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In the past six years, Live Oak Bank has helped community pharmacists start, 
build, or expand their businesses with more than 600 loans totaling $650 
million. Meanwhile, the industry evolved, health care plans and providers saw 
radical change, and the technology revolution arrived for pharmacies. With 
challenges facing the transition of legacy pharmacies (such as predatory 
chains and reduced reimbursements), Live Oak brought a laser focus to phar-
macy lending. It has a dedicated a team of seasoned experts in the field to help 
facilitate the transfer of ownership to a new generation of pharmacists with an 
entrepreneurial spirit. 

This profile of the bank’s early assumptions and objectives offers a close-up 
view of how pharmacy business financing has grown, the influence of industry 
changes, and practical tips for taking advantage of all that Live Oak offers.

HOW IT ALL STARTED
With a strong national footprint in small business loans for startups in 
industries as disparate as dental and veterinary practices, a few like-minded 
professionals met in the hallway at an NCPA conference in 2009. The orga-
nization would later officially partner with Live Oak to facilitate the financing 
of independent community pharmacies. Existing and prospective owners 
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soon began to apply for the funding 
required to refinance, expand, or 
acquire pharmacies.

This new partnership and a growing 
awareness of the bank’s capabilities 
created a link to thousands of pharma-
cy owners and allowed prospective 

buyers to flourish. Many would-be 
owners were often turned away by 
traditional lending institutions, which 
treated community pharmacies 
much as they would any other small 
business, either rejecting proposals or 
offering financial terms that were im-
practical for the industry and prospec-
tive owners. By contrast, the Live Oak 
team, experts in both pharmacy and 
Small Business Administration (SBA) 
loans, understood and recognized 
the earning potential of community 
pharmacies and the value of resalable 
inventory and prescription files.

Commenting at the time, NCPA CEO 
B. Douglas Hoey, Pharmacist, MBA, 
said, “Independent community phar-
macies focus on patient care and a 
wide array of services that their com-
petitors cannot replicate, but it can 
be difficult for prospective owners to 
secure financing for these purchases. 
That’s why this partnership between 
NCPA and Live Oak Bank is a game 

Q & A With B. Douglas Hoey,  

Pharmacist, MBA, NCPA CEO

Can you comment on the importance of 
financing for independent community 
pharmacies?
“The 600 pharmacy loans over the last 
six years speak volumes. These are phar-
macies that are still independent in no 
small part because of the loans available 
through Live Oak Bank. My guess is that 
at least half of those independent phar-
macies would have been lost to one of 
the mega-chains if loans weren’t available 
through LOB.”

What community pharmacy financing 
needs do you see for continued success?
“Pharmacy margins are as tight as 
they have ever been, so having access 
to financing and capital is essential. 
Statistically, some pharmacy owners are 
nearing a time when they are considering 
retirement and looking to transition their 
stores to another independent. Financing 
will be available for the new owners of 
those stores. Also, every owner we talk 
to who has invested capital in their store 
to spruce up or remodel their stores 
has said the same thing: ‘I wish I had 
done this sooner!’ because of the boost 
in business and attitude resulting from 
the remodel. For major remodels, some 
owners seek financing to free up capital 
and cash flow.”

How has a financing partner like Live 
Oak Bank changed the landscape over 
the past six years?
“For years, I looked for a lending source 
for independents that valued the ‘blue 
sky.’ I talked with big, medium, and 
small lenders. No dice. There were 
plenty of asset-based lenders, but most 
of them tried to value pharmacy inven-
tory like it was a clothing store—very 
different! Live Oak filled a gaping hole 
that existed in the marketplace and hun-
dreds of pharmacy owners, hundreds of 
independent pharmacies, and millions 
of patients patronizing those pharma-
cies are better for it.”

In the past six 
years, Live Oak 
Bank has helped 
community phar-
macists start, 
build or expand 
their businesses 
with more than 
600 loans totaling 
$650 million.
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with 19 people on our team to provide 
the highest level of service,” says Jim-
my Neil, Live Oak general manager.

