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After the Flood 
Iowa’s Small Business Development Centers Respond to the Storms of 2008—
and Prepare for Those to Come 
Maybe the date should have told him something. But when Jim Heckmann took the reins of Iowa’s Small Business 
Development Centers on September 11, 2007, he had no idea his job would be much different from his previous 
career. 

For more than 20 years after law school at the University of Iowa, Heckmann practiced in Dubuque. He didn’t do 
divorces; he didn’t do criminal work or real estate. Instead, Jim Heckmann was a business attorney, specializing in 
acquisitions, mergers, divestitures, and such for firms large and small, both locally in Iowa and in the power centers 
of the east and west coasts. 

Ask Heckmann and he’ll tell you that it wasn’t the litigation that got his juices flowing, but instead what he calls 
“preventative law”—in short, counseling business clients and helping them to arrange their affairs in a way to 
minimize the possibility that they might find themselves in court, dealing with what should have been a foreseeable 
disaster. 

And so, in 2005, Jim Heckmann left his legal practice to hang his shingle as a business consultant. “The idea,” 
Heckmann says, “was to get rid of that part of the law I didn’t really like—litigation mostly—and keep the part I 
really enjoyed.” 

So when Heckmann arrived in Ames that September 11, he had no reason to assume anything other than a smooth 
transition into directing the SBDC’s fifteen satellite offices statewide, dedicated to helping both new and existing 
small businesses learn the ropes and avoid the predictable pitfalls that swamp—and eventually finish—most small 
startups. And for his first eight months on the job, that’s precisely what he did, until May 25, 2008. 

‘I could see daylight…’ 

A retired school superintendent, Virgil Goodrich serves as the part-time economic development director for 
Parkersburg, Iowa, a bedroom community of about 2,000 people 30 miles northwest of Cedar Falls/Waterloo.  

The day before Memorial Day had been a fairly typical Sunday for Goodrich and his wife—church in the morning, 
nine holes of golf in the afternoon. The storm watches coming over the television that afternoon were typical as well 
for late spring in Iowa. 

But May 25 would be anything but typical for Goodrich and the people of Parkersburg. 

“At ten to five the lights went out and electricity went off,” Goodrich recalls. “It was getting worse and worse, so we 
moved from our family room to the other side of the basement, where there were fewer windows. Then, about 7 or 8 
minutes before the tornado hit, a young woman and her two small children came pounding on our back door, 
looking for shelter.”  

Goodrich didn’t hesitate and, along with his wife, shepherded the woman and her children into their basement to 
brace for the storm. 

“As it was blowing over,” Goodrich says, “I knew we were in trouble—I could see daylight from the basement.”  

When Goodrich finally emerged from the basement he could see that his house, his neighbor’s, and virtually every 
other structure in his neighborhood was gone. They couldn’t find the young woman’s car, so just walked for an 
hour, surveying the wrecked town. But as devastating as the wrecked homes and businesses were, there would be 
worse news: six Parkersburg residents perished in the tornado, along with two others just down the road in New 
Hartford. 
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“Ever since,” Goodrich reflects, “we’ve been picking up the pieces. We started to rebuild and clean up and move 
on.” 

Record rainfalls, record floods 

However, Parkersburg was not the end but only the beginning for Iowa—and for the SBDC and its new director. 
The storm that brought an EF5 tornado to Parkersburg and other Butler County residents was just one part of a vast 
system, the starting shot in a race to respond to a rolling tide of natural disasters unprecedented in Iowa history.  

The Parkersburg tornado was accompanied by 4 to 6 inches of rain, causing flash flooding across a large swath of 
northeast Iowa. Continuing heavy rains would lash the state over the next month, sending the Iowa and Cedar Rivers 
and their smaller tributaries over their banks, breaching levees and inundating cities and small towns.  

On June 8, the Iowa River passed flood stage at 22 feet (it would crest one week later at a record 31.5 feet), flooding 
Mason City in the north central part of the state—a portent of what was to come for communities downstream. By 
Wednesday, June 11, water began rising from the storm sewers in Cedar Rapids: by Friday morning, the Cedar 
River would also crest at 31.5 feet—20 feet above flood stage. 

It wasn’t supposed to happen. Much of Iowa had already experienced what was then called a “100-year flood” in 
1993; now, only 15 years later, some meteorologists were calling 2008 a “500-year flood.” And, in the face of 
increasingly unstable weather patterns attributed to global climate change, others were saying that such designations 
were increasingly meaningless. 

Nancy Barta certainly wasn’t expecting it. The co-owner of the Saddle and Leather Shop in the Czech Village 
neighborhood of Cedar Rapids had done everything she was supposed to do. On Tuesday, June 10, she and her 
friends and family had sandbagged around the store. By Wednesday all of the stock—about $750,000 worth—had 
been removed from the basement and raised at least two feet off the main level. 

