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DEALS OF THE YEAR
Manufacturing 

WINNER: Structural Concepts Corp.

FINALIST: Medbio LLC

Professional Services 

WINNER: Acrisure LLC

FINALIST: Stafford Media/View Newspaper 

Group

Retail

WINNER: Fox Motors 

FINALIST: Betten Baker Auto Group

Real Estate Development

WINNER: Orion Real Estate Solutions LLC

FINALIST: Blue Pointe Equities LLC

Banking/Finance

WINNER: Northpointe Bank

FINALIST: Grand Angels

Economic Development

WINNER: Muskegon Area First

FINALIST: The Right Place Inc.

Health Care

WINNER: Ranir Global Holdings LLC

FINALIST: Spectrum Health 

Life Science

WINNER: Vestaron Corp.

FINALIST: Trident Labs Inc.

Technology 

WINNER: Red Level Networks LLC/Conway, 

Dierking & Hillman Inc.

FINALIST: Tech Defenders 

Nonprofit 

WINNER: Porter Hills/United Methodist 

Retirement Communities Inc.

DEALMAKERS
Executive

WINNER: Robert Schermer, Jr., Meritage 

Hospitality Group Inc. 

Adviser 

WINNERS: Timothy Horner & Charlie Goode, 

Warner Norcross + Judd LLP

Investor

WINNER: Jeff Helminski, Auxo Investment 

Partners

JUDGES
■ Brandon Finnie, managing director at 

Hungerford Valuation LLC

■ Remos Lenio, partner at Tillerman & Co. LLC

■ Rich Noreen, partner at BDO USA LLP

■ Jon Siebers, attorney at Rhoades McKee PC

■ Stephen Waterbury, partner at Warner 

Norcross + Judd LLP

HIGHLIGHTING BEST PRACTICES

MiBiz presents the 7th Annual M&A Deals & Dealmakers Awards, our yearly spotlight of 
best practices and excellence related to mergers, acquisitions, capital formation and other 
types of dealmaking throughout West Michigan. 

We made considerable changes to the format this year compared to previous awards. In 
particular, we switched from considering nominations by deal size to an industry-based 
approach to categories, which included manufacturing, professional services, finance/
banking, real estate development, economic development, health care, life sciences, tech-
nology and nonprofits. 

In the individual awards, we also added an investor category in recognition that West 
Michigan increasingly has become a hub for excellence in private equity, venture capital, 
family office investing, merchant banking and angel investing.  

The expanded format means more winners and finalists this year, but more importantly, 
a chance to highlight more of the best practices that are being developed and honed at 
companies across the region. 

In selecting this year’s honorees, the judges looked for interesting, strategic and challeng-
ing deals that offer lessons, best practices and insight into the local, national and regional 
economy. The awards are intended to celebrate the excellence, smarts, grit, execution and 
the occasional bit of luck required to get a deal across the finish line. 

Bottom line: They looked for examples that could offer relevant and engaging stories and 
provide key lessons for the entire West Michigan business community.

We think this year’s crop of winners and finalists offers up some great best practices that 
are ripe to be harvested and applied to even more companies and deals. For more on that 
front, turn the page and read on. 

Brian Edwards, Publisher   Joe Boomgaard, Editor

MIBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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MANUFACTURING

By JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jyoung@mibiz.com

A
n emphasis on shared family val-
ues and the promise of contin-
ued investment and growth made 
last year’s sale of privately-owned 
Structural Concepts Corp. to pri-

vate equity firm Mason Wells a “very friendly, 
reasonably smooth deal all the way along.”

That’s according to Dave Geerts, who retired 
as CEO and president of Structural Concepts ear-
lier this month. 

Structural Concepts manufactures temper-
ature-controlled food display cases for super-
market and foodservice operators. The company 
employs 550 people at its 500,000-square-foot 
manufacturing facility in Norton Shores, just 
south of Muskegon. 

After 48 years of building the business, founder 
James Doss and the senior management owners 
decided to start looking for a buyer of Structural 
Concepts, the winner of the manufacturing cat-
egory in the 2019 MiBiz M&A Deals of the Year 
Awards. 

“Our founder was getting up in years and 
really wanted some liquidity and the two mem-
bers of the senior management team that also 
own stock, including me, were wanting to retire,” 
Geerts told MiBiz. 

The company, which generates annual rev-
enues in excess of $100 million, received “incred-
ibly strong interest” from potential acquirers, 
including strategic private equity firms and fam-
ily offices. However, the owners were looking for 
more than just the highest bidder. 

“We had built it from nothing into something 
really cool,” Geerts said. “We wanted shareholder 
liquidity, but we needed the right partner.” 

In the end, the leadership at Structural 
Concepts found a match in Milwaukee, Wis.-
based Mason Wells, a leading Midwest-based 
private equity firm with $1 billion in assets 
under management. Mason Wells acquired 
Structural Concepts in October 2018 — its first 
acquisition in Michigan — adding the com-
pany to its engineered products and services 
portfolio.

“We’ve had a strong growth record and 
wanted that continue,” said Geerts, who has led 
the company for 25 years. “We picked Mason 
Wells because they had a reputation for doing 
the right things to grow their companies.” 

In this case, that included a track record 
of investing in companies via new products, 
processes and equipment-enabled growth. In 
addition, Mason Wells seemed “extraordinarily 
focused on providing ongoing opportunities for 
employees,” according to Geerts.

“That was really important to us and the other 
key was Mason Wells doesn’t get involved in oper-
ations,” he said. “A lot of public companies, a lot 
of family offices, a lot of PE groups like to take 
over operations. These guys don’t want to get 
involved in the operations. They let the manag-
ers manage.” 

Mason Wells targets Midwest-based manu-
facturing companies that make engineered prod-
ucts or consumer packaged goods, which also 
aligned with Structural Concepts. 

Before the sale, Geerts did his “own due dili-
gence” by reaching out to a handful of companies 
that Mason Wells had bought or sold. 

“Every single company did well under 
Mason Wells’ ownership, and interestingly 

and importantly, they’re doing well under 
the new owners that Mason Wells sold them 
to,” Geerts said. “They just checked all the 
boxes.” 

The value of having a buyer that understands 
the unique environment of family-owned busi-
nesses was also a determining factor in selecting 
the firm from among the pool of offers, Geerts 
said. 

“The cultural fit is not the same, but it’s closer 
than anyone else,” Geerts said. “Yes, they’re going 
to be more profit-sensitive than the family was, 
but their focus is more on maintaining the pos-
itive aspects of the culture. That really, really 
appealed to us.” 

The sale and integration process was “shock-
ingly non-controversial,” thanks to some particu-
lar best practices, he added.  

VALUES PLAY PRIMARY ROLE 
IN STRUCTURAL CONCEPTS’ 
RETIREMENT-INITIATED SALE 

Dave Geerts, retired president and CEO, Structural Concepts Corp. MIBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF

WINNER:
STRUCTURAL CONCEPTS CORP. 

Top executive: Brad Gates, president 

and CEO; Dave Geerts (retired)

Annual sales: $100+ million

Full-time West Michigan employees:

550

Brief business description:

Manufacturer of temperature-controlled 

food display cases

Advisers: Warner Norcross + Judd 

LLP (legal), P&M Corporate Finance 

LLC (financial), Beene Garter LLP 

(accounting)

FINALIST:

Medbio sells stake to Graham Partners, acquires AIM Plastics

G
rand Rapids-based Medbio LLC in July 2018 sold a majority stake 
to Philadelphia, Pa.-based Graham Partners, a private equity 
investment firm that targets industrial technology and advanced 

manufacturing companies.
In the 15 months since the deal, the manufacturer of injection mold-

ings, assemblies and packaging for the medical device and biotech 
industry has invested in a $3.5 
million expansion project in 
Cascade Township and acquired 
AIM Plastics Inc. 

The partnership with Graham 
Partners came after record year-

over-year sales acceleration and a “big growth spurt,” Medbio President 
and CEO Chris Williams said at the time. 

Williams continues to hold a substantial interest in Medbio after the 

deal with Graham Partners, which cited the company’s leadership team 
and operational history as a reason for the investment.

Two months after the sale, Medbio announced plans to renovate a 
facility across the street from its Cascade Township plant, an expan-
sion that could create up to 43 jobs. The new 25,000-square-foot facil-
ity, adjacent to Medbio’s existing 65,000-square-foot building, provides  
additional capacity for medical device and diagnostic assembly as well 
as packaging operations. 

Then in February 2019, Medbio acquired AIM Plastics in Clinton 
Township, 20 miles north of Detroit, which specializes in the niche 
of prototype-to-production molds and complex injection molding, 
according to a statement.

In a statement at the time, Graham Partners Managing Partner Joe 
Heinmiller said the acquisition of AIM will be a “truly transformative” 
step forward for the company.  

“We had audited financial statements back to 
day one,” he said. “That was a huge blessing. The 
other thing I would advise is to watch your con-
tracts. Make sure you have all your contracts in a 
central location and make sure that only strictly 
pre-approved officers are allowed to approve.” 

Because of its size and the oversight require-
ments and rigidity of the sale, Structural 
Concepts — formerly an S-Corporation — was 
structured with an F-reorganization during the 
transaction, an uncommon move that required 
the help of Grand Rapids-based law firm Warner 
Norcross + Judd LLP.

“I was told horror stories and I experienced 
none of those here. We had the right law firm in 
Warner,” Geerts said. “Steve Waterbury is a freak-
ing legend.” 

In a testament to their confidence in Mason 
Wells and the continued growth of Structural 
Concepts, all of the former shareholders, includ-
ing the 85-year-old founder, reinvested in the 
new company, according to Geerts. 

“We weren’t even asked,” he said. “We just did 
it because we believe in our future and we believe 
in their management style.” 
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Tier 1 Metropolitan Ranking  
Corporate Law, 

Commercial Litigation and
Mergers & Acquisitions Litigation

2019

Fred L. SchubkegelPeter G. Roth

Dean F. Reisner

Michael G. Wooldridge Kurt G. Yost

Seth W. Ashby Kimberly A. Baber Jeff rey W. Beswick Steven G. CappellinoMatthew W. Bower

Eric R. PostZachary J. Meyer

Harvey Koning

Joseph B. Levan Richard P. Manczak

Scott J. Hill Scott A. HuizengaJames M. Eardley Mallory A. Field John M. Kenny

With our broad base of experience in corporate matters, we provide guidance in:

Mergers and acquisitions

Private equity, angel and venture capital

Commercial fi nance

Commercial transactions

Joint venture transactions

Corporate structuring 

Succession planning

Real estate transactions

Tax planning matters

Cross border transactions

 Merger and Acquisitions Experience 

In Your Corner.®

A n n  A r b o r   |   B i r m i n g h a m   |   D e t r o i t   |   G r a n d  H a v e n   |   G r a n d  Ra p i d s   |   H a s t i n g s   |   K a l a m a z o o   |    La n s i n g   |   N o v i

www.varnumlaw.com

Legal Experience In Your Corner.®

Jacob A. Droppers

Michael J. Romaya

Matthew E. Maltz
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PROFESSIONAL SERVICES

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

I
nvestors initially wanted to up their ante 
and take their stake in Caledonia-based 
Acrisure LLC to several times their exist-
ing holdings.

Executives at the insurance broker 
balked at the idea, preferring not to bring in more 
outside money following a management buyout 
of private equity investors in 2016.

Yet they kept talking, and ultimately worked 
out a deal where GSO Capital Partners and 
Harvest Partners SCF LP, both based in New 
York City, and Switzerland-based Partners 
Group invested $2 billion in Acrisure.

The deal, which closed in December 2018, 
reduced Acrisure’s cost of capital, “parked some 
cash on the balance sheet” to continue an 
aggressive M&A strategy and expansion in the 
U.S. and globally, and benefitted 1,000 com-
mon shareholders through a dividend, said Matt 
Schweinzger, CFO and chief acquisition officer 
who leads M&A at Acrisure.

“We accomplished all three and we continue 
to build and grow,” Schweinzger said.

Acrisure’s $2 billion capital raise won the 
professional services category in the 2019 MiBiz 
M&A Deals of the Year Awards.

Critical to putting the deal together with the 
investors was ensuring all parties were aligned 
on what they wanted out of it.

“You have to make sure that you’re aligned 
entirely on the end goal as you enter these 

ACHIEVING INVESTOR 
ALIGNMENT KEY TO 
ACRISURE’S $2 BILLION 
CAPITAL RAISE

WINNER: ACRISURE LLC

Top executive: Greg Williams, president 

and CEO

Annual sales: $1.2 billion for 2018. 

Projected $1.9 billion in 2019

Full-time West Michigan employees: 

About 500 out of 7,100 globally

Brief business description: Insurance 

broker

Advisers: Varnum LLP of Grand Rapids 

and Skadden, Arps, Slate, Meagher 

& Flom LLP of New York City (legal); 

Evercore Inc. of New York City (financial)

FINALIST:

View Newspaper Group acquires Stafford Media

T
he sale to Lapeer-based View Newspaper 
Group this summer ended 68 years 
of Stafford family ownership of the 

Greenville Daily News and its commercial 
printing operation.

View Newspaper Group acquired 
the daily newspaper and Stafford Printing 
in a deal that closed in June. The deal 
expanded View Newspaper 
Group into West Michigan. 
The company, founded 
in 2003, covers Lapeer, Sanilac, Huron, 
Saginaw, Shiawassee, Genesee, Oakland 
and Liv ingston counties w it h t it les 
including The County Press, Tri-County 
Times, Sanilac County News and Brown 
City Banner.

The transaction was named the finalist 
in the professional services category for the 
2019 MiBiz M&A Deals of the Year Awards.

In opting to sell to View Newspaper 
Group, the Staffords found a buyer that took 
the time to get to know the family and went 

the “extra mile” in respecting their legacy, 
said Julie Stafford, who remains the publisher 
of the Daily News and who owned Stafford 
Media with her brother, Rob Stafford.

The acquisition also gave View Newspaper 
added commercial printing capacity. The 
company also owns Michigan Web Press, 
a long-time competitor of Stafford Media’s 

commercial printing busi-
ness that has more than 
160 clients.

“The Greenville (deal) makes sense 
because of the acquisition of the printing 
company and the synergies that that gives us 
with our printing company,” View Newspaper 
Group Publisher Wes Smith said at the time. 
“The operations are really complementary.”

Terms of the acquisition were undis-
closed. The Stafford family worked with Santa 
Fe, N.M.-based media M&A firm Dirks, Van 
Essen, Murray & April and was represented in 
the transaction by Grand Rapids-based Miller, 
Johnson, Snell & Cummiskey PLC. 

transactions that are oftentimes pretty complex, 
include a number of different parties at the table, 
and sometimes are represented by a number of 
different law firms and tax advisers. It’s really 
important to make sure everyone is aligned on 
the end-all, be-all goal of the transaction, because 
as soon as one party, one lawyer or one adviser is 
not aligned, you’re going to have significant prob-
lems with the deal,” Schweinzger said.

