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Give your business a seven-step boost
There are some basic strate-

gies to boost the financial
health of your business. In

these tough economic times, you 
might want to try these seven steps:

1. Reduce receivables and extend 
payables

Change to a system of collecting 
early and paying late. If your aver-
age collection time (receivables)
is 62 days and your average time
paying vendors (payables) is 22 
days, then you are financing your 
customers 40 days longer than your
suppliers are financing you. Unless
you get an early payment discount,
your payables should be 40 days 
or more. Get your industry norms
for payables and receivables from 
your local library, or access the data
from the Risk Management Asso-
ciation at tulsaworld.com/rma.

2. Increase inventory turnover
Unless your business sells large-

ticket items, your inventory should
turn over at least four to six times
per year, maybe even 12 to 20 times
per year for a high-volume, low-
cost distributor. Go to the RMA
for industry norms, and make sure

you’re at least within your industry
average. If you have low inventory
turnover, you are keeping too many 
dollars invested in inventory, which 
means you are financing your in-
ventory, which raises the cost.

3. Cash projections
Regular cash planning allows

you to adjust for cash shortfalls in 
advance and avoid unnecessary
costs. The best practice is a roll-
ing 13-month and rolling 13-week
cash forecast. You should get to the
stage where you can predict the 
exact week that you’re going to run 
low on cash and struggle to meet 
payroll or other expenses that harm 
your business.

When you identify a future cash 
shortage, you can choose to cut 
expenses, raise prices, speed up 
payment from customers, stall pay-
ments to vendors, or get a short-
term loan or credit line. Advance
forecasts give you time to prepare
for problems without causing un-
necessary expenses.

And, if you do need to talk to
lenders for financing, you can pres-
ent them with accurate forecasts.

4. Renegotiate and refinance debt
Use the forecasting techniques 

described above to determine 
whether you can stay within the
covenants of your credit agree-
ments. You should be able to pre-
dict the week when your profit-to-
debt ratio falls below the required 
level. Then you can impress lenders
with clear and accurate projections

5. Lose your worst customers
Analyze your customers by 

the following: revenue and gross 
margin they generate; their time
in receivables; the disruption they 
cause to your business; the extra 
attention or special provisions they
require; the cost of servicing them; 

and referrals and positive image
they generate for your company.
Take the bottom 20 percent of
customers and create a model to 
determine the impact of cutting the
bottom one out and later replace
them with better customers.

6. Renegotiate with suppliers
Renegotiate with your suppliers

and request extended terms. Try
buying in advance of a sales promo-
tion and paying after the promotion
so you have a chance to sell the 
product before you pay for it. So-
licit bids from alternative suppliers 
to get a better deal.

Consider the total margin cost 
of the supply chain. If you need
to reduce prices for customers,
request that your suppliers meet 
some of the cost. Analyze the 
margin that is being received along 
the supply chain for the value that 
each supplier brings and compare 
to industry norms. Value is not only 
about cost. A higher-value sup-
plier could supply better products,
better warranty, more features and 
longer product life.

7. Improve technology utilization

Use technology for all routine
and repetitive operating and ad-
ministrative tasks. This will free up
your employees’ time to add value
to relationships with customers 
and suppliers, and get extra train-
ing. Increased use of technology
should lead to increased productiv-
ity per employee.

Once you have finished all seven 
steps, build a system to regularly
monitor all of the key indicators of
your business’ performance that
are described above. Once this is 
finished, make these best practices 
your company’s standard practices.
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Biofuel powers Continental jet
Company o0cials

are encouraged by
the test flight.
BY JOHN PORRETTO
Associated Press

HOUSTON — Continen-
tal Airlines on Wednesday 
became the first U.S. com-
mercial carrier to conduct a
demonstration flight pow-
ered in part by alternative 
fuels, though large-scale use
of such fuel is forecast to be 
several years away.

TheHouston-basedcompa-
ny, the nation’s fourth-largest 
airline, made the flight with a
Boeing 737-800 that left from
Bush Intercontinental Air-
port, its large hub. The flight
took about 1 hour, 45 minutes
and had no passengers.