“Wednesday night at 9:30, I pulled up in front of the building with my brother-in-law,” Barta recalls. “We went 
down into the basement to see if water was backing up the floor drain—and it was.  

“At 1:30 Thursday morning,” she continues, “the burglar alarm went off and water was waist-deep on the main 
floor, and I couldn’t get any closer than a block away. The current was so incredibly strong.” 

Barta sighs, and adds, “We weren’t supposed to have any water.” 

The director gets his feet wet, hands dirty 

Heckmann, meanwhile, was dealing not only with Barta’s issues but his own. He made inspection tours to Cedar 
Rapids and Oakville, Wapello and hard-hit areas near his former home in Dubuque. He consulted colleagues who 
had earlier helped clients after Hurricane Katrina and the EF5 tornado that had demolished Greenburg, Kansas in 
2007. He was on the phone constantly to his regional directors, getting reports from the front lines and asking them 
what they needed to service their clients. 

“We talked about it at length,” Heckmann says, “and began to realize that we were not going to be able to handle the 
needs of small businesses for the kinds of work that we do with the current resources we have.” 

The SBDC, after all, was in the “business counseling” business, not disaster recovery. Heckmann was in the 
business counseling business. His and the centers’ job was to help small businessmen and women with business 
plans, marketing, financing, and other routine startup and operational issues, not with shops reduced to piles of 
debris or inventory swimming in five feet of water. 

Still, Heckmann says, being only a fair-weather friend to small businesses was never an option: for many of their 
clients, the SBDC was the only ally they would have over the long haul. And it wasn’t exactly as if Heckmann or his 
area directors were themselves immune from disaster. 
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 “I was on the phone that Friday with my directors and the SBA district director, Joe Folsom, whose office is in the 
federal building in Des Moines, two blocks from where I live,” Heckmann recalls. “In the middle of the call, Joe 
says, ‘Jim, I don’t mean to interrupt, but they just issued a voluntary evacuation order for our neighborhood down 
here.’” 

Heckmann raced home from Ames to spend the rest of the day sandbagging downtown Des Moines with hundreds 
of other volunteers. Yet while the waters circling his home reached street level, they didn’t top the levee at the 
Grand Ave. bridge for the simple reason that, early the next morning, the levee protecting the Birdland 
neighborhood two miles upstream broke, flooding the area’s modest homes and small businesses, thus sparing 
downtown Des Moines.  

“We were lucky because somebody else was unlucky,” Heckmann acknowledges. 

If he didn’t know it before, he surely did then: the times required him be more than just a “business counselor,” and 
the SBDC to be more than just a fair-weather friend. 

When demand exceeds resources 

Even if Heckmann hadn’t yet fully empathized with the plight of the SBDC’s clients in eastern Iowa, the rising 
floodwaters in Des Moines drove the urgency of the moment home to him—literally. Yet it was not simply a 
question of empathy but resources: how, in the face of disaster, could the SBDC fulfill a mandate to serve beyond its 
core mission? A mandate that increased daily with the spread of the floodwaters, but would only remain—and even 
grow—long after those waters had receded? 

“It became clear we were going to have a demand on SBDC services that exceeded what we could handle with the 
resources we had,” Heckmann remarks. 

As a relative newcomer, Heckmann wasn’t even aware at the time of the disaster assistance programs of the Small 
Business Administration, SBDC’s parent organization. So regional SBA director Folsom took it upon himself to 
educate Heckmann, who in turn would bring his regional directors up to speed. It was obvious they would need 
additional counselors: Dubuque, Waverly, Iowa City-Coralville, Burlington, and especially Cedar Rapids were all in 
need of emergency assistance. 

But that meant money. Heckmann told his directors to put together a month-by-month budget for the next three 
years. After the numbers were crunched, he determined that the Iowa SBDC would need a minimum of $1.8 million 
to support small businesses stricken by the floods and tornados, so got on the phone to SBA in Washington. 

“They told me that they had only $200,000 in unobligated funds,” Heckmann says. “And the hurricane season 
hadn’t even hit yet.” 

Undeterred, Heckmann and Folsom lobbied Iowa’s Congressional delegation for support through federal emergency 
relief funds, and by August Congress had committed no less than $10 million nationwide for small business disaster 
recovery. With a $458,000 allocation of emergency funds from the SBA until the federal monies were actually 
appropriated, Heckmann and the SBDC went to work. 

Off the scaffold and into the flood 

Steve Sprague, who had served as director of the Kirkwood SBDC office in Cedar Rapids for twelve years, had 
barely been retired half a year when he got the call in July. 