Raising capital also requires “complete hon-
esty and transparency in terms of what it is we’re 
setting out to do and why we’re setting out to do 
it,” he said.

President and CEO Greg Williams formed 
Acrisure in 2005 to invest in independent insur-
ance agencies. Through an aggressive M&A strat-
egy, Acrisure has grown into one of the largest 
insurance brokers in the world, with 450 loca-
tions in 37 U.S. states and 14 offices globally with 
revenues of more than $1.2 billion in 2018.

The company is on track to generate $1.9 bil-
lion in revenue this year, Schweinzger said.

Each of the three investors involved in the 
capital raise were parties to financing the $2.9 bil-
lion management-led buyout three years ago of 
San Francisco-based private equity firm Genstar 
Capital.

“Since we initially invested in Acrisure in 
2016, we have been very pleased with the com-
pany’s progress and have chosen to signifi-
cantly increase our level of investment,” Louis 
Salvatore, senior managing director at GSO 
Capital Partners, said in an announcement last 
year of the deal. “Acrisure has grown at an accel-
erated rate as a result of the efforts of Greg and 
his management team and agency partners who 
control the company. Based on this progress, we 
are very optimistic about the company’s contin-
ued future performance and we remain strongly 
supportive of the team as it accelerates Acrisure’s 
growth trajectory.”

Acrisure for the last several years has been the 
largest acquirer in North America of insurance 
agencies during an ongoing period of industry 
consolidation, closing on 312 deals from 2015 
to 2018, according to Optis Partners LLC, a 
Chicago-based firm that tracks M&A activity in 
the insurance brokerage industry. That equates 

to nearly half of all the deals during that period.
Acrisure closed on 102 deals alone in 2018 and 

is on track for 110 acquisitions this year based 
on completed transactions and signed letters of 
intent, Schweinzger said.

“Deal flow is incredibly strong,” he said. “Our 
pipeline is literally as strong as it’s ever been and 
somewhat reflected in the number of transac-
tions that we’ll do this year. We’ve got nothing but 
continued opportunity going forward.”

More than eight out of 10 deals originate from 
internal referrals from existing partners whose 
agencies Acrisure previously acquired. In rely-
ing primarily on those referrals, Acrisure is “really 
and truly building the business on the backs of 
existing shareholders, not on investment bank-
ers and not on a deal broker,” Schweinzger said.

Acrisure targets independent insurance agen-
cies and brokerages whose owners are willing to 
sell a majority stake and remain to run the busi-
ness locally. Sellers, who become shareholders 
in the company, can centralize some or all of the 
back-room I.T., human resources and account-
ing administrative functions with the corporate 
office.

Of late, the acquisition strategy has taken 
Acrisure to the United Kingdom, Germany and 
the Netherlands. The company looks for future 
European acquisitions in Belgium, Luxemburg, 
Spain and Ireland, Schweinzger said.

“We continue to look to expand interna-
tionally where it makes sense for our existing 
partners, our existing clients, and the underly-
ing economics of the company,” Schweinzger 
said. 

Matt Schweinzger, CFO and chief acquisition officer, Acrisure LLC. COURTESY PHOTO
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CONGRATULATIONS TO ALL NOMINEES, 
WINNERS AND RISK TAKERS
Citizens Commercial Banking celebrates your success

and this great region.

To tap our capital markets expertise and learn how our team could 
add value for your company, please visit citizenscapitalmarkets.com
or call us.

©2019 Citizens Financial Group, Inc. All rights reserved. Citizens Commercial Banking is 
a brand name of Citizens Bank, N.A. Member FDIC. 1117330

Brandon M. Derusha
Vice President
Citizens Commercial Banking
616.901.1571
brandon.derusha@citizensbank.com

Richard C. Hampson
State President and Regional Executive
Citizens Commercial Banking
248.226.7800
richard.c.hampson@citizensbank.com
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RETAIL

By JOE BOOMGAARD | MiBiz
jboomgaard@mibiz.com

W
hen Fox Motors negotiates 
deals to buy other dealerships, 
the Grand Rapids-based com-
pany prioritizes treating sellers 
fairly in the transactions. 

That ethos handed down by founder Dan 
DeVos has led to continued growth for the deal-
ership group, which generated $976.5 million in 
revenue for 2018 and now includes 36 stores in 
Michigan and Illinois. 

“My marching orders are if the buyer and 
seller do not walk away feeling good about the 
deal at the end, then I have not done my job,” said 
Fox Motors President and COO Diane Maher, who 
has handled all of the dealership group’s transac-
tions since the company’s founding in 1999. 

“The expectations are that it’s a positive thing 
for both parties or it shouldn’t be done,” she said. 

The company’s reputation and dealmak-
ing philosophy also has translated into repeat 
business with sellers. That was the case recently 
with Hank Makarewicz, who initially sold the 
Shawmut Hills Sales Inc. motorcycle dealership 
to Fox Motors in 2009. 

Makarewicz returned to the company with 
another opportunity in late 2018, when he pro-
posed a two-part deal for K&M Dodge Ram, 
which his family owned with the Koning family, 
and Van Andel & Flikkema Chrysler Jeep, owned 
by John Flikkema III. 

The two dealerships, both of which sell 
brands from Fiat Chrysler Automobiles (FCA), 
are located a mile apart along Plainfield Avenue 
on the northeast side of Grand Rapids. 

“Because Chrysler has always wanted to put 
those franchises together under one roof, he 
thought that it could be attractive to a group like 
ours to embark on doing that and putting it all 
together,” Maher said. 

The proposal shifted into high gear when 
Flikkema jumped on board and agreed to sell 
his dealership simultaneously. That’s also when 
the complexity of the deal ratcheted up for the 
team at Fox Motors.

“Dealing with two sellers with two different 
buys-sells and the manufacturer and having that 
all work out and be able to negotiate something 
that makes everybody happy was definitely a 
difficult thing to embark upon,” Maher said. “It 

could have fallen apart with one or the other at 
any time, or not gotten approved by Chrysler. It’s 
definitely an accomplishment to make all that 
happen.”

The deal, which won the retail category in the 
2019 MiBiz M&A Deals of the Year Awards, also 
included K&M’s Motor Mile Used Car operation 
and the Flikkema family’s Venom Motorsports 
Inc., a performance upgrade, off road, and 
street shop, as well as three properties along the 
Plainfield corridor. 

On top of all the business issues in the deal, 
each of the sellers involved multi-decade fam-
ily-run companies, which bring about their own 
unique set of dynamics, Maher said. 

“There was some emotion in this one, for 
sure,” she said of the deal. “Both parties had 
owned those businesses for a long time and 
grown them and were very proud of them, and 
they all had kids in the business.”

With those factors in play, Fox Motors relied 
on its best practices learned from dozens of other 
acquisitions to navigate the complex business 
and personal issues involved in the deals. 

“You just have to approach it with kindness, 
try not to push too hard on certain things and 
just be respectful that it’s difficult sometimes 
for them to let go,” Maher said. “You have to 
give them assurance that you are going to treat 
their investment with respect and their people 
with respect and you’re going to do your best to 
improve it and not hurt it.”

Once the documents were signed and the 
deal received the needed blessing from FCA, 
Fox Motors then needed to get to work integrat-
ing the two teams into its systems and culture 
since the deal added 150 people to the company’s 
head count. 

As well, Fox Motors also began implementing 
a plan to consolidate new car operations at the 
Van Andel & Flikkema site and used car sales at 
the former K&M location, while also moving the 
Venom Motorsports division to the former Motor 
Mile location. Construction and renovation proj-
ects are expected to begin in 2020. 

Maher praised the leadership of the two for-
mer owners, the strong family cultures at their 
companies, and their committed employees for 
making the process go as seamlessly as possible. 

“Knowing John and Hank, I knew they had 
similar business philosophies. They are kind 
men who are doing the right thing for the right 
reasons. But you never really know until you get 
into something whether it’s real or if it’s going to 
work out all right,” Maher said. “Only could this 
happen in Grand Rapids, Michigan, where three 
parties are completely reasonable about what 
they want and how they see the end game being 
a benefit to everyone and are willing to be rea-
sonable all along the way to get it done.” 

REPEAT BUSINESS
FOX MOTORS NAVIGATES COMPLEXITIES TO ACQUIRE, 
CONSOLIDATE PAIR OF FAMILY-OWNED DEALERSHIPS 

WINNER: FOX MOTORS

Top executive: Dan DeVos, chairman 

and CEO of parent company DP Fox 

Ventures LLC

Annual sales: $976.5 million in group 

revenue for 2018

Full-time West Michigan employees:

1,625

Brief business description: Dealership 

group with a portfolio of 41 automotive 

and powersports brands at 36 locations 

across all of Michigan and in Illinois. 

Advisers: In-house counsel

FINALIST:

Betten Baker acquires Kent City Ford, 
relocates franchise to Coopersville center

T
he growing Betten Baker Auto Group leveraged an August 2018 
deal for the Kent City Ford franchise to further expand its retail 
operations in Coopersville. 

Muskegon-based Betten Baker acquired Kent City Ford to relocate 
the franchise to Coopersville 
and complement its recently 
opened Chrysler Dodge Jeep 
Ram store. Along with the 

company’s legacy Chevrolet Buick store, it now offers seven domestic 
brands from the Coopersville super center. 

Between the new Chrysler Dodge Jeep Ram and Ford stores, Betten 
Baker expected to create more than 100 new jobs in Coopersville. 

The deal was the finalist in the retail category of the 2019 MiBiz M&A 
Deals of the Year Awards. 

“We are so excited for this next chapter in Betten Baker history,” co-
owner Chris Baker said in a statement about the deal to relocate the 
Kent City Ford franchise. “This is one of the biggest expansions we have 
done at Betten Baker, something that will not only change our company 
but the way people shop for decades to come.”

As well, Betten Baker cracked into the Automotive News top 150 
dealerships list this year with a ranking of 130th as measured by new 
car sales volume. The company operates 19 dealerships and generated 
$504.8 million in revenue in 2018.

The company also was an active acquirer of late, in 2018 picking up 
Midland-based McArdle Buick GMC Cadillac, Cadillac-based Godfrey 
Chevrolet Buick, Alma Chevrolet Buick and Ithaca Chevrolet, and 
acquiring South Haven Chevrolet Buick GMC in January 2019.  

Fox Motors’ team, from left to right: Susan Howe, vice president of finance; Monica Sekulich, senior vice president and general counsel; Jerry Moore, division director–

Fox Motors West Michigan; Diane Maher, president/COO. MIBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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M&A Deal of the Year
(Manufacturing):

Structural Concepts Corporation 

Michael Jones
Warner Partner

Stephen Waterbury
Warner Partner

Warner Norcross + Judd’s managing partner Douglas Dozeman is responsible for the 
contents of our advertising and can be reached at ddozeman@wnj.com or 616-752-2148. 

Please read our full privacy policy available on our website.

Dealmaker of the Year
(Adviser):

Gordie Howe International Bridge

Charlie Goode
Warner Partner

Timothy Horner
Warner Partner

To learn more about our Mergers & Acquisitions 
Practice Group, visit us at wnj.com.

CONGRATULATIONS
MiBiz Award Winners
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REAL ESTATE & DEVELOPMENT

By SYDNEY SMITH | MiBiz
ssmith@mibiz.com

O
n the heels of a range 
of downtown develop-
ments coming online in 
recent years, Orion Real 
Estate Solutions saw fur-

ther demand for Class A office space 
in Grand Rapids. 

As the company looked for a 
new project to develop, owner and 
President John Wheeler struck a deal 
for a multi-decade lease with Grand 
Rapids-based Ellis Parking Co. for a 
key under-developed piece of down-
town property. 

Today, the former surface park-
ing lot has been transformed into 
the 15-story Warner Building and 
12-story, 160-room Hyatt Place Grand 
Rapids/Downtown hotel, plus a 450-
space parking ramp. The two build-
ings at 140 and 150 Ottawa Ave. NW 
are entirely leased up with office and 
retail tenants.

Wheeler’s vision for the project, 
the winner in the real estate category 
of the 2019 MiBiz Deals of the Year 
Awards, is that the development of 
the two buildings will breed more 
success in the community. 

“To do a private enterprise proj-
ect like this and be able to get it put 
together and raise $85 million, it 
shows confidence in the community 

from the lenders and the city,” he 
said. “These projects are getting 
bigger and are more complicated 
and are being done on strategic cor-
ners. When they are successful, it just 
breeds more success and confidence 
in the community.”

The projects “bring life to that 
corridor,” Wheeler said. 

As of November, the Warner 
Building at 150 Ottawa will be fully 
occupied. The anchor tenant is law 
firm Warner Norcross + Judd LLP, 

and the building also will house the 
regional offices for Detroit-based 
Chemical Bank and Grand Rapids-
based Van Wyk Risk Solutions. 

After decades at its former loca-
tion at the Trust Building, Warner 
Norcoss + Judd moved about a block 
to the new space, which the firm 
plans to use to help it attract more 
talent, according to Wheeler.

Meanwhile, Van Wyk previously 
told MiBiz it chose the Warner Building 
as its new offices after viewing about 

20 potential office locations. The 
insurance agency, which outgrew its 
space on Wealthy Street in East Grand 
Rapids, occupies 17,500 square feet on 
the 10th floor of the Warner Building. 
The building offered the firm the 
chance to move into brand new office 
space with a convenient location and 
amenities for its employees.

Chain restaurant Tupelo Honey 
Southern Kitchen & Bar will fill the 
ground-floor space at the Hyatt Place 
building at 140 Ottawa Ave.

In total, about 500 workers are 
located in the two buildings, which 
Wheeler said will help to further 
support other ground-f loor retail 
and restaurant spaces downtown. A 
restaurant on the second floor of the 
Hyatt Place hotel added 55 jobs, while 
Tupelo Honey will add 150 jobs when 
it opens in April. 

Wheeler calls the project a “huge 
tea m ef for t.” Developer Orion 
Real Estate Solutions and Orion 
Construction Co. Inc. dealt with 
unique challenges in design and 
construction because of the limited 
available space on the site. Wheeler 
also credits the lender Chemical 
Bank for the success of the project. 

As well, the city of Grand Rapids 
and state of Michigan also played a 
role in getting the project moving: 
The development captured both 
brownfield redevelopment funds and 
Downtown Development Authority 
tax increment financing incentives.

“We touched every level of com-
plexity you could on this one,” 
Wheeler said. “It was truly a com-
munity effort to get that project up.”

Each project has its own best prac-
tices formula, but pre-construction is 
the most important time to flesh out 
the details and think progressively, 
Wheeler said.

