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Shaw Canale and Kathleen Burton spend their days lending money, but they don’t make a profit.

The two veteran bankers are members of a team of loan officers at Cascadia Revolving Fund, a non-profit institution that offers financing to day care centers, lumber mills, hair studios, spas, dry cleaners and other businesses with fragile credit histories.

Cascadia lends money when traditional banks can’t or won’t. With the Washington economy stuck in neutral this year, the private concern can offer lifelines to decent businesses that might not survive Washington's prolonged economic slump.

2003 was another busy year at Cascadia, as the group expects that it will have loaned more than $4 million to more than 40 businesses, in line with the $4.5 million it loaned in 2002.

The Ballard-based fund, however, isn’t a charity. Instead, Canale and Burton use their combined 40-plus years in banking to identify and finance healthy but vulnerable businesses, often in underserved populations.

“I decided to come to Cascadia and take everything I learned in banking and use it to help people,” said Burton, who began her career 26 years ago as a bank teller at California First in Los Angeles.


Burton and her colleagues helped Cares of Washington stay in the business of helping the disabled find work.

After the Seattle-based non-profit severed ties with its national parent, it needed a new source of credit. Even though the group had operated in Washington since 1980, and boasted $2 million in existing contracts, it had a new name and virtually no credit history, according to Steve Miller, president of Cares of Washington. 

When Miller went to a bank he couldn’t get financing because his new non-profit had no financial history.

Cascadia, however, isn't bound by the same regulations and strict credit scoring that restrict traditional bank lending. It could look beyond Washington Cares’ new name and structure to see its decades of experience and millions of dollars in business. Cascadia offered Washington Cares a $250,000 line of credit.

“Without them we would have gone out of business,” Miller said.

Borrowers often pay higher interest rates on Cascadia loans than at traditional banks. But applicants can’t get bank loans.

Burton and Canale, though, aren’t in it for the money.

“There is a reason we are a non-profit. What we do costs a lot of money, and you can’t make a profit doing what we do,” Burton said.

Despite a riskier clientele, the fund boasts a 1 percent loan loss rate.

The private non-profit keeps losses down by offering to help borrowers with accounting, marketing, hiring and other basic business practices.

Cascadia loan officers weren’t the only ones blurring the line between banking and non-profits in 2003.

After more than a quarter century in finance, Phyllis Campbell jumped onto a new career path as head of The Seattle Foundation in July.

The former president of U.S. Bank of Washington is now in charge of $35 million to $40 million in annual grants that the foundation spreads around to worthy causes. 

“A lot of my business skills were probably quite transferable into the non-profit opportunities,” Campbell said.

While giving may have fallen slightly at the foundation since the economy peaked in 2000, Campbell has noticed an increase in inquiries, and gifts are up 12 percent from a year ago.

Unfortunately, the demand for men and women like Campbell, Canale and Burton remained strong this year, as the weak Washington economy created a seemingly unquenchable thirst for aid.

For example, Seattle Goodwill offered education and job training to more than 4,000 people, a 70 percent increase over 2002.

With the Washington jobless rate above 7 percent for much of the year, the group saw its waiting lists grow.

Still, Seattle Goodwill reported progress, as 85 percent of its Employment and Training graduates found jobs.

P-I reporter Paul Nyhan can be reached at 206-448-8145 or paulnyhan@seattlepi.com
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Shaw Canale, left, executive director of the non-profit Cascadia Revolving Fund, and associate director Kathleen Burton enjoy a laugh at their office in Ballard.
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Two veterans of financial institutions operate a non-profit that helps small businesses with frail credit histories
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