“I had a lot of connections in the community and had worked with a great number of businesses over those twelve 
years,” Sprague observes. “And I was familiar with the paperwork for people receiving commercial loans and aware 
of the SBA loan programs. So it was a matter of coming down off the scaffold on the side of my house and learning 
the requirements for the disaster loan programs.” 
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Through a happy coincidence, Sprague was able to hit the ground running when he came off his scaffold: in 2007, 
just before he retired, he and his fellow SBDC directors had gone through disaster recovery training with the 
Department of Homeland Security, as had all Iowa SBDC directors in 2007. “So I had a little inkling of what we 
were going to be looking at,” he says. “It was just the scope of it that was—and still is—overwhelming.” 

Sprague would dive headfirst into a service model radically different from any he had worked in previously, one 
designed to meet the urgent and particular needs of clients under tremendous stress. Adopting a model not used 
since Hurricane Katrina, he and the SBDC regional directors from Iowa City and Cedar Rapids established a joint 
Business Recovery Center, with offices in both of the stricken cities. There, small business owners impacted by the 
floods found, under one roof, representatives not only of the SBDC, but also the SBA, IRS, FEMA, and SCORE 
(formerly Service Corps of Retired Executives), as well as city, county, and state disaster recovery officials.  

The object of the clustered offices, says Heckmann, was simply to deliver the level of service the circumstances 
demanded: instead of sending stressed-out people across town with a referral, officials with any one of the 
organizations could walk them over and introduce them to counterparts from other agencies to ensure they got the 
help they needed immediately, whether with loan applications, counseling, cutting red tape, follow-up appointments, 
or anything else they needed to speed recovery. 

“We got comments from Washington,” Heckmann notes, “that the SBA and SBDC working together in this disaster 
was the best example of resource partners they had ever seen.”  

‘We held their hands’ 

The Cedar Rapids BRC was in Westdale Mall on the city’s northwest side, where Sprague and his counterparts 
worked six days a week providing whatever services they could in navigating flood victims through the various 
disaster recovery programs.  

“We reconstructed financial statements for some people,” Sprague notes. “And we held their hands. Some who had 
their businesses affected were relatively young and robust, but others were in their eighties.” 

In focusing on the relatively “dry” business of damaged inventory, capital equipment, balance sheets, and loan 
applications after a natural disaster, Sprague stresses, it’s easy to lose sight of the gut-wrenchingly human aspects of 
loss as experienced by small business people, most of whom run family-based enterprises.  

While conceding the need for risk management as part of any good business plan, in this regard Jim Heckmann 
offers an important distinction. “The effort you spend on risk management depends on your exposure and your 
potential loss,” Heckmann points out. “A Rockwell Collins spends a lot more time, money, and energy on disaster 
planning than a popcorn shop on Main Street. That’s because they have more resources to throw at something like 
that—and the risks are bigger. 

“Personally, though,” he continues, “it can be a much more serious loss for a small Main Street business than a big 
corporation that has better access to capital and insurance products and so forth. So disaster planning should be a 
part of what every business does.” 

Falling between the cracks 

The particularly cruel nature of the disaster’s effects on small business owners—as well as the shortcomings of 
government’s capacity to respond—is no better illustrated than in the market for residential rental property. As with 
many urban flood plains, directly impacted areas in Cedar Rapids were made up largely of small businesses and a 
disproportionate stock of residential rental units—4,000 in Cedar Rapids alone, according to Sprague. 

Yet despite providing housing for thousands of renters hit by the flood, Sprague says, the Federal Emergency 
Management Agency offered landlords no assistance because it considered them to be “businesses” rather than 
homeowners. Conversely, the State of Iowa considered them landlords who provided housing rather than “business 
owners” who might otherwise be eligible for direct state aid in the form of grants under the Jumpstart Iowa 
Recovery Initiative, which supports only single-family, owner-occupied dwellings. 
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“Those were, in many respects, the people who were damaged the worst, and in the worst position to recover,” 
Sprague says of the owners, who typically held no more than four or five rental units. “The older ones depended on 
this for retirement income, and many of the younger ones were highly leveraged—any funds they had were tied up 
in this property that now has no value.” 

Whether landlords, retailers such as Nancy Barta, or service providers such as Nancy Lekin and her brothers, the 
intense personal identification between owner and business is only further complicated by age and family issues. All 
three of the business owners profiled in this article are approaching traditional retirement age, and the businesses 
they run are all significantly impacted by family considerations. 

Mike Hahn, director of the Cedar Falls-Waterloo SBDC office at the University of Northern Iowa, notes that a 
recovery process that is already time-consuming due to the inevitable bureaucratic red tape is only further extended 
when family is factored into the equation. And this, Hahn says, is only after the business owner first deals with the 
most immediate concerns—food, shelter, health, even survival—of his or her family members in the immediate 
aftermath of the storm. 