“We spend a lot more time before 
we put a shovel in the ground than 
we do after we start construction 
with the thought process of how the 
building is going to look in 50 years, 
100 years, and what it means to the 
community,” he said. 

FINALIST:

Blue Pointe Equities partners with 
Third Coast Development in $90M REIT

E
xecutives from Third Coast Development LLC formed a partnership 
to build a localized network of commercial real estate in the form of a 
privately-held real estate investment trust (REIT). 

The plans for the REIT came about when the Grand Rapids developers part-
nered last year with Blue Pointe Equities LLC, a Grand Rapids-based commer-
cial real estate investment fund.

The partners plan to invest around $90 million in 
the local market by attracting interest from local and 
national accredited investors.

“From here, we’re trying to grow it, and we’re diversi-
fying, which essentially takes the volatility out of the real estate investments,” 
said Andrew Visser, managing partner of Blue Pointe. 

The partnership was selected as the finalist in the real estate category in 
the 2019 MiBiz Deals of the Year Awards.

In its first deal, Blue Pointe Equities acquired a 49-percent stake in the 
137,000-square-foot American Seating Park. The REIT in August purchased 
a 161,000-square-foot industrial building at 5010 52nd Street SE for $7.2 mil-
lion from a Delaware company that owned the former Zondervan facility 
since 2015, according to property records.

“The first one was a high-profile multi-tenant office space. (The second) is 
a single high credit industrial space purchased below market,” said Managing 
Partner Max Benedict, also a principal at Third Coast Development. “We’re 

blending all that is West Michigan as far as quality assets, 
so we maintain the above-market returns.”

Typically, Third Coast prefers to develop its own new 
ground-up projects and has “passed on some incredible 
stabilized assets” that it can now look at because they 

better fit with Blue Pointe Equities, Benedict said. 
“With this Blue Pointe investment model, we have a team dedicated to 

evaluate all of these deals and curate the best fit for our portfolio, which we 
then offer as shares to local and out of market investors,” he said. 

WINNER:
ORION REAL ESTATE 

SOLUTIONS

Top executive: John Wheeler, 

president

Annual sales: $100 million to 

$200 million

Business description: Real 

estate development company

Project partners:

Orion Construction Co. 

(construction), Ghafari 

Concept Design (architects), 

Chemical Bank (lender on 

both towers)

ORION REAL ESTATE SOLUTIONS FILLS LANDMARK 
DOWNTOWN GRAND RAPIDS DEVELOPMENT

John Wheeler, owner and president, Orion Real Estate Solutions. MIBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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A tunnel for Line 5 is the 
right solution.

Protecting Michigan’s waters is critically important, as is 

providing the energy that fuels Michigan’s way of life and 

drives Michigan’s economy. That’s why we’re working to 

build a tunnel for Line 5, deep under the Straits of Mackinac.

This underground concrete tunnel provides multiple layers 

of protection and ensures virtually no chance of a leak into 

the Great Lakes. It eliminates the possibility of an anchor 

strike and provides the uninterrupted energy supply 

Michigan needs.

Our Line 5 pipeline has operated safely and reliably in the 

Straits of Mackinac for more than 65 years. We remain 

committed to safety in the Straits. That’s why we’re 

replacing energy infrastructure and strengthening safety 

where it matters most.

Learn more at enbridge.com/line5tunnel.
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FINANCE

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

R
aising $25 million in capital and 
acquiring a mortgage company posi-
tioned Northpointe Bank for even 
more growth in the years ahead.

T h e  G ra n d  Ra p i d s - b a s e d 
Northpointe Bank closed in June of this year on 
the private placement of common stock with 
Castle Creek Capital LLC, a private equity firm 
based in Rancho Santa Fe, Calif. Through the 
investment, Castle Creek Capital took a 27-per-
cent stake of the outstanding equity of the com-
pany, said Michael Winks, Northpointe’s execu-
tive vice president and chief lending officer.

The capital provided Northpointe Bank a 
means to grow its balance sheet “so we can con-
tinue to do what we’re doing,” Winks said.

“This just allows us to continue to expand the 
bank,” he said. “We’ve been on a nice growth path 
and enjoy expanding our business.”

Raising the $25 million, combined with 
Northpointe Bank’s earlier acquisition of certain 
assets of Home Point Financial, won the bank-
ing and finance category in the 2019 MiBiz M&A 
Deals of the Year Awards.

The Home Point Financial acquisition a year 
ago extended Northpointe Bank’s residential lend-
ing business into the northeastern U.S., a market 
where “we didn’t have much” previously, Winks said.

Through the deal with Home Point Financial, 
a subsidiary of Ann Arbor-based Home Point 
Capital LP, Northpointe Bank added 13 resi-
dential mortgage lending offices to grow to about 
50 locations in 20 states. The mortgage offices 
acquired are primarily in Ohio, New Jersey, 
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island and Connecticut.

The deal not only grew Northpointe Bank’s reach 
but also has augmented earnings, Winks said.

“The residential lending business is often a 
scale business, so we pick up economies of scale 
as we grow the amount of loans that we originate. 
It’s accretive to the bank,” he said.

The deal with Home Point Financial came 
together when parent company Home Point 
Capital decided to sell off its consumer mortgage 
business. Executives at Home Point Capital, a 
previous client of Northpointe Bank’s warehouse 
business that lends to other independent mort-
gage bankers, reached out to their counterparts 
in Grand Rapids, who agreed to work out a deal.

They negotiated a deal that was announced in 
July 2018 and closed the following August.

Helping move the deal along was that 
Northpointe Bank executives “just happened 
to know” two managers of Home Point’s north-
east region. The two people previously owned 
a mortgage company and were prior clients of 
Northpointe.

“We knew about the team, we knew about 
the culture, and our business goals have been 
to grow and add new team members as we do 
that,” Winks said.

Getting good cultural fit is key to any acqui-
sition, he said.

“For us, it’s just understanding the people and 
the culture. At Northpointe, we focus on a few key 
things, but the customer is always at the center 
of it,” Winks said. “We work very hard to wow our 
customer, so we want to make sure folks joining 
us share that same passion for what we do. We 
felt that with the northeast folks.

“We like to do our homework to make sure it’s 
a long-term fit for everyone involved.”

To integrate the operations, the Home Point 
offices acquired in the deal were phased into 
the Northpoint operations over a 60-day period, 
Winks said. Home Point staff also were part-
nered with their counterparts at Northpointe for 
“almost like a buddy system and they learned our 
process,” he said.

“It’s a fair amount of work, but it went 
smoothly with no major hiccups,” Winks said.

Founded in 1999, the privately-held 
Northpointe Bank has a single full-service com-
munity bank office near East Beltline Avenue 
and I-96, along with the 56 residential mortgage 
locations.

Northpointe Bank originated more than $4.2 bil-
lion in residential mortgages in 2018, and for 2019 is 
on track to originate $7.8 billion, Winks said.

The bank as of June 30 had total assets of 
$1.82 billion, compared to $1.03 billion a year 
earlier and prior to the Home Point deal, accord-
ing to a quarterly financial report to the FDIC. 
Deposits at midyear totaled $1.09 billion.

Through the first half of 2019, Northpointe 
Bank recorded $12.1 million in net income, ver-
sus $7.5 million for the first six months of 2018.

After the Home Point deal, Northpointe Bank 
remains open to additional acquisitions in the 
future.

“We would be on the outlook for similar 
opportunities that would fit our strategic growth 
plans,” Winks said. “We’re just looking for the 
right opportunities where top sales folks, top 
operational folks are a good fit with the culture 
of Northpointe Bank to help grow our origina-
tions throughout the country.” 

WINNER:
NORTHPOINTE BANK

Top executive: Charles Williams, 

president and CEO

Annual sales: $4.2 billion in residential 

mortgage originations in 2018

Full-time employees in West 

Michigan: About 450 (740 employees 

overall)

Business description: Primarily a 

residential mortgage lender 

Advisers on the capital raise: Varnum 

LLP (legal) and Sandler O’Neill & 

Partners LP (placement agent)

NORTHPOINTE BANK GETS BOOST FROM $25M 
RAISE, DEAL TO EXPAND TO NORTHEAST STATES

FINALIST:

Grand Angels launches 
$25 million VC fund

S
ince forming in August 2018, 
Grand Angels Venture Fund III 
LLC has made investments in 

three startup companies as it contin-
ues to seek investors and raise up to $25 
million.

Managing Director Paul D’Amato 
expects Fund III to close on another 
investment in the coming weeks, and 
complete fundraising in the fourth 
quarter.

“We are working away at it and are 
getting some good interest in the area,” 
D’Amato said.

For the formation of Fund III, Grand 
Angels was named a finalist in the 

banking and finance 
category for the 2019 
MiBiz M&A Deals of 
the Year Awards.

The venture capital 
fund invests $250,000 
to $500,000 in each 
portfolio company, 

primarily in seed, Series A and Series 
B capital rounds with companies in 
advanced manufacturing, advanced 
agriculture, life sciences and software.

Of the three investments made to 
date, two of the startups are based in 
Michigan. They are Ann Arbor-based 
HistoSonics Inc., a medical device 
company that developed an ultrasound 
therapy to destroy cancer tumors, and 
Ocuphire Pharma Inc. of Farmington 
Hills, which is developing therapies to 
treat ophthalmic disorders. The fourth 
investment that is expected to close 
soon also will involve a Michigan-based 
company.

Grand Angels Venture Fund III 
scouts for deals across the Midwest, 
although “definitely the vast majority 
will be Michigan companies,” D’Amato 
said. 

Michael Winks, executive vice president and chief lending officer, Northpointe Bank. MBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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Costs you can 
control, coverage 
you can count on. 

®

Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan and Blue Care Network are nonprofi t corporations and independent licensees of the Blue Cross and Blue Shield Association.

Count on Blue Cross Blue Shield of Michigan and Blue Care Network for more choices in your 
coverage at a better value. Our experience working with businesses of every size makes it easy 
for us to fi nd you a health care plan, like a BCN Healthy Blue LivingSM HMO, that offers you lower 
out-of-pocket costs while making personal wellness rewarding. Learn how Blue Cross can help 

control costs for your business at chooseconfi dently.com.
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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

By MARLA MILLER | MiBiz
mmiller@mibiz.com

W
ith former CEO Jim Edmonson 
back at the helm and a new 
board of directors, Muskegon 
Area First has positioned itself 
for fiscal and programmatic 

growth to support Muskegon County’s economic 
development into the next decade.

Muskegon Area First’s directors spent the 
last year or so restructuring the countywide 
economic development organization into a pri-
vate-sector-led model. The successful transition 
garnered recognition as the winner in the eco-
nomic development category of the 2019 MiBiz  
Deals of the Year Awards.

Since its founding in 1999 by area business 
and government leaders, Muskegon Area First has 
been largely led and funded by the public sector. 
The reorganization included hiring Edmonson’s 
consulting firm, Baton Rouge-based Edmonson 
Associates, to help restructure and transition the 
nonprofit economic development corporation. 

Under the prior structure, Muskegon Area 
First’s primary financial support came from 
service fees and memberships paid by cities, vil-
lages and townships in Muskegon County. The 
20-member board of directors also consisted of 
mostly public sector representatives. 

“The reason they needed to do something 
different was funding,” Edmonson told MiBiz. 
“Funding was declining in the public sector and 
manufacturing is changing.”

Now, the 18-member board has 15 members 
from the private sector and three from the public sec-
tor. The new board consists of representatives from 
Muskegon County’s manufacturing and business 
sector, DTE Energy, Consumers Energy, Muskegon 
Area Intermediate School District, Muskegon 
Community College, Muskegon County, the City of 
Norton Shores and a township representative.  

“That’s a big change, obviously,” said 
Edmonson, a part-time resident of  West Michigan 
who previously ran Muskegon Area First from 

2004 to 2007. “Manufacturers are better served if 
they are coming up with the programs and strat-
egies to move the agency forward.”

The former board of directors also boldly 
voted themselves out of office after appointing 
a seven-member transition board last spring to 
define a strategy and a path forward. The transi-
tion board was charged with raising money for 
the organization and appointed the new board 
of directors in September.

“Today, with the new board, we have dou-
bled, close to tripled the amount of money com-
ing in and only 25 percent is public funding,” 
Edmonson said. 

Edmonson said there is a nationwide trend 
for the private sector to take the lead in guid-
ing local economic development organizations. 
Muskegon County has a long history of business 
leaders who were willing to step up and lend their 
expertise on community boards and organiza-
tions, which helped with the transition.

Under the new model, Muskegon Area First 
has lofty three-year benchmarks: Obtain $500 
million for infrastructure; 12,000 new and 
retained jobs; $90 million in new capital invest-
ment; $75 million in new annual payroll; and 
maintain an unemployment rate below that of 
the state and nation.

Over the last year, in the middle of the transi-
tion, Muskegon Area First helped 11 companies 
expand or attracted new companies that led to 
$52.1 million in new capital investment and the 
projected creation of more than 300 new jobs. 
The organization also helped local companies 
secure $153.6 million in government contracts, 
Edmonson said. 

Some of Muskegon Area First’s key initiatives 
going forward will focus on workforce and talent 
development, business retention and attraction, 
a new marketing and branding campaign and 
possible name change, small business growth 
and development, and strategic infrastructure 
projects. In particular, the organization wants 
to retain a portion of the 34,000 workers who 
leave the county every day, as well as work with 
local manufacturers to determine their health 
and needs and assist with expansion and talent 
retention. Other efforts include lead generation 
and targeted recruitment of new companies to 
the county. 

Muskegon Area First’s current pipeline 
includes 52 projects that have the potential to 
result in $127.1 million in new investment, a 
minimum of 575 new jobs and more than $13.5 
million in new annual payroll, Edmonson said.

Muskegon Area First also plans to ramp up 
small business support services, offering assis-
tance with development projects, customized 
market research reports, and a business connect 
portal for minority and disadvantaged businesses.

Additionally, MAF will focus on capacity 
building in rural communities through infra-
structure improvements. 

Edmonson said the board hopes the new for-
mat and focus positions Muskegon Area First to 
better serve and grow the region’s economy. 

“It needed more manufacturing perspective 
in designing the programs,” Edmonson said. 
“We had a successful fundraising campaign and 
board formulation and now we have to make that 
sustainable.” 

WINNER: 
MUSKEGON AREA FIRST

Top executive: Jim Edmonson, CEO

Annual budget: $923,000

Total full-time employees: 8

Brief business description: Economic 

development organization serving 

Muskegon County. MAF serves 13 

counties for Procurement Technical 

Assistance Center and seven counties 

for the West Michigan Food Processing 

Initiative.

