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WeAgree2.com's service for divorcing parents took first
place last year. From left are business partners Gabriel
Bodner, Michael Epstein and Jerome Poliacoff.
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This year, there will be even more ways to win the
Business Plan Challenge, our annual business
plan competition.

That's because the Challenge, now in its 12th
year, is growing. We have a sponsor -- Florida
International University's Pino Global
Entrepreneurship Center -- and there will be three
contest tracks.

Like last year, there will be a community track, the
main contest open to all South Florida residents,
and a student track, open to grades 9-12 that we
run with our contest partner NFTE (The Network
for Teaching Entrepreneurship) South Florida.

The new addition is an FIU track, open to alumni,
students, faculty and staff.

Readers also can get involved by viewing videos of the semifinalists and choosing People's Pick
winners in both the community and FIU tracks.

Also new this year: In addition to naming top finishers in each track, we'll name an overall
Challenge Winner, which could come from any of the tracks.

Each contest will have its own set of prestigious judges who will assess the plans for originality,
creativity and the viability of the business idea as well as the quality and execution of the plan.
The judges want to see a sound financial snapshot as well as a well-thought-out marketing
strategy.

``With today's market conditions, it is even more important to showcase your sales and marketing
strategy,'' says Melissa Krinzman, managing director of Venture Architects and a returning
Challenge judge.

Indeed, in a poll recently released by the Kaufman Foundation, almost two-thirds of the
entrepreneurs surveyed nationwide said they saw their sales volume decrease last year.

Krinzman's advice: ``First, identify and segment your customers as clearly as possible. Second,
outline your sales tactics so that we know that you know how you will penetrate and grow your
customer base. And then bullet the marketing tactics that will help to drive your sales.''

If there is a common theme in the journeys of last year's winners, it is this: business plans



change.

``There is never a final version of the business plan,'' says Ricardo Weisz, a board member of
New World Angels and a judge. ``A business plan is a live document that goes through many
iterations. Be prepared to be flexible and patient.''

Most of our 2009 winners hit major roadblocks in getting funding and are disappointed in their
results so far. Some have changed course, focusing on slightly different markets. All have found
launch-related costs to be higher than expected and have made adjustments along the way.

Yet, all of our winners are persevering in the toughest economy in recent history. For that, they
all deserve a big round of applause.

In the related content you'll find an update on their progress and contest rules and tips. Entries
are due March 29.

Good luck!
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