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Asset Funders Network's
Members Making Impact:
Case Studies for Change

& Innovation is a series

that spotlights peer-driven
investment strategies fueling
systemic and policy change
across AFN's eight issue
areas. Through this series,
members will:

Discover innovative
mechanisms to advance
wealth-building initiatives
aligned with AFN's

issue areas.

Meet new potential
partners in crafting new
grants, policies, and
partnerships that support
their mission.

Elevate awareness of
the intersection between
AFN's issue areas

and wealth-building
opportunities.
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When Days Matter: Wells Fargo and
LiftFund’s Partnership for Small
Business Resilience

Small businesses have long been a core focus for Wells Fargo, serving
as engines of community vitality, job creation, and long-term economic
mobility. That commitment becomes even more essential as disasters
grow more frequent and more severe across the country, upending

local economies long before traditional assistance arrives.

For small businesses, the stakes are especially high. National data
show that if entrepreneurs cannot access capital within the first two
weeks of a disaster, up to 40 percent may close permanently, and
among those that do reopen, one in four will shut down within a year.
The window for intervention is narrow, and timing often determines

whether a business survives or disappears.

This urgency is felt acutely in Texas, which experiences more federally
declared disasters than any other state. With small businesses
representing 99 percent of Texas firms and nearly half the state's
workforce, each disaster threatens not only individual livelihoods but

the stability of entire communities.

Recognizing these realities, Wells Fargo deepened its investment

in disaster resilience through its long-standing partnership with
LiftFund, a community lender with extensive experience supporting
small businesses through economic shocks. During Hurricane Beryl
in 2024, the organizations piloted an emergency loan program that
demonstrated how rapid, low-cost capital can prevent permanent
closures, work that informed their approach during the Hill Country

floods in July 2025. ASSETFUNDERS.ORG | 1


https://www.wellsfargo.com/about/responsibility-and-impact/community-giving/
https://www.liftfund.com/
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A Partnership Built for Crisis Conditions

LiftFund has worked with more than 35,000 small businesses since 1994,
including 11,000 recovering from disasters or business interruptions,

and has deployed over $1.5 billion in capital. Of that, $222 million has
been directed to recovery-related funding and an estimated 47,000

jobs. This experience, built through hurricanes, floods, and other shocks,
created the operational backbone LiftFund relies on in crisis: rapid intake
systems, flexible underwriting, and safeguards to detect fraudulent
applications when disaster declarations trigger a surge in demand.

Wells Fargo's relationship with LiftFund was already well established
through Well Fargo's Open for Business Fund and efforts to expand
access to flexible capital, reduce borrowing costs, and strengthen
LiftFund's infrastructure. When the partners began working together
during disaster events, they were not building from scratch, they
shared aligned priorities, trusted communication channels, and a clear
understanding of how to reach underserved small businesses quickly.

Hurricane Beryl put that foundation to the test. Wells Fargo and LiftFund
piloted an emergency loan program in Houston and saw how rapid, zero-
interest capital could stabilize employers while they waited for insurance
or federal assistance. The effort clarified what it takes to move at speed:
streamlined underwriting, strong fraud detection, and partners with the
capacity to activate immediately.

Barbara Ankamah Burford, Wells Fargo Senior Assistant Vice President
Community Relations, emphasized what distinguished LiftFund in

this moment: “LiftFund doesn't box itself in—if small businesses are
impacted, they step in. They're open, willing partners who show up in the
best possible way."

The Systems Behind Rapid Deployment

In the wake of Beryl, LiftFund processed an influx of applications in a
compressed timeline, refining systems for rapid screening, triage, and
verification. Staff calibrated underwriting criteria for disaster-specific
needs and applied safeguards to identify fraudulent or duplicate
submissions, an issue that can increase dramatically after a disaster.
Christopher Rios, Wells Fargo Senior Assistant Vice President of
Philanthropy and Community Impact, noted that later in Kerrville, roughly
one in four applications submitted to relief programs were fraudulent.

WELLS FARGO
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“You need partners who can deploy capital
safely and quickly, especially when fraudulent
applications jump and businesses are operating
in chaos," Rios reflected. LiftFund's experience—
supporting more than 11,000 recovery-related
businesses since 1994—positioned it to carry out
this work at scale.

LiftFund's effectiveness also comes from its
physical presence during disaster events.

“We had team members on the
ground—meeting with banks,

the chamber, the EDC—training
partners on how to sign people up
for relief. When businesses have
lost technology or access to basic

resources, that proximity makes all
the difference.”

CAITLIN COWART-DE LEON,

DIRECTOR OF STRATEGIC
COMMUNICATIONS AND PUBLIC AFFAIRS
LiftFund

LiftFund is also the only CDFI that provides zero-
interest loans at scale—an expensive but essential
tool that requires strong funding partners willing
to absorb the cost so capital can reach small
businesses immediately and affordably.

Burford also highlighted how each disaster
pushes partners to strengthen their systems and
approaches. "The devastation is always horrific,
but out of it comes a lot of collaboration and
needed programs,” she said. "Wells Fargo and
LiftFund were able to refine processes, collaborate
differently, and come out better prepared for the
next time—because unfortunately, there will be a
next time."

