SUCCESS BY THE NUMBERS
Certification opening doors for woman-owned businesses
By Wendy Lyons Sunshine
Special to the Star-Telegram
	


	

	

	

	


In the summer of 2002, Angela (Chi-Yeh) Boone, president and CEO of Fort Worth Gasket, got an unexpected phone call. On the line was a representative of Virginia-based Northrop Grumman Corp. The defense giant had tracked Boone down to invite her company to become one of their suppliers -- because the Fort Worth firm was certified as woman-owned.

City, state and federal governments routinely give a portion of their business to minority- and woman-owned contractors. In turn, corporations like Northrop Grumman, which do business with the government, seek out qualified suppliers to help them meet these goals. That spells opportunity for small businesses such as Fort Worth Gasket, which might otherwise be overlooked by corporate and government purchasing agents.

"Large corporations will come to you because you're listed as woman-owned," said Boone, whose sales and staff have doubled since the phone call. "Woman-owned certification provides opportunities; it opens the door for you."

One certifying body, the North Central Texas Regional Certification Agency in Arlington, qualifies local businesses for city and certain federal contracts. It lists 817 woman-owned companies as certified at the city level and 1,652 minority- or woman-owned certified for federal Department of Transportation opportunities.

John Kelly, director of the agency, says certification improves accountability and helps ensure that enterprises seeking special consideration for government contracts are truly disadvantaged, not just a front for someone else's business.
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	Angela (Chi-Yeh) Boone, Fort Worth Gasket president, CEO


When Angela (Chi-Yeh) Boone bought Fort Worth Gasket from her husband, a chemical engineer, in 1994, it was losing money. He was ready to pack it in and enjoy retirement.

"I have a business background, and I'm much better in business than he is," Boone said with a laugh. She says her husband would agree.

She quickly boosted profitability by importing nuts and bolts from her native Taiwan. When competition increased in the import arena, she opted to qualify for U.S. federal contracts by getting Small Business Administration 8a certification. That would allow the company to provide gaskets and seals for tanks, aircrafts and submarines with the Defense Department's approval.

"It's very difficult to get certified," Boone said. "They require tons of paperwork about your company and your business plans."

That paperwork was apparently worth it, because customers came knocking.

"The buyer called me and tried us out with very small orders. It was very hard work," she said. "For example, they send you 100 RFQs [requests for proposals] , and each one takes 10 hours."

Now she has volume orders from Northrop Grumman and the Defense Department and contracts worth well over $1.5 million.

"The woman-owned certification really started the breakthrough," Boone said.
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	Della Williams, owner of Williams Pyro


Since the company's launch in 1964 by Robert and Della Williams, engineers at Williams Pyro have designed and manufactured everything from oil well testing devices to stove-top fire extinguishers.

After Robert Williams died in 1996, Della Williams took the reins and set the company galloping toward ambitious growth.

"He had kept this very, very small," she said. "The first year I took over, we saw about 50 percent growth, and then it grew by about 30 percent each year subsequently."

One of Williams' strategies was to become certified as a woman-owned Defense Department supplier.

"I am probably one of very, very few women that are involved in supplying parts to the military," she said. "There are probably less than 50 in the country."

Her company now supplies weapons testing equipment used by military contractors nationwide.

Williams Pyro has recently obtained government grants from the Small Business Innovation Research Program to design and develop innovative technology for military and commercial applications. One promising project involves radio frequency identification tags for city governments, which Williams hopes to formally announce in about six months.

The military accounts for 43 percent of Williams Pyro's nearly $6 million in annual sales.

"It helps that we're woman-owned, because they have numbers to meet," said Williams, 62, who never attended college and learned everything she knows about engineering and business on the job.

Advantage Paper
	[image: image2.jpg]




	STAR-TELEGRAM/RON T. ENNIS

	Linda Hatcher, Advantage Paper president


When the North Central Texas Regional Certification Agency challenged Advantage Paper's woman-owned certification this year, company President Linda Hatcher was concerned.

Woman-owned certification has helped the company persuade customers like Lockheed Martin to use it as a supplier of kitchen goods like paper cups, foam containers and paper towels. Since the aerospace giant accounts for 20 percent of the Advantage Paper's bottom line, Hatcher was worried.

The certifying agency, she said, had been concerned because her salary was significantly smaller than that of her husband, Woodrow, who handles company sales.

"They thought that if I was the president, I should be making the majority of the money," Hatcher said. "My thought was not to draw that much but to keep the money in the business. I was paying myself as a normal office worker and him more as a sales rep."

When the Hatchers started Advantage Paper in 1997, they invested $50,000 and had a staff of five people. Today, company assets are valued over $500,000 and the staff has grown to 16. Woman-owned certification contributes to their success, and it was critical that they maintain it.

"We had just started selling to Texas Stadium in August, and one of the things they wanted was our certification," Hatcher said.

John Kelly, the certifying agency director, would not comment on Advantage Paper's certification renewal, citing application confidentiality. But Hatcher said the misunderstanding has been resolved, and Kelly confirmed that the company is still certified as woman-owned.

"We've had double-digit growth for the past three years," Hatcher said. "Our first month in business, we had $40,000 in sales, and now annual sales are over $4 million."
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	Edith Stanfield, president of Stanfield Enterprises


Although she renews her company's woman-owned certification annually, Edith Stanfield, president of Stanfield Enterprises, is quick to point out, "You've got to be a quality contractor, not just a woman-owned contractor."

Stanfield founded S&J Electric 18 years ago, when she was in her 50s. It was a spur-of-the-moment decision made while talking to her then-employer, who didn't have enough electrical contracting work to keep her busy.

"I said, 'Why don't you just sell it to me,' and before lunch, I had an invoice for the rental of my office space on my desk," she said.

She invested $5,000 and got her master electrician's license, and nearly two decades later she owns $3 million worth of heavy equipment such as concrete trucks, cranes and boring machines and meets a monthly payroll of $400,000.

Her full-service electrical company is staffed with 120 workers, including estimators, schedulers and dozens of electricians. It has several Fort Worth locations and an Austin branch, which will soon be working on tollway message boards in that city. Business has been picking up since a decline after 9-11.

Stanfield proudly displays employee photos and company awards on her office wall. This year, the contractors' magazine Savvy recognized S&J Electric with two awards for excellence in the electrical construction industrial division.

Even with woman-owned certification, making it in a man's industry hasn't been easy.

"You definitely have to stay focused, and you can't listen to 'you can't do it' or 'you shouldn't do it,' " Stanfield said. "Anybody that is faint of heart shouldn't start in business."

