Q: Do you think either of the major candidates for president would be better for small businesses? I can see pros and cons in each.

Maggie, Emmaus, Pa.

A: Last week I discussed the business lessons we small businesspeople might garner from the careers of President Bush and Senator Kerry. This week I want to discuss their relative strengths vis-à-vis their background and policy proposals.

While Republicans like to decry Senator Kerry's alleged "lack of accomplishment" in the legislative arena, there is no doubt that while in the Senate, Kerry has been a tireless champion of small businesses, sitting on the Senate Small Business and Entrepreneurship Committee for much of his Senate career, and chairing it after the defection of Jim Jeffords in 2001. 

For example, while the White House recently cut the SBA's workhorse 7(a) loan program, Kerry fought to save (and expand) it. He also sought to preserve the Microloan program when it was being targeted for extinction. These are two of my favorite tools for entrepreneurs, and it is difficult to see how cutting them can be reconciled with the administration's claim that the President is a small business advocate.

Similarly, as you may know, 23% of all federal contracts must, by law, be given to small businesses. (As discussed previously in my columns about the joint SBA/HP Business Matchmaking program.) While in the Senate, Kerry has fought to increase this percentage to 30%. 

So yes, John Kerry is a friend of small business. 

Yet the President can also claim some achievements for small businesses. First were his tax cuts. Though they certainly helped CEOs and large corporations more than sole proprietors and small businesses (according to the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, more than 50% of all small business owners received less than a $500 tax break from the 2003 tax cut.), the tax cuts did free up capital that certainly was used to help fund small startups, so that is a plus. Second, annual business write-offs on federal taxes have risen from $25,000 to $100,000 — another plus. 

So yes, the President is a friend to small business too, though it is safe to say that he is a better friend to large businesses. 

As any entrepreneur knows only too well, one of the biggest threats facing small business today is the rising cost of health care, a sentiment shared by both candidates, though not surprisingly their solutions are quite different. 

The President advocates using Medical Savings Accounts (MSAs) and Association Health Plans (AHPs.) The idea is that by banding together, and using the free market, entrepreneurs will be able to negotiate better deals. 

Senator Kerry wants the government to step in more, subsidize the health care costs of some small businesses while also offering small businesses up to 50% in refundable tax credits for the cost of health care. The president's plan is less expensive and narrower, the Senator's plan is both more comprehensive and more expensive.

The president wants to make permanent his 2001 and 2003 tax cuts, a plan which he says will expand the economy. Senator Kerry on the other hand favors repealing the tax cuts for families making more than $200,000 a year, using that money to reduce the deficit, and for managing health care. 

Personally, I would also like to see both candidates discuss the ballooning federal deficit more. As the government borrows more to pay for its deficit spending, interest rates rise, and that hurts our entrepreneurial cause.

Bush or Kerry? Like everything else in this hot election, it may ultimately depend upon your political persuasion. The president wants to create an atmosphere where small businesses can succeed, and the Senator wants to help them succeed. 

There is no doubt that this is an important election for many reasons, so I will leave with a quote from the late Mayor Richard Daly: "Vote early, vote often!"

Today's tip: Both candidates are, or were, entrepreneurs. In 1976, Kerry and K. Dun Gifford started a cookie and muffin stall in Boston's Quincy Market area. President Bush started Arbusto Energy Co. in 1979. Neither venture was all that successful.