Transition board members: Nichols 

Paper Co. CEO Mike Olthoff, chair; 

Northern Machine Tool General Manager 

Steve Olsen, vice chair; Hazekamp 

Premier Foods President Dave Hazekamp; 

Challenge Machinery Co. President and 

CEO Tom Zant; Hemisphere Design COO 

Katie Wierengo; Consumers Energy 

Community Affairs Manager Rich 

Houtteman 

Key goals of reorganization: Change 

from public-sector board to private-

sector control; restructure sources of 

funding; redesign array of services; 

take on new economic development 

responsibilities; reinvigorated marketing 

strategy; aggressive performance 

standards; new branding and possible 

name change

FINALIST:

The Right Place partners 
with Lake, Oceana 
counties

E
xpanding its reach throughout West 
Michigan, Grand Rapids-based eco-
nomic development organization The 

Right Place Inc. forged new ties with Lake 
and Oceana counties to help drive long-term 
economic growth for the rural areas. 

The deals include providing compre-
hensive business retention and expansion 
services, assisting with marketing and com-
munications, and connecting companies 
to economic development 
resources. The organization 
was recognized as the final-
ist in the economic develop-
ment category of the 2019 
Deals of the Year Awards. 

As part of the multi-year strategic part-
nerships with Lake County Economic 
Development Alliance and the Oceana 
County Economic Alliance, The Right Place 
hired Jodi Nichols as the business develop-
ment coordinator for the two counties. 

Since the partnerships began in November 
2018, The Right Place has worked with the 

counties on a variety of projects. They include 
working with Hart, Shelby and Pentwater on 
Redevelopment Ready Communities des-
ignations through the Michigan Economic 
Development Corp. (MEDC); matching 
broadband provider Casair to Lake County 
stakeholders to discuss installation routes; 
and convening local stakeholders to begin 
addressing community housing needs. 

The partnership was selected as the final-
ist in the real estate category of the 2019 MiBiz 
Deals of the Year Awards.

As well, the partners in May 2019 co-hosted 
the first-ever Pitch North competition, open to 
Oceana, Lake and Newaygo county residents 
to submit business ideas for a chance to win 

$4,000, $2,500 or $1,000 to 
bring their visions to life.

“Our communities must 
collaborate and work together 
as one economic region if we 
want to remain competitive 

in the global marketplace,” said Birgit Klohs, 
president and CEO of The Right Place. “These 
new partnerships with Lake and Oceana coun-
ties, when combined with our established part-
nerships in Ionia, Montcalm, and Newaygo 
counties, create a solid economic foundation 
on which to continue building the economic 
strength of West Michigan.” 

Shifting Gears:

MUSKEGON AREA FIRST TRANSITIONS TO PRIVATE-SECTOR MODEL

Jim Edmonson, CEO, Muskegon Area First. MBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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Michigan District
Credit Union

Lender of the Year
Named by the Small Business Administration.

how can we help your small business?

(888) 982-1400 | UnitedFCU.com
Insured by NCUA.Equal Opportunity Lender.

LV2 Equity Partners is a Michigan based private equity group 
that invests in niche manufacturers, value-added distributors, 
and specialty service companies located in the Midwest. 
We create value in our investments through appropriate 
capitalization and a focus on operational excellence, growth 
and management processes. Please contact John Pollock 
for more information on how we may assist you in a business 
transition.

Creating Value through Leadership and Vision

LV2 Equity Partners, LLC
4670 E. Fulton – Suite 202

Ada, MI 49301
616-540-2606

www.LV2partners.com
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HEALTH CARE

RANIR DEAL POSITIONS PERRIGO TO 
SEIZE SELF-CARE OPPORTUNITY

FINALIST:

Spectrum Health expands to SW Michigan with deal for Lakeland Health

T
he acquisition of Lakeland Health in St. Joseph extended 
Spectrum Health’s footprint into Southwest Michigan.

Lakeland Health, the largest acquisition ever for the Grand 
Rapids health system, became a separate business unit of Spectrum 

Health when the deal closed on 
Oct. 1, 2018. That’s a key differ-
ence from past acquisitions, when 
acquired hospitals became part of 
Spectrum’s Hospital Group.

Lakeland Health included hos-
pitals in St. Joseph, Niles and Watervliet, plus 46 ambulatory care sites, 
nearly 500 doctors and advanced practitioners, and 4,160 employees.

The deal was the latest acquisition in the history of Spectrum Health, 
which now operates 14 hospitals, 155 ambulatory sites and telehealth 
offerings, and the health plan Priority Health.

During the first year, Spectrum and Lakeland have prioritized inte-
grating administrative and clinical operations with a focus on reduc-
ing costs, improving quality and providing “even greater value to the 
community,” Spectrum Health President and CEO Tina Freese Decker 
said. The two have already generated $20 million in cost savings for 
Lakeland, mainly through supply chain expenses, putting purchases 
under a single contract and identifying duplications.

“This integration, we approached it from a very different perspec-
tive than previous integrations. Collaboration and value were the 
key measures of success,” Freese Decker said. “We believe this focus 
on value in a collaborative way enables the conversations to first be 
spent on being curious to learn about both organizations, and then 
implement the best way possible for the overall organization. That 
collaborative approach has delivered a greater impact for years to 
come.” 

WINNER: RANIR GLOBAL 

HOLDINGS LLC

Top executive: Rich Sorota, president 

and CEO

Annual sales: $287 million in 2018

Full-time employees in West 

Michigan: 450 locally, 650 overall

Brief business description: Producer 

of store-brand and private-label oral care 

products

Advisers: William Blair & Co. LLC 

(financial), Kirkland & Ellis LLP (legal)

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

P
errigo Co. plc’s $750 million acqui-
sition of Ranir Global Holdings LLC
brought together two companies that 
essentially were following the same 
path when their CEOs decided to talk 

business toward the end of 2018.
The Grand Rapids-based Ranir produces 

more than 300 store-brand and private-label oral 
care products sold at many of the same retailers 
that carry Perrigo-produced over-the-counter 
store-brand medications and other products that 
cost less than brand-name counterparts. Both 
companies were driving a “self-care” strategy, 

producing products that enable consumers to 
take care of their own health.

In their initial conversations, Ranir President 
and CEO Rich Sorota and Perrigo CEO Murray 
Kessler each saw the potential they had together 
to pursue the $450 billion global self-care market.

“I believe our retail partners see the rising 
cost of health care and they’re looking for ways to 
bring solutions to their consumers,” Sorota said. 
“When you look at what we’ve accomplished in 
oral care and what Perrigo has accomplished in 
broader categories and collectively where we 
can try to really shape things, it’s more impor-
tant than it’s ever been as it relates to the rising 
cost of health care.”

Perrigo and Ranir announced their all-cash 

deal in May and closed the transaction at mid-
year. The deal won the health care category in 
the 2019 MiBiz M&A Deals of the Year Awards.

The acquisition began coming together as 
Murray was just two months into his tenure 
and prepared to implement a sweeping $1 bil-
lion plan to transform Perrigo into a “self-care” 
company and restore sales and earnings growth.

In Ranir, Perrigo gained an immediate and 
major presence in the global oral care market. 
Ranir already was well down the self-care path-
way that Kessler charted and outlined to inves-
tors in May. The similarity in strategies made the 
acquisition attractive, Kessler said.

In an investor presentation the day the 
deal was announced, Kessler called Ranir “a 

spectacularly aligned company” with Perrigo.
“There is self-care language all through this 

company, and they get it,” Kessler said.
Ranir produces manual toothbrushes, power 

toothbrush heads and handles, whitening strips, 
dental floss, dentures and travel kits sold in more 
than 50 countries, and employs about 650 peo-
ple, 450 of them in Grand Rapids. The company 
generated $287 million in sales for 2018 and since 
2002 averaged compound annual growth rates of 
15 percent for sales and 22 percent in earnings 
before interest, taxes, depreciation, and amorti-
zation (EBITDA).

Becoming part of Perrigo gave Ranir a new 
owner with a global footprint and greater capa-
bilities to further grow and develop new prod-
ucts, Sorota said.

“We have some transformative innovations 
that we frankly would not be able to do if we 
weren’t part of Perrigo,” he said. “There are spe-
cific categories that make a lot of sense for us to 
be in, but they require some great technology, 
scale and innovation. We will be more success-
ful on some of our longer-term, critical initiatives 
because we are part of Perrigo.”

Ranir became part of Perrigo’s North 
American business unit. Sorota runs the oral care 
business and contributes to Perrigo’s self-care 
transformation, working with leadership to “help 
us move the Perrigo self-care growth agenda for-
ward globally.”

Fully integrating the two companies could 
take years to complete, Sorota said. A steering 
committee on which Sorota serves leads the pro-
cess, which has involved numerous town halls 
with employees globally.

Founded in 1979, Ranir sold in 2008 for $100 
million to a group of investors in partnership with 
Camden Partners Holdings LLC, a Baltimore, 
Md.-based private equity firm. In recent years, 
owners initiated a growth strategy to position the 
company for a sale.

Sorota talked several times over his four-year 
tenure at Ranir with Jeff Needham, the president 
of Consumer Self Care Americas at Perrigo, “who 
thought it would be really valuable” for him to 
meet Kessler, Sorota said.

The two found they were “just wired in very 
similar ways as it relates to the big opportunity 
called self-care,” paving the way for the acquisi-
tion, Sorota said.

Ranir itself made five acquisitions in recent 
years to drive growth. In any deal, leadership 
needs to ensure it makes sense strategically and 
that the culture and value of the two companies 
coming together are aligned.

“Does it make sense? Is it something that 
comes together nicely? Where are the opportu-
nities to create more value?” Sorota said. “Deals 
make sense when they create value and have 
a high probability of doing so. That’s why (the 
Perrigo deal) made so much sense.”

Now operating as one, Perrigo and Ranir 
together have an appetite for further acquisi-
tions to drive growth.

“One of the common bonds of both of our 
companies is Perrigo is also as committed as Ranir 
was in M&A,” Sorota said. “That will continue to be 
an important part of our growth agenda.” 

Rich Sorota, president and CEO, Ranir Global Holdings LLC. MIBIZ FILE PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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Court ruling dashes 
plans for new AHPs
Groups still hope to form health 
plans if appeal proves successful

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

I
f a remedy ever comes, The Employers’ 
Association still wants to offer members 
an option for employee health coverage.

The association was all set this past 
spring to launch an association health plan. 
Partnering with insurer Priority Health, The 
Employers’ Association planned to offer HMO 
and point-of-service products to member 
employers, according to a filing with state 
regulators who approved the coverage last fall.

Then came a March 28 federal court ruling 
that struck down a 2017 executive order by 
President Trump and subsequent rules issued 
by the U.S. Department of Labor that broad-

ened the ability of small 
businesses to join together 
to form association health 
plans.

“We ended up pull-
ing that off the table after 
that result from the court,” 
said Jason Reep, presi-
dent for The Employers’ 
Association, based in 

Grand Rapids.
The Employers’ Association stands among 

a handful of organizations in Michigan that 
had their plans scrapped by the federal court 
ruling. Reep still holds out hope for launching 
an AHP if an appeal turns out successfully.

That could occur if the Department of 
Labor prevails in appealing the ruling by U.S. 
District Court Judge John Bates of the District 
of Columbia. As well, Congress could enact 

See AHPs on page 7

Reep

WATERLOGGED 
WONDERLAND
Unseasonably rainy weather coupled with near record-high 
Great Lakes water levels have left many West Michigan business 
owners hoping the region will dry out in time to salvage the 
season for visitors and tourists. SEE PAGE 12

STORY AND PHOTO BY MARLA MILLER

‘FLIGHT TO 
QUALITY’ 
Amenity-rich Class A office 
space still in demand in 
GR, suburban markets

By SYDNEY SMITH | MiBiz
ssmith@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS — The oppor-
tunity to lease brand new office 
space in the heart of downtown 
Grand Rapids offered Van Wyk 
Risk Solutions the chance to 
grow into a new location. 

This month, Van Wyk will be 
the first tenant to move into the 
new Warner Building, located at 
150 Ottawa Ave. NW in down-
town Grand Rapids. After out-
growing its space on Wealthy 
Street in East Grand Rapids, the 
insurance agency will occupy 
17,500 square feet on the 10th 
floor of the Warner Building.

Although the company 
viewed about 20 different 
potential office locations, the 
Warner Building came out on 
top because of its location, 
quality and amenities, and 
because it offered the firm 
the chance to move into new 
Class A office space, said Max 
Van Wyk, chairman and CEO 
of Van Wyk Risk Solutions. 

“When you’re starting from 
scratch in a space, I think it’s 
always easier and more con-
venient to have new space, 
because you can build it out 
the way you want it to be,” Van 
Wyk told MiBiz. “We needed to 
look at spaces where we could 
accommodate everyone in a 
central location and provide 
the amenities our employees 
deserve.” 

The vacancy rate for office 
space in the central business 
district and suburban mar-
ket in Grand Rapids remained 
below 10 percent for the first 
time in 30 years, according to a 
report from the Grand Rapids 
office of Colliers International. 

The report highlighted the 
need for more new construc-
tion or renovations in older 
buildings, as companies con-
tinue to seek out amenity-rich 
offices to attract and retain 
their employees.

See CLASS A OFFICE on page 9

By JOE BOOMGAARD | MiBiz
jboomgaard@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS — Tensions between 
Michigan craft beverage producers 
and the state regulatory agency appear 
to be ratcheting up with the filing of a 
new federal lawsuit, MiBiz has learned. 

In the case filed last week in the 
U.S. District Court for the Western 
District of Michigan, Sawyer-based 
Greenbush Brewing Co., Hudsonville-
based Farmhaus Cider Co., the 
Michigan Cider Association and 
Grand Rapids-based Vander Mill LLC
are suing the Michigan Liquor Control 
Commission. The parties allege the 

agency’s enforcement actions and 
revisions to state liquor code enacted 
last fall are unconstitutional, and that 
the state laws are preempted by federal 
laws regarding the production and sale 
of alcohol, particularly cider, which is 
classified as wine.

Plaintiffs, who say their businesses 
are being financially harmed because 
of the actions, also allege the new law 
is unconstitutionally vague, leaving 
beverage producers open to “arbitrary 
and capricious” enforcement actions.

The lawsuit stems from the MLCC 
enforcement division’s finding on June 
19 that Greenbush, which holds both 
microbrewer and small winemaker 

licenses, was in violation of state law 
over its bonded transfers of cider, 
which it purchased from Vander Mill. 

In the court documents, Greenbush 
said the enforcement division told the 
company it “was required to ferment 
every drop of wine that it sold,” seized 
all of its cider inventory and told the 
company to stop using its small wine-
maker license, effectively barring the 
producer from selling all cider and wine. 

The lawsuit challenges the consti-
tutionality of the seizure, which was 
effected without a search warrant. The 
state currently is holding about $7,200 
in Greenbush’s property, according to 
court filings.