“That took some time,” Hahn recalls, reflecting upon his experience with survivors of the Parkersburg tornado. 
“And once those essentials were taken care of, there were decisions that slowed the process down: needing to talk 
with family members, father-son relationships, husband-wife relationships, which direction they were going to go as 
far as rebuilding the business—or if they were even going to rebuild the business.” 

After all, Hahn observes, while most of his tornado victims were covered by insurance, few of the businesses 
devastated by floods had policies to cover their losses. In those cases, he says, the assumption of considerable new 
debt that would be difficult for any small business owner becomes even more burdensome for those approaching 
retirement and without a family member willing to take over the business. 

No easy answers 

Neither Jim Heckmann nor his regional directors or emergency counselors have any easy answers for people facing 
hard choices. Some businesses will recover pretty much as they were. Some businesses will not survive. Still others 
will be forced to adapt and change their basic business models. 

But that can be a good thing, says Sprague. Many small family-based businesses get stuck in a rut, he notes, and 
don’t keep up with the markets and the competition. Many never adapted to the rise of the Internet, and have 
watched their customer base steadily erode as consumers sought discounts online. And, whether flooded or not, all 
are menaced by the storm clouds of a deepening worldwide recession. 

“In some respects, the businesses that survive are going to be better because they’ve been through this crucible of 
having to make very difficult choices,” Sprague says, and points to Barta as exhibit A. 

“It’s the frustration of people trying to select an avenue for recovery,” he continues. ‘What’s my new business going 
to look like?’ And, of course, that’s been Nancy’s focus. She was confronted with, ‘Do I go back and do things the 
way they always were done? Or do I sharpen myself and my skills and go after what’s going to be most successful 
and produce the greatest revenue?’” 

Through the counseling process, Sprague has helped Barta to focus not simply on what she has lost, but more 
importantly upon her remaining resources—especially those that transcend the burden of an SBA loan that might not 
make sense for a woman little more than ten years from traditional retirement age, and without a child or other 
family member willing to assume responsibility for the business. 

“The Internet experience is a huge void in her consulting portfolio, but there’s a lot Nancy does know,” Sprague 
stresses. “Often, when faced with a disaster in terms of what they traditionally do, business owners forget that not 
only is it customers and techniques, but knowledge they’ve acquired that they think is common but isn’t. That, in 
fact, may be one of their greatest skill sets. 
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“I said, ‘Nancy, you have as much expertise in your field as practically anyone around.’ So we considered if she 
should take her knowledge, and then take some of the modern capabilities of distribution in the United States, to 
become the artisan of choice in the Midwest for the repair of expensive horse tack. 

“That’s the definition of expertise,” Sprague concludes. “That’s why all the professors who retire become 
consultants.” 

Anticipating the storms to come 

Months out from the storms of 2008, Jim Heckmann reflects upon the past year. He knows that Nancy Barta and 
other small business owners in eastern Iowa are not the only ones impacted by the floods, nor are they the only ones 
who must adapt and change in order to survive—let alone thrive—in a radically transforming economy. 

The snowfall over northeastern Iowa was, once again, well above average this winter. The ground is saturated, and 
heavy spring rains could once again send Iowa’s rivers over their banks into the cities and towns. Even if this 
doesn’t happen, the rising global tide of bad economic news threatens to inundate those small businesses that 
managed to stagger to their feet after the floods of ’08, as well as their previously unaffected counterparts. 

Flexibility is paramount in such times. Diversification is needed as well, and the vision to see what’s coming—and 
to prepare for it. 

“Every disaster has its own unique chronology of need,” Heckmann says, “and we had to figure out what our 
chronology of need would be. In that sense, we were lucky this was a moving disaster. We watched very closely 
what was going on in Mason City, so by the time it got down to Burlington, we could tell people ‘at two weeks this 
is what’s going to happen, at three weeks this is what’s going to happen.’” 

That same capacity for foresight—of knowing where the waters were and where they were headed—enabled 
Heckmann and his staff to anticipate the needs of clients months in advance, both those impacted immediately by 
the storms and those to follow, including those businesses that depended economically on their less fortunate 
colleagues, but who wouldn’t feel the pain until months later. 

“And that’s exactly what happened.” Heckmann reminds. “We knew these third-tier businesses would start coming 
into see us the last quarter of 2008, and will probably continue through the first half of this year.” 

Whether that foresight will serve the SBDC as well in the future only time—and events—will tell. But just as with 
his own professional life, Heckmann knows that the SBDC must embrace a service model that demands it change as 
surely as emerging crises change the lives and businesses of their core clientele. 

In the meantime, he and his staff continue an aggressive program of outreach and follow-up to the immediate 
victims of the storms and to their counterparts “downstream” of the flood, now in time if not in geography. 

And, in an age of economic uncertainty for all, they continue to look to the horizon for the gathering clouds. 
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