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NO GORE: Although 25,000 invitations to
the Jan. 26 Mayor’s Economic Summit list
Vice President Al Gore as invited keynote
speaker, he will not be there. Blanca Mesa,
spokeswoman for Miami-Dade County
Mayor Alex Penelas, said the vice president
had to cancel because of scheduling con-
flicts. Organizers are trying to get another
g cabinetmember, she said. Called “Creating a
' M 1ami Blueprint for Dade’s Economic Future,” the
summit will take place from 7:30 a.m.-5 p.m.
Jan. 26 at the Wyndham Hotel, 1601 Biscayne
Blvd. The program calls for three hours of remarks by the mayor. Details:
663-9581.

LONG MONTH: The Mercer Group will complete a study about Port of
Miami expansion and strategy in February, Kim Sorando of the Miami-
Dade County communications department said. In late November, County
Manager Armando Vidal said the study would be complete in about a
month. It will involve strategic planning and efficiencies, said Charles
Towsley, who will become port director Jan. 19. “Ilook forward to getting
involved in it, before the report is finalized.”

BANCO SOFISA: Banco Sofisa, a Brazilian-owned bank, has received
state but still needs federal approval to open in South Dade, said Bruce
Riccea, a licensing specialist for the Florida Department of Banking. The
proposed bank would be in the former Southeast Bank branch, 14095 S
Dixie Hwy. It would target Brazilian businesses and individuals who require
local banking services in Miami.

STATE OF THE COUNTY: Mayor Alex Penelas was to give his state-of-
the-county address atnoon Wednesday at Harris Field, 1034 NE Eighth St.,
Homestead. The public is invited to attend, but must reserve seating in
advance. Details: 375-3850.

OUR WORLD MARKET ROLE: The next in Miami Today’s Interna-

-tional Roundiable series will focus on what steps must be taken to enhance
Miémi‘sposition in the world market. The session, “Miami-Dade County’s
International Business Strategy,” will be held from 5-7 p.m. Jan. 15 in the
Miami City Club, 200 S Biscayne Blvd. Speakers include Mario Sacasa,
vice president of international economic development for the Beacon Coun-
cil, and Manuel Gonzalez, international trade and commerce coordinator
for Miami-Dade County in the office of Mayor Alex Penelas. Miami Today
international editor Michael Hayes will moderate. Seating limited; reserva-
tions requested. Details: Claudette Holder, 358-1008.
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Ann McNeill

Building her own business
The profile is on Page 4
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By MICHELLE LERNER

A North Carolina-based real
estate investment trustis aggres-
sively acquiring South Florida

sites, buying at leastadozen prop-

erties in the tri-county area dur-
ing the past four months and clos-
ing on an Airport West office
building in the last days of De-
cember.

Highwoods Properties, based
in Raleigh, closed ona 212,000-
square-foot office building at the
comner of Northwest 36th Street
and 87th Avenue for $16.65 mil-
lion, justas 1997 came to an end.

“We think the Airport West
Dade office market is one of the
strongest in South Florida and
believe this property is at the
100% locationin the submarket,”
said Allende Olazarra, vice presi-
dent of Highwoods.

Thesellerwas developer Doran
Jason, who built the eight-story
towers in two parts, one in 1975
and the otherin 1984. The build-
ingsare connectedto formasingle
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Ann McNeill sets the pace among women entrepreneurs...

As a little girl, she learned to oper-
ate her father's heavy landscaping
equipment. Later, she clambered on
rooftops as part of her bid to master

the skills of the building trade. Even- _
tually, Ann McNeill formed her own &

company and became a trailblazing

Sforce in the construction industry in

South Florida.

Growing up, Ms. McNeill found her- !

self confronted by obstacles that might

have been daunting for others. As a

little girl, she needed a special pass to
enter the then-exclusive worlds of Palm
Beach and nearby Singer Island. As
an executive at Pratt & Whitney she
had to suffer the indignity of verbal
abuse from a senior colleague. Ana
having decided to be her own boss ana

launch her venture in the tough con- ¢

struction business world, she facea
Sfurther setbacks.

But Ms. McNeill says her religious
convictions, patience and knack for
turning adversities into opportunities
through well-thought-out strategies,
plus an element of serendipitous tim-
ing, have helped her succeed, landing
substantial contracts with the Miami-
Dade County School Board and other
public and private entities.

She has meanwhile worked hard to
help other black-owned businesses
here make it, notably through her ac-
tive involvement in the Black Business’
Association.

Ms. McNeill was interviewed at the
construction site of one of her current
projects, the Miami Northwestern Se-
nior High School in Liberty City, by
Miami Today international editor
Michael Hayes.

