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I
n his 28 years in practice, attorney Jeff Ott has worked on 
almost 70 transactions, nearly a dozen of which involved 
Chemical Financial Corp.’s acquisitions of other banks.

Valued at $1.61 billion, the 2016 deal for Talmer 
Bancorp Inc. was by far the largest acquisition for the 

Midland-based Chemical Financial. Ott, who has represented 
Chemical Financial for 25 years, oversaw and guided a team 
of attorneys at Warner Norcross & Judd LLP in Grand Rapids 
to provide legal counsel and bring together two publicly traded 
companies in a highly regulated industry.

“This deal was obviously larger in terms of size, so there 
were far more people involved in this transaction than I had 
involved in others,” said Ott, a partner at the Grand Rapids-
based law firm who specializes in bank mergers and acquisi-
tions. “It took more coordination. It wasn’t terribly unusual, (but) 
there were a lot of parts that all came together in just one deal.”

The work involved negotiating the final agreement, due 

diligence, a securities offering, regulatory review and approval, 
antitrust analysis, and the eventual divesting of a couple of 
former Talmer Bank branches in other states.

The Chemical Financial-Talmer Bancorp deal closed Aug. 
31 of last year, creating the largest bank headquartered in 
Michigan with total assets of $17.2 billion. 

For his role in helping to fashion the deal, Ott received rec-
ognition as a finalist in the 2017 MiBiz Dealmaker of the Year 
Awards in the adviser category.

The Talmer deal was the largest acquisition ever for 
Chemical Financial and “posed a fair amount of complexity,” 
according to William Collins, the corporation’s executive vice 
president and general counsel. 

“Jeff and the Warner team helped guide us through the myriad 
of securities, corporate, regulatory and business issues that had 
to be addressed,”  Collins wrote in an email to MiBiz. “The suc-
cessful and timely completion of the Talmer/Chemical affiliation 
was a major accomplishment for our company, its shareholders, 
and the state of Michigan. Jeff was with us every step of the way.”

In his career, Ott has handled transactions across a variety 

of industries, including for banks, software and technology com-
panies, power plants, and footwear and furniture markers.

The personal reward and satisfaction from the work comes 
from helping a young company make an acquisition that builds 
the business to a new level and allows the owner to pursue a 
vision, or from working with a long-time owner to sell his or her 
business after years of hard work.

“You’re helping people achieve goals in life,” Ott said. “On 
the sell side, you have people that created a very successful 
business and for one reason or another, they decide to sell. It’s 
a huge event for them and giving them the ability to realize a 
lifetime of work and be able to enjoy it is just fun.”

Whatever the industry the deal is in, Ott approaches each 
transaction by assembling a “great team of experts I can turn 
to on issues that pop up,” and always keeping issues critical 
to the client at the forefront.

“It’s paying attention to what is important to the client 
and being extremely responsive to the time constraints on the 
transaction, moving the transaction forward as quickly along 
as possible — those are the keys,” Ott said.

Aside from the Talmer transaction, Ott’s work for Chemical 
Financial included deals for Byron Center-based OAK Financial 
Corp. in 2010, Northwestern Bancorp Inc. in Traverse City in 
2014, and Holland-based Lake Michigan Financial Corp. and 
Monarch Community Bancorp Inc. in Coldwater in 2015, as 
well as branch acquisitions from Independent Bank in 2012. 

Even with the Chemical Financial deals of the past few 

years, the market for M&A in the banking industry in Michigan 
has been “soft” of late, Ott said. Banks that either wanted to 
sell or needed to find a buyer have already done a deal, he said.

High regulatory compliance costs have been a driver in 
many bank deals across the U.S. over the last several years. As 
the industry hopes for regulatory relief under President Trump’s 
administration, banking M&A has tapered off, Ott said.

“You have another group of them out there that I think 
would be willing to look at a transaction, and probably the regu-
latory compliance costs would cause them to look at a merger-
of-equals type of transaction where you’re getting two relatively 
similar-sized companies coming together to take advantage 
of cost savings,” Ott said. “But right now with the talk in 
Washington about easing up on the banking regulations and 
paying attention to some of the smaller banks, I think people 
are kind of holding back and have adopted (the position of) ‘let’s 
wait and see whether any of this actually comes to fruition.’

“At least in terms of banking, probably one of the things 
that would help make the market better is if there was some 
certainty at some point with respect to what they’re doing with 
regulatory requirements.”

In any industry, Ott advises clients to choose a partner 
carefully. Businesses must avoid transactions that later lead 
to regret and saying, “this may not be the best fit” or “this isn’t 
exactly what I thought.”

“A deal has to make sense,” he said. “Don’t do a deal just for 
the sake of doing a deal if the partner doesn’t make sense.” n

O ne of the toughest chal-
lenges for any manufac-
turer is to accurately pre-

dict where its current path will lead 
in five or 10 years — and what the 
business will look like at the end 
of that journey.

