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Walsh-Fluor completed construction of both the Montrose and Thorndale 
interlockings this summer, as part of the Pre-Stage work, and construction 
of the Bryn Mawr and Argyle temporary stations is currently underway. 
Walsh-Fluor also installed four new signal houses in the Lawrence to Bryn 
Mawr Modernization (LBMM) area. 

In the Red-Purple Bypass area, crews finished constructing piers for the 
bypass and are completing repairs to the Ravenswood Brown Line tracks. 
Erection of the steel track bed for the bypass also began this fall.  
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Upcoming Procurement Schedule  

  Crews set the Montrose relay house into place 
south of the Wilson Station (right), and the concrete 
piers that will support the new bypass structure are 
complete (left). 

Construction of the new Montrose 
interlocking was completed this summer in 
preparation for the major Lawrence to Bryn 
Mawr work that will begin in 2021.  
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DBE SPOTLIGHT 

As a structural engineer and a Latina woman, Brenda 
Garza Karhoff, SE, PE, was often asked why she hadn’t 
started her own design firm. But in 2008, after working 
for Teng & Associates, Inc. (now EXP) for several years, 
she decided it was time to start her own DBE/MBE/WBE 
business: Garza Karhoff Engineering, LLC (GKE).  

“At a large firm, there are a lot of limits,” Brenda said. 
“Starting my own business has allowed me to grow.”

EXP, which is the Walsh-Fluor Design-Build Team’s lead 
design subconsultant on the RPM Phase One project, was 
supportive of Brenda’s decision and has maintained a 
good working relationship with her and her firm. They even 
helped open the door for GKE’s involvement on the RPM 
project. 

GKE has been working on the track structural design for 
RPM, including the recent track structure and foundations 
work near Montrose, as well as staging coordination with 
the Contractor. 

In addition to the CTA RPM project, GKE is involved with 
the design for the State and Lake station modernization, 
as well as projects for IDOT, CDOT, the Illinois Tollway, and 
the O’Hare Airport Terminal 2 and Terminal 5 expansion 
projects.  

Having been in business for 12 years now, GKE is the 
only Latina-owned engineering firm in the Chicago area. 
The company has grown to a staff of 12 engineers and 2 
administrators, and Brenda hopes to bring on more staff 
in the near future. 

“I have had the fortune of being able to find 
talented engineers and be a part of high-profile 
projects like RPM – and engineers like working 
on jobs that are high-profile,” she said.  

Starting her own business has been an ongoing 
learning process, one that has required Brenda 
to take on roles she normally would not take on. 

“When you start your own business, you do a lot,” 
she said. “I do marketing, payroll – until I can 
grow and hire someone to do those roles. As a 
business owner, you’re always learning.”  

SEE AND BE SEEN
One thing Brenda has learned is how to navigate 
the business landscape as a DBE. 

“A lot of DBEs get a reputation that we’re limited 
in capabilities, so we don’t get meaningful or 
visible roles on projects.” 

Brenda Garza Karhoff, president and founding principal of Garza Karhoff Engineering, has been 
successfully navigating the design engineering industry as the owner of a DBE firm

G R OW I N G G R OW I N G 
 BUSINESS & RELATIONSHIPS BUSINESS & RELATIONSHIPS

Brenda Garza Karhoff (below) is the owner of the only Latina-owned  
engineering firm in the Chicago area. 
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Her advice? Be visible. 

“Meet with the client and meet with the prime firm so they 
can see your talents,” Brenda said. “Hiring DBEs used to 
be a way for primes to meet the project requirements. But 
to be successful as a DBE, you have to be visible and you 
have to be at the table making decisions.” 

Brenda believes, while it is important to have strong 
relationships with various prime engineering firms, as a 
DBE you will only get limited pieces of the project. In order 
to get bigger roles on projects, the crucial relationship to 
have is with the client.  

“I have been able to convince more firms to bring us to 
those meetings and let us have visible roles with client,” 
she said. 

In addition to face time with the client, being a part of 
project meetings gives DBEs an opportunity to listen to 
design challenges and learn how the primes overcome 
them.   

“Larger firms are used to working in their own ways and 
don’t always see value of bringing me to those meetings,” 
Brenda said. “But I think primes are starting to learn 
that DBEs can be valuable business partners, not just a 
requirement. It’s an evolution and some are starting to see 
the value in a relationship with DBEs.”

ADAPTING TO CHANGE 
Like most businesses today, GKE has been adjusting 
business practices due to the affects of COVID-19. Staff 
is working from home, which has made coordination a 
challenge, but the work itself has not slowed down. 

