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RELATIONSHIP BUILDER

Integrity – Doing the Right
Thing Is a Key to Success
At The Fedeli Group,
integrity is one of the five
core values that we try to
live by to better serve our
clients, each other and our
community. Along with our
core values, we embrace the
characteristics of the Three
I’s: Integrity, Intensity and
Intelligence. Integrity is the
first “I” for a reason. Who
can you trust without it?
Integrity ensures that everything we do is done with
the highest ethical standards, both in business and in
life, and that we commit to always improving with
lifelong learning and being proactive in what we do.
Intensity focuses on work and treating tasks and
clients’ needs with a sense of urgency.
Intelligence includes self-awareness, motivation,
empathy and social skills.
When working with our clients, we seek to have a
deeper understanding of what they need to thrive
and to share our knowledge, ideas and information
to further their success. We appreciate the many
opportunities our clients give us to learn from them,
and we are pleased to share their experiences in the
pages of The Fedeli Factor.
Our cover story, featuring Millcraft and its president,
Travis Mlakar, focuses on a thriving fourth-generation
business successfully navigating through 100 years of
change. Mlakar has constantly reinvented his company
to be relevant and to serve the many needs of their
diverse client base. Also in this issue, we highlight
Marous Brothers Construction, which recently
celebrated 40 years in business, and how they grow with
their clients by forging long-term relationships. They
have built a great organization with deep talent and a
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commitment to excellence. And at Chase Properties,
Andy Kline and his family create strategic long-term
stability through a disciplined approach to growth.
The pandemic has impacted both public and private
sector employers in dramatic ways. We talked to
Highland Heights Mayor Chuck Brunello Jr. about
how he selflessly helped residents in his community
manage through COVID-19, while the innovative
Corey Head, president of Sky Quest, discusses how
the company rapidly shifted from business travel to
personal travel. Brian Lennon, CEO of General Die
Casters Inc., says, “The only thing that’s hindering
our growth is the labor market.” They are taking steps
to train employees to pass on “tribal knowledge,” and
their attention to detail and genuine caring for their
employees are allowing them to continue to grow and
outperform their competitors.
Interestingly, both General Die Casters and Marous
Brothers Construction have their own in-house
universities. It is encouraging and humbling to see
ingenuity and resolve as our clients worked through
the direct and indirect consequences of the pandemic.
While staying dynamic and charismatic during the
pandemic, AJ Petitti, president of Petitti Garden
Centers, says it well: “If you take care of your team,
customers and community, it’s hard to fail.”
We hope you enjoy this issue of the magazine, and we
look forward to hearing your story! Tell us how you
uphold integrity and what this means for your people,
clients and the community.
Sincerely –

Umberto P. Fedeli,
President and CEO of The Fedeli Group

CONNECTIONS

WHAT I’VE LEARNED

ED MURANSKY

Founder and chairman of the board,
The Muransky Companies
Ed Muransky serves as
founder and chairman of
the board of The Muransky
Companies, a family-owned
and operated business
with more than 1,800
employees across a variety
of industries. Here’s what
he’s learned from his
decades of experience.

“The secret to happiness
is being an unselfish
giver without asking for
anything in return. Treat
people the way you want
to be treated, especially
when no one is looking.”
“My job is making sure employees
feel respected and love driving
to work. Whether it’s the
way we purchase our health
insurance or making sure that
the work environment is right,
it’s important that they feel loved
and wanted and know that their
opinion matters.”

“I played football for the great
coach Bo Schembechler at The
University of Michigan. After a
bad practice, he threw our team
off the practice field and told us,
‘Every day you have to go out there
and work to get better or you get
worse. Even if you think you’re
running in place, there are other
teams trying to get as good or
better than you, which means you
are getting worse.’”

“I see kids that don’t have the
family or the love I had, or the
opportunities I have, and I feel
it’s incumbent on all of us to
do something for those who
may need our help — even if
that’s just a hug, or mentoring,
or buying a bag of groceries.
That’s the way I try to live my
life every day, to give back
and be happy with what you’re
doing to help people.”

“Successful businesses
understand that there are three
facets of people you have to take
care of. It’s not just the customers
you’re selling to, it’s your
employees and your suppliers,
too. If any one of those are out of
whack, the business is at risk.” ◆
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AJ and Angelo Petitti
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A FAMILY BUSINESS
Petitti Garden Centers thrives into the second generation
BY NICK FEDELI
Executive vice president, The Fedeli Group

O

ne of AJ Petitti’s earliest
childhood memories is visiting
his father at the family’s first
garden center in Oakwood.
“I was 5 or 6,” says Petitti, president of
Petitti Garden Centers. “I can still picture
it — the layout and the sights and smells.
It’s amazing how far we’ve come.”
He loved those visits and couldn’t wait
to become part of the family business.
“I started working when I was 7,” he
says. “I always loved it. I knew exactly
what I wanted to do from an early age, so
anything that wasn’t relevant to working
in the business wasn’t on my radar.”
That passion for the business has
helped the company thrive into the
second generation, as Petitti’s father,
Angelo, positioned AJ to continue grow
and expand the garden centers. As part
of that process, Petitti says it’s critical
to have a lot of communication up
front and set expectations in terms of
ownership, leadership and transition.
Communication is also crucial to
maintaining relationships when working
with family members.
“You can’t separate work and home,”
he says. “I say all the time that we are
family first. Sometimes it’s great, and
sometimes there are very passionate
conversations. There is only one version
of us and that doesn’t change whether we
are at work or at home.”
That family feeling carries over into
the business, says Petitti. He views
employees as part of the Petitti family,
in it together for the long haul. And
when problems arise, they are met with
empathy and support.

Angelo Petitti at the family’s first garden
center in Oakwood in 1979.