HOW CAN YOU PREPARE?
If you want to own a pharmacy and/
or expand your business, you’ll need 
good to excellent credit, and be 
prepared to contribute the most un-
comfortable amount of cash you can 
toward the acquisition (typically 10 
percent). You’ll also want to be ready 
to convince an expert team that you 
have the skills necessary to accom-
plish your goals.

“We are looking for individuals who 
have a passion for succeeding,” Neil 
says, “and have the ability to manage 
and operate a small business in a very 
challenging environment.”

WHERE TO START
While some prospective entrepre-
neurs have connections to a leg-
acy pharmacy, others have to do 
their research identifying potential 
opportunities in desired locations. 
While there are a handful of business 
brokers who specialize in pharmacy, 
most drug wholesalers have sales 
forces that manage specific territories 
and have a steady pulse on opportuni-
ties in a given local market. Wholesal-
ers have a vested interest in keeping 
community pharmacies independent. 
NCPA offers an independent pharma-
cy matching service (www.pharma-
cymatching.com) devoted to bringing 
buyers and sellers together. Also, 
consider attending NCPA’s Owner-
ship Workshop sponsored by McKes-
son, a continuing education program 

changer. NCPA will use the full weight 
of its assets to alert potential buyers 
of this great lending resource.”

While the size of this explosive market 
is difficult to determine, doing the 
simple math of a generational change 
in a health care sector supporting 
some 22,000 pharmacies means that 
more than 1,000 such legacy phar-
macies change hands each year. Live 
Oak’s first customers were often those 
needing refinancing of current loans, 
but the bank quickly moved into ac-
quisitions, working capital for growth, 
expansion into compounding labs, 
specialty pharmacy and LTC facilities, 
and equipment and file buys. 

“No one else has dedicated as many 
resources to pharmacy as Live Oak 

Q & A Success Stories: How Live Oak Bank Works for You

Saleem Shah
Patterson Park Pharmacy
Baltimore, Md.

Buoyed by a strong background in retail 
pharmacy at major chain pharmacies, 
Saleem Shah was ready to focus on his 
own business in specialty pharmacy in 
2010. As an NCPA member, Shah made 
a connection with Jimmy Neil, who was 
working in pharmacy transition services 
for a major distributor at the time, and 
attended his first NCPA Ownership Work-
shop to explore options for acquiring an 

existing pharmacy. At the event, Shah 
connected with Live Oak’s general man-
ager just as it had launched its financing 
program for independent pharmacies.

Shah found a 100-year-old 2,000-square-
foot pharmacy, secured the majority of 
the financing through Live Oak Bank, 
and set about transforming the business. 
Focused on specialty compounding as a 
plan to improve the business, Shah used 
much of the previous retail space for a 
compounding lab and proceeded to grow 
1,700 percent over the next six years.

“The process was helpful every step of the 
way. Live Oak’s staff had a real sense of 
ownership interest and helped with looking 
for possible deals, analyzing the current 
business, and looking at practical niches 
for the market,” Shah says. “I think we 
closed the deal in a matter of months.”

Using both reserves and an additional 
loan from Live Oak, Shah redesigned and 
built a more sophisticated lab to accom-
modate growth. 

“Staying only in retail could have put me 
out of business. Today, owners must deal 
with a multi-faceted approach as the phar-
macy industry is evolving, and with these 
changes, a more sophisticated operational 
approach should be adopted,” Shah says. 
“You must change with the business.” 

Several factors are driving the changes, in-
cluding a balance of power shift due to the 
effects of the Affordable Care Act and ne-
gotiating competitive rates. The pharmacy 
now provides specialty drugs for hormone 
replacement, HIV, complex wound care, 
pain management, and veterinary medi-
cine. The pharmacy also uses proprietary 
software built on Shah’s ideas and vision.

Shah is looking to the future, with growth 
areas such as the pediatric population with 
needs for autism and mental care solutions. 

