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0Ozinga Bros. cement trucks
are seen all over the city.

How firm
beat city
set-aside

program

White-owned concrete
company created
minority firms to get
increased share of
business with the city

By Sam Roe
and Laurie Cohen
Tribune staff reporters

The boldly striped red and
white cement trucks have long
been a commeon sight in Chica-
go, pouring concrete for miles of
curbs and sidewalks as well as
for skyscrapers, Comiskey Park
and Navy Pier.

The trucks have brought their
owners, Ozinga Bros. Inc., tens
of millions of dollars in city con-
tracts and launched members of
the family-owned firm to noted
positions in local political and
charitable circles.

But behind the scenes, docu-
ments and interviews show, the
Ozinga firm repeatedly dodged
city rules and exploited an af-
firmative-action program to
win lucrative contracts.

Now Ozinga trucks pour con-
crete for the city under an un-
usual deal: The city has exempt-
ed the company from virtually
all minority set-aside require-
ments.

As City Hall wrestles with
scandals in its programs to lift
minority- and women-owned
businesses, the Ozingas provide
acasestudy in how a white-own-
ed company can work the sys-
tem—and win.

The company’s actions in-
clude creating a spinoff con-
crete firm in the 1980s to win city
business reserved exclusively
for minority-owned companies.
Martin, Richard and James Oz-
inga—all white men—enlisted
the help of two African-Ameri-
can churches in Chicago’s de-
pressed South Side, giving nine
church members 51 percent
ownership to technically meet
the city’s rules.

But two of the African-Amer-
ican church members now say
the spinoff company was hogus
and that minorities had little
control of the business. “It wasa
classic front,” church member
Henry Washington says.

Ozinga Bros., an 800-employ-
ee firm based in Orland Park,
denies any wrongdoing, saying
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it has always followed the rules
and been open about its busi-
ness practices.

Rezarding allsgations that
the company once DTk‘,l‘ﬂierl a
fromt, Martin Orzin, he presi-
dent of Oringa Bros., says, "T'm
extremely disappointed  that
people feel that there was some-
thing less than a very noble ef-
fort being put forth the

When the Ozingas' business
venture with the churchgoers
did mot work aut, the ()
placed them in the earl
with an African-Ame
Cuban-American and a native
of Indonesia,

This time, with the business-
savvy Indonssian-American as
president, the spinoft wan an 11
million city contract that w.
open to minorities and non-mi-
norities  alike—including
white-owned (Jnngx Bros,

i esian-American,
inel, recalls thar Martin
. He says the
Oxingas did not want their own
minority-owned firm compet-
ing against —a e
Martin Ozinga denies. The Og-
ingas bought out the company,
told Goei he would be fired and
then scrapped the whols ven-
Coel lell before he w,

=

SECTION 1

Fed up with affirmative-ac-
tion rules, the Ozingas sued the
city in 1996. Althongh they had
previously rold city officials
they wanted to help minority
businesses, they now argued
that the set-aside program was
unconstitutional and that mi-
naorifies should not get advan-

After the suit was filed, {he
city cut the Ozingas a rare deal;
Tt would excase them from vir-
roally all requirements regard-
ing hiring minority and wonen
SUDCONTIACTONS,

City Law Department spakes-
woman Jennifer Hoyle de
- ng the Ozingas
proved they could nat find mi
novity subsontractors. She also
says city officials had concerns
about the Ozingas’ spinoff com-
pany b v rhat it vestructurad to

sf

a  devout
“hristian and \u-mrhy Republi-
van who was an the GOP'S short
List o veplacs rm:k Ryan in last
fall's race for the U.8, Senate,
calls the entive set-agide concept.
unwarkable. He says the Ozin-
as wanted o serap the city's
program becauss they found it
“hasically un-American, tram-
pting all over ow vihts”
“We're forcing our capitalis-
tic free-enterpr m o
participate m.wnmnlswl\- Tare-
brased stem that functions
cormpletely cont ary o free en-
terpr he says. “You try to
mesh the two Luge-rher (ln(i ol
chaos, And that's what we
experienced. chaua
Wor years, the world of city
contracts was a gond old boys
n?lwm'k run by while men. Mi-
ities and wornen were ¢
rmliy shut out.

FROM PAGE ONE
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Martin Ozinga is president of Ozinga Bros. Inc., a concrete com-

pany that has made tens of mil

In 1985, the city tried to im-
prove the situation, The city
asked white © ractirs win-
ning contracts to set ;95
pravesnt of the work for minori-
ty-owned subeentractors and 5

et for  women-owned
firms.
Lucrative theory
In theory, this guaranteed mil-

in new business
for minorities while taking
money away from white firms.
Ozinga Bros. did not wait long
1o take action.
Martin Oelnga  approacted
leaders of two  African-
American churches—Roseland
Christian Reformed Churel
and Pullman Christian Re
formed Church—with an idea:
What the Ozingas and the
'h.m hies juined Forees Lo create
minority-owned  conerele
ulmpﬂ'\y to take advantage of

Linns of dollar

ians in city contracts.

new city and state goals?

