
In the wake of Dr. King’s assassination in 1968, 
decades-long disinvestment in communities 
on the West and South Sides of Chicago 
boiled over as riot flames rose to the sky. In 
2014, that disinvestment is at the root of gun 
violence causing tragic loss of life in our most 
vulnerable communities.

In the late ‘60s, the business community 
rose to the challenge of providing greater 

opportunities to those communities by creating Chicago 
United. Today, I call on the corporate community to rise to the 
same challenge by increasing their business with the minority 
business enterprises (MBEs)—the companies creating jobs in 
neighborhoods that need them the most.

We know from academic studies, and from our own experience 
in Chicago, that when doing business in communities of color, 
minority owned firms tend to hire more people of color than sim-
ilarly situated white owned companies. The Chicago experience 
to which I refer is a pilot project that Chicago United’s members 
created called the Five Forward Initiative™. The initiative’s results 
showed that expenditures by large corporations with their MBE 
partners generated an economic impact of $540.8 million in 
goods and services and 3,110 jobs created. Most notably, these 
results were achieved during the recent recession. 

In this special report, we will focus on job creation. You will read 
about Chicago United’s analysis of the health and vitality of the 
region’s large MBEs and their ability to create jobs relative to their 
peers in other cities. You will read about job creators who talk 
about the challenges and opportunities that they see as inner-
city employers. You’ll also read about a successful businessman 
who has the wherewithal to uplift the community. 

Chicago United is an unequivocal advocate for expansion of 
economic opportunity. I believe the business community is 
quite capable and ready, once again, to rise to the challenge.
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In order to evaluate the health and vitality of Chicago’s minority 
owned business community, Chicago United assessed the status 
of Chicago as a center for minority business in comparison to other 
diverse metropolitan areas. Conducted in June 2014, the compara-
tive analysis of publicly available data shows that minority owned 
businesses in other cities are experiencing more growth than 
Chicago area businesses, and they are creating more jobs.

According to the analysis, the Chicago market ranked last of eight 
markets in revenues earned by large minority owned businesses. 
The Chicago market ranked second to last of 8 markets in job 
creation by large minority owned firms. The report is a reality 
check for the business community, said Gloria Castillo, president 
and CEO of Chicago United.

“The economic engine of the Chicago region won’t run at 
maximum performance if the business community doesn’t 
better support the growth of qualified Chicago based minority 
owned businesses,” said Castillo. “This is an important analysis 
because it shows that other urban areas are doing a better job of 
attracting and growing MBEs. That’s a gap that we should work 
to close with great urgency.” 

The analysis uses data from reports published by Black Enterprise 
and Hispanic Business magazines. Black Enterprise (BE) publishes 
an annual listing of the top 100 (BE 100) Black-owned businesses 
in the country; and Hispanic Business publishes an annual listing 
of the top 500 Hispanic-owned businesses in the country.  
Chicago United evaluated the data from a number of selected 
cities whose population, demographics, and concentration of 
Black and/or Hispanic Businesses were similar to Chicago’s. 

Data were gathered from the Black Enterprise and Hispanic 
Business lists for the years 2005, 2010, and 2013. Eight markets 
were selected for their diverse populations and the presence of at 
least one minority firm on each of the two lists: Atlanta, Chicago, 
Dallas, Detroit, Houston, Los Angeles, Miami, and New York. 

This study is a companion to the analysis presented in the 2013 
report from Chicago United on the economic impact of Five 
Forward.  The comparative analysis is being used to illustrate and 
build awareness of the impact of diminished efforts to support 

Comparative Analysis Issues Wake-Up Call



local minority firms and highlight the impact on job creation 
in communities of color that is provided by minority owned 
employers.  The economic health of Chicago can be fundamentally 
improved by expanding the corporate community’s commitment 
to develop local minority business enterprises through a civic, 
private, and non profit partnership.    

Examination of Black Enterprise magazine’s ranking of the 
top 100 largest Black owned companies reveals a diminished 
standing for Chicago. Chicago’s largest Black owned firm entered 
the 2005 BE 100 list in the 5th position with revenues of $498 
million; however, by 2013 Chicago’s largest Black owned firm 
entered the list in 23rd place with revenues of $175 million.

Similarly, based on the information gathered from The Hispanic 
Business 500 list, Chicago is declining in status as a leading market 
for Hispanic owned firms. In 2005, the largest Chicago area 
Hispanic owned firm entered the list in the 30th position with $185 
million in revenues. By 2013, the largest Chicago area Hispanic firm 
entered the list at number 87 with revenues of $71 million.

There are several factors that have led to the declining position 
of Chicago’s minority owned businesses, according to Ralph 
Moore, president of Ralph G. Moore & Associates (RGMA). RGMA 
is one of the leading firms that counsels large corporations on 
supplier diversity and minority business development strategies 
and practices. Included among those factors, Moore said, are the 
decline of government’s role in developing minority businesses 
and the failure of key industries, such as the technology industry, 
to recognize MBEs.

