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Small businesses network with big companies

By Clanci Cochran
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February 14, 2006

OAKLAND - Cupid is busy matchmaking for lovebirds today, but small-business owners did their own matchmaking with government agencies and Fortune 500 companies Monday.

Nearly 1,000 entrepreneurs from the western states met face-to-face with about 150 representatives from colleges, insurance agencies, airlines and giant companies at the Oakland Convention Center for the first of four Business Matchmaking 2006 events.

The prearranged sessions were conducted like clockwork. Buyers from the big organizations sat at tables in an exhibition hall. Small-business vendors crowded behind velvet ropes until instructed to enter the matchmaking area and find the right buyer by table number. Similar to speed dating, small-business owners had only 15 minutes to impress potential contractors.

"While we may not say yea or nay today, those are the people that we're going to take a very good look at," said Audrey Goins Brichi of Chevron in San Ramon. Premeeting preparation "increases the likelihood of (us) being able to say yea," she said.

And like a blind date, there were visual cues to hook up suppliers and the supplied: Buyers wore red tags, sellers blue.

Sellers Marilyn Steeber and Donna Ghumm of Tucson, Ariz., who sell telecommunications products, came out of a session with Chevron feeling confident about the matchmaking event. Steeber said they had five scheduled appointments.

"I was surprised that ... we were able to get a lot accomplished," she said.

Over a three-year period, about 37,000 matchmaking appointments between small-business owners and government entities and large corporations have resulted in more than $35 million in new business for small businesses, according to a news release from the Small Business Administration, one of the sponsors of the event. More than 3,000 appointments held during Business Matchmaking 2004 in Anaheim resulted in 13 contracts totaling about $6.8 million.

Oakland Mayor Jerry Brown, Hector Barreto, administrator for the SBA, and business owner and basketball Hall-of-Famer Elvin Hayes gave remarks during a luncheon for small-business owners. Brown welcomed the crowd to Oakland, "a city that very much represents a dynamic approach to business, to government," he said.

Barreto said his administration works to fulfill President Bush's desire to "level the playing field for small businesses." He said small businesses have the "know how," but what they need is the "know who."

"That's what Business Matchmaking is all about," he said.

Hayes moved the crowd with parts of his life story. He said hard work, dedication and sacrifice helped him on the courts and in business.

"If you make yourself an asset, you will always be needed," Hayes said.

Monday's agenda included workshops and matchmaking appointments before and after lunch.

Just in case a buyer was "stood up" by a seller, personnel were on hand to run interference. Darlene McKinnon, deputy director of SBA's San Francisco office, and others manned a podium outside the matchmaking area and called for sellers offering specific types of services to hold impromptu meetings with buyers. Like an auction, the sellers with the fastest hands claimed the coveted open spots.

"Some people only have three or four appointments scheduled," McKinnon said. "This is an opportunity to get five or six."

Ross Astramecki, regional manager for Administaff in San Diego, said the Bay Area is a "talent pool" of business. Administaff, an organization that offers human resource services for professional employers, is an event co-sponsor.

"This is one of the best markets I've ever seen for small business," he said, because of the area's quality of life, technology, schools, and the growing number of business owners competing in the global economy.

"This is a great melting pot for that," he said.

