New York, Florida, Texas, and Georgia.  

In total, the SBA was able to assist over 3.9 million small businesses through the EIDL loan 

program and nearly 6 million small businesses through the EIDL Advance program.  

Lessons 

While the EIDL program was one of the first relief measures to be administered, there was a lot 

of confusion in the implementation of the program by the Trump Administration, making it 

more difficult to utilize than it should have been. Slow processing times initially by the SBA, 

confusion around the amount one would receive by applying for an EIDL Advance grant, and 

unpredictable opening and closure of the portal all led to significant confusion on the part of 

potential program participants. SBA also failed to publicize program limits and policies directly 

to the public, leading to a substantial amount of misinformation.  

Despite these challenges, billions of EIDL loans and advance grants went to small businesses to 

help them weather the impact of the pandemic. The EIDL program and Advance utilized existing 

infrastructure to quickly deploy relief to small businesses, which allowed money to reach them 

early in the pandemic. The application process did not include the same level of demographic 
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data as other relief programs to understand the distribution of EIDL loans and advances. 

However, the targeted EIDL advance payment ensured that our most vulnerable small 

businesses, especially those without prior banking relationships, were able to have set aside 

funding to help them weather the impacts. Implementing a program that provided a grant in 

addition to having a separate loan component, allowed for the most vulnerable small 

businesses who could not take out a loan to still receive the relief they needed. 

Small Business Debt Relief Program 

Program Historyix 

To help small businesses with the burden of making payments on existing SBA loans during the 

pandemic, Congress created the Small Business Debt Relief program through the CARES Act and 

appropriated $17 billion to the program. The SBA made six months’ worth of loan payments on 

existing 7(a), 504, and micro loans – principal, interest, and any associated fees – that had been 

fully disbursed by September 27, 2020. Small businesses did not have to opt into the program 

and were automatically enrolled. This program applied to both loans that have been deferred 

and ones that were not placed in deferment. 

Through the Economic Aid to Hard-hit Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and Venues Act, Congress 

rescinded the remaining funds after the SBA paid 6 months of payments for the existing SBA 

loans. To increase the number of borrowers who could benefit from the program, the Economic 

Aid to Hard-hit Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and Venues Act expanded eligibility by including 

loans that had yet to be fully disbursed but were approved by September 27, 2020. The 

legislation also appropriated an additional $3.5 billion to resume the program. The SBA was 

authorized to provide up to an additional eight monthly payments, depending on funds 

available, type of loan, when the loan was disbursed and the business’s industry with payments 

capped at $9,000 per month per borrower.  

The SBA determined that the funding appropriated was insufficient to make the maximum 

number of monthly payments authorized by Congress and announced that instead it would pay 

two additional monthly payments on 7(a) and 504 loans that were in repayment before March 

27, 2020. Additionally, the SBA announced that it would provide an additional three monthly 

payments to businesses with an SBA Community Advantage loan, Microloan, or operating in 

economically hard-hit industries. Finally, the SBA announced that loans approved from 

February 1, 2021 through September 30, 2021 would receive three monthly payments.  

Congress also increased the current guarantee for the 7(a) program from 85% for loans 

$150,000 or less and 75% for loans greater than $150,000 to 90% through October 1, 2021. 

Program Outcomesx 

Of the $17 billion, $7.1 billion was spent on payments for 1,819,130 SBA loans. The rest was 

rescinded through the Economic Aid to Hard-hit Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and Venues Act. 

The SBA has not released data on the $3.5 billion that was additionally appropriated.  
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Lessons 

This program was very easily implemented with little to no burden placed on the small 

business. Additionally, those with SBA loans are some of the most vulnerable small businesses 

who are credit-strained and unable to obtain a traditional bank loan. This program helped these 

small businesses with one of their biggest payments and the targeted debt relief helped the 

most vulnerable of the vulnerable small businesses. While this program had a smaller impact as 

it only focused on SBA loan payments than the RRF, SVOG, or PPP, it was arguably the best 

executed with significant impact on the most vulnerable.  

Shuttered Venues and Operators Grants 

Program History 

The Shuttered Venues Operators Grants (SVOG), also known as Save Our Stages, was signed 

into law on December 27, 2020 as part of the Economic Aid to Hard-hit Small Businesses, 

Nonprofits, and Venues Act. The program was created because other emergency programs such 

as the PPP didn’t fit the needs of venues and similar businesses. PPP was focused on retaining 

employees, but venues were prevented from reopening due to health and safety guidelines. 