Q: You have more than one com-
pany?

A: I'minvolved in a number of com=

panies. And ['m looking at opportunities

in the airport, whether it be concession i

orretail.

As far as construction, I'm owner of
MCO Construction & Services. I'vebeen
in the construction business for more
than 20 years.

['malso ownerof MCQ Pavarini Con-
struction and Federal MCO.

Federal MCO is a joint venture with
Kvarner Construction, which bought out
Federal and Trafalgar House Construc-
tionabouta yearanda halfago, I started
ajoint venture with themback in 1992 to
secure a project in West Palm Beach,
which ended up being the largest project
in the city's history — a $20 million
police administration building and adja-
‘cent parking garage.

Q: How did you come to do that?

A: I went after the project because
West Palm Beach is my home — for
many years I had to commute to Miami
to work because the opportunities were
just not available here for blacks and
minorities. Asa matter of fact, [ remem-
ber as a teenager having to carry a yel-
low card in order to work as a maid on
Palm Beach and on Singer Island: being
black, I had to carry this card in order to
have access to cross the bridge.

The reason I'm mentioning this is be-

cause I think God blessed me to have a.

sense of accomplishment. Thirty years,
later [ secured one of the city’s largesi
contracts, where you had people who
were still employed by the city who 30
years prior were the same people requir-
ing me to carry a card.

So those were some of the obstacles
and challenges that one had to face.

Q: Your companies are engaged
in both public sector and private
construction?

A: Mostly public. We've had many
challenges in getting involved in private
projects.

Idon’tknow ifthat has anything to do
with the lack of relationships or the eco-

Far Ann McNeHI. obshcln that might have discouraged others were seen as
challenges to overcome. She now owns two construction companies in area.
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Age 43
Born: West Palm Beach, FL

Higher education: Florida Memb:f_ial At
College (B.S., accounting); Barry
University (M.A., finance)

Personal philosophy: “Work like itall
depends on you and pray like it all
depends on God.”

nomics or race or gender. But we’ve on
many occasions bid private work and
have not been successful,

We're working on a small project for
Miami Heart now. But the bulk of our
work is public.

Q: What else do you have under
way?

A: The other col-porauon I formed is
MCO Pavarini Construction. The site
we're sitting on is the Northwestern
Senior High School replacement facil-
ity. I started the construction company in
1994 in an attempt to respond to a re-
quest.for bids' from the Dade County
Public Schools System. |

The School Board made an unprec-
edented decision when they decided to

"set aside this project for competition

only among black contractors.

[ waited for national black contractors
and local black contractors to prepare
proposals to submit in response o this
bid. And in the last 30 days of the bid it
appeared as though the project would
not happen, because we didn’t have a

sufficient number of] bidders Weneeded
“nity make this project happen. And in

at least three.

‘Q: Was there anything you could_

do about that?

A: With less than 30 days left, I con-
tacted George Pavarini, who was the
owner of Pavarini Construction in New
York, and asked him for an appointment
because [ wanted to discuss this.

I choseto approach himbeeause I was
at the time working as a sub-contractor
for them on a project in South Dade.
They were a very responsive contractor
to work with, They paid on time. It was
just a very good working relationship.

So oftenwe hear of blacks fronting for
whites. I’'m mentioning this example

because it needs to be clear that there is
adifference between approaching a white
contractor and being approached.

In 1987 I submitted a bid for demoli-
tion of the old Lindsey Hopkins build-
ing.

"“It was not set aside; it-was not for
blacks. It was just a straight open bid.
The bid was about $1 million. But my

bid was thrown out because I could not

obtain an A-rated bond, which was what
the School Board required. My bond
was a B-rated bond.

Q: What happened then?

A: The board asked me to re-bid the
job, which I said I would not — all the
time I knew that my strategy was to re-
bid, but not state that publicly, because
my competition would increase their
price and my price would remain the
same. But I had to find an A-rated bond.

SoIcontacted a white contractor who
was currently doing work for the School
Board and talked about what I wanted to

 do— I wanted him to bid the job in his

name, with his A-rated bond, but then
turn around and sub-contract 100% of
the job back tome. I would pay him a fee
for that. He agreed.
Q: Was history repeating itself
when you later went to Pavarini?
A: Absolutely. I called Pavarini in

New York. He'met with me here. I told

him [ wanted to talk to him about provid-
ing a bond for me to bid this Miami
Northwestern Senior High School project
and turn the entire project back over to
me if we won the job. He agreed.

So we formed a corporation called
MCO Pavarini and we bid this project.

Q: What was the outcome?