“Life happens,” he says. “Everybody
has different needs at different times,
and we approach our teams with that
in mind.”
The pandemic brought on additional
business challenges. He said Petitti’s
went from thinking it would be out of
business overnight as people stayed home
and stopped spending to having one of
its strongest years ever as people started
going out again.
“We had to stay incredibly focused,”
he says. “To do that, you have to have
excellent information about your business.
You need great people around you, not
only for emotional support but also for
advice and solid business support. If you
have a really strong team, they will pull
together and make incredible things
happen.”
As the garden centers have recovered
along with the economy, Petitti expects
the company’s success to continue as he
follows the lessons he learned early on. ◆
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MOVING FROM
LANGUISHING TO
FLOURISHING

MELISSA CELKO
Health & Well-being consultant

S

ince March 2020, when the
pandemic started to make its way
across the globe, our lives have
been disrupted and many of us are
finding that normal isn’t normal anymore.
The alterations in daily life, relationships,
work and every other aspect of our existence
have taken their toll. It’s no wonder that
many of us are struggling. According to a
study released in the February 2021 edition
of Nature, there has been an unprecedented
effect on mental health worldwide due to the
COVID-19 virus.
While some people took advantage of the
disruption to develop new skills, like baking,
gardening and canning, many of us have
been affected in ways that are still unfolding
in our lives. Adam Grant, a psychologist at
the Wharton School, gave this feeling a label
in a New York Times article titled “There
Is a Name for the Blah You’re Feeling: It’s
called Languishing.” If depression is at one
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AVOID TOXINS

According to a
study released in
the February 2021
edition of Nature,
there has been an
unprecedented effect
on mental health
worldwide due to the
COVID-19 virus.

The single most important thing you can do
to improve your immune system and help
lift your emotional well-being is to ditch
tobacco, alcohol and recreational drugs.
These substances have long been the go-to
for many during stressful times because in
the moment, they offer some temporary
relief. Unfortunately, they also make us
more susceptible to infection, cause damage
to the stomach, heart, lungs and liver and

diminish our mental health. Eliminating
these toxins can be difficult because of the
addictive qualities, so be sure to check with
your health plan, employee assistance vendor
and your wellness partner for resources that
can make a difference in successfully shifting
to more sustainable and healthy coping
strategies.

end of well-being and flourishing at the
other, then languishing is the neglected
and ignored middle range of our emotional
experience. Languishing describes the dull,
unmotivated, unfocused and stagnant
state that many of us have been living with
for months. Although it is important to
mention, not everyone is feeling this way,
and it is OK to be OK! For the rest of us,
here are some things that can make a huge
difference in shifting away from languishing
and toward flourishing.

BOOST IMMUNITY
Getting back to the basics of healthy habits
takes some planning and discipline, but it
goes a long way toward improving every
aspect of our lives. Check into wellness
programming available through your
employer, health plan and other resources
that can provide additional support. Here
are reminders of the most impactful healthy
behaviors.
• Eliminate processed foods.
• Eat more fruits, veggies, greens
and whole grains.
• Attend to any chronic conditions.
• Maintain a healthy weight.
• Schedule a wellness exam and
get your screening.
• Improve your sleep.
• Drink more water.
• Spend time in nature/outside.
• Move throughout the day.
• Cultivate activities/hobbies that
bring you joy.

it means planting a garden, painting a
picture, playing the guitar, or learning a
new language. Learning new things and
developing our interests improves mental
health and brings pleasure into our lives.

EASE EXPECTATIONS
The world was turned upside down, and
life as we know it changed. We aren’t in
the clear yet, so it might be helpful to ease
up on our expectations. Focus on the most
important aspects of your life and learn to
let go of some of those things that might
be stressing you out and keeping you
from enjoying the moment. It might be
redefining what a vacation is, simplifying
holiday celebrations or reconsidering how
clean is clean. When we allow ourselves
to be imperfect and let go of expectations,
we often find a renewed sense of interest
and enjoyment. ◆

• 31.6% of adults in the U.S.
reported symptoms of anxiety
and/or depressive disorder,
up from 11% in 2019.
• In 2020, there were 28.3 deaths
due to drug overdose per
100,000, up from 16.6 per
100,000 in 2015.
• The increase in suicidal ideation
was 10.7% in 2020, vs 4.3% in
2018; suicide completion rates
dropped slightly in 2020.
• 40% of employees have
considered a job change over
the last six months, vs. 30% in
2018. The top three reasons were
low pay, unrealistic expectations
and a lack of advancement/
participation in decision making.

CONNECT YOURSELF
Social distancing and working from home
have created disruptions in our relationships,
reduced our physical contact and increased
isolation and loneliness for many. If you
have been feeling adrift, then connection
is more important than ever for improving
mental and emotional well-being. Meet up
with family and friends outdoors and use it
as an opportunity to encourage everyone to
adopt some of those healthy habits. A picnic
in the park followed by a hike goes a long
way toward reducing infection, improving
immune function and helping us feel more
connected.

DEVELOP INTERESTS
If you developed a passion for something
during the lockdowns or were able to indulge
in a long-delayed pursuit, you might be like
many who found enjoyment in these new
uncovered interests. If you are a silver lining
person, the pandemic offered an opportunity
to develop new hobbies. Delve deeper into
those interests and passions and find ways
to integrate time into your schedule to
allow for these leisure activities, whether

Learning new things and
developing our interests
improves mental health
and brings pleasure into
our lives.
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A LEGACY W

Marous Brothers Construction grows along with
its clients by forging long-term relationships
BY BROOKE BILYJ

Marous Brothers
Construction –
Adelbert “Chip”
Marous Jr. and
his brothers,
Scott and Ken.

hen Adelbert “Chip” Marous
Jr. and his brother, Scott,
founded Marous Brothers
Construction in 1980, they
didn’t set out to build a big commercial
contracting business. The two young
carpenters, ages 19 and 22, respectively,
simply started out remodeling homes.
But 1981 brought an opportunity
to perform the carpentry services on a
commercial apartment complex. Then in
1983, the brothers were taking commercial
jobs beyond Ohio. As successful projects
gave way to larger projects throughout the
region, the company steadily grew into a
leading provider of construction services
with a reputation for excellence.
“We consider ourselves true builders,”
says Chip Marous, president and CEO.
“We’re always trying to figure out how to
build better.”
By forging strong relationships with
clients, suppliers and partners like The Fedeli
Group, the family-owned business continues
to expand.