Those who are good at forecast-
ing can reap tremendous benefits 
from thoughtful planning, particularly 
for major capital expenditures such 
as selecting a site for a plant, build-
ing a right-sized facility with flexibility 
for growth and designing a workplace 
that employees find inviting. 

With more than 40 years of 
experience in the industrial sector, 
Westwind has “the best ideas on 
building” that can help to accom-
plish those goals, says President 
and Founder Greg Oleszczuk. 

“We’re not here to be the cheap-
est — we’re here to be the best fit,” 
Greg says. “We guide our clients with 
prompting questions that keep us all 
away from the bane of the construction 
industry — change orders.”

He explains that clients appre-
ciate the upfront questions from 

experienced construction manag-
ers who want to build projects the 
right way from the start. “When we 
go into a project, we ask the clients: 
Tell me, where you see yourself in 
5 years or 10 years,” Greg says. 
“Don’t tell me only what you will be 
doing next year — because by the 
time the building is constructed, it 
may already need updating.”

Senior Project Manager Mark 
Bonser says a hallmark of all 
Westwind industrial projects is the 
time that the company invests upfront 
to understand the processes and 
workflow of its clients. That informa-
tion is critical for proper design of a 
plant that takes into account every-
thing from the placement of restrooms 
and truck bays to the use of natural 
lighting to create a pleasing work-
place environment. 

“People typically think of an indus-
trial space or manufacturing area as 
very dark, confined and controlled,” 
Marks says. “But modern manufac-
turing isn’t like that, and we have a 
deep toolbox of solutions to create 
inviting workspaces for employees. 

“For example, we offer a prismatic 
skylight about 2 feet wide by 10 feet 
long that floods a space with a tre-
mendous amount of natural light, yet 
it’s energy efficient and walk-safe from 
the roof side. Using natural lighting in 
addition to the LED lighting, manu-
facturers can create a truly pleasant 
workspace that employees enjoy.” 

Equally important with good design 
and planning, Westwind makes it a 
point to stick to a timetable for a proj-
ect and keep it on budget. As part of 
that service, the company helps clients 
to select the best construction method 
that suits the project, anything from 
pre-engineered metal buildings to tilt-
up concrete structures.  

Mark says a project can quickly 
turn into a quagmire of extra costs if 
the general contractor doesn’t walk 
the client through a careful plan-
ning process that anticipates all the 

decisions that need to be made 
before construction starts. 

Westwind’s planning process is 
generally the same for companies in 
a number of different industrial sectors 
— and regardless of their size. “We 
treat a million-dollar company with the 
same respect as a $500 million com-
pany,” Mark says. “We have worked 
with some clients for decades, and it’s 
gratifying to see that we have in our 
own way contributed to their growth.”

No job for an industrial client is 
too small for Westwind to consider, 
he adds. One long-term client asked 
Westwind to increase the cooling 
capacity of its IT area, with a bud-
get of only a few thousand dollars. 
“Even though it was a very small job, 
we made sure they were taken care 
of, and they were extremely pleased 
with the outcome. Now we are sitting 
down with them to discuss a large 

office expansion this year.”
Westwind can quote work on 

both a fixed-price or an open-book 
or cost-plus basis, where the work is 
invoiced to the client for actual costs 
incurred plus an agreed profit margin. 
“With the cost—plus basis, the client 
is heavily involved in decision-making 
throughout the process,” he says.  
“They really achieve minute-by-min-
ute financial literacy of the project.”

For more information on Westwind 
Construction, its portfolio and capa-
bilities, visit the company’s website at 
http://westwind.build.
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Jeff Ott
• Company: Warner Norcross & Judd LLP
• Workforce: 330 attorneys and staff in West Michigan
• Brief business description: Full-service law firm 
with eight offices in Michigan, including Grand Rapids, 
Muskegon, Holland, Kalamazoo, Lansing, Midland, 
Southfield, and Macomb County
• Best practices for effective dealmaking: “Listen to 
what your clients are looking for and the important points 
for them. In every deal, there are going to be different 
things that are critically important to the client, whether 
they are on the buy side or sell side. Those are the things 

that absolutely need to be addressed and that you fight 
for until the end,” Ott said. “It doesn’t make a lot of sense 
to argue over points that aren’t important to the client 
and that don’t make a difference in the transaction.”
• Personal information: Spouse, Mary Ann Sabo
• Academic degrees: Law degree from University of 
Michigan, and undergraduate degree from Albion College 
in economics and management
• Community involvement: Habitat for Humanity of 
Kent County, board of directors, 2014-present; Albion 
College Board of Trustees, 2012-present; Equest Center 
for Therapeutic Riding, president 1999-2005, and board 
of directors, 1994-2014
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OTT ADVISED CHEMICAL FINANCIAL 
ON BLOCKBUSTER DEAL FOR TALMER