“Maintaining a relationship with Live Oak 
Bank is important as I look toward expan-
sion and know that I have that leverage 
in my back pocket when opportunities 
arise,” he says.
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Q & A Success Stories: How Live Oak Bank Works for You

David and Kelly Dokimos
Dokimos’ Pharmacy 
Grass Valley and Nevada City, Calif.

David Dokimos landed in pharmacy in a traditional way. His father owned a commu-
nity pharmacy which he worked in as a youth. After that pharmacy was sold, Doki-
mos attended pharmacy school and worked for a major chain for 21 years. Using a 
combination of self-funding and a local bank, Dokimos and wife Kelly opened their first 
pharmacy in Grass Valley, Calif., in 2004. Similarly, they expanded to a second location 
in Nevada City in 2007. In 2010, the couple wanted to refinance a myriad of loans and 
to secure working capital and additional cash flow.

“In a growing business, cash flow suffers whenever we must pay in advance, and there is a 
lag in accounts receivable from insurance carriers,” Dokimos says. “Plus, we face challeng-
es from big-box stores, third-party reimbursements, and participation in preferred networks.”

When the Dokimos Family sought financing from a local bank, they found that there 
was minimal experience or understanding of the pharmacy business. That is when 
they discovered Live Oak Bank, which showed they understood the business, trends, 
and opportunities. 

“Live Oak could look at the global picture of both of our stores and see our potential 
for success,” Dokimos says. “The information that was required made sense and the 
Live Oak staff provided easy-to-understand explanations and did everything possible to 
make our financing work.”

Regarding changes over the past six years, the Dokimoses pointed to the new chal-
lenges they face, including lower reimbursements, maximums for generics, Medicare 
Part D network participation, and changes to copayment amounts. To compensate 
for these obstacles, differentiators became more important. They concentrated on 
customer service, providing a positive experience, delivery, accommodating special 
orders, and expanding their retail mix to include front-end gifts.

“Live Oak Bank is the first place to go because of their expertise,” Dokimos says. “They 
can help someone build from the ground up, including looking at real costs, identifying 
needs for financing and understanding the time it can take to build a customer base.” 
The Dokimoses will look to Live Oak when they seek financing for purchasing a building. 

traditional pharmacy owners are inter-
ested in a dedicated new generation 
of pharmacists who are committed to 
maintaining an established business 
with close ties to both employees and 
patients in a community.

Recent trends indicate high interest 
not only in acquisitions, but also in 
demand for expansion through long-
term care facilities, specialty drugs 
(such as HIV, Hep C, fertility and 
others), compounding labs, and other 
high touch, patient-centered care 
services and automation.

“The winning characteristics we find 
in those seeking financing are often 
similar: those who are knowledgeable 
in pharmacy combined with a passion 
for caring for patients, a people-cen-
tered approach to innovation, a sense 
of customer service, and reliance on 
training staff to reflect their philoso-
phy,” Neil says. “These are people who 
take the time to know their patients by 
name and are engaged in the commu-
nity where they live and work.”

HOW FINANCING CAN HELP A 
STRUGGLING PHARMACY 
Lower reimbursements from health 
care plans, PBM requirements, 
bottom line costs and the like are just 
a few challenges facing community 
pharmacy. In many cases, a willing-
ness to innovate can address these 
issues. New technologies can help 
reduce staff time required to accom-
plish routine tasks, increase patient 
adherence to regimes, process 
claims, and automate communica-
tions with patients, providers, and 
suppliers. Embracing change has 
been the leading trend in the most 
successful pharmacies.

In the past, only 20 percent of dis-
bursements were generics, but now 
as many as 90 percent of prescrip-
tions are filled via that route. Com-
munity pharmacists have found ways 
to innovate by developing front-end 

social media platforms such as 
LinkedIn, and community health care 
connections. Live Oak has found that 
the average age of pharmacy owners 
is 62, and recommends using a low-
key confidential approach to connect 
with existing legacy businesses. Many 

designed to help a prospective buyer 
become a successful independent 
community pharmacy owner.

