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offers opportunities for entrepreneurs
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A new program has recently been launched that is poised to make a big impact on
small businesses.

Facilitated through a collaborative effort spanning multiple counties, the Economic
Development Alliance (EDA) of St. Clair County recently introduced the newly-formed
Small Business Cohort program which is now open to applications from
entrepreneurs eager to turn their business dreams into reality.

The collaboration between the Port Huron SmartZone, The Underground, and other
local and state entities forms the cornerstone of the new hub for Region 6 which is
comprised of St. Clair, Huron, Lapeer, Tuscola, Genesee, Sanilac, and Shiawassee
counties. The program will provide critical support and resources to up to 40
entrepreneurs in 2024 and each participant selected for the program will receive
personalized coaching, mentoring, and up to $7,000 in essential support services.

Administered by the Michigan Economic Development Corporation (MEDC), this
innovative initiative has been made possible through a grant from the Small Business
Support Hubs program which was launched in June 2023. The program provides
funding to entrepreneurial hubs, support services, and direct grants. In November, the
EDA was one of 27 organizations selected to receive a portion of the $73 million in
funding for their Small Business Support Hubs and was awarded a grant totaling
$2,500,792.

“Michigan is committed to bolstering our entrepreneurial ecosystem by supporting
the small businesses that drive our economy, as well as the trusted and expert
partner network that serve them, across the state,” Amy Rencher, MEDC Senior Vice
President of Small Business Services, says in a press release. “By leveraging federal
dollars, the Small Business Support Hubs will help us expand and improve resources
across the state, as well as raise the national pro�le of the strength of our
entrepreneurial community.”

Kanchan Wankhede is the Director of Business Services with the EDA and Director of
Entrepreneurial Services for The Underground, St. Clair County’s Regional Business
Incubator. She says this is the �rst time for the hub grant which will help reach
entrepreneurs in remote areas.

“Traditionally, these counties have not been getting our business services,” she says.
“With the Hub grant, we are able to increase our capacity and capability to support
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Kanchan Wankhede, Director of Business Services

with the Economic Development Alliance of St. Clair

County and Director of Entrepreneurial Services for

The Underground.

small businesses in underserved areas in
Region 6.”

Wankhede says the �rst step is the
application followed by a screening process.

“There will be a 15-minute discussion to
understand what the businesses are, what
phase they are in their business, and what
milestones they are looking to achieve,” she
says. “Their application is screened by a panel
of three members: the Michigan Small
Business Development Corporation, Michigan
Women Forward (MWF), and The
Underground.”

Once accepted, programming for the cohort
will be facilitated through the Eastern Michigan
Small Business Network which offers a range
of services including accounting help, mentoring, access to capital, marketing
training, legal expertise, and other forms of assistance.

The hybrid program will include both in-person services, as well as hub staff traveling
to the individual locations of various business participants.

“The �rst thing is they will be in a classroom environment, which will go on for
probably six months to one year,” Wankhede says. “We will get business writing plans,
market research, helping with �nancial forecasting, marketing strategy, and product
launch or a prototype. We could help with patenting if that’s what it calls for too. All
kinds of expertise that a business requires or needs, we will get that service for them.
They don’t have to pay, we pay for the services that they get.”

Challenges in trying to secure capital or the resources it takes to move an idea further
can be a signi�cant barrier to entrepreneurs. This cohort hopes to increase the
success and change the statistics of how many businesses fail in their �rst year.

“The second part of the cohort is the grant portion,” she says. “Grants are available for
these businesses that once they achieve the goals, they can apply for these grants.”
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Wankhede says entrepreneurs and businesses are already applying to the new
cohort, which is available to businesses across all industries. Not only will the
businesses bene�t, but there’s also a network of service providers on the website
which can bene�t. The network of service providers can help lift up existing small
businesses that can be of assistance to other small businesses, like tax accountants.

The Small Business Cohort will begin in April 2024. Entrepreneurs interested in
participating in the program should apply online at
easternmichigansmallbusinessnetwork.com and will need to provide information
including their business or idea, revenue stats, licensing info, grants, funding or cash
investments, demographics, speci�c business goals, and more.

Enjoy this story? Sign up for free solutions-based reporting in your inbox each week.

Read more articles by Sarah Spohn.

Sarah Spohn is a Lansing resident, but every day �nds a new interesting person, place,
or thing in towns all over Michigan leaving her truly smitten with the mitten. She
received her degrees in journalism and professional communications and provides
coverage for various publications locally, regionally, and nationally — writing stories on

small businesses, arts and culture, dining, community, and anything Michigan-made. You can �nd
her in a record shop, a local concert, or eating one too many desserts at a bakery. If by chance,
she’s not at any of those places, you can contact her at sarahspohn.news@gmail.com.
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