Marous Brothers Construction’s
headquarters features an
expansive living room for a
comfortable workspace.
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STRUCTURED FOR GROWTH
A crucial growth milestone came in 1997,
when Marous Brothers Construction
completed its first $10 million project,
a historical rehabilitation of the Central
YMCA in Downtown Cleveland.
“We didn’t do even $10 million worth of
revenue before that,” Marous says. “It was a
big jump.”
After that, the company worked its way
through Downtown Cleveland, tackling
one historical preservation project after
another — including the $25 million
conversion of Otis Terminal Warehouse into
the Bridgeview Apartments and the $27
million rehabilitation of the Hyatt Regency
Cleveland at The Arcade.
“Those historical rehabs are very risky jobs.
We have to manage our risk for ourselves,
but in return, help manage our client’s risk,”
Marous says. “It’s all about due diligence and
taking the time to estimate it right. You hear
about other firms with 10 to 20 percent cost
overruns, but historically for us, we’re within
2 percent, which is unheard of.”
In the mid-’90s, the company began
branching out horizontally into specialized
building groups — design/build,
construction management, multifamily
housing, carpentry, interior finishes and
a special projects group. A third brother,
Ken, joined the business in 1997 to start the
site group, which handles everything from
excavation to underground utilities.
“Those groups run independently, but
they’re all rolled up as one,” Marous says.
“It allows the groups to grow as big as they
want, so we’re structured for growth.”

CONSISTENT SERVICE
While expanding into new sectors, Marous
Brothers Construction similarly grew its
geographic footprint across eight states by
following clients into new territories.
“Our clients are the reason why we have
major growth going on,” Marous says.

Marous Brothers
Construction
headquarters
includes spacious
cubicles.

“Umberto Fedeli really showed us that communication is key
in relationships. He’s helped us through the years by making
introductions to different people within the community.”
Chip Marous, president and CEO, Marous Brothers Construction

“When they’re growing, it makes it easy for
us to grow with them. Naturally, we get new
clients, but 80 percent of our revenue yearto-year is from repeat business.”
This focus on relationships extends to
suppliers and other partners. For example,
while The Fedeli Group manages employee
benefits for Marous Brothers Construction,
the value extends much deeper than health
insurance.
“Umberto Fedeli really showed us that
communication is key in relationships,”
Marous says. “He’s helped us through the
years by making introductions to different
people within the community.”
Dedicated to excellent service, the
company outlines its approach to exceeding
client expectations with a strategic
relationship management tool called
The Marous Way. Centered on core values
such as communication, collaboration and
respect, this system teaches employees to
“roll up your sleeves, work out issues
creatively and come to the table with
solutions,” Marous says.
Although The Marous Way has always
been embedded in the culture, the company
formalized its training program in 2020 by
launching Marous University. A training
committee organizes classes at least
once a week, and they cover everything
from operational training to personal
development.

“The more you can train your people to go
down the road your way, the better chance
you’ll have consistency throughout the
company,” Marous says. “Our clients might
deal with different groups because they have
jobs all over the country, so I want to make
sure that we do it the same way all the time.”

LOOKING AHEAD
While looking back on their first 40 years
of business, which they celebrated in 2020,
the Marous brothers are also looking
into the future, priming the company for
more growth with a new 50,000-squarefoot corporate headquarters facility in
Willoughby.
“We want to leave a legacy, so we’re teeing
this thing up for the next generation,” says
Marous, who has three children in the
business. “Our goal is to take care of our
clients, take care of our people and build a
business that we can be proud of.”
The company has already added 40
employees this year, bringing its headcount
to over 450. Although 2020 was a good year,
2021 will be phenomenal, Marous says, as
the firm expects to grow by $40 million a
year for the next few years.
“It’s been very rewarding to build a
business and see people come together to
make this company successful,” Marous says.
“We would not be successful if it wasn’t for
our people, and I’m very proud of that.” ◆
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THE EVOLUTION OF

MANUFACTURING
General Die Casters utilizes automation and education to
drive growth in a rapidly changing industry
BY BROOKE BILYJ

T

he process of melting metal to create
intricate parts isn’t new. But General
Die Casters Inc., a die casting
company based in Twinsburg,
Ohio, continues to innovate ways to make
parts better.
“Humans have been making castings for
thousands of years,” says Brian Lennon,
CEO. “What we do is the ultimate evolution
of that.”
Founded in Peninsula, Ohio, in 1957,
General Die Casters has expanded by
leveraging technology and expertise to
add value to its customers’ manufacturing
processes. The company makes castings
of complex parts for industries including
automotive, lawn and garden equipment,
energy and a wide range of other niches.
“We’re proud to be the main die cast
supplier of Northeast Ohio, but we have
customers all over the country,” says
Lennon, who ships parts as far away as
Mexico, Europe and China. “We make parts
with very complicated geometries, tight
dimensional requirements and alloys that
other companies don’t have the expertise or
technology to make.”
Now, the company is leaning on
automation and education as it continues to
evolve, and is getting a helping hand on the
benefits side to retain employees as it grows
from The Fedeli Group.

PROACTIVE GROWTH
In the early 1990s, General Die Casters
hired Brian’s father, Tom Lennon, to help
modernize the business. He sharpened the
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“Education is going
to be critical to the
future, especially as
our core workforce
is aging. There’s a lot
of tribal knowledge
in everybody’s heads
that could vanish,
and that’s always
scared me.”
Brian Lennon, CEO, General Die Casters Inc.

company’s competitive edge by tackling
complex projects while building a strong
team of managers, many of whom are still
with the company today.
“He turned the company around and
brought in the right group of people. We’re
like a family that has worked together for 30
years,” says Lennon, who started working for
his father as a process engineer in 1995.
Lennon’s father purchased the company
in 2000 with then-CFO Jim Mathias. That
same year, they relocated the headquarters
from Peninsula to Twinsburg, where they
established a large computer numerical
control (CNC) machining operation. In
2015, they constructed a 90,000-square-foot
casting plant in Twinsburg that expanded
their capacity.

When Tom Lennon and Mathias retired,
they passed the torch to Brian, who became
CEO in 2016, and Kevin Durst, a longtime
adviser who became CFO in 2015. Until that
point, the company primarily grew through
organic word-of-mouth referrals. But the
new generation of leadership took a more
proactive approach.

years. They’ve also been a great resource on
the health care front, bringing ideas about
how we can provide more benefits in costeffective ways.”

