














Aftel'" Thad Deas W"ent out of business. the company pumped more
money into this Atlanta Burger King, building a new playground and
extra-tall sign and improving the parking lot.

of government red tape: The program
c.an't be implemented until it's included in
the fonnal documents sent to all prospec­
tive franchisees.

But Clyde Younger, a successful black
franchisee in Massachusetts, remains
skeptical: "You'd think the program
would be outlined before it's announced."

The Buddy System

Burger King isn't the only company
criticized for failing to come through on a
promise of minority opportunities. Black
entrepreneurs went to Operation PUSH in
the early '80s, complaining that they had
virtually no chance of getting one of the
most lucrative business opportunities in
America: a car dealership. PUSH got Ford
Motor Co. to promise to greatly increase
the number of its black dealers.

Ford selected blacks with entrepre­
neurial skills and money to invest. They
put them through a two-year training pro­
gram then offered them dealerships. Now,

a decade later, the program has led to a
spate of lawsuits. The basic allegation is
that trainees were offered dealerships only
in bad locations - usually small lowns
where there weren't enough customers to
support a dealership. Ford says it has done
nothing wrong - in fact, it boasts that it
has more black dealers than General
Motors and Chrysler combined - but ear­
lier this year, an Alabama jury found that
Ford had fraudulently lured a black dealer
into buying a dealership in Selma. Ala.,
that caused him to go bankrupt within two
years. An economiSI testified that 40 per­
cent of black Ford dealerships were going
under - this in a business where, after
investing hundreds of thousands, people
expect to be set for life. The jury ordered
Ford to pay the dealer $ I 0 million.

What's happening here? Have Ameri­
can corporations really been pUlling blacks
in places where they knew they were des­
tined to fail? Perhaps, in some instances.
In other cases, a more subtle kind of prob­
lem may be at work. II could well be that.
even if there is no malice, even if blacks
were not intentionally put in bad areas.
they would still have a problem.

Wayne Patterson, spokesman for dis­
gruntled minority Ford dealers. says that
top Ford executives wanted to honor the
PUSH covenant, but "there was a middle
management level that didn't get aboard
on this.. . . The really prosperous dealer­
ships never become available, because
they're passed on in the family." And so,
to fulfill the covenant, middle-level man­
agement sold what was unwanted - gen­
erally, dealerships that were struggling or
unprofitable.

What if Ford decided to start a new
dealership in a prosperous, expanding
area, such as Orlando? Panerson says it

would undoubtedly go to an old buddy of
a Ford executive, in a deal done quietly at
a country club.

Dave Smith, Ford's manager of minor­
ity dealership operations, agrees that only
a limited number of dealerships become
available, but rhe company examines them
closely for profitability before selling
them to minorities. He says the buddy ys­
tern has nothing to do with it, but if a new
dealership opens up in a place like Orlan­
do, it generally will go to an already
established dealer in the area. "It takes so
much money - $4 million or $5 million
- to do a deal like that, and it can take a
long time to become profitable."

When Smith is told about Burger King
franchisees complaining about being put
in black neighborhoods, he says: "We
tried that in the '70s. Tne idea was blacks
would buy from blacks. We got away
from that really quick."

At Burger King, Joe Nix, a district
manager before becoming a franchisee.
says he was asked to help flOd locations
for blacks. to fulfill the PUSH covenant.
"It was hell to get those goals accom­
plished. No one gave a damn," he com­
plains. Nix says he found a good site in
South Carolina, bUt someone in the hierar­
chy decided the site was so good it should
go to a white franchisee he knew.

"That was a purely racial issue." Nix
says. But perhaps not in a conscious way.
It could have been, Nix acknowledges,
that the official wanted to give the site to
a buddy, and since the official was white.
his buddy was likely to be white. This is
how the good 01' boy network operates.

People at the top help out the people they
rub elbows with.

"There aren't many blacks at the
upper management level," says Nix. "If
there had been a black vice president, I'm
sure he wouldn't have picked an inner­
city dog."

Is there life after Burger King? The
ambitious, hard-working blacks who
failed are still trying. Howard Walsh is
thinking of becoming a college professor.
Thad Deas is managing construction for
Boston Chicken after going on unemploy­
ment for a while.

This is a group who won't stop. Con­
sider Ann White. She and her husband,
Arthur, had four Burger Kings in New
England. the last two bought with no
money down. The debt was too high. As
the stores collapsed. so did the Whites'
marriage. After the divorce, Ann moved
to Atlanta and went into sales. She loves
her job, but she doesn't like working for
someone else. ''I'm still looking to have
my own business again, run by me,
myself and l. I'm thinking of a car dealer­
ship." •
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