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Nelson Rodriguez holds up an object and asks what it is. Duh. 
It’s a ballpoint pen.

“What do you do with it?” he asks. Duh again. You write 
with it.

“OK. That’s the way the world looks at everything. This 
could be a weapon,” he says, making a stabbing motion. “It 
could be an ear cleaner.” No need to describe what he does 
next. “It could be a door stop. It could be all kinds of things — if 
you look at what is really there, and not what you’re trained to 
see,” Rodriguez says.

He’s describing an important life lesson learned from re-
tired Marine Corps Maj. Gen. George S. Bowman Jr., who 
became superintendent of the Marine Military Academy in 
Harlingen, Texas, after his retirement in 1972. Harlingen is 
Rodriguez’ hometown.

Rodriguez is president and CEO of the Nelrod Co., an un-
der-the-radar Fort Worth company that provides consulting 
for agencies involved in federal assisted housing programs. He 
holds the country’s only process patent for energy efficiency 
inspections and testing, and more than 13 other registered 
trademarks for unique services offered to clients. The company 
stages an annual national conference for members of its con-
sortium to discuss issues related to public housing.

Rodriguez and his wife, Esther, have been married 41 years 
and have four sons, three of them involved with the Nelrod Co. 
He grew up in a family with a sister and three brothers. P
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WASHINGTON LESSON
There is a difference between being a power and being a powerful person:

A powerful person can pick up the 
phone and call the chief of staff and get 
a message to the president. A power is 
when the president picks up the phone 
and calls that individual to find out what 
to do.

One of the things that was amazing 
with Ronald Reagan was that if he 
wanted to know the poll of civic com-
munity, he didn’t necessarily call all the powerful people surrounding him. He called his 
barber and asked his barber, “What are you hearing out there?” In that sense, that barber was 
a power.

ON PASTOR RICARDO ALVEREZ
A lot of people didn’t appreciate him, 
but he understood that the mentoring 
relationship and education were two 
key elements if the people in this little 
church were going to grow and come up 
and be productive members of society.

ON PROVIDENCE
Life is funny. I think the Lord brings peo-

ple into your life and gets you [going] in a certain direction. A lot of times you don’t recog-
nize some of the people that He brings in, but they all have a mission and purpose for you.

ON EGO
It’s difficult for business people to do, 
but you need to get that ego, put it up 
on a shelf and be able to see what is real 
and not what you want to see. … When 
things are going south, you need to be 
able to see it and deal with it. When 
things are going well, you need to be 
able to see it and deal with it.

FOCUS
Staying focused is very, very important. I like to differentiate between the mission and the 
vision, because the mission is what you’re about. The vision is where you’re going.

up in Argentina, graduated from Yale 
and its divinity school, was fluent in five 
languages and “then somehow ended up 
in our little town of Harlingen.”

Religion is an important part of his 
life — he sees many examples of provi-
dence in his life — and he has served on 
the coordinating boards of both the Co-
operative Baptist Fellowship of Texas 
and the national CBF, including service 
as the organization’s finance chairman. 
He’s been a member of the Greater Fort 
Worth Civic Leaders Association for 
16 years and previously served on the 
boards of Drug Prevention Resources 
and the American Red Cross Chisholm 
Trail Chapter.

ASK FOR HELP
Rodriguez was born into a Baptist 

family in an area where most Hispan-
ics were Catholic, and Alverez modeled 
an important concept for him. Alverez 
was concerned about the level of teach-
ing in Sunday School because of the 
general education level among mem-
bers of the church.

“He did something that was just re-
ally, really, really unique,” Rodriguez 
said. “Understand that back then there 
was big-time segregation. He went to all 
the Anglo churches around town and 
said, ‘I need Sunday School teachers. I 
need help.’ He went to retired mission-
aries, retired professionals who were 
theologians, people with doctor’s de-
gree in theology, and things like that.”

He reminded them that in Harlingen 
they could get anywhere in 10 minutes, 
and he said he’d dismiss Sunday School 
15 minutes before their churches start-
ed worship so they could teach at his 
church and worship at theirs.

The lifelong lesson was to not be 
afraid to ask others for help and to “get 
out there and do something,” Rodriquez 
said. “Lo and behold, they were willing 
to come and help this little church and 
spend 35 to 45 minutes with these kids. 
There may have been only three or four 
of us in that Sunday School class, but we 
had the best teachers. The fact is that 
they were more than teachers, because 
as we grew up, they became mentors.”

Rodriguez learned about work ear-
ly, in the grocery store and as a shoe- P
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Making the complicated simple

By Paul K. Harral

When Nelson Rodriguez worked 
at the Department of Commerce in 
Washington, his department oversaw 
the franchise handbook published 
annually and wondered later whether 
that could be applied to public 
housing agencies. Franchises, he 
says, are the most successful business 
model that’s ever existed because it’s 
a proven system that operates. 