He said markets in which MBEs fare better have corporate 
leaders who are highly intentional about partnering with 
MBEs.“Cincinnati and Detroit are two cities where a significant 
number of major corporations have come together to embrace 
minority business development,” Moore said. He noted that 
only one Illinois based corporation is on the list of the top 20 
companies of The Billion Dollar Roundtable, a group of Fortune 
500 corporations that have an annual spend in excess of $1 billion 
with certified minority and women owned businesses. “That is 
just one indicator of how Chicago is lagging behind other cities.” 

Chicago has the public and private sector infrastructure as well 
as the ability to rally the corporate commitment required to 
do business with these firms. There are many MBEs that have 
the wherewithal and the infrastructure to support a corporate 
client’s growth, and they should be considered strategic partners 
in building a stronger regional economy. With a committed 
effort to grow the capacity of these firms, they will grow in scale 
and be enabled to compete nationally. As Chicago’s population 
continues to grow in racial and ethnic diversity, it is incumbent 
upon the business community to ensure that the minority 
business community is seen as an asset worthy of investment.  
The investment will provide returns by delivering job creation 
and more stable communities.

Comparative Analysis Issues Wake-Up, continued

In 1978, the late Bishop Quintin E. Primo, Jr., realized the local 
community was not being served as effectively as it could be, 
and as a natural born leader and champion for those that were 
unable to champion themselves, Bishop Primo opened the 
St. Barnabas Urban Center, known today as The Primo Center 
for Women and Children. The Center’s goal is to give the local 
homeless community access to basic essential needs, such as hot 
meals, safe shelter, and professional counseling. 

Following his passing in the late 1990s, the 
Bishop’s son, Quintin E. Primo, III, a 2009 
Chicago United Business Leader of Color 
and co-founder of Capri Capital, a successful 
real estate investment firm, became more 
heavily involved in the Primo Center. 
Recognizing its impact and the growing 
needs of the community, Primo saw an 

opportunity to evolve the Center by bridging his passions for 
philanthropy and business. 

Through the intimate involvement of Capri Capital, the Primo 
Center has grown to three locations on Chicago’s West side 
serving more than 200 people annually. The Center was also 
recently approved as a certified Medicaid provider, allowing it 
to expand to provide pertinent mental health services to the 
local community.

While the financial and Board support from Capri Capital have 
clearly helped shape the overall strategy, success, and direction 
of the Center, Primo states that the impact the Center has had on 
his business may be more significant.

“The Primo Center has given Capri Capital a philanthropic 
theme, something every minority business enterprise should 
have. Of the assets that Capri watches over, more than $3 billion 
are represented by multi-family apartment housing. 

Being instrumentally involved in the Center, we have been able 
to see firsthand the effects of providing adequate housing 
along with supportive services to families that are destitute, 
and fulfilling this lower level but critical need on Maslow’s 
hierarchy,” explains Primo.

Primo added, “Ultimately, I believe that those of us of color 
and affluence have a responsibility to support and empower 
those within our local communities that have difficulty sup-
porting and empowering themselves. And while collectively 
our resources may be limited financially, in terms of leadership 
and ability to influence, our resources are infinite.”

Chicago MBE Empowers Community 

Quintin E. Primo, III



LSL Industries is another MBE that is 
growing, and it is similarly committed to 
the city. The company currently employs 
about 140 people, and it anticipates other 
contracts that will allow it to add about 
20 more people, said Ash Luthra, LSL’s 
president. Most of his employees work on 
the manufacturing lines. 

Luthra is proud that the training, interest-free employee loans, 
and other benefits that LSL provides lead to a loyal workforce.

“There is a person here who started on the assembly lines shortly 
after we had started the company,” he said. “She’s now head of 
the customer service department because she has great knowl-
edge of the products.” 

LSL is a participant in Chicago  United’s Five Forward Initiative. Like 
Boasmond, Luthra has rejected offers to relocate his company. 

“At one point, we were looking at moving to the suburbs, but it 
was going to be very hard for some of our people to get there,” 
he said.

Luthra has seen employees develop themselves from entry 
level positions into leadership roles, and he’s  seen others use 
employment at LSL to turn their lives around. 

“I hired a guy who had a felony on his record,” Luthra said. “I 
talked to him personally, and I decided to give him a shot. He’s 
done a great job for us. I think employers have some moral 
responsibility to locate in some of these areas where they can 
help people get employment and grow.”

One-on-one conversations like the one Luthra had with his 
employee are an example of why employers like Cedar Concepts 
and LSL Industries are important to Chicago’s neighborhoods, 
according to Gloria Castillo, president and CEO of Chicago 
United. She said MBEs are more likely than other companies to 
hire local residents, including those who want a second chance. 

