Q: Help! I am facing a near revolt in my small office due to rising gas prices. I have a crew of independent salespeople who have, traditionally, covered a large territory (a few counties each) and paid for their own gas out of commissions. They now want me to pay for this expense, but I can’t afford it either. What do we do?

Jim, Downey, California

A: You are definitely not the only small business owner is this predicament, Jim, that’s for sure. According to the motor club AAA, gas prices are 18 % higher than the same time last year, and recent reports I have read indicate that we should all expect them to go up another 25 cents a gallon by summer. 
And what if I told you that is the good news? Because it is.
The bad news? On Meet the Press on Sunday, Energy Secretary Sam Bodman said that we should probably expect high gas prices like we are experiencing lately to last, get ready for this, “two or three years.”
So if high gas prices have you or your staff down, and are negatively effecting the bottom-line, here are some options that may help ease the pain:
Drive a fuel-efficient vehicle. If in fact it is true that gas prices won’t be coming back down anytime soon, then it might be time to start shopping for a more fuel-efficient car or fleet. For instance, you might consider
· Hybrids: Of course Larry David, the star of Curb Your Enthusiasm and the co-creator of Seinfeld famously drives a hybrid car, the Toyota Prius, but that is not the only hybrid game in town. Honda created the first one, the Insight, and Ford sells a hybrid SUV (is that oxymoronic?), the Escape. The Toyota Highlander and Lexus SUVs both come in hybrid versions, and a hybrid version of the Chevy Tahoe will go on sale in fall 2007. Even this huge gas-guzzling truck is expected to get 25 percent better mileage (not that there’s anything wrong with that!)

· Motorcycle or Moped: Don’t laugh. A motorcycle, if it fits your business and lifestyle, can get up to 60 miles per gallon, and a moped can get up to 100.  
Use an Alternate Petrol. Ethanol and bio-diesel might be viable options, especially in the Midwest. Last year’s energy bill has increased ethanol production, and some newer cars have been built to run on the alternate energy, such as Nissan Titans, Ford Explorers, and Chevy Impalas.
Utilize Car-sharing. The average American car sits idle 96 percent of the time, and so one solution is to share one car among many people in a geographic area. Car-sharing programs allow participants to use a common car in their own neighborhood. Two programs seem especially successful -- Zipcar and Flexcar. 

Telecommute. Some small business owners are now allowing staff to telecommute as a way to ease the cost-crunch of gas. Certainly the technology is now available to make it far more feasible than ever; high-speed Internet access, cell phones, home fax machines and the like make telecommuting a viable option for the cash-strapped employer or employee.
The key to successful telecommuting is to make sure your employee goes home with a specific deliverable and time-frame in mind. That way, constant supervision should not be necessary -- either the project is done on time or it is not.
Go Virtual: Instead of flying or driving to that important meeting, consider meeting online instead.
And finally, if all else fails, you can always

Raise your prices. When the costs for producing your widget rise significantly and eat into your profit margin, it is probably time to increase what you charge. 

Today’s tip: A tagline is one of my favorite ways for the small business to build its brand. Taglines are a simple, quick, and hopefully inexpensive way to create an image in the mind of the consumer. The president of TaglineGuru.com, Eric Swartz, asked 100 top advertising and branding people to rank taglines. Here are the Top 10 Most Influential Taglines since 1948:

1. Got milk? (1993) California Milk Processor Board 

2. Don’t leave home without it. (1975) American Express 

3. Just do it. (1988) Nike 

4. Where’s the beef? (1984) Wendy’s 

5. You’re in good hands with Allstate. (1956) Allstate Insurance 

6. Think different. (1998) Apple Computer 

7. We try harder. (1962) Avis 

8. Tastes great, less filling. (1974) Miller Lite 

9. Melts in your mouth, not in your hands. (1954) M&M Candies 

10. Takes a licking and keeps on ticking. (1956) Timex