A: I ended up coming in third on the
bid. There wasa bigger picture here: the

_bigger picture for me and for MCO was

to help Dade County Public Schools and
to help the black construction commu-

order to do that we needed more than éne
bidder on this project. There would have
beer no way the School Board would

have awarded this project ifthere would -

have been only one bidder.

By forming the MCO Pavarini corpo-
ration and bidding this project, we con-
tinued to submit other bids to the School
Board. The one bid we did win is over at
Miami Edison Middle School.

Q: What is the project there?

A: Wesecureda $1.2 million millwork
contract — millwork being all of the
cabinets, shelving and those kinds of
things inside the school,

Q: When are you planning for
both projects to be completed?

A: In this one, at Northwestern, we
are basically complete; by the end of
January we'll have our punch list items
finished for phase 3.

Q: Punch list meaning what?

A: The finishing touches.

At Miami Edison, I have two con-

. tracts: by owning MCO Construction &
Services, | am a part of the construction
! management team on that project as a

prime contractor. And [ also have a sub-

contract as owner of MCO Pavarini.

Thatproject should be finished through

Y thepunch listby the end of April or May.

Q: What comes next for you?

A: One ofthe major projects that we're
looking forward to working on 1s the
Miami Heat arena. We plan to be partof

4 the construction management team, simi-

lar to our involvement in the Edison
Middle project.

Q: Is being part of the construc-
tion management team by virtue of
being involved in the actual con-

struction or does it mean acting as

part of an oversight group?

A: Itwill be both. We will actually be
involved in certain parts of construction,
but we will also be involved in the day-
to-day operation of the project.

Q: Anything else in the pipeline?

A: We're also looking forward to
working with the county Aviation De-
partment on some of their projects at
Miami International Airport.

Q: Your companies are all pri-
vately and closely held?

A: Right,

Q: Would you say you're in a
financially sound position today?

A: We’ve had anumberofchallenges

financially. I think it's important to talk
about that.
. I’'moneofthose people who hasa very
strong belief in God. And through that
faithand much prayer we’ve overcomea
lotofchallenges in this business, to have
been able to survive 20 years.

Q: You started your career work-
ing for Dade County?

A: Yes, Métro-Dade Transit.

To go back a little further than that
I'm a 1976 graduate of Florida Memo-
rial College, a very proud alumnus of the
college.

Ibelieve Florida Memorial has strate-

_gically placed a number of graduates

throughout the city and state in business,
reducation and banking. That Florida
Memorial contact, as a matter of fact, is
what helped me gain access to employ-
ment from the county.

Before the county I worked for Tal
Fairat the Urban League. Tal Fair I think
has done a tremendous job in training
many Miami black leaders; you don’t
hear verymuch about thatand I'd like to
use this opportunity to say that I think he
has done a tremendous job and don’t
think he has gotten the recognition. 1
could name many people who have
worked for the Urban League in the
*60s, '70 and *80s who are now promi-
nent leaders in this community. When
you talk about people who are making
things happens, there could have been
no bettertraining ground than the Urban
League of Miami and Tal Fair.

Q: What did you do at the Urban
League?

A:lwasabudgetanalyst. The person
I had to submit some of my reports to at
the City of Miami offered me a job trans-
ferand Itook that opportunity. That was
in 1979.

Q: You didn’t stay in that post
long?

A: In less than a year I received an
offer from Pratt & Whitney Aircraft.

Q: What was your role there?

A: 1 started working in the budget
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.meeting all challenges to head MCO and other area firms

office.

Q: Things did not go smoothly for
you?

A:Oneofthechailenges I had early in
my career which really taught me about
faith was while working at Pratt &
Whitney my boss was the kind of person
who felt that blacks and women had no
place there.

Q: How was it that you had moved
to Pratt & Whitney?

A: While at the Urban League, [ went
to a national Urban League conference
in Washington. I met with the vice presi-
dentofpersonnel for Pratt & Whitney at
an exhibit at the conference. | was shar-
ing with him that when I came out of
college Ihad gone to Pratt & Whitney for
an interview and a white man told me
they were not hiring “my kind.”

This was in 1976. My kind was black
and women — they were not hiring those
formanagement positions. When I men-
tioned that, the vice president of person-
nel at this exhibit tried to assure me that
they were. He asked me to send him my
resume, which I did.

Six months later, I accepted a job to
work with them, only to find that I was
the only black and the only woman in the
department, and the youngest person —
the next person my senior — was 20
years older than I was.

Now, where was [ going for upward

mobility?

My boss told me that I should be at
home barefootand pregnant. Those were
his words.

That was 1979, I worked an average
of 12-14 hours a day, but was never
good enough. He was trying to make me
feel that I was so inferior. It forcedme to
doajoboverand beyond the call of duty,
to prove that I was an equal.

