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On Aug. 20, Robin Vert-Rubel's small Chevrolet-Pontiac dealership in Polson, Mont., was approved for a $1.3 million floorplan loan backed by the U.S. Small Business Administration. 

The loan arrived just days before she would have had to close her dealership. 

The crisis began June 1 when Mission Valley Auto's former floorplan lender, GMAC Financial Services, told Vert-Rubel it was reducing the dealership's new- and used-vehicle credit lines and significantly increasing the wholesale interest rate. 

GMAC also demanded that Vert-Rubel come up with $150,000 in cash collateral, inject $270,000 into the dealership and sign a document that made her personally liable if the dealership failed. 

If the requirements were not met by Aug. 30, GMAC said, the lender would terminate the dealership's credit line on Sept. 1. 

"I would have had to go out of business or become a used-car store," says Vert-Rubel, a second-generation dealer. "I knew my only hope was to make this SBA program work through my local bank. 

"On Aug. 30, I totally paid GMAC everything I owed them." 

Vert-Rubel obtained her floorplan financing loan from Eagle Bank under a federal pilot program started in May to help struggling dealerships find inventory financing. 

The SBA program guarantees bank loans for 75 percent of the loan amounts, from $500,000 to $2 million. 

But even with the guarantee, most banks aren't lending because they see car dealerships as bad risks these days.

Robin Vert-Rubel

Age: 50

Dealership: Mission Valley Auto (Chevrolet) in Polson, Mont.

Dealer since: April 1998

2008 new-vehicle sales: About 100

One of 14

As of Thursday, Oct. 15, 14 dealerships had been approved for loans totaling $16 million under the program, including Mission Valley Auto, SBA spokesman Mike Stamler says. 

Vert-Rubel, 50, is an American Indian. Her dealership is on the Flathead Indian Reservation in Polson, a town of about 5,000 residents. Eagle Bank is owned by the Confederated Salish and Kootenai Tribes. 

Polson's major industry is logging, and the dealership is surrounded by potato and wheat fields, says Vert-Rubel. 

The store sold about 200 new vehicles a year until 2007, she says. But that year, major highway construction disrupted all three entrances to the store, dropping sales to about 65 new vehicles, she says. Sometimes Vert-Rubel had to park a block away and walk over banks of dirt to get to her office. 

GMAC cited the store's 2007 losses as a major reason the lender changed its terms with her, Vert-Rubel says. 

"That was totally out of my control, but I struggled and made it through," she says of the yearlong construction project. "I was just starting to make a comeback, and in September 2008 the whole market just crashed." 

The store "just barely" sold 100 new vehicles in 2008, she says. 

GMAC spokesman Mike Stoller says he cannot address individual dealership situations but adds, "We work with each dealer on an individual basis to understand the opportunity for extending credit where a business case is available to do so."

SBA red tape

Bert Ely, a banking consultant in Alexandria, Va., says he isn't surprised dealers are having a hard time securing SBA-guaranteed loans. 

He says lenders view dealers as risky. With sales so poor, many dealers are losing money. Ely also says many lenders don't understand auto retailing well and are not staffed to monitor vehicle inventory used as collateral. 

"Years ago I did a lot of small-business consulting, and I worked with some clients on getting SBA loans," he says. "There is a lot of paperwork, time and hassle." 

Vert-Rubel agrees that the process is time-consuming. She credits her family's personal relationship with the president of Eagle Bank and her track record of having secured SBA loans in the past with helping get the loan approved. 

"The bank president used to do flooring for my father, who used to have the Ford dealership in this town," Vert-Rubel says. "He worked on it a good month, sometimes late into the night, putting this package together."

A family affair

Vert-Rubel learned the retail auto business from her father, Bob Vert, who owned Bob Vert Ford in Polson and purchased Pioneer Chevrolet-Oldsmobile-Pontiac in 1991. 

Vert-Rubel worked as an accountant for several years. In 1992, she joined the dealership as a receptionist and quickly learned the family business. 

In April 1998, Vert-Rubel; her husband, Roland Rubel; and their brother-in-law, Philip Jarvis, purchased Pioneer from her father and renamed it Mission Valley Auto. General Motors Co. notified her in May that it wanted her to stay on as a Chevrolet dealer. She still has the Pontiac franchise, which is being phased out by GM. 

With the SBA loan, "I know I'm going to be able to stay in business," Vert-Rubel says. "We want to keep the dealership in the family."
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