Continental Chairman and 
CEO Larry Kellner said the
goal was to analyze technical 
aspects of using biofuels, in-
cluding e6ects on the plane’s
mechanical systems. In this 
case, the alternative fuel was
derived from algae and jatro-
pha plants and used in one of 
the plane’s two engines.

Kellner and others acknowl-
edged it will likely be several 
years before biofuels make up
a significant percentage of the 
fuel used by Continental and 
other major carriers. At pres-
ent, adequate supplies — and
the facilities to make them

•

— aren’t available.
Airlines have been experi-

menting with alternative fu-
els as a way to reduce carbon
dioxide emissions and lower
fuel bills, which hammered 
carriers in the first part of
2008 when oil prices spiked.

Last week, Air New Zealand
tested a passenger jet pow-
ered partially with oil from 
jatropha, a bush with round,
plumlike fruit that’s found in 

parts of South America, Af-
rica and Asia. Seeds from jat-
ropha are crushed to produce
a yellowish oil that’s refined
and mixed with diesel.

Continental said its flight
was the first to use algae as a
fuel source, and the first test 
involving a two-engine air-
craft. One engine ran on a
mixture of one-half biofuel 
and one-half traditional jet 
fuel. The other ran solely on 

jet fuel.
The biofuel exceeded speci-

fications for regular jet fuel,
and no modifications were 
needed. Jatropha and algae 
are both considered sustain-
able, second-generation bio-
fuels, which fewer emissions
than traditional biofuels 
like ethanol. Other possible 
sources include switch grass 
and salt-tolerant plants called 
halophytes.

Social Security
o"ce upgrades
phone system

Dear Action Line: I know
you’re too young for Social 
Security, but can you find 
out why the phone at the 
Tulsa Social Security o0ce 
is not answered? I tried 
three days at the end of
December for hours at a
time to reach 641-2400, but 
it is busy or rings and rings 
and rings. Then it cuts you
o6! It’s so frustrating trying 
to get important questions 
answered. Why isn’t some-
one answering the phone at
such an important facility? 
I’ve given up trying, and
the national number’s au-
tomatic answering service
can’t respond to specific 
questions, so I’ll never get 
an answer. There’s never
anyone to talk to, and then 
it automatically cuts me o6 
— once again! — J.V. Erwin,
Tulsa.

We referred your com-
plaint to Lou Wilcoxson,
spokesman for the Social 
Security Administration’s 
Tulsa o0ce, and he 
referred it to Wendell 
E. Norman, SSA Tulsa’s 
operations supervisor. He 
responded directly to you
and you later e-mailed us: 
“Phil, or should I say, Mir-
acle Worker!? You could
do a real public service and 
publish this number for all
other older folks who need 
to contact Social Security. 
Thanks for your e6ort 
— I’m glad you knew who 
to contact!”

Norman e-mailed you: 
“I received your e-mail 
sharing your frustration 
with our phone system
here at the Social Security
o0ce. Last month we had 
to upgrade our telephones
in order to handle the 
volume of calls received
on a daily basis. Our new 
phone number is (866)
931-7106. Please feel free
to call that number 9 a.m. 
to 4 p.m., weekdays. You 
are also encouraged to visit
our Web site at tulsaworld.
com/SSA. We apologize for 
any inconvenience this may
have caused you.”

We dialed the 866 
number and it is heavy
on the “if you want to do
something simple, get on
our Web site” message.

Only 31 percent of seniors 
65 and older have ever 
used the Internet, says a
Kaiser Family Foundation
2005 survey. However, 70
percent of “the next senior
generation,” 50 to 64 years 
old, is quite familiar with 
going online.

Wilcoxson said the new 
phone system was installed
about a month ago and,
after the Web site help is 
outlined, the number is
answered by “two or three
employees assigned to 
answer this number.” He
encourages the public to 
use the national number 
instead — (800) 772-1213.
This is answered 7 a.m. to 
7 p.m. weekdays by more
than 7,000 employees
(who, of course, must keep 
up with the whole nation 
of seniors). The number 
has been in existence 20 
years and is the number the 
agency prefers you call.