The SVOG program was focused on helping businesses in the arts and entertainment industries 

such as live performance venues, museums, movie theaters, live venue operators and 

promoters, theatrical producers, and live performing arts organization operators. Businesses in 

the arts and entertainment industries often have large monthly costs such as rent, utilities, 

mortgages, and insurances, and smaller payroll costs. These businesses often employ many part 

time employees, causing them to exceed the maximum number of employees to qualify for a 

PPP loan, which requires a business to have less than 500 employees and to spend 60% of the 

loan on payroll costs. Additionally, the SVOG program, unlike the PPP, was administered 

directly by the SBA instead of through lenders, and it was a grant rather than a loan. 

Congress appropriated $15 billion to the SVOG program initially in the Economic Aid to Hard-hit 

Small Businesses, Nonprofits, and Venues Act and the program later received $1.25 billion in 

additional funding from the American Resume Plan Act. The SVOG program offered primary and 

supplemental grants. Primary grants were for expenses incurred from March 1, 2020 through 

December 31, 2020 and were equal to 45% of their 2019 gross revenue, capped at $10 million. 

A supplemental grant was 50% of the initial grant for expenses incurred between March 1, 2020 

and June 30, 2021, and were not issued until the SBA had processed all initial grant applications 

received within the first 60 days of the program. The program has two priority grant periods. 

The first priority period lasted 14 days and awarded grants to businesses that experienced 90% 

or greater loss in revenue as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic. The second priority period also 

lasted 14 days and provided grants to applicants which had experienced a 70% or greater loss 

of revenue. After the priority period of 28 days passed, the SBA processed grants to any 

business who experienced 25% or greater revenue loss.  
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Program Outcomesxi 

After an aborted launch due to technical issues with the application portal, the SVOG program 

began accepting applications on April 26, 2021 and stopped accepting applications on August 

20, 2021. As of February 2022, the program had received 17,637 applications and approved 

12,864 primary grants, totaling $10.91 billion. The SBA approved 9,178 supplemental grants, 

totaling $3.25 billion. As of February 2022, the average SVOG grant was $797,188. 

Of the eligible applicants, live venue operators or promoters received the largest number of 

both primary and supplemental grants receiving 4,781 and 3,483 grants respectively. Museum 

operators received the least amount of grants receiving 815 primary grants and 316 

supplemental grants.  

California received the most primary and supplemental grants with 1,906 primary grants and 

1,467 supplemental grants, which totaled $2.21 billion. North Dakota received the least number 

of grants of any state with 34 primary grants and 16 supplemental grants, totaling $35 million. 

Maryland received a total of $223.5 million in grants split between 169 primary grants and 133 

supplemental grants.  

The SVOG program was effective in reaching the smallest entertainment and arts small 

businesses as $8.5 billion of the $14.16 billion in funding was awarded to businesses with less 

than 50 full-time employees. Of the 12, 864 initial grants made, 11,666 were made to 

businesses with 50 or less full-time employees. Of the 9,178 supplemental grants made, 8,404 

were made to businesses with 50 or less full-time employees. More than two-thirds of the 

grants were made to small businesses with 10 or less employees. 

Lessons 

The SVOG program faced many struggles to get off the ground with no implementation date 

from Congress and the SBA having to create new software to administer grants instead of loans. 

Additionally, the SBA struggled to communicate clear eligibility and application requirements to 

small businesses. Additionally, the SBA was relatively slow in processing applications due to the 

documents required to be submitted to apply for a grant under the SVOG program. However, 

after its initial difficulties, the program drastically improved and SBA’s communication with 

program participants was frequent and productive. It is important for Congress and the SBA to 

communicate clearly with small businesses about their eligibility and about the application 

process even when administrative challenges cause delays. SBA ultimately improved its 

transparency, which has greatly benefited program participants.  

Once the program took off, the grants largely benefitted the smallest small businesses and filled 

a need that was currently unmet by existing relief programs. The SVOG program was an 

example of how not all small businesses can benefit from the same forms of aid. Given the 

unique operational structure of these small businesses, the existing relief programs either 

would not meet their needs, or they wouldn’t have qualified for it.  
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The program was essential in helping arts and entertainment small businesses weather the 

pandemic and likely prevented the loss of long standing cultural institutions that are important 

to their communities. 