Regardless of the federal question 
regarding the state law, Greenbush 
owner Scott Sullivan said the com-
pany met the requirements in the 
revised Michigan Liquor Control 
Code that would allow it to partici-
pate in the bonded transfer of wine. 
Greenbush produces some of its own 
wine and cider under the new defini-
tions, thereby qualifying it under state 
law to be eligible for bonded transfers. 

“This has happened to a number 
of breweries before us, and for what-
ever reason, no one has been will-
ing to stand up and take MLCC head 
on,” Sullivan told MiBiz. “If I think 

Craft beverage producers sue MLCC, allege unconstitutional state laws, enforcement

See LAWSUIT on page 3
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Law tying state rules 
to federal standard no 
big deal, biz groups say
By ANDY BALASKOVITZ | MiBiz
abalaskovitz@mibiz.com

B
usiness and environmental 
groups were equally surprised 
at one of Rick Snyder’s final acts 

as Michigan governor: Signing a bill 
making it more difficult for state agen-
cies to adopt rules stricter than federal 
regulations.

But while environmental groups 
say the move jeopardizes natural 
resources and public health, business 
advocates downplay the concerns. 

“I think everyone was a little sur-
prised he signed it,” said Jason Geer, 

director of energy 
and environmen-
tal policy with the 
Michigan Chamber 
of Commerce.

Sponsored by 
state Rep. Triston 
Cole, R-Mancelona, 
H.B. 4205 prohibits 
state agencies from 

adopting rules more stringent than 
federal law “unless the director of 
the agency determines that there 
is a clear and convincing need to 
exceed the applicable federal stan-
dard.” The law also exempts emer-
gency situations and special educa-
tion programs.

“It just requires that if a depart-
ment wants to promulgate a rule more 
stringent than federal, they just need 
to explain it,” Geer said. “I don’t see 
this as a hindrance. It’s showing why 
we’re going beyond federal standards 
and justifying why we’re doing it.”

While more than a dozen states 
have similar laws that apply to envi-
ronmental standards, Michigan’s 
applies across all state agencies. 

Snyder vetoed similar legislation in 
2011, saying at the time he was con-
cerned it would “inhibit the state’s 
ability to work with businesses and 
citizens to ensure that our regulatory 
structure fits Michigan’s unique pro-
file.” In a bill-signing statement last 
month, Snyder said his previous con-
cerns were addressed and that state 
rules can still be stricter “when accom-
panied by the appropriate explanation 
and support.”

Geer wasn’t the only one surprised 
that Snyder backed the bill.

See FEDERAL STANDARD on page 3

Geer

Manufacturers face questions 
over drug policies after 
Michigan legalizes marijuana

BUSINESS AS USUAL?

By JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jyoung@mibiz.com

N
ow that all adults in Michigan can legally 
use marijuana, employers are weigh-
ing how the new law — and misunder-
standings about it — could affect their 

workforces. 
Proposal 1 to legalize recreational cannabis 

passed 56 percent to 44 percent on the November 
ballot and went into effect Dec. 6, making Michigan 
the only state in the Midwest where adults can 
legally consume marijuana at any time. 

Still, the end of marijuana pro-
hibition will not mean a free-for-
all for citizens, according to Tami 
VandenBerg, board member of 
MI Legalize, an organization that 
helped bring the legalization ini-
tiative to voters.

The Michigan Regulation and 
Taxation of Marihuana Act allows 
individuals 21 years of age or older 

to possess, consume, transport or process limited 
amounts of marijuana or marijuana concentrate. 
Smoking marijuana remains illegal in all public places.

“People get a little too excited,” VandenBerg 
told MiBiz. “You’re not going to be arrested for it. 
That is a huge, huge win. That doesn’t mean you 
can smoke in your apartment if your landlord isn’t 
allowing that.”

See DRUG POLICIES on page 4

VandenBerg

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

KALAMAZOO — The $77 million 
investment in Ablative Solutions Inc.
ranks as the largest known venture 
capital deal ever in Michigan, possi-
bly helping draw more attention to 
the state’s life sciences research and 
development. 

Ne t h e r l a n d s - b a s e d  G i l d e 
Healthcare led the Series D financing 
round in Kalamazoo-based Ablative 
Solutions, which developed a cath-
eter system to treat uncontrollable 
hypertension by deactivating nerves 
in renal arteries.

Petoskey-based BioStar Ventures, 
Michigan Accelerator Fund 1 in Grand 
Rapids, and Novus Biotechnology 

Fund in Kalamazoo co-led the ven-
ture capital round, which includes an 
unnamed major strategic investor and 
several local investors, some of whom 
have backed the company since its 
beginning in 2011.

The investment will fund the com-
pany over three to four years through 
a pivotal late-stage clinical trial in the 

With $77M investment, Ablative could draw 
attention to Michigan’s life sciences industry

See ABLATIVE SOLUTIONS on page 5

Closing of Kent County 
Land Bank presents 
unknowns for nonprofit 
developers
By SYDNEY SMITH | MiBiz
ssmith@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS — Executives at non-
profit development organizations think 
the dissolution of the Kent County Land 
Bank Authority will affect their opera-
tions, even if some of the specific effects 
will remain unknown until the agency is 
officially closed.

The Kent County Board of Commissioners 
on Dec. 20 voted to dissolve the Kent County 
Land Bank Authority, which is operating as 
Innova-Lab, after a lengthy discussion of 
the organization’s mission. Ultimately, the 
majority of commissioners decided the land 
bank had completed its initial mission, espe-
cially in light of improvements in the real 
estate market since 2011. 

However, nonprofit developers who 
have come to rely on the Land Bank to 
clear messy titles argued the organization 
still can play a role in the current market, 
particularly given the affordable housing 
struggles in the region. 

“It doesn’t seem like it cost the county 
really anything to have it in place,” said 
Jeremy DeRoo, executive director of LINC 
UP, a Grand Rapids-based real estate devel-
oper. “It seems to be more of an ideological 
difference between some of the commis-
sioners and the role of a quasi-government 
agency in the real estate market.”

As it stands, the current Land Bank 
has 12 months to handle its liabilities and 
fulfill its agreements before it concludes. 
What happens after the Land Bank ceases 

See LAND BANK on page 2

Ablative Solutions of Kalamazoo 
developed a catheter system to 
treat uncontrollable hypertension 
by deactivating nerves in renal 
arteries. COURTESY PHOTO

West Michigan manufacturers mostly are keeping the status quo with their pre-employment drug screen-

ing practices even after Michigan voters legalized cannabis use in November.  MIBIZ FILE PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF

P E R I O D I C A L S

INSIDE:

Multifamily 
development
SEE PAGE 12

Great 
Lakes VCs 
invest 
locally
PAGE 8

Corporations 
re-examine their 
shareholder 
commitment
PAGE 10

SEPTEMBER 3, 2019 • VOL. 31/NO. 23 • $3.00 SERVING WESTERN MICHIGAN BUSINESS SINCE 1988 www.mibiz.com

Lawmakers 
push economic 
case for 
‘licenses for all’
PAGE 18

Grand Rapids 
explores potential for 
solar power at 8 sites
By ANDY BALASKOVITZ | MiBiz
abalaskovitz@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS — City officials are 
reviving plans for a solar project at a 
former Grand Rapids landfill as the 
city sorts through broader questions 
about potential generation at seven 
other city-owned properties.

The Grand Rapids Office of 
Sustainability is leading an Energy 
Advisory Committee that, among 
other topics, is considering the 
potential for solar projects to help 
meet a 100-percent renewable 
energy goal for city operations by 
2025. 

A study conducted by the U.S. 
Department of Energy’s National 
Renewable Energy Laboratory 
looked at eight sites — including 
the Butterworth Landfill on the 
city’s southwest side — for potential 
solar installations. After faulty mod-
eling this summer produced results 
showing most projects would have 
cost the city over the 25-year life of 
the projects, officials are revisiting 
the study, said Alison Waske Sutter, 
who leads the sustainability office.

“We anticipate the results will 
show it does make sense economi-
cally and financially for us to install 
solar at some facilities,” Waske Sutter 
told MiBiz.

The biggest of the eight is the 
Butterworth Landfill site, which 
could potentially host a 15-mega-
watt project, according to studies. 
The city pursued a 2.25 MW proj-
ect there in 2016, but the plan was 
abandoned after the developer “dis-
appeared” and stopped communi-
cating, city officials said previously.

The city hopes to issue a request 
for proposals by the end of the year 
for a new project that would simi-
larly be developed by a third party.

For at least some of the remain-
ing sites, however, Waske Sutter 
anticipates the city building and 
owning the solar projects. 

The federal study looked at 
seven city-owned sites: the Lake 
Michigan water filtration plant in 
Ottawa County, the Market Avenue 
retention basin, City Hall, the Grand 
Rapids Police Department down-
town station, the Bridge Street Fire 

See SOLAR on page 3

By SYDNEY SMITH | MiBiz
ssmith@mibiz.com

HOLLAND — A new fund aims to cover pre-devel-
opment costs to incentivize developers to add 
affordable housing in the Holland and Zeeland 
areas, MiBiz has learned.

The goal for the Holland/Zeeland Housing Pre-
Development Fund Inc. is to create projects that 
would make financial sense for a public or private 
developer to take on after pre-development work 
is completed. 

The pre-development work can include site 
control, environmental inspections, site planning 

and securing local planning approvals from a 
municipality, said Ryan Kilpatrick, executive direc-
tor of Housing Next, an initiative focused on sup-
porting housing solutions in Ottawa County.

“Very often, the development community is 
going to build what they know is successful in a 
market,” Kilpatrick told MiBiz. “It’s a risk and it 
takes a lot of front-end work to convince a munic-
ipality that it’s the right project. Our goal would be 
to position a development appropriately for the 
right group.” 

Housing Next, the Community Foundation of 
the Holland/Zeeland Area and several investors 
helped organize the fund, which is targeting to raise 

$2 million, according to federal securities filings. 
The group as of early July said in the filing that it 
had secured more than $1 million from investors.

The six investors in the fund include the 
Community Foundation, Holland-based finan-
cial/investment services firm Brooks Capital 
Management LLC, the West Coast Chamber of 
Commerce, and members of the Padnos family 
who own Holland-based Louis Padnos Iron and 
Metal Co. Two other investors asked to remain 
anonymous. 

The capital should be enough to accomplish the 
mission of the fund, said Mike Goorhouse, presi-
dent and CEO of the Community Foundation. The 
investors are hoping to initiate “hundreds” of units 
across the targeted communities, he said. 

New fund aims to spur affordable housing development in Holland
Partners hope to incentivize developers to add ‘hundreds’ of units 

See HOUSING FUND on page 15

By JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jyoung@mibiz.com

BATTLE CREEK — Cedar Run Decoy Co. LLC aims 
to provide hunters with new ways to get back to 
the basics of waterfowling. 

The startup grew out of the frustration owners 
Corey Lucas and Boyd Culver experienced in try-
ing to find traditional gear — think hand-carved 
decoys common in their grandfathers’ generation 
— amid the motorized cheap plastic products fre-
quently stocked at most sporting goods shops. 

“We hunt and we spend a lot of time out there 
talking about how we can do things better and how 
some of the products we were using just weren’t 
working for us,” Lucas said. “We wondered why 
we couldn’t just simplify things, get back to the 
basics.”

As a result, the experienced hunters decided 
to team up and build their own products, at first 
for themselves and now for others hunting from 
the potholes of the prairies to the big waters of the 
Great Lakes region.

See CEDAR RUN DECOY on page 6

‘BACK TO THE BASICS’
Startup Cedar Run Decoy brings traditional 
waterfowling gear back to the market

By JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jyoung@mibiz.com

W
hen Grand Rapids-based 
Multi-Automatic Tool and 
Supply Co. started search-
ing for prospective acquisi-

tions several years ago, the move came as 
a reaction to many of the company’s cus-
tomers buying directly from small shops. 

Convinced that he needed to diver-
sify his business in order to compete, 
President James Byl went looking for 

opportunities, but it 
took a few years for 
the pieces to fall into 
place and find the 
right target. 

“I began to look 
three years ago, but the 
companies that I saw 
at the time just didn’t 
seem to be the right 
fit,” Byl told MiBiz. 

“Five, six, seven years ago, coming out of 
the recession, I think I needed a few years 
to rebuild as well. Now, banks are willing to 
lend and it seems like a good time.”

In July, Multi-Automatic, a minority-
owned wholesale distributor of machine 

M&A remains 
active among 
West Michigan 
manufacturers

See M&A ACTIVITY on page 5

Byl

Cedar Run Decoy founders Corey Lucas, left, and Boyd Culver, right, formed their own company to 

produce traditional waterfowl gear not found in stores today. PHOTO: JESSICA YOUNG
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Density isn’t 
only affordable 
housing solution, 
advocates say

By SYDNEY SMITH | MiBiz 
ssmith@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS — Within 
three days of opening appli-
cations, 500 people applied to 
live in the new Garfield Park 
Lofts’ 36 units of affordable 
housing. 

This came as no surprise to 
Jeremy DeRoo, executive direc-
tor of Linc Up, a Grand Rapids-
based developer of affordable 
housing. The three-story build-
ing at 100 Burton Street SE con-
tains two- and three-bedroom 
units with rents subsidized for 
residents earning at or below 
30 to 60 percent of the area 
median income.

“It speaks to the shortage 
we have of quality affordable 
housing in our city,” DeRoo 
said. 

Though 6,000 housing units 
have been added to the city of 
Grand Rapids in the last six 
years, affordable housing is 
still quite in demand. Recent 
research has shown increasing 
density of housing at all levels 
frees up some affordable hous-
ing, but housing advocates say 
this leaves out opportunities at 
the lowest income levels. 

Research from the Upjohn 
Institute in Kalamazoo shows 
a ripple effect of new, multi-
unit buildings in 12 large U.S. 
cities. Economist Evan Mast 
found that building 100 new 
market rate units opens up 
the equivalent of 70 units in 
neighborhoods earning below 
the area’s median income. In 
the poorest neighborhoods, it 
opens up the equivalent of 40 
units, Mast found.

“The big contribution (of 
the research) is just to say that 
when we build this high-end 
stuff, which is most of what 
new construction is, it does 
empirically affect other parts of 
the housing market,” Mast told 

See HOUSING DENSITY 

on page 14

HIGHER ED: Michigan colleges prepare 
students for influx of cannabis careers 

MIBIZ DEEP DIVE 

BUSINESS OF 
CANNABIS
THIRD OF A 3-PART SERIES

By MARLA MILLER | MiBiz
mmiller@mibiz.com

A
s students head off to college this fall, 
some of them in Michigan’s Upper 
Peninsula will be blazing a trail when it 
comes to new fields of study: growing and 

testing hemp and learning how to lead a cannabis 
business.

While most Michigan colleges and universi-
ties have yet to capitalize on the emerging pot 
industry, both Northern Michigan University
and Lake Superior State University have devel-
oped specialized degree programs focused on 

fast-tracking graduates in 
cannabis careers.