Brenda is active in the engineering industry and serves on 
the Board of Directors for HACIA. She relies on networking 
events to learn about new business opportunities, which  
has been another challenge to overcome since the onset 
of COVID-19. 

“Virtual events are not beneficial because everybody is 
muted and we can’t introduce ourselves,” she said. 

Now more than ever she relies heavily on existing 
relationships to learn about business opportunities. 

Despite the current environment, Brenda’s business has 
been growing to the point that she will need to bring on 
more managerial staff in the near future. Her goal is to 
develop a tiered staff structure.  

“I’ve been the manager for long time, but we’re getting so 
busy I need more managers – someone who can manage 
the disciplines and oversee expertise and staff,” she said. 

Brenda hopes to eventually expand GKE’s expertise and 
have a more diversified civil engineering team to perform 
different areas of work. 

DBE SPOTLIGHT 

Brenda Garza Karhoff 
serves as the Chair 
of the Membership 
Committee for HACIA, 
She is also a member 
of American Council of 
Engineering Companies 
of Illinois (ACEC-IL) and 
the Structural Engineers 
Association of Illinois 
(SEAOI).
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T has been more than six years since Steve James, 
owner of Smelly Fresh, LLC, traded in his suite and 
briefcase for shorts and a broom. Steve was a trade-
mark litigation attorney who worked for several promi-

nent law firms. However, the long hours and extensive trav-
el his legal career demanded eventually caused Steve to 
burn out and left him wanting to make a change.   

“I always wanted to own my own business,” Steve said. 
“But for some reason, I never wanted to open my own law 
practice.” 

In April 2014, he founded Smelly Fresh – a janitorial clean-
ing services company – nearly by accident after a cleaning 
crew failed to show up to clean his friend’s restaurant.

“I offered to clean the restaurant myself,” Steve recalled. “I 
was halfway through cleaning when my friend offered me 
a contract.” 

With that, he realized he could have success owning a 
cleaning services company and Smelly Fresh was born. 

“I went from having 7 clients in the beginning to 95 clients 
today, and I have never advertised.” Steve has grown his 
business entirely by word of mouth. and he firmly believes 
in networking. 

“Closed mouths don’t get fed – you have to put yourself in 
uncomfortable situations,” he said. “Once you feel that you 
can hold your own in a room, that’s half the battle.” 

One of his current clients is the Walsh-Fluor Design-Build 
Team – another business 
relationship that 
grew from a net-
working event. 

“I happened to be at a CTA DBE/Small Business event 
and Walsh-Fluor representatives were present,” he said.  
“That’s where I met Eva Vieau [Walsh-Fluor’s Diversity and 
Inclusion Coordinator].” 

A few weeks later, Walsh-Fluor needed janitorial services at 
their field office and was hoping to hire a minority-owned 
firm for this work. “Eva remembered me – she reached out 
and encouraged me to go after the contract. I knew that 
once I was in, I would let my work prove itself.” 

Smelly Fresh has had a contract to clean Walsh-Fluor’s 
field office on Belmont Avenue, near the Red-Purple Bypass 
flyover worksite, for over a year. Steve was also recent-
ly awarded the cleaning contract for another Walsh-Fluor 
field office off of Hollywood Avenue, at the north end of the 
project area. 

In addition to the Walsh-Fluor offices, Smelly Fresh cleans 
residential homes and condominium buildings, as well as 
small businesses such as beauty salons, nail salons, and 
banks. The company also has a cleaning contract with TSA 
at O’Hare and Midway airports. 

REMAINING RELEVANT 
As the Founder and CEO of Smelly Fresh, Steve’s role is to 
bring in new business, while his employees (five full-time 
and two part-time) handle the day-to-day aspects of the 
business. His legal background has been useful when put-
ting together proposals. He also has a real estate license, 
which helps him to know where everything is in the city. But 

most important-
ly, he under-
stands that 
as a small 

Steve James, owner of 
Smelly Fresh, discusses 
how he has maintained 
business during 
challenging  times AHEADAHEAD        GAMEGAME 

I

DBE SPOTLIGHT 

Staying 
  of
the
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DBE SPOTLIGHT 

business owner, you must always try to remain relevant – 
especially in today’s circumstances. 

“There are no events taking place now because of COVID 
and Zoom calls are very different – you hang up and no-
body thinks about you again, and there are no one-on-one 
interactions,” Steve said. 

While many people today are staying home, Steve says it’s 
important to let perspective clients and existing customers 
know that you are out there and that you can take on more 
business.