INVESTING IN EDUCATION

In partnership with a local agency, they
developed an inbound marketing program
consisting of informative blog posts, eBooks
and other digital marketing campaigns
focused on driving new business.
“We’re establishing ourselves as the expert
die casters in the industry,” Lennon says.
“That strategy has been working pretty well
— over the last five years, our sales are up
about 20 percent.”

PROCESS AUTOMATION
Thanks to this proactive approach, General
Die Casters has generated “more business
than we can handle,” Durst says.
Even with 200 employees between the
Twinsburg and Peninsula locations, it’s
challenging to meet the increased labor
demands that come with growth.
“The only thing that’s hindering our
growth is the labor market,” Lennon says.
“We’ve been trying to offset that by adding
more automation. We know that’s the key

to the future, so we’ve been automating our
die casting machines and CNCs because we
can’t be dependent on the labor market for
growth.”
The company typically sees productivity
increases between 10 to 20 percent with each
automated machine, although a recently
automated CNC boosted productivity by
almost 100 percent.
While some tenured employees “could
run circles around a robot,” Lennon says, the
company doesn’t always have the luxury of
hiring experts with decades of experience.
So, it’s more important than ever to protect
the existing team — and the entire operation
— with benefits and coverage from The
Fedeli Group.
“We have molten aluminum running
through the plant, so we’re fairly high risk
from an insurer’s perspective,” Durst says.
“But Fedeli has great relationships and
has been able to get us reasonably priced
property and casualty insurance over many

Training has always been an important piece
of General Die Casters’ success.
“Die casting is such a specialized process,
and there aren’t many schools that teach
it,” Lennon says. “Education is going to be
critical to the future, especially as our core
workforce is aging. There’s a lot of tribal
knowledge in everybody’s heads that could
vanish, and that’s always scared me.”
To capture this expertise and educate new
employees, a few years ago, the company
launched General Die Casters University.
The video training program uses an online
learning management system that contains
more than 60 classes that Lennon and
his managers have created. Classes cover
everything from operating a die cast machine
to programming automated equipment.
“We’re trying to take that tribal
knowledge and create a comprehensive
learning program for the sustainability of the
company in the future,” Lennon says.
These investments in education and
automation equip General Die Casters with
the skills and technologies that will drive
the company’s growth. With 64 years in
business, the company continues to evolve
with the demands of the marketplace,
providing the best possible die casting to
meet client needs and the highest level of
service to its customers. ◆
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CRAFTING

A LEGACY
Millcraft continues to grow and
diversify through the generations
by putting people before profits
BY BROOKE BILYJ

A

s the fourth-generation president of his familyowned business, Travis Mlakar has seen trends
and technologies drastically evolve since his
great-grandfather founded The Millcraft Paper
Company in 1920. For much of its history, Millcraft
focused primarily on paper distribution, but through the
decades, the company has steadily diversified and expanded
to keep up with changing customer demands.
“Before, we were very product-focused, and now we are
more customer-focused,” says Mlakar, explaining how the
company has diversified to offer a wide variety of printed
materials, packaging solutions and other types of brand
communications. “If we stay focused on our customers’
businesses, then we can evolve along with them.”
Millcraft continues building a legacy that extends
beyond paper by treating every employee, client, partner
and business acquisition as an extended part of its family.
As it branches out into new industries, geographies,
technologies and products to better meet its clients’ needs,
the company has its sights set on long-term growth. Here’s
how Millcraft has more than doubled in size over the last
decade by adding value and variety to its offerings, and by
partnering with The Fedeli Group to offer its employees
top-notch benefits.
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“If we stay focused on our
customers’ businesses,
then we can evolve along
with them.”
Travis Mlakar, president, The Millcraft Paper Company
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EVOLVING TO MEET CLIENT NEEDS
As clients venture into new lines of business,
Millcraft finds opportunities to diversify
right along with them. For example, when
one of the company’s oldest clients started
printing labels for craft breweries across
the country, Millcraft began exploring new
solutions to serve it.
“We looked at how we could expand to
better support them and their customers,”
Mlakar says. “Instead of just selling the
material for beer labels, we began to sell
all the packaging components, including
aluminum cans and the labels that go on
them. We’ve designed carriers for sixpacks and 12-packs, and we’ve worked
with breweries on designing retail pointof-purchase displays.”
Millcraft further invested in this new
customer niche by acquiring a mobile
canning business. The acquisition allowed
the company to provide “a complete
turnkey packaging model” for craft
breweries, distilleries, coffee companies
and other beverage makers by creating
a retail-ready product on-site. Soon after
the acquisition, Millcraft expanded into
additional canning lines — essentially
quadrupling its capacity in this space.
To effectively serve customers as they grow
into new sectors, Millcraft also has to keep
up with evolving printing technologies.
“As in many industries, technology in
printing is changing,” Mlakar says. “To
help our customers keep up with that rapid
change, we’ve partnered with technology
companies and equipment manufacturers
that can help us assist clients as they evolve
and grow.”
For example, Millcraft is an authorized
dealer for a leading manufacturer of wide-

16 u FEDELI FACTOR

When one of the
company’s oldest
clients started
printing labels for
craft breweries
across the country,
Millcraft began
exploring new
solutions to serve it.

format inkjet printers, cutting plotters and
operational software used to create large
signs and banners. The company has also
teamed up with a direct-to-garment inkjet
printing manufacturer to offer equipment,
supplies, training and technical support.
The fastest-growing segment in the printing
industry, direct-to-garment printing serves
a range of commercial printers, silkscreen
T-shirt printers and other brands —
including craft breweries — that want to
offer shirts, hats and other branded apparel
to their customers.

“It’s really about the
people. The most
valuable aspect
of any acquisition
is the talent, the
people and the
relationships that
you’re able to bring
on board.”
Travis Mlakar, president,
The Millcraft Paper Company

“If we can fuel people’s passion and invest in them,
that’s a wonderful recipe for success.”
Travis Mlakar, president, The Millcraft Paper Company

“We’re seeing more and more adoption of
a complete brand immersion approach, where
people really want to wear T-shirts from the
breweries that they support and immerse
themselves in those brands,” Mlakar says.
“It’s opening up tremendous new markets for
companies that are already in the printing
business, or that are getting into the printing
business, to really grow and expand.”

