September 2013

Online at TheDailyRecord.com

Veteran-owned firms are open for business
BY SEBASTIAN MONTES
Special to The Daily Record

Dave Guerra has landed contracts and subcontracts all
across the country in the four years since he started Puente
Technology LLC, a 15-employee construction and IT
company, including the Pentagon, Andrews Air Force
Base and Rickenbacker Air National Guard Base in Ohio
— in part thanks to federal incentive programs for veteranowned businesses that helped him leverage his existing ties
to those communities.
Now, as Maryland’s package of veteran-centric programs take root, the former Navy diver is sensing the
beginning of a sea of change in the willingness of state
agencies and large companies to search out small, veteranowned businesses such as his.
Puente Technology was a part of the state contract for
bringing fiber-optic cable to rural areas and is now working on a $40,000 piece of a $5 million renovation of the
Dundalk Marine Terminal.
“In Maryland, I’m starting to see a little bit more. I
think because it’s new, it’s only just taking off,” Guerra
said. “We’re definitely very appreciative, and we want to be
some of the first people who help share the wealth and
build those relationships and hopefully open the door for
other veteran companies.”
While the programs are now in place, it’s up to veteran-owned companies to seize the opportunity.
“There are a lot of people who are saying, ‘Well, I’m
service-disabled or I’m a minority or I’m a small business;
here I am, why aren’t the jobs coming to me?’’’ Guerra
said. “Well, it doesn’t work that way. You’ve got to get out
there, you’ve got to market yourself. I always tell people,
all these programs, they’re a vehicle and a license to drive.
You’ve got to show up, you’ve got to put a face with the
name and build those relationships. That’s how you’re
going to get the opportunity to get out there and perform.
And if you get a little piece of an opportunity, you’ve got
to do it like it’s your last. Whether you’re cleaning the head
on a ship or you’re welding a new structure, you’ve got to
give 110 percent. Then they’re going to take notice, and
that’s going to get you the next job.”
Meanwhile, the state Department of Veteran Affairs is
“doing everything we can” to spread the word about
Maryland’s three-pronged strategy for incentivizing and
promoting the roughly 1,500 Maryland-based companies
owned by veterans, said Jerry Boden, DVA’s chief of staff.
The newest of those programs, which took effect last
July, sets a 0.5 percent goal for veteran-owned small businesses (VOSB) and taps into billions of dollars in state contracts across all agencies.
“It’s huge. If veteran business owners take advantage
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Dave Guerra, president of Puente Technologies LLC, displays documents while working a job at the Dundalk Marine Terminal. Guerra, a former U.S. Navy diver, is
one of many veterans starting their own businesses in Maryland.

of this, this is a major opportunity,” Boden said. “A half of
1 percent of an MDOT budget is pretty enormous — and
that’s just one agency. So, this is a great opportunity for
veteran business owners, and it’s another sign from the
legislature and the governor that they support veterans and
want to help them succeed.”
Just how well that program has fared remains to be
seen: the first report from state agencies is due in October.
But anecdotally, Boden has seen a positive response. For
example, Boden said he spoke at two forums, one hosted
by the State Highway Administration and one by the
Department of Education, that drew veteran owners of
small businesses interested in incentives and contract
opportunities. Each forum drew about 50 people.
“Right now, I think all eyes are on the agencies — in
the first report — to see whether they’re actually up to
meeting this goal. I’m sure, like any new program, they
have to get adjusted to a new thing and figure out how to
make sure that they’re included,” he said. “We’ll just have
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Scott Buss, left, a labor technician, and Dave Guerra, right, president of Puente Technologies LLC, drill into a pier to reinforce concrete.

“Whether you’re cleaning the head on a
ship or you’re welding a new structure,
you’ve got to give 110 percent.”
— Dave Guerra
Puente Technologies LLC

to see how the first report comes out and we’ll go from
there.”
The participation goal comes on the heels of two other
veteran-centric initiatives implemented under the
O’Malley administration.
A “pricing preference” went into effect in 2008.
Under that program — which applies to any state procurement of more than $15,000 — a VOSB would win a competitive contract as long as its bid does not exceed the lowest bid by 7 percent. For a service-disabled VOSB, the
margin is 8 percent. To qualify, a company must register as
a vendor on eMaryland Marketplace.
VOSBs also qualify for no-interest loans, a DBED program that gave out $250,000 in loans in fiscal 2010,
$188,000 in fiscal 2011, $200,000 in fiscal 2012 and
more than $100,000 in fiscal 2013, according to Boden.
Another $300,000 in loan capacity is available in fiscal
year 2014.
“We need to do something to help our veterans be successful — especially those that are coming home and trying
to
readjust into society — and start helping improve chances
of their businesses succeeding,” Boden said.
For Guerra, whose company fits the trifecta of state
incentive programs — veteran-owned, minority-owned
and small business — part of the challenge is also to show
prime contractors that abiding by the VOSB participation
criteria is not a burden.
“We’re very appreciative of the people that believe in
the program and don’t look at it as, ‘Ugh, I’ve got to
meet this criteria,’” he said. “I’m not one guy just trying
to get ahead; I’m one of many veterans. I’m trying to reemploy and show what we’re capable of doing and how
we can be a very important asset. This is what we can do,
this is who we are, and, by the way, we can help you meet
this criteria.”
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