
Whether you’re upgrading your rink’s 
lighting or sound system, or planning 
a major expansion and adding a 
number of new offerings to attract 

new customers, business enhancements need capital. If 
you’ve never pursued a business loan before, the process 
can seem daunting. But it doesn’t have to be. Lenders 
who understand the needs of small businesses offer a 
number of financing options that can help operators 
take their rinks to new levels.

DO YOUR HOMEWORK 
The first step to obtaining funding is to do a little 
homework. Get clear on where you want to use 
the capital. Can you reasonably take on a full-scale 
expansion, or is it more realistic to fund a smaller 
project? You don’t want to take on more debt than you 
can handle. 

Chanel Bellotto, president of Skate World in 
Lakeland, Fla., recommends writing down a “wish list” 
of wants and needs to help you prioritize projects. 
“When you’re making that goals list, find something 
that’s going to generate revenue for you,” she advises. 
“For example, when I first took over the rink, I had to 
replace the roof—it was leaking and there was nothing 
I could do inside to make it better. I had to save up 
$40,000 for a new roof. It had to be the first thing I 
did—no carpet, speakers, or anything else could be 
done. What’s the priority—the need versus the want? 
What’s going to generate revenue—is it new cooking 
equipment for the café or a new party room? Or are 
your skates from the ‘80s and they stink and are stained? 

Financing 
Options for 

Your Next Rink 
Expansion or 

Upgrade

Buy new skates and charge a higher skate rental. Get 
the essentials taken care of first.” 

TIME TO TALK FINANCES
Once your list of priority projects is in order, start 
talking to some financial institutions—not necessarily 
your own bank, although you can certainly start there. 
“You want to find a lender who is interested in that 
building type,” says Jeff Rauth, Vice President, Business 
Development, Celtic Bank. “I really don’t think that the 
size or location of the bank matters. It’s more important 
that the bank has an interest in lending to the building/
industry type itself, since rinks are so single use in 
nature. So the bank could be local or across the country.”

The initial contact with the lender is usually very 
informal, says Ben Jones, Domain Specialist—Senior 
Lender, Live Oak Bank, an institution that has 
consciously sought out niche businesses like skating 
rinks over the past 18 months. “The first step is a phone 
call,” he explains. “Literally, just pick up the phone and 
call us. We’re a very approachable institution and will 
guide rink operators through the process. Depending 
on the outcome of the phone call, the next step is an 
in-person conversation. If it’s a mutual fit, I ask the 
operator to send me some information, such as tax 
returns and a debt schedule. I’ll look at those numbers 
from a financial perspective and will determine if 
there’s an opportunity. I look at two things—safety 
and soundness.” If the borrower’s financials meet 
Jones’ criteria, the next step is to have a face-to-face 
conversation. 
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THE POWER OF SMALL 
BUSINESSES
When reviewing loan and lender options, Rauth 
encourages operators to consider lenders that 
offer Small Business Administration (SBA) loans, 
a government program that guarantees 70% of the 
loan amount, even if the borrower defaults on the 
loan. “If the operator works with SBA, it’s a good 
thing just because of that guarantee,” Rauth says. 

According to U.S. Small Business 
Administration Eastern Pennsylvania Deputy 
Director Michael Kane, the SBA’s purpose is 
to serve as a resource for small business owners 
in three key areas—capital, contracts, and 
counseling, or “the 3 C’s.”  “At SBA we help 
small business succeed,” Kane says. “First, by 
helping good, creditworthy small businesses get 
access to capital from banks and credit unions; 
second by providing the knowledge, training, 
and matchmaking opportunities to compete 
for government contracts; third, small business 
owners who have a long-term counselor are more 
likely to hire, grow and increase revenues, so SBA’s 
field staff and counseling partners provide advice 
and counsel to small businesses across the nation.” 
SBA’s role is that of a steward for financing; they 
do not lend money directly to borrowers, but 
they establish the lending guidelines for their 
financial partners.” The programs SBA offers 
small business owners are many and varied, and 
the qualifications for each are specific,” Kane says. 
“SBA can help facilitate a loan for you with a 
third party lender, guarantee a bond, or help you 

find venture capital. Understanding how SBA 
works is the first step towards receiving assistance. 
SBA provides a number of financial assistance 
programs for small businesses that have been 
specifically designed to meet key financing needs, 
including debt financing, surety bonds, and equity 
financing.”  They offer a number of loans to small 
businesses, including 7(a) loans, SBA’s most 
common loan program and 504 loans for real 
estate and equipment loans. 