“You have to get yourself out there,” he said. “Reach out to 
clients and let them know you are interested.”  

Steve recommends periodically emailing clients to check 
in and show interest in new work opportunities. And to get 
comfortable using Zoom. 

“Today, you have to sell yourself virtually,” he said. “Cus-
tomers need to get comfortable with you over Zoom. They 
need to know who’s coming into their home or business and 
know that you will you do a good job.” 

Smelly Fresh has been fortunate to keep most of its clien-

tele during the pandemic. As a cleaning services company, 
however, the business has changed.   

“As the business owner, I keep in contact with all of our 
customers and let them know what we’re doing to stay 
safe and what products we’re using,” he said. “We have to 
make sure clients feel safe and I’m proactive in doing this. 
I don’t wait for them to ask me about it. We have to stay 
ahead of the game.” 

COVID-19 has also made Steve more cognizant of the prod-
ucts he uses, which has become a challenge. “I’ve had to 
increase my spending on supplies – it’s more expensive 
now and we’re competing with medical field now for sup-
plies.” 

Despite the current situation, Smelly Fresh has been doing 
well and Steve has goals to grow the business even more 
over the next few years. He even hopes to eventually expand 
nationwide.  

“At the end of the day, we’re doing the best we can and 
we’re providing the best services,” he said. “I never worry 
about competition because my competition is me.”
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WORKFORCE SPOTLIGHT 

Alondra Santos is a University of Illinois at Chicago (UIC) 
civil engineering student who is interning with the Walsh-

Fluor Design-Build Team. She is working with Walsh-Fluor’s 
Systems Integration group, and is responsible for generating 

asset management packages for the project, as well as participating 
in asset meetings between Walsh-Fluor and the CTA. As a member of 

the Systems Integration group, Alondra works closely with Stantec’s former 
intern and now full-time systems integration electrical designer Clemente 

Tovar, who graduated from UIC this past spring. 

Alondra began her internship with Walsh-Fluor this past summer with training for 
programs such as Bluebeam, MicroStation, and ProjectWise, which she now uses regularly. 

Her experience in asset management and the RPM Phase One project is providing her a 
valuable understanding of the engineering process as a whole and is helping her to achieve 
her goal of eventually working onsite in construction. 

Alondra, who has lived in Chicago her entire life, was involved with the ACE Mentor, Chicago 
Scholars, Bottom Line, and America Needs You programs while attending Jones College Prep. 
These programs provided her valuable experience and helped her to become comfortable 
in the professional environment, communicate with professionals, and practice time 
management. She also learned about the internship opportunity with the Walsh-Fluor team 
through the ACE Mentor Program. 

Alondra will graduate in May 2022 and hopes to 
pass the Fundamentals of Engineering (FE) exam 
soon after. She plans to either start working in 
construction or go back to school to pursue 
master’s degree.  

ALDONDRA SANTOS
WALSH-FLUOR INTERN  |  ZIP CODE: 60608

WALSH-FLUOR INTERN SPOTLIGHT

Alondra is continuing her summer internship 
with Walsh-Fluor while attending remote  

classes at UIC this fall. 
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Earlier this year, Walsh-Fluor, in partnership with the CTA and nonprofit Chicago Scholars, launched the Elevating 
Futures Scholarship Fund — an innovative program that will provide a new path for economically disadvantaged youth 
who want to pursue studies in Science, Technology, Engineering, Math (STEM) for engineering and construction-related 
degrees. The program provides $5,500 per year for four years to economically disadvantaged students. Students who are 
awarded scholarships will also be eligible to apply for paid summer internships with Walsh-Fluor and the CTA.

The first students to be awarded these scholarships were recently announced by Chicago Mayor Lori Lightfoot, CTA 
President Dorval Carter, Jr. and CPS CEO Dr. Janice Jackson. Below is more information about the students and their 
education and career ambitions.  

Meet the f i rst Rec ip ients of the E levat ing 
Futures Scho larsh ip Fund 

JASMINE JACKSON
Neighborhood: Greater Grand Crossing 
(60619)

High School: Noble Street Charter – Gary 
Comer College Prep

Jasmine was ranked first in her high school 
class of nearly 200 students, and she is 
now attending Howard University. Her goal 
is to become a civil engineer because it 
will allow her to merge her two passions: 
math and art. She loves the challenge of 
solving a difficult math problem and the 
satisfaction of expressing her creativity 
through art. As a civil engineer, she will 
bring her creative side to projects while 
ensuring everything is mathematically 
correct. Jasmine plans to use her 
profession to make the world a better 
place, for example, by starting a program 
that would build tiny homes for people who 
are experiencing homelessness. Jasmine 
has been dedicated to the Mathletes team 
and committed to community service. She 
also served as a Scholar Ambassador. 