Networking is essential. Use tools 
readily available such as local 
business groups, trade conferences, 



businesses in transition and those 
stepping up to meet the challenges 
and opportunities for tomorrow.” ■
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dustry experts in both pharmacy and 
financing can help bring business-
es into the competitive landscape, 
rewarding those dedicated to patient 
care in ways that chains can never 
replicate. It has invested in programs 
with organizations such as NCPA to 
bring awareness to owners that tap-
ping the resources required to meet 
new challenges is available for those 
pursuing success.

Neil says, “A strong track record 
needs no defense. We are confident 
in the future of pharmacy and are 
fully committed to helping both those 

merchandise offerings, providing 
medication synchronization and de-
livery services, offering vaccinations, 
compounding, and specialty drugs, 
along with servicing LTC facilities.

Many of these services require invest-
ment that can pay dividends for years 
to come, not only through customer 
loyalty, but also by expanding the ser-
vices that attract and maintain new 
patients and provider referrals.

WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS
Live Oak Bank sees a bright future for 
community pharmacy. A team of in-

Q & A Success Stories: How Live Oak Bank Works for You

Tom and Frances Lovett
Nambe Drugs
Los Alamos and Santa Fe, N.M.

With 43 years in the pharmacy industry, 
pharmacists Tom and Frances Lovett 
have seen many changes during their 
professional careers. These include own-
ing their first pharmacy in the late 1970s 
and working with Sun Healthcare Group, 
Inc., as employees supporting U.S. and 
international pharmacies in the long-term 
care and hospital sectors. In the early 
2000s, the Lovetts got back into the retail 
pharmacy business in New Mexico, and 
in 2010 established Nambe Drugs and a 
second store in 2015.

“We put together a prospectus proforma 
and went to meet with local banks, and 
no one was interested,” Tom says. 

At a business conference organized by a 
major pharmaceutical wholesaler, they 
met Jimmy Neil, who introduced them to 
Live Oak. 

“They already knew the pharmacy busi-
ness, and that congruency with our knowl-
edge helped us,” Tom says. “With Frances’ 
work and training as a pharmacist clinician 
provider with prescriptive authority in an 
internal medicine medical office, we knew 
we needed someone who understood what 
patient-centered care meant.”

As true patient advocates, Nambe Drugs 
moved into compounding and specialty 
drug care. 

“It’s like gourmet cooking with medi-
cation,” Frances says. “It allows you to 
spend time with patients and solve trou-
bling problems with unique insight to the 
body, disease and medication alternatives 
available, and that’s when they become 
lifelong customers.”

The pharmacy offers precise, pharma-
ceutically elegant medication solutions 
that require keen attention to detail at all 
levels of interaction. 

“No doubt, we are specialists and love the 
art and science of independent pharmacy,” 

Frances says. To manage the investments 
required to provide a high-level of service, 
Live Oak became an invaluable partner 
who understood that a credit line could 
allow the Lovetts to expand their person-
alized service and immunization services 
and reach the hospice and senior care 
facility sector.

“The personalized service from Live Oak 
is very different from other lenders in that 
it offers a face to the business,” Tom says. 
“We were able to use financing for adver-
tising campaigns to expand our service 
area, which resulted in the addition of a 
second store. I can’t reiterate how critical 
their advice is to our success.”

The Lovetts also noted that the process 
for applying for funds with Live Oak 
was easy and streamlined, with one key 
account person handling their case so 
that they could focus on keeping their 
business running. 

“With an ever-changing world in pharma-
cy and no luxury to remain stagnant, a 
partnership with those such as Live Oak 
Bank is critical to success,” Tom says. 
“Even the gift of the book, ‘The Giving 
Tree,’ we received from our Live Oak part-
ners said it all — ‘we’re here to provide 
advice for life.’”
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