FILLING OUT THE 
PAPERWORK
Lenders will need some additional paperwork 
in order to continue the process, which can vary 
depending on the institution. Typically, expect 
to submit two to three years’ worth of business 
and/or personal tax returns (depending on the 
lender), a copy of your credit report, and at least 
one year’s worth of financial statements. You 
may also need a detailed list of any equipment 
that will be installed and ask your contractor for 
a breakdown of construction costs. Jones asks 
potential borrowers for a summary of what they 
plan to accomplish with the funding. “At Live Oak 
we review proposals on a milestone basis—we 
only review what we need to get to the next step,” 
he says. “I may ask a few questions at each step, 
such as ‘Have you ever considered games?’

Depending on the answers, we may pause in 
order to gather more information, or we’ll go 
forward.”  The lender will also want to see layout 

plans from the contractor, Rauth explains. “In 
order to get the funding, you’ll need to have all 
of the necessary building permits from your city, 
county, state, whatever you need,” he says. “We 
need to see the costs from the contractor because 
without this, you won’t know what your real 
costs are—we want a firm amount. A contractor 
might estimate an amount, but that might change 
somewhere along the way.”

Once the paperwork is filled out and the lender 
has had time to review the application, the next 
steps can happen quickly. “We’ll put the loan 
amount and deal structure in writing and present 
it to the borrower. If it’s agreeable on both sides, 
we’ll put it into underwriting,” says Jones. “With 
underwriting, we need more paperwork, such as 
personal tax returns.” Next is the commitment 
letter, which is essentially a promise on both the 
part of the lender and the borrower that they will 
each fulfill the terms as stated in the loan, and 
finally, the closing. Jones says they try to make the 
process as painless as possible. “There are three 
things that borrowers like: am I approved, when 
do we close, and when do I get my money,” Jones 
says. “That’s the process that we try to manage.”

UNDERSTANDING THE 
DEAL BREAKERS (AND 
MAKERS)
Even if your credit report is less than perfect, you 
can still be approved for a loan. “Having good 
cash flow is the most important thing,” Rauth 
says. “For the specifics of the loan application, 

ALTERNATIVE FINANCING OPTIONS
• Additional mortgage expense. Rather than apply for an additional business loan, Chanel Bellotto, president of Skate 
World in Lakeland, Fla., added the expenses for her rink’s brand-new floor to her existing home mortgage payment. “We 
got the new Fast Floor system, which is concrete with fiber optic cables mixed in with the concrete. There’s no rebar and 
it’s very durable. We installed it to ensure safety. If you don’t have a good skating floor and you’re a skating rink, what do 
you have? It cost about $100,000 and I added about $40,000 of that to my mortgage,” she says. “You have to set goals, 
otherwise you’ll never get that money saved. Take it out of your checking and put it in your savings—don’t even look at it. 
People are tempted to spend it.” 

• Crowdfunding. Crowdfunding is a way to fund a project or venture by raising money from a large group of people, 
usually by accepting donations online. Individuals can use crowdfunding for projects, but it’s been widely embraced by 
nonprofit and grassroots organizations who are raising funds for community-based projects, such as public skating rinks, 
which is a way to get the community involved in the project right from the beginning. 

• Friends and family. Some rink owners might turn to a friend or relative for the necessary funds for a rink upgrade or 
expansion. This makes sense, as so many rinks have been family-owned for generations. Some lenders might agree to a 
gentleman’s loan or have a more formal loan agreement drawn up.

• Angel investors. Some affluent businesspeople are always on the lookout for new ventures—often a smaller niche 
business that offers a different change of pace from their primary business. They typically offer capital in exchange for 
convertible debt or ownership equity, but their involvement can vary. If you don’t personally know any businesspeople 
looking for new projects, you can find them through networking or word of mouth, local or regional angel investor 
organizations, or online through sites like AngelList or Gust. Be advised that sometimes angel investors wish to remain 
anonymous and rely on an advisor or other representative to handle their business deals. As with any other lender, you 
want to make sure you and your investor share the same mission and vision for your business.
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we look for borrowers with good cash flow, 
a debt coverage ratio of about 125, and that 
their business is profitable.” Your likelihood for 
approval is pretty high if your credit is okay and 
the loan-to-value is less than 90 percent, he adds.