If industry predictions are 
any indicator, talent is going 
to be an issue for Michigan’s 
burgeoning marijuana sector, 
especially as the state’s canna-

bis industry moves from caregivers to a commercial 
model. The entire industry is being transformed 
by stricter regulations and increased demand. In 
Michigan, cannabis is projected to become a $1.3 
billion industry and employ nearly 28,000 people 
by 2022.

See HIGHER ED on page 18

Historic underinvestment in 
communities of color is root 
of uptick in gun violence, 
Grand Rapids leaders say

By ANDY BALASKOVITZ | MiBiz
ABalaskovitz@mibiz.com

F
ive weeks before a pair of mass shoot-
ings in El Paso, Texas, and Dayton, 
Ohio rocked the nation, community 
leaders in Grand Rapids held a press 

conference on the city’s southeast side to 
address the city’s recent spike in gun violence. 

In the week leading up to the press con-
ference, Grand Rapids saw 10 shootings in 
five days.

While the Texas and Ohio shootings appear 
to be one-off events igniting another national 
gun control debate, local leaders point to sys-
temic racial discrimination that has helped 

fuel  this  summer’s 
uptick in gun violence 
in Michigan’s second-
largest city. They com-
pare Grand Rapids with 
cities like Chicago and 
Baltimore when they talk 
about the lack of hope 
among the city’s young 
African American male 
population, driven by a 

historic under-investment in the community.
“What we’re seeing with community vio-

lence in the city is the direct result of a much 
deeper-rooted issue,” said Joe Jones, Grand 
Rapids Second Ward city commissioner and 
president and CEO of the Urban League of 
West Michigan. “The historic marginalization 

BROKEN
SYSTEM

Jones

See GUN VIOLENCE on page 3

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS TOWNSHIP — Grand 
River Bank plans to open a new office 
on the east side of Grand Rapids by the 
middle of next year.

The full-service office will become 
the decade-old bank’s second location 
and positions the institution to capi-
talize on an attractive market.

With the site at the intersection 
of Crahen Drive and Fulton Avenue, 

Grand River Bank gains “great vis-
ibility” in a growing area that can 
increase the bank’s brand awareness 
to “people who might not know who 
we are on the other side of town,” said 
President and Chief Operating Officer 
Liz Bracken.

“We just think with the visibility of 
the location, it will create an opportu-
nity for a lot more folks to see a Grand 
River Bank sign and hopefully want to 
learn more about who we are,” Bracken 
told MiBiz. “We started 10 years ago 

and have had fantastic growth the last 
10 years, and it’s stronger than ever. We 
view this as a good time to take that next 
step in our growth and add a branch and 
better cover both halves of the market.”

Grand Rapids construction firm 
BDR Inc. is developing the office in 

a partnership with Grand River Bank, 
which will occupy the first floor. The 
bank expects to move in by early sum-
mer of 2020.

Since forming, the community 
bank has operated from a single 

Grand River Bank expands 
with east side location in GR

See GRAND RIVER BANK on page 3

Marquette-based Northern Michigan University launched a new medicinal plant chemistry degree in 

fall 2017 and recently received state approval to grow and test hemp during the 2019- 20 school year. 

COURTESY PHOTO
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WE GROW MICH
LIKE NOBODY’S

A knowledgeable, unbiased, and well-supported 
valuation opinion provides the strong foundation 
necessary for negotiations, as either a buyer or a 
seller. 

Whether considering the sale of a business to a 
third party, transitioning ownership internally to 
management, or through the formation of an 
ESOP, business owners and their advisors look to 
Hungerford Valuation and Vision ESOP Valuation 
for their opinions.

Our team brings 50 years of expertise in the art of 
valuation and has valued thousands of businesses.

Hungerford Valuation:
www.hungerfordvaluation.com

Vision ESOP Valuation
www.visionesop.com

HUNGERFORD VALUATION TEAM:

Brandon Finnie - bfinnie@hungerfordvaluation.com 
Brian DeMaagd, ASA - bdemaagd@visionesop.com
Kerry Bean, CPA/ABV - kbean@hungerfordvaluation.com

Consider Hungerford Valuation and Vision ESOP Valuation as key partners in your next transaction.

Brandon Finnie Brian DeMaagd Kerry Bean
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LIFE SCIENCES

By MARK SANCHEZ | MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

S
ince securing a $40 million capi-
tal investment last spring, Vestaron 
Corp. has been assembling commer-
cial and operating teams as it pre-
pares for the broad launch of a brand 

of eco-friendly pesticides in 2020.
Rooted in Kalamazoo, Vestaron closed in June 

on an investment led by Novo A/S, a Denmark-
based holding company of pharmaceutical giant 
Novo Nordisk A/S.

Vestaron is using the capital to expand com-
mercialization and accelerate the development 
of an additional line of eco-friendly insecticides 
as it builds operationally, said CEO Anna Rath.

“On the heels of getting our financing under 
control, we have really started building out the 
team,” Rath said.

Vestaron’s capital raise won the life sciences 
category in the 2019 MiBiz M&A Deals of the Year 
Awards.

Other investors in the deal include Boston-
based Anterra Capital; Syngenta Ventures, the 
corporate venture capital arm of Swiss agri-
cultural chemicals company Syngenta AG; 
New York City-based ag-focused private equity 
firm Continental Grain Co.; Chicago-based 
Cultivian Sandbox Ventures; Effingham, Ill.-
based Open Prairie Ventures; and Vancouver, 
British Columbia-based Pangaea Ventures Ltd.

Early financial backers of the com-
pany included Grand Angels and Michigan 
Accelerator Fund I, both based in Grand Rapids.

Vestaron developed a new biopesticide that’s 
based on spider venom and holds promise to cre-
ate an entirely new field in the $18 billion global 
insecticide market. The effect could be similar 
to what the development and emergence of 
biologic drugs have done for the pharmaceuti-
cal industry.

Throughout 2019, Vestaron prepared to 
launch its first commercial products for indoor 
growers and farm fields by assembling data from 
field studies. 

“That’s going to set us up for, we think, a tre-
mendous commercial year in 2020,” Rath said. 
“We feel good about everything having come 
together as it needed to.”

Rath has described the science and technol-
ogy behind Vestaron’s new Spear-branded prod-
ucts as “our own little revolution” in agricultural 
chemistry where “great safety and environmental 
attributes will play a major role.”

Vestaron’s role in that potential industry 
transformation drew the interest of inves-
tors with the ability to support larger capi-
tal needs. The deal was the first time Novo, a 
major life sciences investor in pharmaceuti-
cals, invested in a company involved in agri-
cultural technology.

“We take great pride in the fact that while 
they had been interested in making an ag-related 
investment for some time, we were the first one 
that gave them the right set of factors that caused 
them to take the leap,” Rath said.

Vestaron began moving toward the market-
place following a strategic decision by company 
directors at the end of 2017 to commercialize the 
products on its own. Directors also determined 
that the company “should be more than a plat-
form company, that it should be a company that’s 
capable of manufacturing and commercializing 
its own products,” Rath said.

That required additional capital with new 
and larger investors who “really shared and 
could support the more commercially-oriented 
vision of the company going forward,” she said. 
Vestaron first connected with lead investor Novo 
after an introduction from Anterra Capital, a 
prior investor in the company.

In seeking a larger capital investment, 
Vestaron sought to connect with investors well-
versed in the ag-tech industry.

“One of the things that I really wanted to do 
was make sure that we were not only attracting 
capital, but attracting high-quality capital, and 
that meant investors who would continue to be 
able to support the company through its devel-
opment going forward and also folks who had 
some angle from which they would be able to be 
helpful to the company as more than just capi-
tal,” Rath said. “I am very happy with not just the 
amount of the round, but the quality of syndicate 
and what that will mean both for the ability of 
the company to reach its potential, but also the 
prospect for the help those investors can provide 
in enabling us to reach that potential.”

As it progressed this summer toward the mar-
ketplace, Vestaron opened new corporate offices 
in North Carolina that will house administrative 
staff in marketing, finance, accounting, product 
development, and other areas. R&D operations 
will remain in Kalamazoo, where the company 
began in 2005.

Setting up corporate offices in North 
Carolina’s Research Triangle positions Vestaron 
to take advantage of the “really strong agricul-
tural ecosystem (with) both large and small agri-
culture-focused companies” in the region, while 
maintaining R&D in Michigan that employs 15 
to 20 people.

WITH $40 MILLION RAISE, VESTARON POSITIONS TO 
COMMERCIALIZE NEW ECO-FRIENDLY INSECTICIDES

WINNER: VESTARON CORP.

Top executive: Anna Rath, CEO

Annual sales: Did not disclose

Full-time employees in West Michigan:

15-20

Brief description: Producer of bio-based, 

eco-friendly pesticides for commercial use

Advisers: Honigman Miller Schwartz and 

Cohn LLP (legal)

FINALIST:

Trident Labs acquires 
TOMA Biosciences

H
olland-based Trident Labs LLC
expanded into precision medi-
cine with the January 2019 acqui-

sition of TOMA Biosciences, a Forest City, 
Calif.-based company that was started 
in 2013 using technology developed at 
Stanford University.

The company developed a next-gen-
eration process for DNA sequencing on 
tumors, enabling oncologists to match 

stage-three and 
stage-four can-
cer  patients 

with the right drugs that work best on 
their tumors.

“What used to be kind of a thought 
is now reality in the fact that we look at 
a tumor and we determine its genetic 
makeup and determine what specific 
type of cancer it is,” CEO Dan Kelsey 
said. “We determine exactly what the ori-
gin of the cancer is and then we basically 
pair it up with the latest FDA-approved 
medication.”

The acquisition was named a finalist 
in the life sciences category in the 2019 
MiBiz M&A Deals of the Year Awards.

All of the assets and personnel at 
TOMA relocated to Holland after the 
acquisition. Trident Labs, with a work-
force of 25 people, also tests water sam-
ples for PFAS, as well as performs toxicol-
ogy tests on urine and saliva samples for 
hospitals and physician offices.

In acquiring TOMA, Trident can mar-
ket a “very strong proprietary product” to 
hospitals and oncology practices through 
its well-established national sales force, 
Kelsey said.

“Trident also needed some diversi-
fication and that definitely diversified 
us,” he said. “That’s really what we were 
after, and it brings great technology to 
West Michigan that wouldn’t necessar-
ily be here.”

Trident is in the process of bring-
ing aboard what Kelsey describes as 
“medium-sized” oncology practices 
and hospitals. The company presently 
works with 11 practices and hospi-
tals in Michigan, Oklahoma, Kansas, 
Pennsylvania and California. 

“We love Michigan. We think it’s a wonderful 
place to have an R&D team, and obviously the 
company has benefitted from some tremendous 
support in the state over time,” Rath said of the 
Kalamazoo R&D operations. “It just seemed like 
this was the right decision for where the com-
pany was at right now as we are developing an 
increasingly national presence and taking on that 
next phase of our life.” 

Anna Rath, CFO, Vestaron Corp. COURTESY PHOTO
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TECHNOLOGY

By JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jyoung@mibiz.com

T
he February deal for Grand Rapids-
based tech firm Conway, Dierking 
& Hillman Inc. allows Red Level 
Networks LLC to expand its cli-
ent list, core I.T. services and reach 

across the state. 
For the Novi-based I.T. services and con-

sulting firm, the acquisition fit with its “growth 
mindset” to push deeper into services in custom 
application development, business intelligence 
and analytics, web-based 
collaborative platforms 
and user experience design, 
according to Red Level CEO 
David King.

“The driver really was 
timing and for us to get into 
some new markets and new 
services,” King told MiBiz. 

From its start in 2004, 
Red Level had grown by 10 
percent to 25 percent year-
over-year until a couple of 
years ago when the organic 
growth began to slow, 
according to King. 

“As you get bigger and 
have more staff, it’s harder 
to continue that exponen-
tial (growth),” he said. “We 
were looking to how we 
could continue that growth 
model and M&A seemed definitely part of the 
strategy.” 

After Red Level purchased and renovated a 
20,000-square-foot “new home” facility in Novi 
in 2016, King and the company’s leadership 
team began actively searching for an acquisition 
opportunity — the third in its history. 

The search included targets in the “gen-
eral Midwest” and then narrowed to Michigan, 
according to King.

“The rule of thumb is not to go too much 
more than a hundred miles outside of your local 
area so that you can still be connected and close 
and still manage pretty successfully,” he said. 

In late 2018, King connected with the own-
ers of Conway, Dierking & Hillman, which oper-
ated in the market as C/D/H. The two companies 
were familiar with each other, having networked 
and partnered together in the past, which made 
working out a deal a more natural process, 
according to King. 

“C/D/H company has a phenomenal, 29-year 
history as a kind of Grand Rapids icon,” he said. 
“We found some synergies with the owners and 
that really made almost a 90-day process for the 
acquisition.” 

The two companies came to the deal with the 
same ERP and accounting systems and similar 
phone systems, which made for a smooth tran-
sition, according to King. But, “even with tech-
nology companies integrating together, there are 
still technology changes,” he added. 

Red Level also approached the deal with an 
eye toward talent acquisition. The company 
added 14 employees in Grand Rapids, including 
former C/D/H vice president Mark Becker, who 
joined Red Level as senior vice president of busi-
ness development. With annual revenue between 

RED LEVEL LEVERAGES 
SIMILAR CULTURE, VALUES 
IN DEAL FOR C/D/H

$10 to $12 million, the company now has a total 
of 46 employees, according to King. 

The two companies had both won awards for 
being employers of choice in their communities 
and their similar workplace cultures and com-
pany values were “key” to retaining C/D/H’s tal-
ent and client list, King said. The combined com-
panies now service more than 450 active clients.  

“When we actually laid our values out in the 
process and put them side by side, they were 
almost identical without having to do any editing 
or even revising,” he said. “They were really simi-
lar in how we had philosophies of how we treat 

clients, and especially, how 
we treated our employees.” 

As employers across 
the state deal with a talent 
shortage in an era of low 
unemployment, M&A is a 
valuable tool for obtaining 
the people companies need 
to grow, according to King, 
who added that acquisitions 
will continue to be part of the 
company’s growth strategy 
“in 2020 and beyond.” 

“We could not build 
what (C/D/H) did just 
organically. We were going 
to need the processes. We’re 
going to need the history. 
We’re going to need the 
business acumen. We’re 
going to need the business 
analysts and the develop-

ers,” he said. “To develop all that internally was 
going to take quite a bit of building on our own, 
so we decided this is the best way to get to that 
level and it really makes us unique here in the 
Michigan market.”  

WINNER: RED LEVEL 
NETWORKS LLC

Top executive: David King

Annual sales: $10 million to 

$12 million

Full-time West Michigan 

employees: 14

Brief business description:

A comprehensive technology 

services company

Advisers: UHY Advisors Inc. 