Now, what I did not realize was that
all the other department heads recog-
nized it and were asking him to transfer
me to their department for promotion,
and he would not,

One night, while I was working very
late, I found a diary he was keeping. It
was a diary of lies. So I started keeping

adiary onhimand all of the discrimina-
tory acts, which were true. | also docu-
mented them with the names of people
who were present when he would say
these things,

In 1980, when I was going to take a
week vacation, the day of my vacation he
came to tell me thatI wasnot goingto be
able to go, 1 had to work during my
vacation. Bul after a private meeting
with him, he allowed me to go on my
vacation. When [ returned, I had been
transferred — with a promotion. In my
new job, Idealtonly with the vice presi-
dents of the corporation.

That was an excellent experience.

Q: But presumably not one you
could stomach for much longer?

A: No. But what's interesting is that
now Pratt & Whitney — to show you the
positive side of this story, the change
they have made — now has a black
president.

What I decided to do next was take an
educational leave, after going as high as
I felt I could go in that corporation, to
complete my master’s

At the same time, I started going to
construction school at a technical insti-
tute in the community. That is the time
that I started working for small black
contractors in the neighborhood — for
free.

Q: Whatkind of work did you do?

A: 1 did roofing on the weekends, to
get the experience. 1 did carpentry for
free — at the same time going to a
technicalinstitute, North Tech in Riviera
Beach, to learn how to build a house
from the ground up.

1did that while Thad my jobso I could
getexperience in construction.

The reason [ did that was because |
knew the opportunities to be self-em-
ployed were greater than having a job.
AndIwasinvesting inrental property at
that time —my husband and I doing our
OWn repairs.

Q: Why did you choose to learn
construction?

A: What really led to that was we
secured an estimate to replace a roof on

a piece of property we owned.

Compared with the estimate, if we
replaced the roof ourselves we would
save $20,000. That was a year's salary
at that time, and I realized the opportu-
nities in this business to make a year's
salary in a month over a period of time
were a lot greater than working an entire
year for less.

Then the 1980 riots happened. Which
is what brought me back to Miami —
after the riots, Miami had to be rebuilt
and Commissioner Barbara Carey initi-
ated the race-conscious ordinance after
a study proved that .0001% of Dade
County’s business was going to blacks.

Basically the county was not doing
business with black contractors. Once
Commissioner Carey did that, the op-
portunities for black contractors were
enormous. But the availability of black
contractors was minuscule.

Being a business person, | took advan-
tage of the opportunity and decided to
come back to Miami and volunteer to
work for contractors here.

Q: Youworked with Thacker Con-
struction Co. in Miami and went on
to found your own business?

Az Exactly. I knew — and I think this
is very important for young people with
a dream to become an entrepreneur — |
wanted to start my own construction
company. When 1 went to work for
Thacker I only went to learn the skills,
although I had to take a big cut in my
salary to work for him— he did not have
black women managers in his business.
They were all men.

Q: So he took a chance?

A: Yes, he took a chance, too. But |
expressed to him when I went to work
for him that eventually I wanted to start
my own business,

Q: How has it turned out for you
being not only black buta woman in
what most people see as having been
very much a man’s domain?

A: I think the way my father raised me
helped me to not look at work as man's
or woman's but just as work and as
opportunity. I've aﬁways lookedatitlike
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Q: Your father was in building?

A: He was a landscaper and he also
owned field buses that took people to the
fields to do farm work.

I'hadto operate heavy equipmentearly,
50 I never looked at it as man’s work or
woman’s work.

Another important point. When we
think construction we think hard hat. But
it’s a business. That’s why | feel that
women can do this business as well as
men.

Q: And sometimes better?

A: I didn’t want to say that!

Q: Is there any advice you would
give to a young woman thinking
about becoming an entrepreneur?

A: I would say go. Volunteer or se-
cure a job in the kind of business you'd
like to own and get the on-hands experi-
ence.

Q: Among your many civic and
community activities, you have been
a leader in the Black Business Asso-
ciation: What does that mean to
you?

A: That's something that is crucial to
our existence as a black business com-
munity. It’s an organization | have been
intimately involved in from its inception.
It's about the business of business for
black business owners. We are totally
self-sufficient.

Q: How would you characterize
its mission?

A: To create opportunities for black
businesscs and advocate — which 1s a
very strong word, but we take it very
seriously.

Rightnow, with the loss of the minor-
ity.program, our role and responsibili-
ties have increased. It's very critical to
the survival of black businesses to un-
derstand the fact that we must do busi-
ness with each other and must become
better business people.

That’skey. And to become better busi-
ness people we must continue to grow,
educate, associate and lobby for what
we want.
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