For a rink owner, it helps to have an advocate 
who can help them understand the process 
and avoid any pitfalls to financing. Robin Rose, 
operator of Jellybeans Super Skate Center in 
Cary, N.C., recently completed a $350,000 
“facelift” of the rink’s interior, including brand-
new carpeting, upgraded LED lighting system 
and new speakers in order to keep the center 
looking fresh and clean. Rose says that working 
with a bank that they already knew made the 
application process much easier and he’s a big 
believer in working with financial institutions 
with whom you already have a relationship. “We 
went with a small local bank, and the service 
was a little more personalized. We also have 
relationships with the larger banks, but their 
policies limit what they can offer. The paperwork 
didn’t take us long because we already had a 
relationship with the bank, we already had 
collateral, so it moved quickly,” said Rose. 

Jones said that lenders always appreciate 
operators like Rose, who constantly strive to 
keep their centers current. “I always look for 
the relevancy in a loan application. I’ll ask the 
borrower, ‘are you relevant? Are you current with 
the times, are you visible in your community, 
are you top of mind for recreation, employment, 
birthday parties in your area? Do people talk 
about your venue at parties?’ Many centers that 
are no longer relevant have not invested in their 
business. You have to in order to stay relevant. 
It’s change or die, buy or die, and invest to live.” 

Borrowers should also be aware that most 
financing is strictly limited to the projects you’re 
actually planning to implement. “You can’t use 
the funding for anything personal, like paying 
off credit card debt,” Rauth cautions. “The funds 
have to be used strictly for the property.” The 
reason for this is simple, Jones explains. Plans 
change—funding limitations keeps everyone 
on track. “A simple request often turns into a 
mortgage refinance. We don’t give discretionary 
funding—we would have to restrict the funds to 
whatever you needed the money for.” 

The process can seem intimidating at first, but 
Jones encourages borrowers to see it through. 
“Poor personal credit is often a deal killer. We 
often have to make a call to go from ‘no’ to ‘not 
yet’, and we’ll offer a prescription for how to get 
to ‘yes’. Maybe you’re not ready now but you’ll 
be ready a year from now. The key is not to be 
afraid of the process, and don’t be afraid to take 
on capital. It’s an effective way to grow your 
business.” 

10 MYTHS ABOUT SMALL 
BUSINESS LOANS

10. Lenders don’t look at a borrower’s personal credit history. 
They may not at first, but at some point a lender will want to see 
the borrower’s credit report. Poor credit might keep you from being 
approved now, but if a lender sees that you are trying to improve your 
poor credit rating, that might help if you reapply. 

9. SBA gives loans. “It’s important to understand SBA’s role – the agency 
doesn’t lend the money directly to entrepreneurs to start or grow a 
business, but sets the guidelines for loans made by its partners (banks 
and credit unions, certified development companies, and non-profit 
lending institutions),” explains U.S. Small Business Administration Eastern 
Pennsylvania Deputy Director Michael Kane. “SBA provides guarantees 
on these loans, which eliminates some of the risk to the lending 
partners.”

8. Banks are the only lending option. Most borrowers still turn to a bank 
or credit union for financing, but there are nonbank alternative lenders 
who will also work with you.

7. You don’t need a formal business plan to get a loan. If you’re 
looking to expand or upgrade an existing venue, you should have a 
clear idea of how you plan to use the money. If your expansion plans 
include construction, you should have a detailed list of costs and 
blueprints from your contractor.

6. Small business loans come with high fees. Most traditional lenders’ 
loans do not have origination or application fees.

5. The Great Recession affected your business so it will be harder for 
you to get funding. If you’ve stayed afloat during lean times, this can 
actually help you, says Jones. “Most rink owners have been through 
tough business cycles. We want to work with someone who is going to 
attack the bad times,” he says. 

4. There’s no loan for your niche business. If your lending institution 
does not have a loan specifically for your type of business, ask about 
SBA loans. 

3. Applying for a loan is a long and complicated process. From initial 
contact to closing, the process may only take a few weeks. The stronger 
your working relationship with your lender, the less time it takes. 

2. It’s hard to find lenders for a specialized business. Nearly every 
bank or credit union will work with a small business; some may seek out 
the smaller “niche” markets like skating rinks and family entertainment 
centers. Do some research to see if these lenders are a mutual fit.

1. Bigger banks are best to work with. Larger banks will certainly 
welcome your business, but many rink owners prefer smaller 
community-based banks for business loans. Smaller banks pride 
themselves on building strong relationships with their customers. They 
take a more holistic approach when reviewing loan applications. 
Factors like the business’ presence in the community, its professional 
reputation, and the operator’s character carry more weight than just the 
hard data. 
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