“MBEs are likely to have a deep understanding of their 
community and also what it takes to beat the odds,” she 
said. “As a result, they can see the potential in a member of 
their community with a different lens. They have a different 
approach to developing talent. It will be more of a ‘straight 
talk’ relationship.”

Cedar Concepts Corp. and LSL Industries Inc. have resisted the 
lure of potential economic benefits in the suburbs, or even out 
of state, because they’re deeply committed to Chicago. And a big 
part of their commitment to doing business in the city stems 
from their loyalty to their employees, including some who’ve 
conquered the lure of the streets.

Located on Chicago’s Southwest Side, Cedar Concepts is a 
manufacturer that processes raw materials for use in a wide 
variety of personal care, household, industrial, and agricultural 
products. These products are found in many brand names familiar 
to both consumers and businesses. Its customers include Proctor 
& Gamble, Colgate Palmolive, Citgo Petroleum, and Boeing. 

About 12 miles due north from Cedar Concepts on Wolcott 
Avenue, LSL Industries manufactures disposable medical devices. 
It serves companies in the acute care industry, including Advocate 
Health Care, Kaiser Permanente, and Aurora Health Care.

According to Linda McGill Boasmond, 
Cedar Concept’s owner and president, 
the company currently employs about 40 
people and it expects to hire more within 
the next several months.

 “Our lowest paying position here at Cedar is 
$15 per hour, and an operator is well into the 
$20 per hour range,” she explained, adding 

that about half of her employees are paid hourly wages. “Even as 
a small employer, we provide the same sort of benefits that the 
larger employees do. This is what is needed in the inner city.”

A lifelong Chicagoan, Boasmand—the country’s first and only 
African American woman to own a chemical manufacturing 
plant—said she is intentional about staying in the city and has 
spurned other states that tried to entice Cedar Concepts to 
relocated.  

“Chicago is my town, I want to see it thrive” said Boasmond, a 
2009 Chicago United Business Leader of Color. “I’m a product of 
the city, so I look to hire people out of the city.”

Part of the company’s efforts to hire locally have included 
working with Haymarket Center to place people in certain jobs. 
Haymarket helps people recover from chemical dependency by 
providing  professional care, job training, and employment. 

“Everybody wants to feel that they can contribute, and 
employment gives you that self-respect that allows you to 
contribute,” Boasmond said.

Growth, Jobs and Self-Respect

MBEs demonstrate what’s possible in the inner city

Linda McGill Boasmond

Ash Luthra
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Carrying on their family’s longtime tradition of working with the major 
automobile manufacturers in Detroit, Loren Venegas, president of The 
Ideal Group and his brother, Frank Venegas, chairman and CEO of The Ideal 
Group have been a driving force in their family owned manufacturing 
company’s growth in Southwest Detroit. Their hard work also helped to 
overcome a challenging gang obstacle in the local community. 

In 1995, Ideal Group joined three other Hispanic Businesses in moving their 
manufacturing facilities to Southwest Detroit. As part of the move, the 

businesses needed to address the gangs in the neighborhood and create a safe zone to ensure 
that their employees felt comfortable going to work on a daily basis. Ideal Group spearheaded 
a meeting that was held at a neutral territory at St. Anne’s church in the community; it was 
attended by the other three business owners, a representative from the mayor’s office, the 
police chief and several local gang leaders. 

“We basically asked them (gang leaders) – what do you want?” said Venegas. “The answer 
they came back with was job creation, good jobs. They wanted jobs to sustain their families 
and to be able to move up the ladder of skills.”  

The Ideal Group, along with the other Hispanic Businesses, hired local community residents for 
a variety of positions in their manufacturing facility.  Many of their employees have remained 
loyal to the company and have been promoted through the ranks at The Ideal Group. 

“It’s about creating the right types of jobs for the talent and giving them the training they 
need to progress in their jobs,” said Venegas. 

Prior to the summit, it was evident that the community residents stayed inside their homes 
during the day and wouldn’t walk around the streets, Venegas said. Today, in this Southwest 
Detroit neighborhood, the scene has changed dramatically. 

“We now have seniors walking from the neighborhood to the credit union that is across the 
street. We have kids riding their bicycles up and down,” said Venegas. “Now, we know that 
when the seniors and the kids aren’t out, there’s a problem and that’s when we start working 
with people to identify the problem and get the right people engaged to get it solved.”

More companies, like The Ideal Group are acknowledging and embracing their role in hiring 
local talent and residents from their communities, Venegas said. 

“It’s all about job creation and coming back into the city,” he said. “While Detroit still has 
its challenges, we were able to really get involved with the community, the community 
organizations, the local schools, and non-profit organizations to try to help people out. We 
then challenged the community to come and work for us.”

Investment in Local Community Creates Positive Change

One MBE’s effort to create jobs in Detroit turned around a community
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