The churches could keep
their share of the profits, and
peuple from the neighborhonds
could be hirad to drive cement
trucks. As for the Ozingas, they
could get a piece of contracts
that might not otherwise be
available to them

Church leaders loved theides.
“We hoped this would be profie-
able and bring money fowing
Inty our minlseries™ recalls
Rev Richard Williams, pastor at
the Pullman church.

Trust was not an issue. The
Ozingas were noted business-
men, and they belonged to the
denomination: the Chris-
tmn Reformed Church. In fact,
the Dzingas had been sensvous
dunm to Christian Reformed
and ta the Pullman and
\!um‘h:lch hurches

sl aton
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ed nine worshipers—none of
whom knew anything about the
conerete indusy - to serve on
the group's board of directors
This non-profit, along with the
Ozingas, formed the new com-
many. known as histro Mix

The Ozingas gave the church
group a lean to cover 51 peroent
of the business. The Ozingas
kept 49 percent,

Hired as general
was Pierre Chestai
can-American religious broad-
caster with no construcrion ex-
perience.

Problems quickly  arose.
When Metro Mixapplied formi-
navity status with the city and
state, officials denied the ve-
quests, i

4

close,
The Ozingas and the c
leaders restruc
company, and, finally, in 1
the eity granted it minority sta-
The atill refused
/| designation in
hand, Metro Mix started win-
ning contracts, One involved
Oringa Bros. hiving  Mstro
Mix—its own minority spi-
noff—as a subeontracror. This
allowad Qxingas Bros. m meet
the eity's set-aside guals, which
by then had become Law

Some church members be-
increasingly  skeptical
Metro Mix. Pastor Wil
says thal even though the
mrh non-profit echnically
owned 51 percent, the Ozingas
were financing the business;
therefore, the church leaders

came
atmul
lia

“ha to listen to” whal the Ozin-
g fold them.
R

|ml

mestings, “I dldn t
ing about husi

b says. 1w i
hurch.”

Sharing his eoncern was Hen-
ry Washington, a leader of the
church group who was retived
from the Small Business Ad-

agement
know an;
ar eimerets

ministration, where be  had
screened i
al canlr el or rminor-

ity compa Ome of his jobs
was to help detect suspected
{ronts

He gays Metro Mix was clear-
I¥ a front because the African-

American ownevs “didn’t have
any say A1 Neiewe w
er.” Wachington it

concerns to other church mem-
bers, but they were reluctant to
. “They were thinking abeut
the pmms that could be earned
Trom it all,” he savs.

Marlin Ouinga says thal Lthe
wenlure was not a front. But as
48-perocnt owners, he savs, the
Dezingas winted the company
TUB properly

“We're not going to sit there
quietly when we see sometling
that is marbe not going well or
we see an arca that needs in
Provement or an opportunity
that should be pursued.”

In 1884, the Ozingas and the
churches decided wo serap the
business. largely because Lhe
state would not recognize it as
minority owned.

‘Never again’

Williams savs the vennure
provided some money for the
churches but not mueh “I re-
metmber saying that T would
never got invalved in something
like this again,” he s;

The Ozingas 4id not 31\'0 up.
Instead, they resomctured to
meet state requirements.

By 1804, the new Sl-percent
owners of Metro Mix were Ches-
lome, the African American in
wolved in the old Metro M
firm; Jose Diaz, a Caban- Ames
ican with some experience in
the concrete industry and Goed,
the narive of lidonesia

Goed lived in Grand Rapids,
Mich., where ho was a vace rela
tions official for the {h isrian
Reformed Church, Ma Cizin
ga's farhey, also named 'Mal‘n'“
and a major donor to Christian
Reformed causes, contacted
Goel abont becoming a Metro
Mix owner. Gool ended up com
muting to Chicago, staying dur
ing theweek in the homeof Mar
tin Ozinga's father in suburban
Evergreen Park

Unlike the charch group, the
three minorities Goel, Ches-
tang, and Diaz  invested their
awh money in Metro Mix. Each
wrote checks for B68,000 to ob
tain 17 pereant, or 51 percent to-
tal, of the new company TheOz-
ingas held 49 percent.

Goel was desimated pre:
dent. He recalls that Martin Oz-
inga told him to accomplish
three things: make Metro Mix
independent  and
self-sufficient. “And T believe
that's what I did,” he recalls.