ACQUIRING TALENT AND PASSION
Acquisitions play a major role in Millcraft’s
growth strategy. Whether acquiring similar
merchant companies in new geographic
regions (like an addition in Nashville last
June), or expanding into new products and
services (as with the beverage canning line
acquisition), these mergers strengthen the
company’s reach.
“We’re constantly looking at the products
and services that we have and figuring out
what else we need to better support our
customers,” Mlakar says. “We’re looking
at where there are holes or weaknesses in
our offerings, and then trying to make
acquisitions to bolster and improve the
value proposition that we’re delivering on a
daily basis.”

The most critical ingredient in any
acquisition, Mlakar says, is the human
capital.
“It’s really about the people,” he says. “The
most valuable aspect of any acquisition is the
talent and the relationships that you’re able
to bring on board.”
In fact, when Millcraft can’t find the
perfect fit in an acquisition, the company
relies entirely on people to develop new lines
of business instead. To launch its direct-togarment division, for example, Millcraft
focused on hiring skilled associates with
expertise in that sector.
Besides teaming up with other
entrepreneurs, Mlakar says he’s also
looking for “intrapreneurs” who can flex
their entrepreneurial skills inside the
company to drive innovative new ideas
to enhance the company’s offerings.
“Their passion can drive our business,” he
says. “We can invest in those individuals and
let them create something that, over time,
will alter the course of our company — but
probably equally as important, also give
them an opportunity to look back on their
career at some point and say, ‘I did that. I
had a meaningful impact on the trajectory

of a 100-year-old company.’ If we can fuel
people’s passion and invest in them, that’s a
wonderful recipe for success.”
For example, a couple of Millcraft
employees developed a passion for the
cannabis industry as more states began to
legalize its medical and recreational use.
These teammates spent significant time
researching the science behind the plant and
learning about the regulations that impact
the sale and packaging of cannabis products
from state to state.
“Their interest in that space propelled
us to create a retail packaging group that
works with cannabis companies to create
specialized packaging for that industry,”
Mlakar says.
While it would require a lot of time and
effort for individual cannabis brands to
keep up with quickly changing packaging
regulations in this space, Mlakar says
his cannabis group can leverage its niche
expertise across multiple companies to stay
on top of evolving trends.
“Our success is clearly our people,” Mlakar
says. “It’s their passion — not only for
Millcraft as an organization, but also for our
customers — that really drives us.”

Millcraft is an
authorized dealer
for a leading
manufacturer
of wide-format
inkjet printers,
cutting plotters and
operational software
used to create large
signs and banners.
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TURNING A COMMODITY INTO A CAUSE
With people at the core of Millcraft’s growth
and success, “business is personal,” Mlakar
says. “And when things are personal, you
realize that you’ve got to take care of not just
the company and the people you work with,
your customers and your suppliers, but also
the community that we work in.”
To that end, Millcraft is committed to
giving back to the communities it serves.
One of the biggest ways it does this is
through its Buy and Give program, which
launched nearly 10 years ago with a goal of
raising a million dollars for local charities.
“The ultimate commodity we sell is copy
paper,” Mlakar says. “But we recognize that
even something like copy paper doesn’t need
to be a throwaway decision for people. So, we
created a program called Buy and Give, and
for every carton of copy paper we sell, we
give a dollar back to a local charity.”

Each of Millcraft’s regional operations
chooses their own local charity to support.
Through the years, donations have gone to
organizations including Ohio’s Hospice of
Dayton, Make a Wish – Ohio, Kentucky
and Indiana, Blessings in a Backpack and
Nationwide Children’s Hospital, among
others. By the end of 2021, Mlakar says, the
program will have donated nearly $600,000
to these charities.
“We support some incredible organizations
that do wonderful things,” Mlakar says. “For
us to be a small part of that is one of our
most important initiatives all year.”

CARRYING ON A LEGACY
As a child, Mlakar often heard his father and
grandfather talk about the family business
with passion. As he grew up, he got to know
many of Millcraft’s employees, who shared
the same enthusiasm for the company and

its clients. All along, he knew he wanted to
carry on the tradition — but first he had to
follow his father’s rule.
“My dad put in a rule that we had to get a
job and a raise before we could come back to
the company after college,” says Mlakar, who
worked summers at Millcraft during school.
After earning his business degree and
working briefly in the banking industry,
Mlakar started a dot-com company in
California and raised several rounds of
venture capital before selling the business in
2002, when he moved back to Cleveland to
rejoin Millcraft.
One of the lessons his father stressed
after his return was that Millcraft “will
never be my company; it will just be my
responsibility,” Mlakar says. “When you get
into a fourth-generation business, you realize
that the company’s success is not because of
you. It was built on all the hard work that
so many people put in. I’m simply walking
in the footprints of giants that came before
me, and our job is just to carry on what they
started.”
Growing up, Mlakar watched his
father and grandfather treat employees
like members of the family while greeting
customers like personal friends. These values
became embedded in the company, securing
long-term relationships with like-minded
clients and partners like The Fedeli Group.
“The Fedeli Group is a wonderful partner
because they embody many of the same
values that we do,” Mlakar says. “We know
that The Fedeli Group looks at us not as a
customer but as a friend. We’ve seen them go
the extra mile because business is personal
to them, and when we really need help and
support, they’ve always been there for us.”

Millcraft donated over $12,000 to
Ohio’s Hospice of Dayton in 2021.
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Over the last 100 years, Millcraft has
taken a similar long-term approach with its
customers to build relationships that span
the generations.
“We’re not interested in individual
transactions or orders,” Mlakar says.
“We’re really focused on what the lifetime
relationship with a customer can yield.”
Thanks to its ongoing diversification
efforts and commitment to hiring passionate
people, Millcraft has more than doubled
in size over the last 10 years. Although the
media that brands use to communicate have
evolved far beyond basic paper, Millcraft
keeps innovating by keeping people at the
center of its business.
“The legacy that we’ve created is that you
can be incredibly successful by not putting
profits first, but by putting people first,”
he says. “We believe the only way to be
sustainable is to take care of our people and
then let them take care of everything else.” ◆

Through its Buy
and Give program,
Millcraft donates
to local charity
Make a Wish –
Ohio, Kentucky
and Indiana.