Restaurant Revitalization Fund 

Program History 

The leisure and hospitality industry was one of the industries that were most detrimentally 

impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. According to the U.S. Small Business Administration 

Office of Advocacy small businesses accounted for 64% of the industry at the commencement 

of the pandemic. Employment in the leisure and hospitality sector decreased by 41%, which is a 

large decrease compared to decreases ranging from just 2% to 18% in other industries. 

The leisure and hospitality industry consists primarily of two categories: accommodation 

services and food/ drink services. Accommodation services accounted for 13% of the industries 

employment and food/ drink industry accounted for 73% of the industries employment. In May 

of 2020, employment in food/drink services was down 37% from May 2019. 

According to the National Restaurant Association 9 in 10 restaurants are small businesses and 

employ fewer than 50 employees. The restaurant industry is also the industry which employs 

the greatest number of minority managers.  

The pandemic has had a detrimental effect on this industry, which is comprised primarily of 

small businesses. Restaurant sales have decreased $65 billion from pre-pandemic levels and 

restaurant employment has decreased by 1 million from pre-pandemic levels. 

The McKinsey’s US Small Business Pulse Survey reported that the food and service industry was 

found to have the highest proportion of minority employees as well as the largest share of 

vulnerable small business jobs.xii 
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Source: Mckinsey & Company U.S. Small Business Pulse Survey 

The Restaurant Revitalization Fund (RRF) was authorized and appropriated $28.6 billion by the 

American Rescue Plan Act of 2021 to provide grants of up to $10 million (up to $5 million for an 

individual location) to restaurants that have experienced loss due to the pandemic.  

The RRF was different than other SBA programs because there was no limit on the number of 

employees the restaurant could have to qualify for the grant. However, the grants were limited 

to smaller restaurants as the program specifies that the loan applicant may not have owned or 

operated more than 20 locations as of March 13, 2020.  

The RRF attempted to offset the compounding effects that the pandemic had on minority 

owned restaurants by prioritizing grants to small businesses owned and controlled by women, 

veterans, and socially and economically disadvantaged individuals for the first 21 days of the 

program. Other businesses were eligible to apply, but would not receive their loan until after 

the 21 day period. During this 21 day period, small businesses in the priority groups applied for 

more than the allotted $28.6 billion for the RRF. Those priority groups applied for more than 

the initial allotted amount of $28.6 billion in the fund; and were awarded grants of 

approximately $18 billion. The SBA awarded the remainder to eligible applicants not within the 

priority group after lawsuits in three jurisdictions successful challenged the constitutionality of 

the SBA prioritizing issuing loans to women and minorities during the first 21 days of the 

program. This decision resulted in the rescission of nearly 3,000 approved awards to priority 

group applicants who were previously notified that they would receive grants. However, the 

ruling did not alter the priority of veteran-owned businesses. As a result of the ruling, the SBA 

was required to issue loans based on date of application, regardless of whether the applicant 

was underserved or not. The SBA issued a directive that applicants whose approvals were 

rescinded would only receive payment once the SBA completes processing all previously filed 
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non-priority applications. Because the program ran out of funding just a few weeks after 

opening, these applicants have yet to receive their awards.  

While the priority groups based on demographics were struck down by the courts, Congress did 

outline an initial revenue based set-aside in the creation of the program with $5 billion for 

those with a revenue of $500,000 or less. In an effort to ensure the program was more 

equitable, the SBA created two other set-asides – $500 million for those with revenue less than 

$50,000 in 2019 and $4 billion for those with revenue between $500,000 and $1,500,000.  

Within the first three weeks of the program, the SBA received more than 360,000 applicants, 
totaling nearly $74 billion.xiii  During the first two days of the program opening, over 186,000 
restaurants and bars applied for a grant, with 97,600 of them controlled by women, veterans, 
socially and economically disadvantaged individuals, or a combination of these demographics.xiv 

Program Outcomes 

The RRF portal was opened on May 3, 2021 and by May 18, 2021 the Small Business 

Administration (SBA) had received 303,000 applications requesting over $69 billion in grants. 

More than half of these applications were filed by women, veterans, and socially and 

economically disadvantaged business owners.xv During this time period, businesses with 

revenue less than $50,000 requested nearly $290 million in loans, which was able to be fulfilled 

as the set-aside amount for this group was $500 million.  