With the new 866 
number, “call early in the 
morning or after 5 o’clock.
You can also get through
quicker if you call late in 
the week and late in the 
month as tra0c is slower
at these times. The phone 
system is menu-driven, but
if you stay on the line a real
person will (eventually) an-
swer,” Wilcoxson said. He
urges the 78 million baby
boomers nearing Social
Security age to access the
SSA Web site and check the
drop-down menu for 1,500
answered questions. Those
already on Social Security
can do many things: change
an address, change direct 
deposit data, get benefits 
verification, order a Medi-
care card, etc.

Submit Action Line questions by
calling 699-8888 or by e-mailing 
phil.mulkins@TulsaWorld.com or 
by U.S. mailing it to Tulsa World 

Consumer, PO Box 1770, Tulsa OK
74102-1770.

Monte Hawkins prepares to remove the fuel line attached to a Continental Airlines jet for the first
biofuel-powered demonstration flight of a U.S. commercial airliner Wednesday at Bush Interconti-
nental Airport in Houston. DAVID J. PHILLIP/Associated Press

Conservationists threaten suit over oil shale
BY JUDITH KOHLER
Associated Press

DENVER — Environmen-
tal groups are threatening to
sue the federal government
to block plans for commer-
cial oil shale development on 
nearly 2 million acres of pub-
lic land in Colorado, Utah and
Wyoming.

Twelve groups sent letters
to Tuesday to the Interior De-
partment and Bureau of Land 
Management, saying they
will sue unless the potential
impacts on endangered spe-
cies are addressed.

They argue the final plan

and rules approved late last
year violated federal law be-
cause the agencies didn’t for-
mally consult with the U.S. 
Fish and Wildlife Service.

“They cut Fish and Wildlife
Service out of it,” said Melissa
Thrailkill, an attorney with
Center for Biological Diver-
sity in San Francisco.

Documents obtained by the
groups under the Freedom of 
Information Act show that 
Fish and Wildlife Service
biologists were concerned 
about “information gaps” in
the BLM’s environmental
analysis. The biologists sug-
gested barring leases in habi-

tat for threatened or sensitive 
species, the documents show.

“In its rush to pave the way 
for oil shale development
before leaving the o0ce, the
Bush administration broke 
the law once again by refus-
ing to protect the West’s en-
dangered wildlife,” Thrailkill
said.

BLM spokesman Matt 
Spangler said Tuesday the 
agency had no comment on 
the environmental groups’
claims.

Colorado Gov. Bill Ritter 
and other state o0cials have
urged federal o0cials to delay
a final plan and rules for com-

mercial oil shale development, 
saying there are too many un-
answered questions about the 
e6ects on water, wildlife, air 
and local economies.

They point out that compa-
nies are still experimenting
with the technology and that
industry and government
o0cials acknowledge that
commercial development is 
several years away.

The Bush administration 
released the final plan for
opening the land to shale
development in November, 
a few weeks after Congress 
failed to renew a ban on issu-
ing final oil shale regulations.

g
The dollar slid
against the 16-
nation euro, the
British pound
and the Japa-
nese yen as
U.S. companies
gave lackluster 
financial out-
looks and trad-
ers anticipated 
weak U.S. jobs
data later this
week.

REAL ESTATE LEASES
New Image Hair Salon renewed

its lease for 600 square feet at
North Lewis Shopping Center, 
4608 N. Lewis Ave., through CB
Richard Ellis/Oklahoma.

Faith Technologies leased 2,500
square feet at Jenks Trade Cen-
ter, 8446-8448 S. Peoria Ave., 
through CB Richard Ellis/Okla-
homa.

Z Studio LLC renewed its lease 
for 1,375 square feet at Brook-
side Center, 4516 S. Peoria Ave., 
through CB Richard Ellis/Okla-
homa.

Submit leasing information to Tulsa 
World real estate reporter Robert 
Evatt via e-mail at robert.evatt@

tulsaworld.com.