“We believe the only way to be sustainable
is to take care of our people and then let
them take care of everything else.”
Travis Mlakar, president, The Millcraft Paper Company
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EMPLOYEE SPOTLIGHT

BEYOND
PRODUCTS
KAZ Co. president
Kathy Hirko helps baby
boomers navigate the
Medicare maze
BY BROOKE BATES

Kathy Hirko,
founder and
president,
KAZ Company

K

athy Hirko has built a reputation
for educating seniors about their
health care options. Now, with
KAZ Company joining The Fedeli
Group family, she is bringing her clientfocused service to a larger, like-minded team.
A Parma native, Hirko launched KAZ Co.
in 1990 as a manufacturers’ representative
group serving the office supply industry, with
a strong focus on customer service. For 17
years, the company sold school supplies and
other products to big-box stores like
OfficeMax, Hirko’s largest account.
Even then, she wasn’t focused just on
sales but on making a difference in her
community. After attending the launch of
a school resource center on the East Coast
as part of the Kids in Need Foundation,
Hirko asked the organization if she could
open a location in Cleveland. By securing
a sponsorship from OfficeMax, she helped
establish the Cleveland Kids in Need
resource center, now part of Shoes and
Clothes for Kids. Around the same time,
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Hirko co-founded the annual Stuff the Bus
campaign with FOX 8 News, collecting
donations of school supplies for students
in need.
“It’s all about giving back,” she says.
In the mid-2000s, OfficeMax was
acquired and moved to Chicago. After
travelling to Illinois nearly every week
for two years, Hirko decided the travel
schedule just wasn’t working for her, and
she shifted gears.
“I was 52 years old, and I redefined
myself,” she says.
Hirko sold off her contracts in October
2007 and received her insurance license
in May 2008. She began her insurance
career working for another company selling
health insurance to small businesses but
felt that customer service was lacking in the
sales process. That’s when she pivoted into
Medicare — resurrecting KAZ in 2010 to
focus on insurance.
“I realized nobody was educating people
about Medicare; they were just selling plans,”

she says. “I took the old-fashioned approach,
going to community centers and giving
presentations.”
An associate from The Fedeli Group heard
one of these presentations and asked Hirko
if she could explain the confusing details of
Medicare to the company’s clients. Following
several years of shared referrals, The Fedeli
Group acquired KAZ in January 2021,
bringing Hirko’s team of 20 agents into the
fold.
“We talked about ethics, service and
how we approach our clients, and it just
synced,” Hirko says. “We both believe in
taking care of our customers and providing
great service. We fit together like hand in
glove, and I feel very blessed to be part of
The Fedeli Group.” ◆

CONNECTIONS

REACHING

Mayor Chuck Brunello Jr.
guides Highland Heights
through the economic
challenges of COVID-19

NEW
HEIGHTS
BY BROOKE BILYJ

W

hen the previous mayor of Highland Heights
resigned in February 2019, then-council
president Chuck Brunello Jr. stepped up to
lead the community. That fall, when he ran
for a full term in office, he received more than 80 percent
of the vote. Since then, his focus on economic development
and financial stability has taken the city to new heights.
“We’ve been able to get a lot done here,” Brunello
says. “We’ve made some giant strides in moving the city
forward.”

ECONOMIC GROWTH
One of Brunello’s top priorities as mayor is attracting
business growth to Highland Heights.
“We’re always keeping our eye on potential tenants,” he
says. “Being able to work with other community leaders
to enhance the area and make sure we’re on the radar for
businesses is very important.”
Brunello is excited to welcome companies like Lake
Business Products, which relocated its office to Highland
Heights in January 2021, and the Metropolitan Veterinary
Hospital, which is expected to open this winter.
Meanwhile, employers such as Progressive Insurance
continue to purchase additional buildings in Highland
Heights, and several new restaurants and retail businesses
have opened over the last year.

Highland Heights received a total of $424,000 in federal
funding through the CARES Act. In addition to the small
business grants, the funding helped offset lost tax revenue
from COVID, while allowing the city to update municipal
facilities with touchless equipment and sanitation supplies.
As the city grows through the pandemic, Brunello sees
limitless opportunities for Highland Heights to evolve —
from minor enhancements, like new trails and LED lights
in the park, to major overhauls, like renovating the city’s
aging municipal complex. Looking to the future, Brunello
sees a healthy, vibrant community, thanks in part to the
support of The Fedeli Group.
“The Fedeli Group is there to help us understand our
health care utilization rates and help get those rates down,”
he says. “They brought in a wellness incentive program that
is second-to-none to help our employees live a healthier
lifestyle, which has resulted in a significant impact on their
quality of life.” ◆
Highland Heights Community Day parade

FINANCIAL SUPPORT
Although the pandemic has made growth a challenge for
many companies, Brunello says the city has worked hard
to provide relief for local businesses. Highland Heights
awarded $66,500 in grants, ranging from $250 to $2,500,
to support 33 small businesses in the community. “We were
able to help those businesses stay in business,” Brunello says.
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PROPS TO
PRIVATE JETS
Corey Head has grown Sky Quest
into a high-end experience for
aircraft owners and charter clients
BY BROOKE BILYJ

S

ince starting out as the sole pilot of a small
turboprop aircraft in 2001, Corey Head has grown
Sky Quest LLC into a fleet of 21 private jets and a
team of 65 full-time pilots based in Cleveland.
“Quite frankly, my original business plan was to have
three planes,” says Head, president of Sky Quest. “We did
$50,000 our first year, and now, 20 years later, we’re on
pace to do over $50 million. We typically have 20 to 30
percent growth every year, and this year it’s going to be
double that.”
With a balanced business model that drives growth in
any economic climate, Sky Quest continues to expand
its customer base with a focused approach to aircraft
management.
As an aircraft management company, Sky Quest doesn’t
own its own planes but rather flies and maintains them for
client owners. In 2003, when Head realized that the first
airplane he managed was sitting idle most of the year, he
came up with the idea to offer charter flights.
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Corey Head, president, Sky Quest LLC

“So when the owners aren’t using their airplanes, we
charter them out to other clients to offset the owner’s
expense,” Head says. “We can reduce cost of aircraft
ownership.”
Every time an aircraft leaves the runway, Head knows
he needs the complete trust of aircraft owners and clients
to make each flight successful. Here’s how he builds trust
to achieve exponential growth, with support from The
Fedeli Group.

