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These vetrepreneurs were 
brave enough to start their 
own companies, and they 
ended up a force in contracting. 
By Marla Cimini

Guts 
and 
Glory

JUST TAKING A QUICK GLIMPSE at a ve-
trepreneur’s resume will most likely reveal an 
incredibly strong-minded personality. Prob-
ably, it will also reveal a succession of varied 
and challenging positions built upon a rock 
solid foundation – with more than a few ca-
reer detours along the way. For veterans, the 
path to becoming a successful business owner 
sometimes has its own unique set of hurdles 
and opportunities. 

Many veterans have not only launched 
their own businesses, but they have also ma-
neuvered their way through the frequently 
nerve-wracking start-up phase to become 
major forces in government contracting and 
pillars in the business community. 

Here are three stories of successful veterans 
who have done just that.

 PHOTO BY BRIAN SCHNEIDER
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Guts and Glory

DIVING RIGHT IN
Retired Navy diver Dave Guerra, 49, 
knew he was destined for a career on (or 
rather, under) the water. 

With more than 14 years in active mil-
itary service, and two decades of diving 
experience, Guerra has extensive mari-
time knowledge and diverse skills beneath 
the waves. His insight into marine con-
struction and fi ber-optic cable repair – 
combined with sound business practices 
and military experience – enabled him to 
take the plunge, literally, and launch Pu-
ente Bridging Solutions in 2009. 

Based in Baltimore, Guerra’s company 
specializes in construction and IT. He is 
working to get back into marine con-
struction in support of commercial enter-
prises and federal agencies as well. Early 
on, and just after his military days, Guerra 
showed distinct entrepreneurial spirit by 
opening a diving business in Seattle. He 
then earned a college degree and put his 
seaworthy expertise to good use by start-
ing a business that provides (what else?) 
specialized underwater services. 

Guerra supports and hires vets for 
his various projects across the U.S. and 
works with other organizations and non-
profi ts to keep retired vets employed. He 
walks the talk, too, as 80 percent of his 
employees are retired military personnel. 

“I love being by the water, and I’m 
very passionate about creating jobs for 
veterans as well. I’m fortunate that I can 

blend the two,” he says. “One of my ma-
jor missions is putting military back to 
work and re-training them. Having a 
strong team is essential to any company’s 
success, and we value dedicated service 
members and always welcome them as 
part of our team.”

With Guerra at the helm, his com-
pany continues get a big boost to its bot-
tom line. In 2012, Puente Bridging solu-
tions expanded by joint venturing with 
Consolidated Construction & Engineer-
ing Inc. to provide more comprehensive 
construction services, working with state 
and local government.

CREATING GREENER PASTURES
No stranger to hard work, Jose “Joe” Per-
ez, 48, grew up in a family of entrepre-
neurs in San Antonio, the son of “mom 
and pop” landscape business owners. 

Working in the nursery throughout 
his teens, Perez became a seasoned expert 
at a young age, mastering the ins and outs 
of commercial gardening. Luckily for 
him, Perez not only has a green thumb 
for plants and shrubbery – but for grow-
ing a business as well. 

After his career in the U.S. Army, he 
rejoined his family’s small company of-
fi cially in 1998, and developed an ag-
gressive growth plan. Part of this strategy 
involved obtaining new minority and 
veteran certifi cations (as Perez’s father is 
a veteran as well), which generated rev-

enue and resulted in new hires. Today, the 
family’s Fairway Landscape and Nursery 
is run by his siblings and about to cel-
ebrate its 45th anniversary.

Despite his success in revitalizing his 
family’s biz, as a 15-year veteran, Perez was 
passionate about assisting other vets enter-
ing the business world, and had a strong 
desire to give something back to the re-
tired military community. Understanding 
the risks of embarking on a new venture, 

Perez left the comfort zone of the family 
business for his own startup company.

In early 2010, he founded Frontline 
Support Solutions, a general contract-
ing and facility management fi rm that 
provides employment opportunities to 
veterans interested in federal contract-
ing opportunities. Perez believes in the 
importance of helping other vets attain 
successful positions, leveraging the lead-
ership experience he gained while in the 

Army, and combining it with the knowl-
edge he gained as a federal contractor.

In his own words, Perez says, “Front-
line was initially started as one-man show.” 

Perez eventually hired a project man-
ager and never looked back. His busi-
ness grew from a $60,000 company to a 
$5.4 million dollar enterprise in just 
three years. 

As part of his stint in the Army, Perez 
was a Counterintelligence Special Agent, 
and was presented with some unique op-
portunities that provided him with valu-
able business experience.  

