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The Honorable James Oberstar
U. S. House of Representatives
Chairman
Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure
Washington, D.C. 20515

| am the president and owner of JK Steel Erectors, Inc. | started the company in 1991 with funds | had
saved to purchase a house. We specialize in rebar and wire mesh installation in concrete and structural
steel erection for transportation, commercial, industrial, and public works projects. My employees are
union ironworkers around the Joliet, lllinois area. | have six full time employees and up to thirty
employees in the construction months. The geographical area we cover is the area south and west of
Chicago, lllinois. Our mission is to provide quality work to the prime contractors with safety, efficiency
and expediency.

JK Steel Erectors is certified as a Disadvantaged Business Enterprise with the lllinois Department of
Transportation (IDOT) and the Women'’s Business Development Center of Chicago (WBDC). | was
certified by IDOT in November, 2000, after being in business nine years.

This testimony will be on three issues:
1. The positive difference the D. B. E. program has made
2. The discrimination | have faced
3. Why the Disadvantaged Business Enterprise program needs to remain

The difference the D. B. E. program has made since being certified is that my sales increased
dramatically. Prior to being certified with IDOT, JK Steel averaged sales just over one half million dollars
annually. My sales after being certified with IDOT have averaged approximately two million dollars
annually. My clients numbered about sixteen prior to being certified, and now, JK Steel has been a
subcontractor for about thirty-five IDOT prime contractors due to the certification. Before being
certified, there was a lack of opportunity. Very few prime contractors used me. | was limited to a very
small geographical radius and could not expand. | could not get my foot in the door. Even when | sent a
bid, they did not use me because | did not have the credibility. It was very tough to get prime
contractors to believe that | actually was running a company of iron workers. The only contractors that
would hire me were the ones that already knew me and my foremen. In many cases, smaller companies
are not given a chance by the larger companies unless they are certified as a D. B. E.

Certification helps JK Steel, and companies like mine, increase in size. Once we are in the program, we
have more opportunity to perform larger jobs, and we have a better ability to obtain loans, get bonding,
and make larger equipment purchases.



The certification has given JK Steel Erectors exposure. Many prime contractors see our trucks on
worksites and the JK Steel name on lists. This alone has solicited bid opportunities. Being certified does
not guarantee a job, but it does open doors. | still have to be low bidder, but once | have had a chance
to work for a company, they usually ask me to bid again because of the quality of workmanship.

Discrimination has been, and still is, a factor for women and minorities in the construction business. |
will illustrate a few examples. One company called, and instead of giving me an invitation to bid, the
man asked If | wanted to make more money and gave me an invitation to a meeting to sell health and
beauty products for a pyramid company. | told him that if | had to sell this company’s products in order
to be a subcontractor for him, | would not do it. | have not done business with the company since then.

Another instance of discrimination is that there are companies that will not do construction business
with a female. After having tried unsuccessfully to do business with a local contractor, | sent one of my
male employees to negotiate the job and be project manager. When the owner understood that | had
the day to day control, he never asked me for another quote.

Often | will get a call asking for the person in charge of estimating. Sometimes, when | answer that | am
that person, the caller hangs up the phone. Occasionally the person says that he wants the boss or the
man in charge. When | say that | am the boss and the man in charge, I still hear a “click” on the other
end of the line.

When | first started business, in addition be being called “Honey,” by the union business agents, | was
not taken seriously when | called for iron workers from the hall. If they sent men, they sometimes sent
the worst possible workers. It took years, and the IDOT certification, for the local union to understand
that | was running the company.

Men can stop for a beer after work, play golf, or go fishing, all in private, to do their networking. A
woman has to be very careful where she is seen, particularly with another man. Furthermore, it needs to
be in a public place. Women are not afforded the networking opportunities that men are allowed. Of
the female social entities with which | am involved, not one member is a general or prime contractor.
This is not to say that all contractors discriminate against female contractors, however, without the

D. B. E. program, many prime contractors just would not hire me.

The Disadvantaged Business Enterprise program needs to remain in the department of transportation.
In order to get certified by IDOT, | had to prove all my capabilities, including showing them that | could
tie rebar. Even though | am now certified, | have to prove myself on a job to job basis. 1 am only as good
as my last job. On all IDOT projects, we are rated in several categories. It is not enough that the State of
Illinois says | am qualified to do the work. | have to be low bidder for the steel and rebar on the project.
We have to perform the work in a timely manner, according the prime contractor’s schedule. We must
do the work safely, with quality, in accordance with the IDOT specifications. Additionally, | am required
to submit all of the certifications, all weekly and monthly equal employment opportunity reports, all
other required documentations, and all of the correct invoices before | can begin to get paid. 1 am
responsible for the quality of work of JK Steel Erectors, and | am responsible for several people’s wages,
benefits and tax burdens.

Small companies, such as mine, add workforce and quality of life to our communities. Small businesses,
including women and minority owned businesses, are the driving force in the United States economy. In
today’s world of construction, companies are forced to merge into larger companies. It is vital that as

the big companies merge, the smaller companies, such as the D. B. E. companies, remain to help fuel the



local communities. This is particularly true of areas away from the urban regions where there is still a
lack of true diversity.

For a prime contractor to suggest that | am not qualified to run a steel company because | am female is
absurd. The fact is this ideology still exists. If women and minorities were not a part of the D. B. E.
program, our companies would not get jobs just because some contractors feel that we are incapable of
running a construction company on a day to day basis. Our businesses would take a backward step to
the struggles of where we were before we were certified. We are not asking for an entitlement. We are
simply asking for the opportunity to bid and receive projects without bias.

| am grateful for the D. B. E. program. Being certified with IDOT has given my company credibility. 1 am
a director on the board of Associated General Contractors of lllinois, | serve on the Iron Workers’ Mid-
America Pension Plan, and | am a trustee on the Iron Workers’ Local 444 Joint Apprentice Training
Committee of Joliet. | am chairman of the Kankakee Area Contractors iron worker negotiation
committee. These appointments would not have happened without the D. B. E. program.

In conclusion, | have given testimony as to the difference the D. B. E. program has made. | have
furnished examples of discriminatory practices, and | have provided reasons as to why the D. B. E.
program should remain a part of the department of transportation.

Thank you very much for your time and consideration.

Sincerely,

Katherine M. Cloonen

President
JK Steel Erectors, Inc.