SPECIALIZED STAFFING
Head believes that the travel experience should be a
highlight of every trip, not a hassle. So as soon as clients
arrive for a Sky Quest flight, they receive white-glove
treatment — starting with a concierge who helps load
luggage, with free catering waiting onboard. Sky Quest’s
support staff arranges for ground transportation at the
destination, and when you return to Cleveland, your car
will be washed and waiting for you planeside.

Sky Quest flight staff

“It’s a remarkable experience that not many other people
can duplicate, even in the private jet space,” Head says. “As
a Cleveland-based company, we have an advantage in that
we can offer services more cost-effectively than those in
other locations are able to.”
Specialized staff is the foundation of this Sky Quest
experience. In addition to pilots, the company employs fulltime mechanics, detailing professionals, and scheduling and
support staff, for a total of 105 employees. The entire team
is committed to exceeding client expectations throughout
every detail.
“They have to have total faith in us to manage that
aircraft, whether it’s the maintenance side of it or
the financial side,” Head says. “Without honesty and
transparency, they’re not going to trust us with their
airplane. Those values have been a huge factor in our
growth and our ability to exceed their expectations.”
One component of that trust comes from the security of
having a strong insurance program. Since partnering with
The Fedeli Group last year, Sky Quest has unlocked over
$100,000 in savings while adding additional employee
benefits to keep its team covered.
“Obviously proper insurance coverage is a top concern
for Sky Quest and our aircraft owners,” Head says. “We
have 100 percent confidence in The Fedeli Group’s ability
to manage our policy and make smart decisions for us.”

BALANCED TRAVEL
Sky Quest’s customers include company executives with
frequent business travel needs, as well as wealthy families
who want to control their time and have efficiency in their
travel, Head says.
Many of Sky Quest’s aircraft owners begin as charter
clients, and then partner with the company to acquire
their own jet, leveraging Sky Quest’s buying power and
aviation expertise.
“We have some owners that only fly the airplane a couple

“They have to have total
faith in us to manage that
aircraft, whether it’s the
maintenance side of it or
the financial side. Without
honesty and transparency,
they’re not going to trust us
with their airplane.”
Corey Head, president, Sky Quest LLC

times a year,” he says. “Some owners are flying twice a
week, and we do very little charter on their airplane. The
neat thing about Sky Quest is we’re able to balance that.”
Traditionally, the flying was split evenly between
personal and business flights, but COVID drastically
shifted the scales as executives opted for virtual meetings in
lieu of travel.
“Our sales were steady in 2020, but we saw a dramatic
shift in the type of travel,” Head says. “Business travel went
to almost zero. Personal travel really excelled, and that
business was up about 80 percent. Clients that normally
rode the airlines are now flying with us to control their
environment and are now frequent and repeat charter
customers because they got used to the level of service.”
Although business travel is starting to come back, Head
says it only accounts for about 25 to 35 percent of Sky
Quest’s business now. Despite this shift, the company is on
track for a record-setting year — with more growth ahead.
“We want to stay focused on aircraft management
and charter growth here in Northern Ohio,” Head says,
“because this has been a recipe for success.” ◆
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CHASING

PROFITABLE PROPERTIES
Andy Kline and family create long-term stability at Chase Properties
with a disciplined approach to growth
BY BROOKE BILYJ

Left to right: Co-CEO Yoel Mayerfeld,
founder and chairman Stuart Kline,
and co-CEO Andy Kline

Johnson City, TN

W

hile “location, location,
location” is a guiding tenet of
any real estate business, many
development firms focus solely
on large metropolitan markets. So, when
Stuart Kline began developing and acquiring
shopping centers in 1973, he targeted small
markets instead. This laser-focused site
selection strategy set Chase Properties apart
from the competition and has guided the
company’s growth ever since.
“Most of our competitors are focused on
major metro markets, so when we’re buying
in smaller markets, we’re not competing
with them, which leads to better pricing,”
says Andy Kline, co-CEO of the business his
father founded nearly 50 years ago. “We’ve
always tried to own the top shopping center
in a secondary or tertiary market, and that’s
been a very stable strategy as we’ve grown the
business.”
Today, Chase Properties owns 31 centers
spanning more than 7 million square feet
across 18 states, with recent acquisitions in
Dothan, Alabama; Springfield, Missouri;
and Omaha, Nebraska. By building a strong
network of real estate brokers, retail tenants,
investors and partners like The Fedeli Group,
Chase Properties continues to expand with a
smart approach to managing risk.

FUNDING GROWTH
Before investing in a shopping center,
regardless of its location, the team at Chase
Properties follows strict due diligence
guidelines. This includes vetting the credit
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quality of potential tenants by closely
analyzing sales performance.
“We’ve been careful in our selection of
projects, whether they were development
opportunities or purchases of existing
shopping centers,” says Founder and
Chairman Stuart Kline. “It had to be clear to
us that the projected cash flow was going to
materialize.”
This conservative approach to acquisition
has been key to the company’s steady
growth.
“Although taking on more debt at various
times could have increased our growth, we
have kept our debt at moderate levels,” Stuart
says. “This has given us the ability to survive
through multiple recessions. Some of our
best purchases have been made in recessions
because we had the equity and the ability to
borrow when other firms had so much debt
that they were shut out of the market.”
For most of its history, Chase Properties
funded every development and acquisition
with internally generated capital. However,
that changed in 2011, when the company
engaged investors to finance additional
growth.
“Coming out of the Great Financial Crisis,
we saw a lot of opportunities to acquire
properties at very attractive pricing,” Andy
says. “We decided to raise outside capital,
and that has become our primary vehicle for
growth.”
After the first “friends and family fund”
in 2011, the company went on to raise a
second fund in 2013, a third in 2016 and is

Flowood, MS

currently raising a fourth. Although COVID
initially put a pause on these fundraising
efforts, the pandemic has shifted shopping
patterns in ways that have ultimately
benefitted the company. For example,
Andy says, many enclosed mall tenants
have relocated to open-air shopping centers
to take advantage of convenient curbside
pickup options. Although the pandemic
has shuttered some businesses, he says this
“thinning of the herd” has strengthened
the surviving retailers — driving Chase
Properties’ tenants forward.
“Leasing activity is stronger today than it’s
ever been,” Andy says, “and as a result, we’ve
seen more interest in investing in our fund to
grow the portfolio.”