Requests from businesses with revenue less than $500,000 totaled $6.1 billion, exceeding the 

set-aside amount of $5 billion. Similarly, the requests from businesses with revenue between 

$500,000 and $1.5 million totaled $8.4 billion, doubling the set-aside of $4 billion. On July 2, 

2021, the SBA announced the closure of the RRF as the applications greatly exceeded the funds 

appropriated. 

The SBA issued $28.6 billion worth of RRF grants to 100,600 applicants to help small 

restaurants. Of the total $28.6 billion in RRF grants, $18 billion went to underserved 

populations – more than half the appropriation. $7.5 billion to women-owned businesses; $1 

billion to veteran-owned restaurants; $6.7 billion to businesses whose owners are socially and 

economically disadvantaged; and $2.8 billion to businesses owned by representatives of 

multiple underserved populations.xvi 

The National Restaurant Association estimates that over 900,000 restaurant jobs were saved by 

the initial round of RRF grants.  

Lessons 

The RRF was a very successful program, helping hundreds of thousands restaurants weather 

some of the worst periods of the pandemic, including the delta and omicron variants. According 

to the National Restaurant Association, 96% of RRF recipients said the grant made it more likely 

that they would be able to stay in business and 92% of RRF recipients said the grant helped 

them pay expenses or debt that had accumulated since the beginning of the pandemic. Much of 
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its success in helping some of the smallest restaurants was due to the priority groups by 

revenue that Congress and the SBA instituted as well as their intentional outreach to 

stakeholders to inform them of the priority groups.  

Despite the courts’ decision to strike down the provisions of the legislation that would provide 

priority to underserved restaurant owners, the program was able to meaningfully reach and 

serve these populations with almost half of the $28.6 billion appropriation going to 

underserved owners. This is likely due to the revenue-based set-asides as well as SBA outreach. 

Additionally, with 42% of restaurant owners being women and over 37% of owners being 

Latino, Black, Asian, or Native, the restaurant industry is significantly occupied at both the 

employee and owner level by underserved individuals.  

Unfortunately, the need for the program outweighed the appropriations for the program. 

Nearly 65% of applicants did not receive a grant. Chair Cardin and Senator Roger Wicker (R-

Miss.) introduced the Continuing Emergency Support for Restaurants Act in August 2021, which 

would fund the nearly 180,000 applicants who have yet to receive a grant. The bill would 

provide $48 billion to the RRF. This bill would help these restaurants during the pandemic 

spikes and has bipartisan support. Restaurants are in every community and critical to the fabric 

of communities, which is why it has attracted supporters from across the aisle and from nearly 

every state.  

MBDA Supplemental Appropriations 

Program History 

Throughout the pandemic, underserved business owners, including minorities, were 

disproportionately impacted.xvii A study conducted by the National Institute of Standards and 

Technology (NIST) found that historically underrepresented business owners faced harsher 

negative impacts from the pandemic alone than non-historically underrepresented business 

owners who faced both a natural disaster and COVID-19 at the same time.   

Minority business owners continue to face an outsized negative impact from COVID-19 because 

of the systemic barriers they face such as issues accessing capital, lack of skill development 

trainings, and weak networks. During the pandemic, minority-owned firms fared worse than 

white-owned firms with regards to revenue, employment, operations, and access to capital.xviii   

For example, according to a 2021 Federal Reserve report, Black-owned firms that applied for 

traditional forms of financing were the least likely to receive all the financing they sought with 

only 13% receiving full financing, 20% of Hispanic-owned firms received full financing, and 31% 

of Asian-owned firms received full financing compared to 40% of White owned firms. Even 

among firms with good credit scores, Black-owned firms were half as likely as white-owned 

firms to receive all the financing they sought (24% compared to 48%).xix  

Additionally, minority-owned firms were more likely to report that their financial conditions 

were fair or poor compared to their White counterparts. 
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Source: Federal Reserve 2021 Small Business Credit Survey 

In order to provide specific aid to minority-owned businesses, Congress provided $10 million in 

supplemental appropriations to the Minority Business Development Agency (MBDA), the only 

federal agency solely focused on minority-owned businesses, through the CARES Act. This 

funding could be used to help minority-owned firms to prevent, prepare, and respond to 

pandemic impacts through education, training, and providing grants to minority business 

centers and minority chambers of commerce. 

