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Oregon Department of Transportation (ODOT) DBE Program in Shambles

By James Posey

So what else is new! For the last several years
ODOT has been radically declining in African
American contractor participation. In contrast,
white females have increased in participation.
But there are many more equally disturbing
trends.

The recently released Annual Update and
Progress Report on Disadvantage Business
Enterprise Programs for the period October 1,
1993 through September 30, 1994 paints a
dismal picture for African Americans. For
example, of 219 million dollars committed to
prime contractors in the reporting period, only 49
thousand dollars was committed to African
American contractors.

Of the 30 million dollar plus contracts awarded
to DBEs nearly half (14 million) went to white
females. The rest went primarily to Hispanics,
Asian/Pacific and Native Americans, which in no
way proportionately represent their population in
Oregon. It is embarrassing that Black males are
listed at so low numbers and African American
women are not listed at all. However, the real
embarrassment rests with ODOT and should be
shared by white general contractors who have
virtually eliminated participation of Black
contractors.

What is even more troublesome is the fact that
even prior to this current wave of attacks on
Affirmative Action programs, opponents working
in and outside of ODOT have been successful in
dismantling all semblance of compliance safe
guards. In the report cited above, contract
provisions have been relaxed to allow the prime
contractors to further abuse the program intent.
For example, 1) primes are no longer required to
submit a work plan on how they use DBEs.

Also as indicated in the report, while ODOT civil
rights personnel have attempted to take some
meaningful compliance actions, it's clear they
are having minimum effect on repeat violators.
Especially in spite of flack, hundreds of
thousands have been awarded to supportive
services program consultants who don't have a
clue on how to provide substantive technical
assistance to African American contractors.

Again, this is not a new situation. In 1991 the
National Association of Minority Contractors of
Oregon (NAMCO) called on Mr. Ron Wyden to
hold a congressional hearing on the matter. Mr.
Wyden chose instead to hold hearings on the
then proposed Westside-Light Rail project,
which incidently has achieved only token African
American participation both with contractors and
workers, African Americans can only
characterize this situation as a perpetual
struggle. Because as many Black leaders are
preoccupied with fending off attacks on other
social issues like welfare, crime and health
reform, that adversely affect African Americans,
this most important economic issue battle is all
but lost. Hopefully, African Americans will wake
up before it's finally too late.
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