Nelrod Co. consults with about 
2,800 agencies. But the company 
also has a consortium “in which we 
took the franchise model in the 
private sector and applied it to 
the public sector,” Rodriguez said. 
There are about 260 agencies that 
run their agencies based on that 
franchise model.

“You have a lot of regulations 
— in this industry, we have 2,000 
to 4,000 pages of regulations they 
have to follow — but they don’t have 
systems in place to do it,” Rodriguez 
said. There is so much chaos in the 
field that he figured “if we could get 
the franchise model into the public 
sector, then it could operate a whole 
lot easier and more effectively.”

Of course, there was pushback 
and it was difficult to figure out a way 
his company could earn money off 
the idea. Initially, Nelrod could only 
charge an hourly rate, but a change 
in the law in 1998 made it possible to 
form the consortium.

Nelrod fleshed out the fran-
chise concept. One step was to 
develop the polices — a procure-
ment policy for example. Step two 
was a procedures manual on how to 
implement that policy. A third step 
was “what we call easy step guide,” 
a quick reference guide to the 
procedures manual.

There’s room in the model for 
local individualization. “In certain 
communities they may want to 
have a veteran preference, or in 
another community they don’t,” 

Rodriguez said. But the concept 
is to be as standard as possible so 
when the government changes 
the regulations — which it does 
frequently — the Nelrod Co. can 
update the standard policy.

“We go in and we go to the 
policy. Most of these policies are 
hundreds of pages long. We go to 
this and we say, ‘Okay, paragraph on 
page 1, paragraph 2 has to change. 
On page 45, paragraph 3 has to 
change. On page 66 paragraph so 
and so has to change.’ ” It might take 
someone at an agency 30 or 40 hours 
to figure out the changes. Nelrod 
spends those hours and then charges 
a fraction of what it would cost the 
individual agency to do the research.

“In public housing they’re 
constantly changing things. There’s 
over 150 handbooks and nearly 4,000 
pages of regulation they have to 
follow,” Rodriguez said. “What we do 
through this consortium is we take 
a lot of that burden off. It allows the 
agencies to do what they’re supposed 
to be doing, which is servicing the 
client, service the tenant.” 

In the process, Rodriguez says, 
the company has saved “billions and 
billions of dollars” for residents and 
the government. He cites the Section 
8 rent assistance program as an 
example. Qualifying clients receive 
vouchers for part of their rent. If the 
voucher is for $400, and the place 
they find to live rents for $500, the 
agency pays the landlord $400 and 
the client is responsible for the rest.

But what if the landlord decides 
to charge Section 8 renters $600 for 
that $500 apartment? The agency 

is supposed to make sure the rent is 
reasonable, but a variety of factors 
makes that difficult for understaffed 
agencies. Nelrod Co. developed a 
system that does market studies to 
determine what the rent — which 
also must include utilities — should 
be in specific areas. Landlords do not 
have to accept the monthly rental the 
program generates, but to go above 
it, they have to prove to the housing 
agencies that more is justified to 
override the system. He says that 
system — it’s web based — is used 
300 or 400 times a day.

It takes the pressure off local 
agencies. “We’re the ones who do 
the market studies. If the landlord 
really wants to make an issue of this, 
they get one of our numbers — ‘You 
go argue with the guys who did the 
market study,’ ” Rodriquez said.

“We do the same thing with util-
ities studies. We do probably 10,000 
utilities studies a year. The govern-
ment says with a poor family that the 
rent has to include the utilities,” he 
said. “The way agencies figure utilities 
makes a world of difference on how 
much the government is going to 
spend.” He says his company’s pro-
cess has been successfully defended 
in court a number of times.

The intent, Rodriguez said, it to 
make sure that the subsidies are right 
— neither over or under — so that the 
voucher programs work efficiently 
and to the benefit of all stakeholders 
involved — landlords, utilities compa-
nies, the federal government and its 
taxpayers, local housing agencies and 
their clients.

In the blizzard of 
paper blowing out 
of Washington, it is 
possible to manage 
public programs like 
franchises

shine boy in the often 100-degree heat 
in Harlingen. People wanted their shoes 
shined on Saturday before Sunday 
church, and it was a great business right 
up to the point when Rodriguez figured 
out that he could charge twice as much 
in the local bars.

“At one of the bars, someone recog-
nized me and immediately called my par-
ents and told them I was working at the 
bars doing shoe-shining,” he said. “That 
was the end of my shoe-shining career.”

But the connections he made 
through Sunday School, through his 
work on the Hispanic chambers and 
through the newspaper would set the 
stage for five presidential appointments 
in three agencies — the Department of 
Commerce, the Department of Trans-
portation and the Department of Hous-
ing and Urban Development.

RONALD REAGAN
Which brings us to the story of how 

he got to Washington and Gen. Bow-
man and Ronald Reagan.

