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In 1983, Congress created the country’s first Disadvantaged Business
Enterprise (DBE) program. In 1987, that program was amended to
include women-owned businesses (WBE). The program was originally
geared towards transportation projects. But now, this approach has
been adopted by nearly every federal and state agency in our country.
So, for almost 40 years, the A/E/C
industries have had a program focused
on leveling the playing field for minorities
and women. And while the program has
not been without its controversy over the
years, some firms have found success
within the program.

We wanted to hear from those in the
trenches, the owners of DBE firms.
We hoped to learn more about the
challenges of being a DBE, what they’d
like their prime teaming partners to know,
and what advice they have for firms
interested in getting certified as a DBE.

Each program often comes with its
own requirements and acronyms. But
commonly, these programs are referred
to as “DBE” or “M/WBE” (minority/
women-owned business enterprise).

To learn more about the experience
of being a DBE firm, we spoke
to: Jennifer Carey, CEO of JLC
Environmental Consultants, Inc.; Joni
Capobianco, owner of AMG Demolition,
Inc.; Liz Kupcha, president of Kupcha
Marketing Services; J.C. Calderon,
president and CEO of Calderon
Architecture & Design Studio P.C.; Ronald
Hatcher, owner and CEO of Vantage
Point Media; and Patricia Neumann,
CPSM, president and CEO of Accu-Cost
Construction Consultants, Inc.

M/WDBE utilization goals are dependent
upon the funding source of a particular
procurement. For example, federally
funded projects will require DBE
participation, while state- and municipalfunded projects will require M/WBE
participation (See Figure 1.)
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Figure 1. Certification criteria for DBE and M/WBE programs.

DBE Certification

M/WBE Certification

Personal net worth and company earnings are determining
factors.

Personal net worth and size requirements vary by state.
Application may require the following:

 Personal net worth that does not exceed $1.32 million
(excluding primary residence)

 Tax returns (personal and business)

 Firm must meet SBA size criteria (by NAICS code)

 Résumé to demonstrate that business owner has the training
and experience to effectively run the company

 Firm’s average annual gross receipts are less than
$23.98 million

 Articles of incorporation

Application information can be found on DOT page of
the state where company is headquartered. Learn more
by visiting https://www.transportation.gov/civil-rights/
disadvantaged-business-enterprise/definition-disadvantagedbusiness-enterprise

 Contracts to document that business has performed projects
under NAICS codes in company profile

 Lease agreements (real estate and equipment)

Larger states may have multiple M/WBE certification programs
for cities, school districts, counties, etc. in addition to the staterun program.

The principal who has at least 51% of the business would submit certification documents and backup.

What are some misconceptions
people might have about DBE
or M/WBE firms?
Jennifer Carey: I’ve had some of my
clients in the private sector ask what
“the DBE” stands for and I explain to
them the term stands for “Disadvantaged
Business Enterprise (DBE)”. They then
ask me what my disability is? Or ask why
I display the logo as it makes me look
“disadvantaged” in some way—like it
has a negative connotation. I never saw it
that way until they said it. What it simply
describes, to me, is a company striving
to overcome an uneven playing field in an
industry that still lacks diversity.
Joni Capobianco: They believe if you
are a minority-owned firm you’re not as
qualified as a nonminority firm.
Liz Kupcha: They think that 1) We lack
the technical capabilities tied to our firm’s
core competencies, 2) We’re unable
to navigate government procurement
processes, and 3) We lack the proper
equipment to properly execute our jobs.
J.C. Calderon: Some misconceptions are
that certification and securing contracts is
easy or guaranteed.
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What would you like prime
contractors/consultants
or owners to understand
|about working with DBE or
M/WBE firms?

where the working relationship is
strained, and all parties become unhappy.

Jennifer Carey: In my experience,
M/WBE or DBE certified companies
are the same as other entrepreneurial
companies, we just want the chance
to be exposed to opportunities that
historically haven’t always been there
for us. And—when we get those
opportunities—we want to be welcomed
to the table as professionals who can get
the job done.

J.C. Calderon: We understand the
importance of being responsive to the
client’s needs.

Liz Kupcha: Bring on a firm who
can effectively augment your team’s
capabilities (portfolio, client reach,
technical capabilities, etc.) because
you’re doing a disservice to everybody
by bringing on a teaming partner who
is simply there to meet numbers and
nothing else. Remember that DBE owners
started a business because they are
qualified, they just happen to be certified.
Ronald Hatcher: It’s important to make
sure the MBE/DBE firm is the right fit for
a particular client/project. If a prime is too
quick/doesn’t do its homework vetting a
MBE/DBE, it can easily lead to a situation

Patricia Neumann, CPSM: Many of us
have been in business many years and
want to be used because we know what
we are doing, not just to fill a quota.

Joni Capobianco: We just need a shot
to prove we’re just as qualified.

In your opinion about DBE or
M/WBE programs, what works,
what doesn’t, and what can be
improved?
Liz Kupcha: There’s a frustration with
turnaround times with certification
that ends up being a deterrent to firms
because they can’t pursue certain jobs
due to being uncertified.
Ronald Hatcher: All the government
agencies at all levels—city, state and
federal—need to make it easier to
access lists of firms that have been
awarded prime contracts. MBEs/DBEs
need to stay on top of the changes and
communicate regularly in order to win
new contracts.
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What advice would you give someone
starting a firm who’s considering trying
to get certified as a DBE or M/WBE?
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J.C. Calderon: Once certification is complete, there can
be more effort to assist with the steps to secure contracts,
especially for small firms that do not have resources.

Jennifer Carey: Although the challenges facing
M/WBE and DBE businesses have somewhat
lessened over the years, there are still many positive
reasons to seek M/WBE and DBE designation.
The certification serves as a conduit where
large companies with consulting and contracting
opportunities can get additional exposure to your
firm and your capabilities. I believe it helped my
firm establish a foothold in a tough competitive
environment where women make up less than
10% of the industry (and minorities are not well
represented either) so it can make a difference. Be
patient, as it takes time, but it’s well worth it!
Liz Kupcha: Start networking and cultivating
your connections early on. Build a portfolio with
organizations who can use your services without
being preoccupied by your certification status.

Jennifer Carey: I’ve heard negative things over the years—
like of certified companies who had ghost employees on the
payroll—and a few other stories that did not reflect well. But
those were the exception, not the rule, of the vast majority of
certified companies that I’ve dealt with. They are hard-working
people who are striving to make a difference and keep things
honest with the process. We will improve things for everyone.

J.C. Calderon: Don’t give up and ask questions!
The government will not only be your client, but your
partner in your future success.

Joni Capobianco: The programs are excellent. Every avenue
of these programs offers something, whether it’s assisting with
bonding insurance, helping with reading plans, or providing
opportunities we would not normally have. Some agencies are
better than others when it comes to resources and assistance.
For example, the Dormitory Authority of New York has four or
five people you can go to if you’re having a problem getting paid,
are being denied a bid opportunity, or a contractor uses your
number in their bid and then give the work to someone else.
Not all agencies offer this, nor are they as aggressive when it
comes to providing help.

The DBE program has been around for almost 40
years. We believe this program has its place in
our world. There’s a lot of talent, experience, and
knowledge within these firms. We can learn from
listening to those within DBE firms when it comes
to working together to make our industry more of an
even playing field.

Joni Capobianco: If you’re a minority or a woman
it’s a gold ticket to fair opportunity and it’s an even
playing field if you are an M/WBE.

We hope that this article gives you a more complete
perspective on what it’s like to be a part of this
program and lead a certified firm. n
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