Additionally, through the Consolidated Appropriations Act of 2021, Congress appropriated $25 

million to assist minority-owned firms through minority business centers to prepare and 

respond to the impacts of COVID-19 as well as identify government resources available to these 

firms. 

Program Outcomes 

With the supplemental funding provided in the CARES Act, the MBDA was able to provide one 

year grants that ran from June 1, 2020 until May 31, 2021 to 29 minority business centers and 

chambers. The grants were given to existing institutions that had the infrastructure to provide 

assistance nationwide and the capacity to implement national programs to reach the largest 

amount of minority owned businesses.xx  

The MBDA’s FY21 annual performance survey has not yet been released. However for FY20, the 

MBDA helped create 11,597 jobs, retain 15,720 jobs, secure $7,892,879,690 in contracts and 

capital, and received a 188% return on investment.xxi This performance survey covers 

approximately 4 months of the year-long grants provided through the CARES Act.  

There is no publicly available information on how the FY21 supplemental grants have been 

disbursed. 
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Lessons 

Minority-owned firms have faced an outsized adverse impact from COVID-19, which has only 

compounded the day to day historical barriers these firms face. The MBDA focuses entirely on 

the needs of minority-owned firms and how to support them with their centers providing 

tailored resources. Because of this focus, the MBDA is able to adequately and precisely address 

the needs of minority-owned firms and help break down unique historical barriers.  

Additionally, the MBDA deployed the $10 million from the CARES Act, within 3 months of 

enactment, getting funds to centers efficiently. Their ability to deploy resources in a timely 

manner especially during an economic emergency is critical for minority businesses struggling 

to stay afloat and in need of assistance to determine what federal and state relief they are 

eligible for.  

Additionally, given the MBDA network’s wide reach and rapport with minority communities, the 

agency is well placed to meaningfully reach and serve these communities. Congress should 

make it a priority to provide funding to this agency in times of emergency as minority-owned 

firms are some of the most vulnerable during crises and the MBDA has the network, resources, 

and capability to reach these firms in a timely manner. 

State Funding for Small Business Programs 

Program History 

In an effort to diversify avenues where small businesses could access relief and the relief 

measures being invested in as well as ensure that the small business and relief needs of each 

state were met, Congress deployed funds and programs that were to be administered by state, 

local, and private entities.  

The American Rescue Plan Act appropriated $350 billion for states, counties, cities, tribal 

nations, and territories. Of this appropriation, $195 billion went to states, $65 billion to 

counties, $45.6 billion to larger cities, $19.5 billion to smaller cities, $20 billion to tribal nations, 

and $4.5 billion to U.S. territories. These funds were distributed based on a formula given by 

Treasury and were set to be deployed in two tranches, the first beginning May 2021 and the 

second tranche being deployed one year later. The legislation gave wide flexibility on the use of 

these funds, categories of use include revenue replacement, unemployment insurance, capital 

construction, health, human services, economic development, education, public safety, state 

operations, and other programs. States have until the end of 2024 to obligate their funds and 

the end of 2026 to spend the funds allocated. 

Additionally through the American Rescue Plan Act, the State Small Business Credit Initiative 

(SSBCI) was reauthorized, expanded, and appropriated $10 billion. This program was originally 

established in 2010 to help small businesses and manufacturers with access to capital after the 

2009 recession. The SSBCI program is managed by the Treasury department and allocated 

funding to state development finance agencies to create specialized small business access to 
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capital initiatives, including capital access programs, loan participation and guaranty programs, 

revolving loan funds, venture capital and equity programs. This program is tooled to help small 

businesses after programs such as the PPP have wound down. The funds are to be distributed 

with $6 billion going to the states based on a formula, $1.5 billion is set aside for businesses 

owned by socially and economically disadvantaged businesses, $1 billion for areas that excel at 

reaching socially and economically disadvantaged businesses, $500 million for the smallest 

small businesses with 10 or fewer employees, and $500 million for tribal governments. 

