Rep. Mick Mulvaney provides sympathy and advice to small business contractors
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Mick Mulvaney, head of the small business contracting subcommittee, say his agenda will make small contractors more competitive.

Rep. Mick Mulvaney, R-S.C., has a lot of opinions on the challenges facing the small business community. And not just because he is chairman of the House Small Business Subcommittee on Contracting and Workforce. Mulvaney also is an experienced businessman. He established his own law firm, operated his own restaurant, ran the family real estate business and started a small homebuilding company.

In his first year leading the subcommittee, Mulvaney has stood out as a loud voice for small government contractors, holding six hearings on their behalf and pushing for the repeal of a law that would withhold 3 percent of all payments to contractors for taxes — even as the issue “went practically unnoticed nationwide,” he said. Soon to be considered on the House floor is a bill he introduced in September to bolster the private sector workforce by reducing the number of federal employees by 10 percent over three years.

Next on his agenda: Ensuring small businesses can access the capital they need to get started or keep their doors open during difficult times; closing the loopholes in small business contracting programs that allow big companies to profit from money set aside for small ones; and holding agencies accountable for meeting their obligations to funnel contract opportunities to small businesses.

The congressman recently spoke with the Washington Business Journal about these efforts, as well as Congress’ own failures.

Q: A lot of incidents of fraud have been tied to the set-aside program for Alaska native corporations. Does that program need to change? A: “That program is a joke. It’s pure, old-fashioned Washington, D.C., pork that was a gift from [the late Republican] Sen. Ted Stevens to his constituents. It’s a travesty that these businesses get such special treatment, to the exclusion of everyone else. I have no idea how anyone can look at their people in the eye and say this is fair.”

Q: So what needs to happen for the program to get changed? A: “A congressional act. But right now we’re focusing first on some low-hanging fruit with bipartisan support, which might lead to substantive change during this Congress. [Simplifying] lending programs is No. 1, then the issue of bundling [in which agencies combine disparate requirements into a single contract often too large for small businesses to win]. You don’t need an overhaul of the system to allow small businesses to get where they need to be to compete.”

Q: What can be done to ensure that small business contractors aren’t forced to close their doors as opportunities become fewer and far between? A: “It’s not up to the government to make sure a small business doesn’t close its doors. The point around the set-aside program is to provide better opportunity for them to compete. If you’re running a small business that is entirely dependent upon this one customer, the federal government, and that customer makes cuts that cause you to suffer, that’s the real world. Maybe the message is for folks that live off of the federal government to go out and diversify. The purpose of the SBA is not to provide a captive client base.”

Q: People complain that the lack of progress in Congress, particularly in passing a budget, hits small businesses disproportionately hard. Do members of Congress bear some responsibility for that? A: “Sure we do. We haven’t been able to pass a budget, and this process of moving from one continuing resolution to another kills the government contracting business. We bear the responsibility of running the government, and we’re not doing a good job of that. There have been some successes. One was the repeal of the 1099 requirements, [which would have required small businesses to file tax forms for purchases of $600 or more]. Another was the repeal of the 3 percent tax-withholding rule. Those have a tremendous impact and, in a small way, will make life easier. The Home Depots of the world have the ability to manage those types of requirements, but the mom and pop operations do not. These are huge headaches that are going away.”

