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Equator Coffees and Teas named U.S. Small Business 
Administration  

California 2016 Small Business of the Year 
 

SAN FRANCISCO – The San Francisco District Office of the U.S. Small Business 
Administration is honoring Equator Coffees and Teas as the 2016 Small Business of the Year for 
the state of California.  
 
San Rafael, CA-based Equator Coffees and Teas is a high-impact coffee company focused on 
quality, sustainability and social responsibility. An LGBT-owned business founded twenty years 
ago by Helen Russell and Brooke McDonnell, Equator Coffees and Teas is involved with their 
product at every step of the lifecycle from farming to roasting, and from wholesale to retail.   
 
"It is such an incredible honor to be recognized by the Small Business Administration (SBA) as 
Small Business of the Year for the State of California,” said Helen M. Russell Co-founder and 
CEO of Equator Coffees and Teas. “As an entrepreneur, women-owned business, and LGBT 
certified business, I am proud to say that the SBA has been there for Equator at all stages of our 
growth over the last 21 years. The SBA knows that it's small businesses like Equator that are 
creating quality jobs and driving our economy. The SBA has had our back at important 
milestones in our evolution. We celebrate this achievement with our employees, our partners and 
our collective communities".  
 
In 2011, Equator was the first coffee roaster in the U.S. to become a certified B Corp., 
solidifying its role as a company that is part of a global movement redefining impact and success 
in business, while valuing everyone in the supply chain.  From the beginning, Equator set itself 
apart by focusing on a triple bottom line that weaves social responsibility and sustainability into 
its metrics of success. Along the way, Brooke and Helen sought advice and mentoring.  They 
have been working with Pacific Community Ventures (PCV) for over a decade. 
 
When Helen and Brooke mentioned to their accountant more than a decade ago that they’d like 
to buy a roasting plant in Marin—a formidable investment for a fledgling business—he 
suggested they look into the SBA 504 program. When they discovered they’d only have to put 



ten percent down, they were sold.  They worked with Capital Access Group, a Certified 
Development Company, to buy a 5,500 square foot building for $1.1 million dollars. 
 
“We were especially proud to nominate Helen and Brooke for these prestigious awards,” said 
Jacklyn Jordan, President and CEO, Capital Access Group. “These amazing women have not 
only created a successful, socially responsible business, they have also helped to influence the 
overall trajectory of the coffee industry through their early support of the Fair Trade movement. 
They are imminently deserving of this award, and we are honored to have played a role in the 
success of their business.” 
 
For a long time, wholesale was the heart of Equator’s business, but moving into retail meant that 
Equator could serve its own coffee just as it always wanted to: direct and unadulterated. To build 
out their first brick and mortar cafe, they got an SBA guaranteed 7(a) loan for $250,000 to 
finance the first retail location. 
 
“Equator Coffees and Teas say ‘our story lives in every cup of coffee we make,’ and like their 
intensely loyal customers, we find that story compelling,” said Mark Quinn, SBA San Francisco 
District Office District Director. “Helen and Brooke support projects around the world that 
improve quality of life from coffee growing regions to the Tenderloin.” 
 
Equator is a member of the Golden Gate Business Association, a certified LGBT-owned business 
by the National Gay and Lesbian Chamber of Commerce (NGLCC), and for 12 years, the 
company has been included in the San Francisco Business Times Top 100 Women-Owned 
Businesses in the Bay Area.  This year, the SF Business Times also included it as No. 6 in the 
Top 25 LGBT-owned businesses in the Bay Area. 
 
“As the Nation's first LGBT Chamber of Commerce, we are proud that one of our most 
outstanding members has become the first LGBT-owned business in the history of the SBA to be 
named Small Business of the Year for the State of California,” said JP Leddy, President of the 
Golden Gate Business Association. 
 
Equator Coffees and Teas will be honored on May 1st and 2nd in Washington DC along with the 
winners from the 49 other states, the District of Columbia, Puerto Rico, Guam and the U.S. 
Virgin Islands. The private event is being held as part of the 2016 National Small Business Week 
celebration, May 1st to 7th: www.sba.gov/nsbw.  
 
SBA San Francisco District Office (www.sba.gov/ca/sf) covers Alameda, Contra Costa, Del 
Norte, Humboldt, Lake, Marin, Mendocino, Napa, San Francisco, San Mateo, Santa Clara, Santa 
Cruz, Solano, and Sonoma Counties. Over 120 banks, credit unions and community lenders 
participated in various SBA loan programs. Annually, the San Francisco District Office cohosts 
over 1,000 training events for over 50,000 Bay Area small businesses or prospective businesses 
from SBA resource partners. 
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