Program Outcomexxii 

The state and local funds allocated through the American Rescue Plan Act have been 

substantially obligated or disbursed. As of November 2021, 39 states, DC, and Puerto Rico have 

appropriated $105 billion of the $199.6 billion set aside for states and territories – nearly 53% 

of the total allocation, and 68% of the first tranche of $155 billion disbursed in 2021. Of the 

states with allocation, they have committed a little over 50% of their allocation. Most of the 

funds to date have been used to replace state revenues as states must balance their budgets 

annually and the pandemic strained many states’ budgets. Replacing state revenues helps 

maintain state funding for schools, prevent public sector layoffs including of teachers, maintain 

health care services, and ensure the continuation of public services with minimal disruption. 

Additionally, many states are using the funding to respond directly to the impacts of the 

pandemic, including for public health services, investments in education, expanding broadband, 

economic development, and for assistance to workers and businesses. 

For example, in Maryland, some of these funds have been deployed to replenish two programs, 

the RELIEF Act program and the Maryland Strong: Economic Recovery Initiative, which have 

worked to aid struggling small businesses and workers during the pandemic. $800 million of 

Maryland’s funds were used to replenish these programs.xxiii The RELIEF Act provides a direct 

stimulus payment to over 400,000 Marylanders as well as a variety of tax credits to workers and 

small businesses. The Maryland Strong initiative provides direct grants to the state’s nonprofit 

tourism organizations, entertainment venues, and small businesses in the state’s Main Street 

Maryland communities as well as in Baltimore City’s Main Street communities. 

Lessons 

Throughout the pandemic, there has been an emphasis on the federal government working 

effectively with the state and local governments to address the public health crisis as well as aid 

struggling small businesses, workers, and families. By providing allocated funds with a wide 

flexibility to states, counties, and cities, the federal government provides support that allows 

states to implement relief programs that would address the specific needs of their state.  

This approach has ensured that the unique economic struggles of each state are being 

addressed and the gaps of the federal government’s relief are being filled. During times of 

crises, no one solution will address the needs of all 50 states, and is important that Congress 



 
 

  

 

19 
 

gives state and local governments the funding, resources, tools, and support they need in order 

to devise their own targeted solutions.  

Conclusion 

After enduring the deepest economic contraction since 1947, the American economy grew at 

the fastest rate since 1984 under the first year of President Joe Biden’s Administration. The 

expertise and capacity that the SBA has built during the pandemic has prepared the agency to 

take full advantage of the entrepreneurial renaissance underway in our communities. 

According to the Census Bureau, Americans registered 4.4 million new businesses in 2020—the 

highest total on record and a 24 percent increase from the year prior. Remarkably, the surge is 

being driven by entrepreneurs in Black and Hispanic communities. Data shows that between 

February 2020 and August 2021, the number of Black business owners increased by 38 percent. 

Congress needs to take advantage of the entrepreneurial spirit that is surging through our 

communities by continuing to invest in our entrepreneurs. 

Congress has demonstrated that the historic, structural barriers that have inhibited the growth 

of small businesses in underserved communities are far from insurmountable. There are several 

ways that Congress can build on these lessons through legislation focused on empowering small 

businesses in underserved communities. First, a direct lending program at the SBA would allow 

for another avenue for access to capital, filling the current gaps in our financial ecosystem. The 

lending program would allow for underserved entrepreneurs to apply directly for a federal 

guaranteed loan prior to being denied several times. Many underserved entrepreneurs are 

discouraged from applying for a loan because of high rates of rejection. Second, Congress must 

codify the Community Advantage Loan Program. This loan program is especially successful at 

the SBA in getting capital to underserved entrepreneurs. Third, the federal government needs 

new programs to address gaps in current SBA programs such as funding for organizations that 

provide entrepreneurial and small business training to recently incarcerated individuals and 

funding for incubators and accelerators to be located on the campuses of Historically Black 

Colleges and Universities in order to build the entrepreneurial pipeline. Finally, to ensure that 

existing and new capital access programs reach those most vulnerable, Congress should 

advocate for a new office within the SBA’s Office of Capital Access to focus on getting capital to 

underserved and emerging markets. This office would be able to more efficiently and 

intentionally ensure capital is getting to our most vulnerable communities.  

These policies will leverage the inroads that federal, state, and local government agencies have 

built into underserved communities during the pandemic to get capital, entrepreneurial 

development, business mentorship, and technical training into the communities that would 

benefit from it the most. Congress should give SBA the tools it needs to empower 

entrepreneurs and accelerate economic growth as we continue to recover from the COVID-19 

pandemic. 
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