
Dear CNPA judges, 

This past summer, Marijke Rowland and Kristina Karisch, who cover business and economic 
development for The Bee, had been reporting on the various pandemic relief grants and loans available to 
local businesses, including those from the Paycheck Protection Program.  

It was also becoming increasingly clear that PPP money wasn’t always going to where it was supposed 
to: the LA Lakers, for example, had received a loan, and other states were reporting cases of fraud where 
individuals created fake businesses in order to get the money.  

After Marijke and Kristina first covered the impact of PPP payments on a number of local businesses, the 
Small Business Administration made available a preliminary set of data detailing who had gotten loans.  

Taking this national dataset, they extracted out of it two county-specific sets of data. One for the 
businesses who had received up to $150,000 in loans, and one for those businesses that received up to 
$10 million. The dataset of smaller loan-getters had precise amounts, but no business names, while the 
second dataset only contained the loan amounts in ranges, but listed the businesses in question.  

From there, the reporters took a closer look at the local businesses who had gotten the most money from 
the program, $2 million and above. This left them with a list of 45 businesses across the county, in a 
variety of industries.  

Over the next few weeks, both reporters made multiple attempts to contact each business to first confirm 
they had received the funds (as some of the SBA data has proven to be unreliable), and inquire into how 
exactly they were using their loans, and how the application process had gone for them. Not only did the 
reporters seek to make transparent who had gotten the money across Stanislaus County, they also 
wanted to better understand the hiccups the program was still experiencing.  

Over the course of their reporting, they discovered one business that was falsely listed as having received 
a loan, despite withdrawing, and encountered a number of businesses that refused to comment, from 
even confirming their funding to detailing how they were planning on using their money. 

These non-answers became as important to the story as the businesses who did disclose their 
experiences; it was clear that there was a lack of transparency among business owners who had received 
federal funding. Additionally, spotty data and incomplete information about how many jobs would be 
saved by each business with a PPP loan made it a matter of public interest to understand where the 
money was going.  

In their story, the reporters disclosed what businesses had gotten loans — including a version of their 
spreadsheet — and of those that had responded to requests for comment, as well as those who had not. 
Disclosing a refusal, as well as information about relevant prior incidents at the businesses, was crucial to 
ensuring the story was as transparent as possible.  

With their reporting, Kristina and Marijke were able to shed light on how a large chunk of PPP money had 
been distributed in Stanislaus County among the largest loan-getters, whose responses showed a lack of 
transparency of their own. 

Brian Clark, Editor 
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