WELLS FARGO

Leveraging Lessons to
Catalyze the Hill Country
Response

The Hill Country floods in July 2025 caused
widespread damage, with water, mud, and debris
devastating businesses across the region. Within
days, LiftFund launched its Hill Country Disaster
Relief Program, and Wells Fargo provided the early
capital that set the pace for the response.

+  Wells Fargo committed $350,000 as the
first funder to support recovery—an early
investment that signaled urgency and helped
LiftFund raise approximately $5 million from
additional partners. Because LiftFund had
refined its approach during Hurricane Beryl
and earlier events such as Hurricane Harvey,
the organization was able to move quickly: the
first grant was disbursed just 10 days after the
flooding, on July 14.

By December 2025, the program had delivered:

+ 328 grants totaling $2,328,775

* 19 zero-interest loans totaling nearly
$1,000,000

*  Funding for payroll, rent, cleanup, equipment
replacement, lost income, and early rebuilding

+  Support well before most insurance or FEMA
assistance reached applicants

“Small businesses don't have time.
They need capital right away.”

CHRISTOPHER RIOS,

SENIOR ASSISTANT VICE PRESIDENT
OF PHILANTHROPY AND COMMUNITY
IMPACT

Wells Fargo
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https://www.liftfund.com/hill-country-disaster-relief-program-grant-funding-interest-free-loans
https://www.liftfund.com/hill-country-disaster-relief-program-grant-funding-interest-free-loans
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A Family's Story: When a Business Is
More Than a Livelihood

For many entrepreneurs, their business is more than a source
of income, it's a family legacy, a stabilizing force, and a pillar of
community life. That was true for Trissa Aspra and her family.

After the loss of Trissa's mother, she, her father, and her
husband restored a 100-year-old Hill Country cottage by hand,
transforming it into a short-term rental and gathering place for
neighbors, travelers, and families in crisis. The property provided
both economic stability and deep emotional meaning.

The floods wiped out the cottage, destroying years of investment
and the income that enabled Trissa to stay home with her young

children.

“We're grieving not just the loss of a home," Trissa shared, "but

what it represented: family, resilience, and care.”

Through LiftFund's Hill Country Disaster Relief Initiative,
bolstered by Wells Fargo's early investment, the family received
support to begin cleanup, stabilize the property, and take early

steps toward rebuilding.

Important Lessons for Funders
When the Window for Action Is
Measured in Days

Across the last two climate-related disasters in Texas,
the Wells Fargo—LiftFund partnership revealed a
critical truth: small businesses operate on a timeline
that traditional systems rarely match. Insurance
claims can take weeks or months; FEMA assistance
often comes even later. Meanwhile, small businesses
face immediate costs such as payroll, rent, cleanup,
equipment replacement, and lost income.

This narrow window is where philanthropy can make
the greatest difference.

The experiences in Houston and the Hill Country
showed that funder coordination is not optional. It
determines whether support reaches businesses
before permanent closure becomes inevitable.

Funders across AFN's Texas regional chapters shared
what they were seeing, where gaps were emerging,
and how quickly LiftFund could respond. This real-
time alignment allowed institutions and foundations
to avoid duplication and target efforts to the highest-
impact opportunities.

“In times of disaster, you really feel unified as a
community,” Rios said. “Our AFN chapter helped
us combine strengths and spread resources as
strategically as possible."

For Wells Fargo, being an early funder proved
catalytic. Quick, flexible capital not only allowed
LiftFund to move immediately but signaled confidence
to other partners who were assessing how to engage.
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“We were all moving forward to really lean in and support the
community. Hearing how trusted LiftFund was helped build trust
across other funders too. It deepened support for small businesses

and helped the community rebound in the best way."

BARBARA ANKAMAH BURFORD

SENIOR ASSISTANT VICE PRESIDENT COMMUNITY RELATIONS

Wells Fargo

The model that emerged across these disasters offers clear guidance
for funders navigating a future shaped by more frequent and severe
climate-related disruptions:

«  MOVE EARLY. First-in funding accelerates every subsequent
decision and expands the total capital available in the crucial
first days.

+  STRENGTHEN INTERMEDIARIES BEFORE THE CRISIS. LiftFund's
ability to deploy grants and zero-interest loans quickly was
possible because infrastructure had been built long before
disaster struck.

+ COORDINATE INTENTIONALLY. Shared knowledge and approaches
helped funders refine strategies, avoid overlap, and reach a
broader set of businesses during the highest-risk period.

Caitlin Cowart-de Leon, Director of Strategic Communications

and Public Affairs at LiftFund, noted that LiftFund is now working to
establish a Natural Disaster Fund—pre-positioned capital that allows
response efforts to activate immediately rather than waiting for post-
disaster fundraising. "We need something to pull from when a disaster
hits, not to start raising funds afterward,” she explained. Such readiness
funds offer funders a clear avenue to strengthen preparedness rather
than just response.

Together, these lessons underscore a deeper point: philanthropy's most
powerful contribution to disaster recovery is readiness. By investing

in the systems, partners, and collaborative networks that can activate
in days—not weeks—funders help ensure that small businesses, and
the communities they anchor, have a fighting chance in the face of
increasingly unpredictable challenges.

For more information about Wells Fargo's approach
to small business resilience, please contact Christopher Rios,
Christopher.Rios@wellsfargo.com.
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