(financial), Bodman PLC (legal)

FINALIST:

Tech Defenders acquires 
Device Renew

G
rand Rapids-based Tech Defenders
increased its capabilities to dispose of and 
refurbish technology equipment through 

the June 2019 acquisition of Device Renew. 
Before the deal, Tech Defenders was a 

customer of Bowling Green, Ohio-based 
Device Renew. The companies, both of which 
operate in I.T. asset dispo-
sition, were “moving quite 
a bit of product” between 
each other, mainly for refurbishing services 
on MacBooks, Tech Defenders CEO Garry 
VonMyhr told MiBiz.  

“We have full refurbishing capabilities 
here, but they were doing some really intri-
cate repairs, like motherboard level, and 
some intricate soldering work,” he said. 

Out of that relationship, the two compa-
nies forged a bond.   

“We felt like they were kind of like one of 
us in a lot of different ways,” VonMyhr said. 

“(They’re) very growth-oriented, hungry 
(and) willing to do whatever it takes to get 
the job done with a team-oriented type of 
atmosphere.”

The companies spent the summer grad-
ually integrating under the Tech Defenders 
brand, using Device Renew’s Ohio location 
as a secondary overflow facility. Seven of 
Device Renew’s former employees now work 
for Tech Defenders there. 

Tech Defenders — which employs 170 
people and generates annual revenues in 

the range of $25 million 
to $35 million — has been 
growing by approximately 

50 percent year over year since it broke off 
as the business-to-business arm of retailer 
Genius Phone Repair in 2014, according to 
VonMyhr.

“Our goal is to do a million units in 2023, 
which would be roughly around $100 million 
in revenue,” he said. “This acquisition was 
another important step for us to continue 
bringing in some more of the right people, 
customers and vendors for us to continue 
that aggressive growth strategy.” 

David King, CEO, Red Level Networks LLC. COURTESY PHOTO
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NONPROFIT

By JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jyoung@mibiz.com

T
he March 2019 merger of Porter Hills 
Presbyterian Village Inc. in Grand 
Rapids and Chelsea-based United 
Methodist Retirement Communities 
Inc. brought together the strengths of 

two like-sized and like-minded organizations. 
For the senior living nonprofits, the deal afforded 

greater opportunity to generate administrative effi-
ciencies, favorably compete for talent and better 
divert dollars to directly serving their communi-
ties, according to United Methodist Retirement 
Communities President and CEO Steve Fetyko. 

“I think (the merger) was unique from the 
standpoint that it’s really two very like-sized 
organizations choosing intentionally to come 
together, not out of a dire need, but of a desire to 
strengthen our ability to serve those that live with 
us or receive our services,” Fetyko told MiBiz. 

The combining of Porter Hills and United 
Methodist Retirement Communities, which won 
the nonprofit category in the 2019 MiBiz M&A 
Deals of the Year Awards, creates the third-largest 
nonprofit senior living organization in Michigan 
and a top 75 provider in the U.S., according to 
the organization. 

‘A coming together of equals’ 

PORTER HILLS MERGES WITH UNITED METHODIST 
RETIREMENT COMMUNITIES TO BETTER SERVE SENIORS

WINNERS:
PORTER HILLS PRESBYTERIAN 
VILLAGE INC. AND UNITED 
METHODIST RETIREMENT 
COMMUNITIES INC.

Top executive: Steve Fetyko, president 

and CEO

Annual revenue: $120 million to $150 

million

Full-time West Michigan employees: 

650 people, 1,300 overall

Brief business description: Operator 

of senior living communities and senior 

services provider 

Advisers: MHS Consulting LLC, B.C. 

Ziegler and Co. (financial) 

In addition, the new organization’s commit-
ment to affordable housing places it among the 
country’s top 25 nonprofit affordable housing 
organizations.

United Methodist Retirement Communities is 
now the sole shareholder of Porter Hills, although 
each nonprofit maintains separate boards with 
representatives of both organizations serving 
on each board. Previously, Porter Hills was held 
by Westminster Presbyterian Church in Grand 
Rapids.

Together, Porter Hills and United Methodist 
Retirement Communities employ more than 
1,300 people, with 650 full-time employees in 
West Michigan. The combined organizations 
serve more than 6,700 senior citizens annually 
in 22 counties across the Lower Peninsula and 
generate $120 million to $150 million in annual 
revenue, according to Fetyko. 

“From both sides, (the merger) was a way to 
strengthen, to offer some additional opportuni-
ties and to remain independent — apart from 
larger health systems,” Fetyko said.  

So far, the organization has found a propor-
tionate cost savings in combining overhead and 
administration and gained enough scale to have 
greater bargaining power with vendors. 

“We’re preserving more dollars to invest in 
those who directly deliver care and services to 
be able to reach more people together in service 
of our missions than we could have each of us 
on our own,” he said. 

As the consolidation trend in acute care 
spreads into senior living and senior ser-
vices, both Porter Hills and United Methodist 
Retirement Communities were looking for a 
deliberate “coming together of equals,” Fetyko 
said. 

“We wanted to be able to move forward on 
one of these (deals) when we weren’t forced to 
or we could do it by choice rather than by neces-
sity,” he said. “For both organizations, it seemed 
like an opportune time. As we grew to know each 
other, we could do this from a position where it 
was a want rather than a need.” 

The spring merger came after a six-month 
due diligence process that began in August 2018. 
The transition and integration process remains 
ongoing, as both organizations learn and grow 
from each other to standardize best practices.

“We’ve intentionally tried to take it a little 
slower because we want it to be a meld of both 
cultures and both organizations rather than one 
side or the other coming in and saying ‘this is 
the way we do things,’” Fetyko said. “We want to 

take the opportunity to learn from both sides and 
which might be in the best interests to those we 
serve — and sometimes it’s a third choice. Let’s 
take elements of both and create a new way we 
go about our business that would really be bet-
ter than either one of us has thought possible 
before.” 

For nearly 50 years, Porter Hills has provided 
communities and services for older adults and 
has a variety of senior living options in 10 com-
munities across West Michigan. Affordable hous-
ing, independent and assisted living, rehabili-
tation, skilled nursing and memory care, and 
in-home care have all been a part of the organi-
zation’s mission. 

Building on a foundation of 113 years of ser-
vice, United Methodist Retirement Communities 
has nine locations in Southeast Michigan that 
include independent and assisted living, mem-
ory care, rehabilitation and skilled nursing.

Taking the time to allow established employ-
ees to adapt to change, contribute new ideas and 
become comfortable with new processes has 
allowed both Porter Hills and United Methodist 
Retirement Communities to learn “from both 
sides of the state” to achieve the best results, 
according to Fetyko.  

“We certainly have had our hiccups, but for-
tunately, we have wonderful team members who 
really are very grounded in the ‘why.’ Both the 
organizations are getting very firm in our under-
standing and our commitments to why are we 
doing this,” he said. “We’re better able to serve 
not only the people who live with us and utilize 
our services today, but lay the groundwork for 
being able to serve more older adults going for-
ward.” 

Steve Fetyko, president and CEO of UMRC. 
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M&A DEALS
2018 ROUNDUP

DEAL COVERAGE SPONSORED BY

Last year remained active for middle-market M&A transactions in 

West Michigan. Here’s a look back at deals MiBiz covered in 2018.

DEAL COVERAGE SPONSORED BY
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By MARK SANCHEZ |  MiBiz
msanchez@mibiz.com

GRAND RAPIDS — The organization that 
provides blood to most of the hospitals in 
Michigan took on a new name to create a 
single brand identity with sister centers in 
neighboring states.

Grand Rapids-based Michigan Blood
became Versiti Blood Center of Michigan
in mid January. The name change comes 
six years after Michigan Blood affiliated 
with Milwaukee, Wis.-based Versiti Inc.

By creating a similar name to its affili-
ates in Michigan, Wisconsin, Indiana, 
Illinois and Ohio, the nonprofit Versiti 
seeks to operate as one organization 
across its footprint, said President and 
CEO Chris Miskel.

“What we’re really looking to do is cre-
ate a unified identity, both within our 
organization and also our local commu-

nities,” Miskel said. 
“We think it’s real 
important for our hos-
pital partners and the 
communities to rec-
ognize the strength 
of all the things we’re 
doing across our blood 
centers. By working 
together, we really can 
better serve patient 
needs, and so the 

rebranding allows us to do that.”
Formerly known as The Centers for 

Transfusion and Transplant Medicine 
until 2015, Versiti is “involved in all things 
blood,” Miskel said. Versiti provides blood 
to more than 200 hospitals in four states 
and plans to enter the Ohio market in July 
when it begins supplying The Ohio State 
University Wexner Medical Center.

Versiti’s services range from col-
lecting blood donations at centers and 
through blood drives to providing trans-
fusion medicine, blood products, con-
sulting, diagnostics, blood-matching and 

genotyping services. As well, the company 
provides esoteric testing not routinely 
performed in clinical labs and pharmacy 
services.

Versiti also operates an institute in 
Wisconsin that conducts about $20 mil-
lion a year in research funded by outside 
grants, a good portion of which come from 
the National Institutes for Health, Miskel 
said.

The organization launched an ad cam-
paign on radio, television and billboards 
to promote the name change.

Having a single brand across its foot-
print eliminates occasional confusion 
among clients who did not always make 
the connection between Versiti blood cen-
ters in each state, Miskel said.

“At times, it can create some confu-
sion. As we’re growing, we want to cre-
ate that clarity,” he said. “By unifying the 
brand, it’s more to create the strength of 
all the things that our single entity means 
to the community.”

Versiti Blood Center of Michigan oper-
ates eight blood-donation centers in 
Grand Rapids, Grandville, Portage, St. 
Joseph, Saginaw, Bay City, Midland and 
Traverse City, plus a bone marrow regis-
try. Versiti collects about 150,000 pints of 
blood annually and serves as the primary 
supplier of blood and blood products 
annually to 69 hospitals in the state, said 
Dawn Kaiser, Michigan site leader.

Blood collected in each market pre-
dominately stays there, Kaiser said.

Affiliating with Versiti in 2013 provided 
the Michigan operations “a really deep 
bench” and access to greater expertise, 
Kaiser said. For example, the affiliation 
has been particularly helpful by offering 
a larger network to access when a hospi-
tal requires a rare blood type for a patient.

“Every day, we’re moving blood across 
the enterprise,” Kaiser said. “We can be 
very specialized in what our hospitals 
need.”

Miskel

The former Michigan Blood affiliated with Versiti six years ago and switched to the 

corporate branding in mid January. COURTESY PHOTO

Michigan Blood adopts
Versiti Blood Center branding
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AUTOMOTIVE SUPPLIER ROUNDTABLE 

West Michigan automotive suppliers 
stay steady, despite uncertainties 

By JOE BOOMGAARD & 
JESSICA YOUNG | MiBiz
jboomgaard@mibiz.com, jyoung@mibiz.com

A 
decade into the economic recov-
ery, the region’s automotive sup-
pliers continue to ride the wave of 
vehicle sales volume in the North 

Amercian and global auto market. Yet, many 
are bracing for an impending downturn, 
which analysts predict will occur some-
where in the early 2020s. Primarily, suppli-
ers are planning on weathering any upcom-
ing downturn by banking on investments in 
new technologies, including electric vehicles 
and automation, whether through increased 
R&D spending or through acquisitions. 

However, though electric vehicles will 
create new opportunities for a variety of 
suppliers, many are struggling with com-
mitting to the capital investment necessary 
to participate in the electric vehicle space 
when current sales are relatively low. In 
particular, automotive suppliers must bal-
ance the investment in electric vehicles and 
other new technologies with maintaining 
their current volumes of production, partic-
ularly in the light truck and SUV segments.  
That, coupled with a tumultuous political 
climate, pending trade agreements, and 
declining forecasts for light vehicle sales 
continues to perpetuate a cloud of uncer-
tainty across the industry. 

To talk about the state of the industry, as 
well as the challenges facing it, MiBiz gath-
ered a number of West Michigan-based 
suppliers and consultants to participate 
in a roundtable discussion. Joining MiBiz 
Managing Editor Joe Boomgaard and Staff 
Writer Jessica Young were:

Jeff Ackerman, chief business develop-
ment officer of Grand Rapids-based 
supplier ADAC Automotive, a tier-
one manufacturer of automotive door 
handles and exterior mirrors
Pat Greene, president of Grand 
Rapids-based Cascade Die Casting 
Group Inc., a metals casting operation 

serving the automotive sector and 
other industries. 
Scott Hill, partner at the Grand Rapids-
based law firm Varnum LLP
Mike Wall, director of automotive 
analysis at IHS Markit. 

Here are some highlights of the 
conversation:

What is the state of the automotive 
industry right now from where you 
all sit?
GREENE: Business has been steady I would 

say, and we expect it to be stable the rest of 
the year. I think we’re flat to slightly declin-
ing from what I see in the indicators. I see 
both positive and negative indicators, but 
at least at this point in time, I think that we 
should expect business as usual.
ACKERMAN: From our sales perspective, 
we’ve been going crazy since the bad days 
in ’08. We’re a little flattened out this year, 
but we’ve got a real good mix right now with 
the platforms around trucks and SUVs. We’re 
having a very solid year. Next year might be 
a little down just from our mix for individual 

Jeff Ackerman, ADAC Automotive Pat Greene, Cascade Die Casting Group Inc.

Scott Hill, Varnum LLP Mike Wall, IHS Markit

PHOTOS: JEFF HAGE, GREEN FROG PHOTO

a Grand Rapids, MI-based provider of innovative food 
processing and handling equipment and engineering solutions

has acquired 

a new website: whirlwindeng.com

served as exclusive web development adviser to 
Whirlwind Engineering, Inc.
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DEALMAKERS

By SYDNEY SMITH | MiBiz
ssmith@mibiz.com

M
eritage Hospitality Group Inc. 
CEO Robert Schermer, Jr. has led 
the company as it has amassed 
a portfolio of about 400 Wendy’s 
restaurant locations and grown 

its revenue to nearly half a billion dollars.
The Grand Rapids-based restaurant operator 

has ballooned from 20 stores in West Michigan 
to become the second-largest franchisee in the 
Wendy’s system, Schermer said. The company has 
opened a new store in the state nearly every eight 
weeks for five years and now has 10,500 employees 
across its expanding multi-state portfolio. 

Through all the growth and expansion, 
Meritage’s strategy is to look for additional loca-
tions where it can add value, Schermer said. 

“In a lot of cases, that might be markets that 
are distressed or need the restaurant assets 
improved,” he said. “It’s a job most franchisees 
don’t want to undertake because it’s a lot of work. 
We found that very rewarding.”