“In my military career, the govern-
ment trusted me with a lot of responsi-
bility, and that allowed me to learn a lot 
of things that other soldiers didn’t have 
access to. I was lucky in that respect,” 
Perez says. “I attribute a lot of my success 
and knowledge to having to think on my 
feet. I was given basic parameters and had 
to fi gure it out for myself. This translates 
to the business world because in business, 
there is always a challenge and always 
something new.

“The only way to be successful is 
to possess the passion, motivation, and 
desire for it,” he continues. 

Dave Guerra
President, Puente Technology LLC
Ellicott City, Md.

Military Service:
U.S. Navy (1982-1996)
Highest Rank: Petty Offi  cer First Class (E-6)
MOS: Deep Sea Diver

NaVOBA Member Since 2012
www.buyveteran.com/puente

“One of my major missions is putting retired 
military back to work and re-training them. 
Having a strong team is essential to any 
company’s success, and we value dedicated 
service members and always welcome them 
as part of our team.”

Dave Guerra and 
his crew from 
Puente Technology 
Solutions work on 
pier in a harbor 
near Baltimore.
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WORKING FOR VETERANS
A native Floridian, Mark Llano, 44, has 
entrepreneurial roots that run deep. His 
family migrated from Cuba many years 
ago and opened the historic Salgado gro-
cery store in Key West. 

Having served fi ve years in the U.S. 
Marine Corps Reserve, Llano was called 
up for active duty during Desert Storm 
to teach hand-to-hand combat. After 
returning, Llano completed his under-
graduate education while working for 
the Sherwin Williams Company, and 
then moved to investment banking. At 
his most recent position with Sterling 
Financial Investment Group, Llano was a 
partner in the minority-owned business 
and helped open international offi ces. It’s 
where he honed his business skills.  

Reconnecting with the military was 
never far from Llano’s thoughts, however, 
and he was determined to start his own 
business with a goal of working with re-
tired veterans. His investment banking 
and business acumen gave him the basic 
training to research the process of ob-
taining government contracts. In 2003, 
Llano founded Source One Distribu-
tors Inc., which provides mission-critical 

equipment, product sourcing, acquisi-
tion solutions, contracting expertise and 
more to the defense industry. Over the 
past 10 years, Source One has grown to 
30 employees, over $250 million in sales 
and has won numerous industry awards. 
In 2009, Llano was named Vetrepreneur 
of the Year by NaVOBA.

As if Source One projects weren’t 
enough to fi ll his busy schedule, in 2012 
Llano started Serket Racing, a Porsche rac-
ing team that raises awareness and assistance 
for military veterans and their families. 

“As a former Marine, I’m used to 
getting things done and completing 
my mission,” he says. “When starting 
Source One, I was armed with a cell 
phone, a computer, a resolute spirit and 
hard work (often putting in 100-hour 
weeks), and I was intent on develop-
ing a business that would enable me 
to give back to the servicemen and 
women that showed me the meaning 
of integrity and discipline. I’ve chewed 
the same dirt that the military is fi ght-
ing today and I strive to always live by 
the Marine motto ‘Semper Fi,’ mean-
ing ‘always faithful,’ in all aspects of my 
personal and professional life. These 
are the principles that I have brought 
from the Marines into my organization 
and because of those principles, we 
have been blessed with the opportunity 
of affi liating ourselves with people of 
the highest caliber to further support 
our military and our country.” 

Guts and Glory

Joe Perez
Owner 
Frontline Support Solutions LLC
San Antonio, Texas

Military Service:
U.S. Army (1984-1998) 
U.S. Army Reserve (1998-2000)
Highest Rank: 
Sergeant First Class (E-7)
MOS: Counterintelligence 
Special Agent

NaVOBA Member Since 2010
www.buyveteran.com/Frontline

“I attribute a lot of my success and knowledge 
to having to think on my feet. I was given 
basic parameters and had to fi gure it out 
for myself. This translates to the business 
world because in business, there is always 
a challenge and always something new.” Mark Llano

President and CEO
Source One Distributors

Wellington, Fla.

Military Service:
U.S. Marine Corps Reserve (1988-1992)

Highest Rank: Corporal (E-4)
MOS: Unarmed Combat Instructor 

and Amphibious Assault Crew Chief
NaVOBA Member Since 2009

www.buyveteran.com/SourceOne

Joe Perez’s Frontline Support Solutions 
is a general contractor that contracts 
with the  federal government.
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