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Oswaldo Molina, who owns a small landscaping business in Miami, cuts the grass, plants 
bushes and trims shrubs for six Maroone auto dealerships, part of the AutoNation group, in 
Weston and Miami. Boynton Beach-based Joe Schioppo repairs hydraulic lifts, oil pumps, 
lubrication equipment and air compressors for about 10 Maroone stores in the tri-county 
area. 

 
And Richard Parrish, who owns 24 Seven Air Conditioning and Refrigeration in Pembroke 
Pines, inspects and services air conditioning equipment and handles emergencies at 14 
AutoNation dealerships in the area. 
 

These are three out of dozens of small businesses contracted by Fort Lauderdale-based 
AutoNation Inc., the country's largest retailer of autos and light trucks, to provide services 
to its 30 dealerships in South Florida. These contracts, which also include janitorial services, 
car washing, plumbing, electrical work, floor replacement and other activities, provide a 
large share of income to many small companies and offer firms a chance to obtain more 
responsibilities if they perform well. 
 

Securing a job with a $19 billion company like AutoNation can provide a big boost to a 

small business, but it's not always easy to make the grade. Potential competitors abound 
and companies may require costly liability insurance, bonding and strong references. At 
times, an opportunity comes up simply because a business is in the right place at the 
right time, some AutoNation vendors said, providing the company with quick and 
satisfactory service. 
 
Looking for a contract with a large company like AutoNation can be an overwhelming 

experience for a small business, said one expert on small businesses, Suzanne Mulvehill, 
author of Employee to Entrepreneur, a guide for people who want to start their own 
business. She advises businesspeople to find out all they can about a company before 
interviewing, and to stress their track record, references and any unique skills in meetings. 
"The biggest thing is to reach out to a big company, even though it can be very 
intimidating," she added. 
 

AutoNation, with 286 dealer locations in 18 states, asks for bids on large, national or 
regional contracts for supplies like motor oil, uniforms and computers. 
 
But for small business contracts, which range as high as around $3,000 per month, the 
company doesn't seek competitive bids. Rather, regional executives rely on personal 
recommendations for new candidates, meeting with them and checking their on-the-job 
experience, reliability and price. 

 

"We look for people with the capacity and the ability to get the job done quickly and 
efficiently," said Kent Infante, AutoNation's director of facilities and purchasing manager 
for South Florida, one of the largest of the company's 10 districts nationwide. "We also 
look for good value," he added, saying that it's not always the lowest price, but the 
quality, consistency and reliability of the work that tips the balance in favor of a particular 

vendor. 
 



The company never relies on a single vendor, but contracts two or more for each service 
or supply category at the local and national level. AutoNation's local and regional 
managers monitor the performance of each vendor, Infante said. Some vendors work 
under contract, others bill AutoNation for service calls and parts. 

 
The auto retailer also helps minority members obtain the documents necessary to 
qualify as a minority-owned company. 

 

One key element that eliminates many potential contractors is the lack of personal and 
property insurance, Infante said. This type of policy, which covers personal injury and 

property damage for the vendor, as well as the employees and property of AutoNation, 
is a must for all businesses working with the company. But small businesses sometimes 
can't afford the premiums, which may be as high as several thousand dollars a year, 
and are disqualified. 

 
AutoNation vendors sometimes benefit from long-standing relationships with 
the firm. 

 

Some vendors were in place when AutoNation took over dealerships," Infante said. "We've 
chosen the best ones and given them the opportunity to earn more work." New 
candidates, who often find work initially at an individual dealership, must provide the 
company with a work history and references, and demonstrate they have liability 
insurance. 

 

"If we think there's a possibility that a new applicant offers better value, we'll try them 
on a limited basis and test them for awhile," Infante said. "If they work out well at one 
store, we'll give them an opportunity at another." The company runs credit checks only 
on large vendors. 
 
Seizing opportunities 

 

A quick response to an emergency call gave one local businessman a chance to work 
with AutoNation. 
 

Dan Whiteleather, who owns DKW Industries Inc., an electrical service company in Fort 
Lauderdale, made a service call to a Maroone dealership in Margate when he was 
working as an electrician with a different company. Then, soon after Whiteleather set up 

his own company four years ago, he got an urgent call from the service director at the 
same Maroone store. 
 

"Lightning struck the dealership and the lights went out," Whiteleather said. "It was about 
7 o'clock at night and there were a lot of customers in the store," he added. "They had 
another electrician but couldn't locate him. I got over there fast and fixed the problem." 
 

As a result, the company decided to use Whiteleather for service calls at several 
dealerships. "I thought they would call me two or three times a year," Whiteleather 
said. "It turned out to be five or six calls a week. I had to hire more people and right 
now I'm billing 19 different dealerships." Whiteleather, like other vendors, also works 
for other clients. He now has four employees and four trucks. 
 

Parrish, who owns a small air-conditioning service company, also built his relationship with 
AutoNation through a personal recommendation. Working as a technician at air-
conditioner giant Trane for 15 years, he made service calls to the AutoNation 



headquarters building in Fort Lauderdale and got to know the building's chief engineer. 
After 15 years with Trane, Parrish last year formed his own company and began looking 
for business. The chief engineer recommended him to Infante, who met with him and 
decided on a tryout. 

 

An AutoNation dealership on Pines Boulevard couldn't find a reliable air condition repair 
service, and Infante called Parrish, who quickly responded and solved the problem. 

 
"He [Infante] gave me the first opportunity and then built my reputation with the 
group. They started giving me the opportunity to 

 
do more work, and now I'm the designated technician for 14 stores." From one brochure 
Molina's company, Molina Landscaping, was working for a Honda dealership in Miami six 
years ago that was taken over by AutoNation. "They liked my work and asked me to bid on 
other stores," said Molina, a Nicaraguan immigrant who has been in landscaping for 15 
years. "They asked me for references and estimates, inspected my work and gave me more 
stores and more responsibilities," he added. Molina also works for hospitals and other 
businesses. Schioppo set up Preferred Shop Service Inc. last year to maintain and repair 
equipment at auto and truck service facilities and started attracting clients by visiting repair 
shops and offering better prices than competitors. But he found that price was only one 
element AutoNation managers used in choosing a vendor. "I thought money was going to 
be my angle when I first got into this," he said. Price, though, wasn't as important to 
AutoNation as being honest, living up to promises and fixing things right the first time. The 
former auto mechanic got his first chance with AutoNation by visiting the Maroone Lincoln-
Mercury dealer in Lake Park soon after starting his business. "I met with the service 
manager and left a brochure," said Schioppo. The service manager asked Schioppo to do 
some work, and then recommended him to other dealerships. "I gave them fast service and 
made emergency calls," he said. His biggest advantage, he says, is he doesn't specialize in 
one product or equipment line, so he can repair almost anything. Schioppo, who sometimes 
hires part-time assistants, found that other dealerships began calling him, and now 

services AutoNation stores in Palm Beach, Broward and Miami-Dade counties. Opportunities 
open up at AutoNation, but annual turnover among vendors is relatively low -- less than 5 
percent. "If someone doesn't meet our standards, we find it's more productive to work with 
them, and try to solve the problem, than to change vendors," Infante said. If you have a 
great vendor and you're very satisfied, he added, you want to continue building on that 
relationship. Vendors say they enjoy working for the company, and their low turnover rate 
is a sign of their satisfaction. "They pay us on time, better than some other companies, and 
they appreciate it when you do a good job," Molina said. Joseph Mann can be reached at 
jmann@sun-sentinel.com or 954- 356-4665.  

 