JORGE VARGAS
Neighborhood: Humboldt Park (60647)

High School: Lake View High School

Jorge was near the top of his class, 
with an unweighted GPA of 3.9. He is 
passionate about engineering and fell in 
love with trains as a child, when he would 
travel between New York and Chicago 
on Amtrak. He believes the innovative 
power that civil engineers have can be of 
immense benefit to society, and he hopes 
to use his engineering skills for positive 
social impact. He aspires to combine 
his interest in civil engineering with his 
entrepreneurial spirit by developing an 
international high-speed transit company 
that works to combat climate change. 
His goals also include providing more 
accessible transportation around the city 
to address needs in transportation deserts 
and promote economic development. Jorge 
currently attends the University of Illinois 
at Chicago, where he is pursuing a degree 
in civil engineering.  

GEORGE VINTILA
Neighborhood: Portage Park (60641)

High School: Lane Tech College Prep

George maintained an unweighted GPA 
of 3.9 while taking several advanced 
courses. He believes engineers hold the 
power to implement ideas to help ease 
economic inequality. He is attending 
the  Illinois Institute of Technology 
and is excited about what he will learn 
through studying engineering. He hopes 
his efforts “will contribute to a cycle, 
where new students learn to engineer 
and apply their new-found proficiency 
to help others in need, who will then 
learn and do the same thing.” In high 
school, George tutored other students 
through the Physics Club and focused 
on promoting renewable energies and 
recycling through the Environmental 
Club. He has also volunteered at the 
Greater Chicago Food Depository and 
was a leader in his After School Matters 
programming class. 

First in ClassFirst in Class
WORKFORCE SPOTLIGHT 
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For more information about 
upcoming bidding 
opportunities, visit www.
Walsh-FluorRPM.com

Subcontractors and DBE firms 
interested in being considered 
for contracting opportunities 
should submit credentials to 
RPMDiversity@WFDBT.com 

Due to the social distancing restrictions 
now in place to mitigate the spread of 
COVID-19, Walsh-Fluor has canceled 
all in-person outreach events until 
further notice. However, we will be 
hosting a number of virtual events 
over the next few months for both 
the DBE and workforce communities, 
including the following:  

OUTREACH EVENTSOUTREACH EVENTS
Upcoming 

Tuesday, December 12 | 1:00pm
Walsh-Fluor Virtual DBE Outreach - Upcoming 
Bidding Opportunities   

i Learn about upcoming RPM scopes of 
work to bid on during this virtual 
outreach event. A meeting link will be 
provided upon registration.

UPCOMING PROCUREMENT SCHEDULE 
Below are the anticipated scopes of work that will be available to bid 
throughout the next quarter. 

For an up-to-date listing of all upcoming bidding opportunities, please 
regularly check the Contracting Opportunities page on our website at 
www.walsh-fluorRPM.com/contracting-opportunities.  

• RPB: Reinforcing Steel (Vautravers Building)
• RPB: Structural Steel Installation - Ravenswood Track
• RPB: Bridge Bearings - Furnish & Install 
• RPB & LBMM: Plinth Construction - Reinforcing Steel 
• LBMM: Temporary Steel - Drilled Shaft SOE Covers
• Rodent Control
• Site Security 
• Third-Party QA/QC
• Sawcutting & Coring 
• Trucking & Disposal 
• Hydraulic Crane Rental
• Erosion Control 
• Vermin Guards
• Aggregate Material 
• Station Demolition 
• Fence & Guardrail 

DECEMBER

Please check our website (www.walsh-
fluorRPM.com) for more information 
on upcoming events. 

Walsh-Fluor Civil Engineer Anneka Hart served as a virtual guest 
speaker for Chicago Public Schools’ Career and Technical Education 
(CTE) Chicago Builds program on October 23. 

Anneka gave students an overview of the RPM Phase One project 
and spoke about her career path in engineering and construction. 

The students were engaged 
in the conversation and 
asked questions about 
the RPM project and how 
they can pursue careers 
in the construction trades 
after graduating from high 
school. 

BUILDING KNOWLEDGE: WALSH-FLUOR PARTICIPATES IN CPS’ 
CHICAGO BUILDS VIRTUAL GUEST SPEAKER WEEK 