In fact. he savs, he accom-
plished it too well.

Tn 19M, he submitted a bid on
hehalt of Metro Mix for an §11
million city concrete contract,
compering directly w a hid
firom Crzin za. He says he thought
there was little chanee the up-
atart company would get the job.

But when the bids
opened, Metrn Mix won.

Bonn, the firm had 2!
painted solid red to
them from Ozingas ved-and-
white striped ones. Goel says
sales doubled, as did employ-

wers
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ment, with the vast majority of
the workers being minorities

Martin Ozinga, meanwhile,

was on a yearlong, 1m|mr1 rhn

e ta Touch base with the office.

When he refurned, he was up-
set to learn that Metro Mix won
the lucrative oomiract, Goei
says, This ultimately led, he
says, 1 the Ozingas telling him
he would be fired and closing
Metro Mix,

Martin Ozinga rells it differ-
ently. He says that when he re-
turned firom trip, he foumd
that Goei was mak; grtr‘r:ﬁlmls
without consalting the Dzinga:
inchuling buying a s
crete plant, just Bloc
Ozinga Bros. facility Plus, he
says, Metro Mix
too fast and losing money.

“We've gt a very good name
in this i\lmleny" ha and
Tm not going to let one of
companies file for bankrupte

Ausilable publie docunen
do not resolve the dispute,

The Ozingas took contrel of
Metra Mix by buying the 17 per-
cent of the company’s shares
owned hy Thax, the [
American. Now holding
cent of the shares, the {lunyt.
shut down Metro Wit

The third minority owner,
(hestang, savs he learned ahout
the compa demise when he
called back w LheofTice while on
0.

Goel has since moved hack o
Grand Rapids, where he now
ownsoneof the area’s largest ve-
ail flower chains and is a prom-
Hdwl(atﬂ for minority

my

He =1u} the Oheings did not
want o compete with theirown
aff. “They felt we were in-
finging on thelr right, thelr
ability to maximize their prof-
its,” he seays.

Firm sues dty

Twe months after shulting
Metro Mix, the Ozingas made a
camplete turnabout. After years
of saving they wanted to help
minerities, the Uzingas suned
the city, arguing thal is sel
a .m« program diserim
1 white male ¢ :

Tho 18865 snit munmd ang
filed earlier by the Builders As-
soclation of Greater Chicago.
Both cases dragged on for vears
in fedaral court in Chicago.

Tn lhe meuntime  Ozinga
Bros. in 1997 won the city's new
CONCICLe ConLrac en it dl
the cltv excused the company
from virteally all requiremetsts
1o shave some of the werk with
Dirrs owned by minorities and

WO,
And that deal continues today.
Instead of paying §11.8 million

since 1997 to minerity subcon-
wractors—the normal shave for
nminerities—the {zingas
uledc.éd Lo pay aboul $560,08K0, or
about 20 times less. Martin Oz
inga says the frm actually paid
more than it pledged. but he
could not immediacely say how
much.

In court, an Ozinga lawyer
sald the ecity aranted these
“walvers” because of the comn
pany's suit against the city

The city denies that elaim,
saying officials granted Ozinga
walvers becanse the company
successfully argmed that it
could not Mind mineriy subeot-
ractors at a reasonable price

But arleast one minor
says it mer'd i

&

e
Forte says that in 2002 he agreed
o bid as a subconiractar if Oz-
inga prowmised to hive his firm,
Dut Ozinga declined, Martin Oz.
inga savs he does not recall the
offer

To avoid such headaches, the
city in 2002 reserved part of its
concrete business solely for mi-
norityowned firms. They
would net have wo relv on white
contractors to hire them as sub
contractors. The Ozingns fought
thar change in court ot Inst.

Meanwhile, the builders asso-
ciation prevailed in its suit. A
Jindge agreed that the city's set-
aside program was not helping
these firms most inneed, So the
city tightened eligibility rules,

The similar Cinga suitwas dis
missed,
Ozinga's cwITent Ccondract

with the city began in March
2003, Several months later, an
Ozinga Bros. subsidiary donat-
ed $25.000 to the pro Daley His
panic  Democratic  Organiz
fion. Tt wasthe single biggest po-
cal donation the Ozingas, all
Republicans. have given in the
1ast 10 veas, state records sho
Marrin Ozinga says the dona-
tion was gi ven becanse the Dem-
ocratic group supports politi
cians in the Filsen area, where
the Oringas hive a plant. He
says he did not sxpect, nor e
ceive, any favors from the city
in return for the donation,
Several of Ozingas™ former

window while on the expr
way and catches a glimpse nf the
old Metro Mix conerete plant.
Had the firm continued, he says,
“ir would have besn s wondsiful
But you know