CONTINUING A LEGACY
Although Chase Properties continues to
focus on this core strategy of acquiring
high-performing open-air shopping centers
in strong secondary markets, it is beginning
to explore other property types, as well.
While Andy manages the retail portfolio, his
brother-in-law and Co-CEO Yoel Mayerfeld
evaluates opportunities in other sectors
including industrial and multi-family.
“We’re starting to look at those
opportunities, where we feel like we can add
value, in a very disciplined and deliberate

Springfield, MO

manner,” Andy says. “We’re certainly not
rushing into it.”
As the company expands into new
markets, geographies and property types,
the team relies on the support of The Fedeli
Group to manage the risks that accompany
growth.
“The Fedeli Group takes a very holistic
approach to the success of their clients.
They’re focused on the relationship, and
they’re there to support us in any way —
whether it’s insurance or introductions to
experts in other parts of the business,” Andy
says. “They’ve been a big part of our growth,
as we’ve bought in different geographic
markets or looked at other property types.
They’re always there as a resource to help us
understand and account for risks.”

Today, Chase
Properties owns
31 centers
spanning more
than 7 million
square feet
across 18 states,
with recent
acquisitions in
Dothan, Alabama;
Springfield,
Missouri; and
Omaha, Nebraska.
This slow-and-steady approach to growth
keeps Chase Properties positioned for longterm prosperity as the company’s legacy of
success extends into the second generation.
“I consider myself extremely lucky to
be able to continue to grow the business,
along with my dad and my brother-in-law,”
Andy says. “All three of us bring different
perspectives to the business, and we all have
the company’s interests in mind as we’re
trying to expand the business. People know
that we’re in this for the long run.” ◆
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STRONGER TOGETHER — THE OGBC
A different kind of health insurance cooperative
gives every member a voice and bases renewals
from entities’ own performance
Cooperation is
power — and it’s
the core of the
Ohio Government
Benefit Cooperative
(OGBC). The OGBC
is a cooperative
formed by The Fedeli Group and Medical
Mutual of Ohio designed to help plan
sponsors stabilize the overall cost of
group health insurance.
The OGBC can flatten rate hikes, offer
plan design flexibility and decrease
prescription expenses. Employers can
continue their current plans and are not
locked into multiyear contracts. And at
any time, employers can exit the OGBC
without financial penalty or incurring
reserve costs.
These are some reasons why the OGBC
is different from other consortiums, but
a hallmark is how the OGBC is selfgoverned by a board of directors and

operated by cooperative members.
Every member has a voice.
Since its formation in 2018, the OGBC
has grown to 10 public employers,
representing approximately 4,000
employee and dependent members.
During the pandemic, the consortium
has focused on improving the wellbeing of its members with an increased
emphasis on wellness programming
and wellness funding.
Cities, townships, counties and
political subdivisions can join the
OGBC. The cooperative accommodates
health insurance programs that are
fully funded and self-funded, and it
includes entities with 50-plus eligible
employees.
FOR MORE INFORMATION contact Kim
Stika, senior client executive, practice
leader at kstika@thefedeligroup.com
or (216) 643-6968. ◆

RETIREMENTS ANNOUNCED
The Fedeli Group appreciates the dedication
from all our associates and in particular
our most tenured. In 2021, Steve Fisher and
Kate DiPerna announced their retirements.
Steve recently retired after 33 years of
service. He was with the firm since its
Steve Fisher
Kate DiPerna
early stages and became part of its
fabric – a servant leader, helping clients solve their insurance needs, imparting
knowledge to fellow associates and building insurance carrier relationships.
Kate, a client analyst, retired after 11 years of service. Kate was steady and
focused, adding a degree of calm to what is oftentimes a fast-moving business.
We wish Steve and Kate all the best in their new adventures. ◆
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PERSONAL LINES
RECOGNIZED
BY CHUBB
For the third year in a row, the
Personal Lines division of The
Fedeli Group has been named a
Cornerstone Agency by Chubb.
This elite status is achieved
based on premium growth,
service quality and profitability.
Because we are a Cornerstone
Agent, coverage placed with
Chubb receives expedited
claims service and underwriting
considerations for special
coverage needs that would not
normally be available.
Deb May, personal lines
manager, said, “Chubb’s
recognition of The Fedeli Group
is an honor and testament to
our unwavering commitment
to deliver exceptional service
and creative solutions for our
clients – many of whom have
become like family.” ◆

WHAT’S COOKING

IN THE KITCHEN: WITH MAMA LUCIA AND LORRY FEDELI

CHICKEN PARMESAN: A DELECTABLE
ITALIAN-INSPIRED DISH
Ingredients:

Instructions:

6 boneless skinless chicken breasts

Cut chicken breasts in half,
lengthwise, and pound with a meat
mallet until desired thickness.

Salt & pepper, for taste
1 ½ cup Italian seasoned breadcrumbs
¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese
2 eggs, beaten with one Tbsp. water
¼ cup vegetable oil
Desired amount marinara sauce
Desired amount of mozzarella cheese

Dip pounded chicken breasts in
egg mixture and then move to
breadcrumbs. Repeat steps
with remaining chicken and then
set aside.
Heat vegetable oil in skillet.
When the oil is hot, but not smoking,
add chicken.

Cook chicken for 1-2 minutes on
each side.
Once all 6 pieces of chicken have been
cooked, place in casserole dish.
Top each piece with desired amount of
marinara sauce and mozzarella cheese.
Bake at 350 degrees for approximately
15-20 minutes, or until internal
temperature reaches 165 degrees.

Buon Appetito!
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“IMPACTING THE LIVES OF THOSE WE SERVE
IN BUSINESS AND IN LIFE.”

Crowne Centre
5005 Rockside Road, Fifth Floor
Independence, OH 44131
www.thefedeligroup.com