Meritage’s ability to develop new restaurants 
and transform acquired stores into strong per-
formers that follow the new Wendy’s brand iden-
tity also has paid off for shareholders of the pub-
licly traded company, who have seen the stock 
value increase from penny stock status a decade 
ago to more than $16 per share as this report 
went to press. The company also pays healthy 
cash dividends to shareholders. 

Today, Meritage has a market capitalization 
of $106 million and a total enterprise value of 
about $300 million.

The company is coming off a record 2018, 
when Meritage opened a new Wendy’s nearly 
every two-and-a-half weeks, said Schermer, the 
winner in the executive category in the 2019 
MiBiz Dealmakers of the Year Awards. 

For 2018, Meritage’s sales grew 39.3 percent 
to $453 million and earnings before interest, tax, 
depreciation and amortization (EBITDA) grew 50.3 
percent to $39.7 million. The company developed 
or acquired 62 restaurants during 2018 and inte-
grated 71 restaurants it acquired in the prior year. 

As well, Meritage raised about $5.6 million in 
preferred stock sales to fund acquisitions, along-
side $78.9 million in new long-term debt.

For 2019, the company has forecasted net 

earnings growth of 10-20 percent, with EBITDA 
growth in the 15-percent to 25-percent range. 
Meritage also expects “strong sales and earn-
ings growth in 2020, driven by newly developed, 
reimagined and acquired Wendy’s restaurants 
coming online during the year.”

Under Schermer’s leadership, the company 
also continued its dealmaking strategy this year. 
That includes signing a “groundbreaking” agree-
ment with the Wendy’s organization under which 
Meritage will receive significant economic incen-
tives, including royalty and marketing fee relief, for 
its commitment to invest $100 million to develop 
40 new restaurant locations by the end of 2024.

In August, the company also signed two 
definitive asset purchase agreements to acquire 
10 Wendy’s restaurants located in Georgia 
and Texas that would add around $17.9 mil-
lion of sales. Meritage followed up that deal in 
September of this year with another deal to add 
five additional Wendy’s restaurants in the Odessa 
and Midland area of Texas.

Another unique deal had Meritage complet-
ing the sale of a 756-acre piece of real estate in 
the Bahamas to Disney in March 2019. The com-
pany said the deal will generate cash flow for new 
restaurant development, acquisitions, dividend 
distributions and stock buy-backs. 

Overall, Schermer credits his team at Meritage 
for the company’s growth trajectory, as the deals 
require analyzing many factors when deciding on a 
new location, including evaluating the condition of 
the stores and economics of the area, as well as the 
opportunities in that particular market to expand. 

This was the case earlier this year in the pair 
of Texas deals, he said. 

“They were financially good stores, in reason-
able shape and there is a lot of growth opportuni-
ties in and around that market,” Schermer said.

Schermer acknowledges that Meritage must 
soon wrestle with a new growth-related challenge: 
Franchisees in Wendy’s system cannot exceed 400 
restaurants, and Meritage plans to reach that num-
ber within 18-24 months. The company plans to 
sell in existing markets and acquire stores in 
underdeveloped markets, he said. 

Meritage also could explore new concepts, 
including its new breakfast restaurant dubbed 
Morning Belle, for which the company is eyeing 
35 stores by the end of 2025.

“That will be kind of the next chapter in Wendy’s, 
and we’re looking for other opportunities that don’t 
compete with Wendy’s,” Schermer said. 

WINNER/EXECUTIVE: 
ROBERT SCHERMER JR.
Chief executive officer, 
Meritage Hospitality Group Inc.

Brief description of the company: 

Owner and operator of Wendy’s and fast-

casual restaurants

Personal information: wife, Kim 

Schermer; two children, Robbie 

Schermer and C.J. Schermer

Academic degree: Bachelor’s degree 

from Hope College

Community involvement: Board mem-

ber for Helen DeVos Children’s Hospital, 

West Michigan Policy Forum

SCHERMER LEADS MERITAGE THROUGH AGGRESSIVE EXPANSION, GROWTH

Robert Schermer Jr., CEO, Meritage Hospitality Group 
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T
he Grand Rapids-based 
law firm Warner Norcross 
+ Judd LLP has spent more 
than a decade as the U.S. 
counsel for Canada and 

the Windsor-Detroit Bridge Authority 
as it went through the arduous pro-
curement process to build the Gordie 
Howe International Bridge.

Attorneys Tim Horner and Charlie 
Goode helped lead the team of attor-
neys that structured the agreement 
between Canada, Michigan and the U.S. 
government for the $4.4 billion project 
that remains under construction.

Horner and Goode began work-
ing about 12 years ago on the project, 
regarded as one of the largest infrastruc-
ture projects of its kind in North America.

The sheer complexity of the inter-
national bridge project made it a 
unique deal for Horner, who served as 
team lead. Horner has been practicing 
transactional law at Warner Norcross 
+ Judd since 1992. The job of coordi-
nating multiple government organiza-
tions from both countries added to the 
deal’s complexity, Horner said. 

“Maybe the greatest challenge, in 
my view, was trying to understand and 
harmonize the needs and the posi-
tions of all of the various stakeholders 
on both sides of the border,” he said, 
noting the immense legal challenges.

The bridge project spans four main 
components: the six-lane, 1.5-mile 
span that also features a dedicated 
path for pedestrians and cyclists; a 

130-acre Canadian port of entry with 
toll collection and inspection facili-
ties; a 167-acre U.S. port of entry; and 
Michigan interchanges, including 
four new road bridges, five pedestrian 
bridges, a reconfiguration of ramps on 
I-75 and service drives.

Goode, who joined the firm in 2001 
and practices corporate and securi-
ties law, was second in command on 
the Gordie Howe Bridge team and 
researched myriad legal issues around 
the international endeavor. In particu-
lar, he worked to build a legal frame-
work around the project in Michigan 
and with Canada’s formal process for 
public-private partnerships. Goode 
also played a key role in negotiat-
ing the crossing agreement between 
Canada and Michigan.

The crossing agreement established 
the framework of parameters the proj-
ect would work within, including how 
the bridge would be built and most sig-
nificantly that Canada would pay for it.

“From when Gov. (Rick) Snyder was 
elected, and I think it was in his first 
State of the State speech, he backed 
the bridge,” Goode said. “From there, 
the gas pedal was really pushed down 
on moving the transaction forward.”

The crossing agreement took about 
a year to negotiate and draft, Goode 
said. The next step was implementing 
an international authority to govern 
the bridge, and then the lengthy pro-
curement process for the bridge itself, 
made more complex by Canada’s laws 
around public-private partnerships.  

As part of the project, the Windsor-
Detroit Bridge Authority — the firm’s 

client — went through a request for qual-
ifications for consortiums of companies 
to build the bridge, ultimately selecting 
a group of mostly Canadian companies 
called Bridging North America.

“I was the lead on negotiating and 
drafting from a U.S. law standpoint, and 
taking part in all the discussions around 
the various iterations and versions of the 
project agreement, and schedules to the 
project agreement, which numbered in 
the thousands of pages,” Goode said.

Since Bridging North America 
was chosen, the project moved into 
implementation and construction 
management.

Goode said the project was an 
“M&A transaction on steroids” in 
that it was complex and moved very 
quickly. It required the understanding 
of each side’s needs, the understand-
ing of his client’s needs and the man-
agement of a team of attorneys.

“All those experiences help me 
bring best transactional practices into 
my representation of Canada,” he said.

The team’s transactional expertise 

also came into play in representing 
Canada during more than 900 deals for 
property acquired voluntarily or through 
the condemnation process. The deals 
also faced litigation, including state and 
federal lawsuits that challenged site 
selection, among other aspects. 

The successful launch of the bridge 
project serves to represent the firm’s 
team effort and how Warner Norcross 
+ Judd does business, Goode said. 
More than 60 attorneys overall were 
involved in the process.

“It really represents the entire team 
of Warner attorneys and staff here that 
have worked tireless hours on this proj-
ect for many, many years,” Goode said.

The Windsor-Detroit Bridge Author-
ity will operate and maintain the proj-
ect, which is a result of negotiations by 
Goode, Horner and the rest of the team.

“It’s been an absolute honor to rep-
resent the government of Canada and 
the Windsor-Detroit Bridge Authority 
for over a decade on this project,” 
Horner said. “It’s been a phenomenal 
project and I truly enjoyed it.” 

WNJ ATTORNEYS STEER DECADE-LONG LEGAL PROCESS 
FOR CANADA IN GORDIE HOWE BRIDGE PROJECT

WINNERS/ADVISERS: 
TIM HORNER
Partner at Warner Norcross + 
Judd LLP

Role: Team lead for U.S. coun-

sel to Canada

Personal information: Wife, 

Christine Horner; five children: 

Gina Schmidt, Ally Horner, 

Katie Galan, Grant Horner, 

Sophia Galan 

Academic degrees: 

Bachelor’s degree and a law 

degree from the University of 

Michigan

CHARLIE GOODE
Partner at Warner Norcross + 
Judd LLP

Role: Number two team leader 

for U.S. counsel to Canada

Personal information: Wife, 

Jennifer Goode; two children, 

Catharine and Olivia

Academic degrees: 

Bachelor’s degree from 

Western Michigan University, 

law degree from Wayne State 

University

Community involvement: 

Board of directors at St. Ann’s 

Home, member of the budget 

and finance committee at 

Grand Rapids Area Chamber of 

Commerce

Charlie Goode and Tim Horner, partners, Warner Norcross + Judd LLP. MIBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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J
eff Helminski, co-founder and man-
aging partner of Auxo Investment 
Partners in Grand Rapids, success-
fully leveraged his atypical experi-
ence and path into the world of pri-

vate equity in multiple deals last year. 
Helminski has a diverse professional back-

ground, including experience in manufacturing 
engineering, high-volume assembly operations 

management and real estate development. His 
firm, Auxo, now specializes in investing in and 
growing founder- and family-owned industrial, 
manufacturing and business services companies.

While he has managed dozens of transactions 
involving hundreds of millions of dollars during 
his career, Helminski believes last year’s trans-
actions stand out as significant in establishing 
Auxo’s partnership-based model and the firm’s 
closely-aligned relationship between investors 
and fund managers. 

With a fully subscribed fund, Helminski had 
the ability to invest in 10 to 15 companies in the 
first few years after building Auxo from scratch. 
Last year, Auxo evaluated hundreds of opportuni-
ties and closed on several transactions, including 
deals for Prestige Stamping Inc. and Andrie LLC. 

“Both companies had a strong focus on 
people and culture with honest, hardworking, 
down-to-earth people throughout the organi-
zation from the shop floor to the C-suite,” said 
Helminski, the winner of the investor category in 
the 2019 MiBiz Dealmakers of the Year Awards. 
“The sellers of the businesses, both families, 
cared deeply about the legacy of the company, 
the employees and making sure they found a 
successor that was going to provide them with 
not only sustainable employment, but hopefully, 
greater opportunities going forward.” 

The businesses found a perfect fit in val-
ues and approaches with Auxo, according to 
Helminski. 

The October 2018 deal for Prestige Stamping was 
Auxo’s fifth acquisition in 13 months. The Michigan-
based niche manufacturer of custom-engineered 
stampings for the fastener industry selected Auxo 
as the buyer even though the company was not the 
highest bidder, according to Helminski. 

The reason: The seller was concerned about the 
future of the company’s employees and younger 
generations of the founding family that remained 
in the business, which aligned better with Auxo’s 

values and longer-term investment approach.
In February, Auxo acquired Andrie, a bulk 

marine transporter of specialty products includ-
ing cement, liquid asphalt, light oil petroleum 
products, and calcium chloride throughout the 
Great Lakes. Andrie operates a fleet of 19 tugs and 
barges out of Muskegon, Helminski’s hometown. 

The company, a mature industrial business 
and “market leader in the niche that they serve 
within their sector,” checked important boxes for 
Helminski. 

The acquisition also followed the firm’s 
December 2017 deal to buy Metairie, La.-based 
M/G Transport Services, an operator of inland 
barges. The two firms now operate as Auxo 
Marine, a newly formed platform company.

When Helminski launched Auxo with part-
ners Jack Kolodny and Fred Tedori, the team 

WINNER/INVESTOR: 
JEFF HELMINSKI
Co-Founder and Managing Partner, Auxo 
Investment Partners

Brief business description: Private 

equity firm that specializes in investing in 

and growing founder- and family-owned 

industrial, manufacturing and business 

services companies

Personal information: Wife, Tammy 

Helminski, who’s a partner at Barnes & 

Thornburg LLP; two sons, Ryan, 7, and 

Dominic, 9

Academic degrees: MBA from 

the Stanford Graduate School of 

Business, master’s in Engineering 

from Purdue University, bachelor’s in 

mechanical engineering from Michigan 

Technological University

Community involvement: Board 

membership in Spectrum Health Hospital 

Group, Broadway Grand Rapids, St. 

Thomas Educational Support Services

HELMINSKI PILOTS AUXO TO 
GROW COMPANIES WHILE 
MAINTAINING WHAT’S ‘SACRED’

made “a very conscious decision” to be based in 
Grand Rapids. 

“Part of that was because the values of West 
Michigan align with our values, but also, to put us 
this close to a large number of the kinds of busi-
nesses that we’re interested in connecting with 
throughout the Great Lakes region,” Helminski said. 

Being based in the same community as many 
family- or founder-owned businesses is impor-
tant when the firm is communicating with a 
potential target, he added. 

“My background is not the prototypical path 
to being in the private equity investing world,”  
Helminski said. “When I’m having a conversa-
tion with a family that is thinking about this tran-
sition that is often partly emotional and partly 
financial, I can talk to the family and say ‘here’s 
my story, here’s my background, this is the way I 
grew up in West Michigan.’ It makes a difference.” 

Even so, specializing in the acquisition of 
family-owned businesses also comes with its 
own set of unique challenges and opportunities.

“What’s interesting is when (the businesses) 
have been so successful and there’s a big enough 
end market that they could try and grow into 
that they often just haven’t done yet,” he said. 
“In knowing that they need to do certain things 
differently or professionalize certain aspects of 
the business that haven’t yet been professional-
ized, or haven’t been developed into a more scal-
able function within the company, that’s going 
to take change.” 

Stabilizing long-standing, family-owned 
business cultures while at the same time grow-
ing profits is “one of the most difficult things” 
Auxo does. 

“It’s a delicate balancing act between these 
two seemingly competing interests of stabil-
ity and maintaining that which is great, with 
changing enough to accomplish the growth at a 
higher rate than what they’ve historically done,” 
Helminski said. 

Pre-transaction, the firm researches not only 
a potential target’s financial viability but also its 
culture and talent.

“We have a roadmap to be able to see what 
things are sacred and we want to really protect 
within the business, and what things can be done 
better if the company is going to grow and scale 
up beyond the point that they’ve achieved today,” 
he said.  

Jeff Helminski, co-founder and managing partner, Auxo Investment Partners. MIBIZ PHOTO: KATY BATDORFF
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