A former Associated Press report-
er named Tom Seago had become the 
public relations director at the Ma-
rine Military Academy in Harlingen, 
which was started in 1965 by a retired 
Marine captain, William A. “Bill” 
Gary, who believed that the Marine 
Corps’ concepts of leadership, disci-
pline and moral values could be ap-
plied to a college-preparatory educa-
tion. The school opened on a defunct 
military base in Harlingen that had 
been used to train combat navigators 
during World War II.

Rodriguez’ older brother decid-
ed he’d had enough of the newspaper 
business and left for Harvard Uni-
versity to get a master’s degree in 
business administration. “Now I’m 
running the grocery store and the 
newspaper,” Rodriquez said. Seago 
came in to help at the paper, working 
part time. “Tom brought a lot of pro-
fessionalism to the paper,” he said.

He also brought something else. 
He introduced Rodriguez to Bowman 
— superintendent of the Marine Mil-
itary Academy — and suddenly Rodri-
guez had a new mentor. “At the time I 
didn’t even know what a mentor was,” 



ON BEING AN ENTREPRENEUR
Nelson Rodriguez grew up in an entrepreneurial family and shares his advice for those who would 
follow in his footsteps:

When I talk to other people who are interested in getting into business, one of the things that 
I think is important is that you have some kind of vision as to what you want to do. The vision 

shouldn’t be just making money. You 
need to have a vision, something you 
really want to do, and then go after it.

It’s almost impossible, especially 
nowadays, to do something strictly 
on your own. You’re going to have to 
depend on other people. You need to 
get a team together that can help you 
do these things. The team needs to 
have similar vision and a high level of 
integrity. That will help you get to your 
goal a lot faster.

You constantly need to learn. In other 
words, understand that you don’t know 
everything, even though you think you 
know everything when you’re younger. 
If it doesn’t work, then don’t continue 
doing it. …

The Book of Proverbs is probably one 
of the best business sources you can 
get. King Solomon would say: Before 
you do something, test it. Test it two 
or three times. If it works like you’ve 
tested it, then there’s a good chance 
you’ll succeed with it. Most people 
jump into things and don’t test any-
thing. … Then they don’t succeed, and 
they wonder why.

I think it’s important for people to 
continue to learn and get their prin-
ciples together, because if they can 

understand the big picture as they’re going into business, then all the little minutiae will make 
sense. … Unfortunately, today the way most education goes, they teach the minutiae and 
they don’t teach the big picture.

Rodriguez said. “The general, I guess, 
saw something in me and decided to 
bring me in.”

He also roped him into politics. 
Reagan was running for president and 
Bowman was running Reagan’s cam-
paign in the Valley, which was, Rodri-
guez says, 99.9 percent Democratic at 
the time. Bowman called and asked 
Rodriguez to drive to Austin with him 
to pick up some banners and signs for 
a Reagan rally in the Valley.

“I’m not even a Republican,” Ro-
driguez said, but he agreed to go. “I al-
ready know that all the Democrats are 
going to be really upset at Reagan. He 
says, ‘Don’t worry about that. I’ve got 
it under control. I just need for you to 
go with me to Austin, go to the Repub-
lican headquarters. We’ve got to pick 
up some signs and stuff and take them 
down for the rally.’ ”

Their first stop was the capitol, 
where they parked in a no-parking 
zone. While Rodriguez was telling 
Bowman that he couldn’t park there, 
Gov. Bill Clements hurried down the 
steps to the car. “I’m over here all of a 
sudden, thinking who am I in the car 
with?” Rodriguez said.

“We go up to the governor’s office. 
Clements says, ‘Any friend of the gen-
eral is a friend of mine. What do you 
need?’ ” Bowman told the governor 
he was just there to get signs from 
Republican headquarters and turned 
down Clements’ offer of help. “I’ll 
go over there,” Rodriguez recalled 
the general saying. “I wanted to in-
troduce you to Nelson, let you know 
that he’s a friend and he runs a small 
newspaper down in the Valley. He’s 
helping us out to get this Reagan rally 
going in Harlingen.”

At Republican headquarters, of-
ficials refused the request for signs, 
saying that they didn’t understand 
why Reagan was going to the Valley 
because it was a waste of time and 
money. Bowman returned to the car 
where Rodriguez was waiting and 
told him to go into Republican head-
quarters and create such a scene that 
everyone would come out of their of-
fices to see what was happening and 
to keep it up until he heard Bowman P
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honk the car’s horn.
“You didn’t say ‘no’ to the 

general,” Rodriguez said. “Now 
I’ve got to go over here to the 
Republican headquarters and 
walk in and make a fool out of 
myself. I did what the gener-
al said. I walked in there and 
I started telling them how an-
ti-Hispanic they were and how 
this and that and the other, and 
started yelling and screaming. 
Everybody came out of the of-
fice. Everybody was trying to 
calm me down.”

Then he heard the car horn 
and stormed outside. The back 
seat of the car with filled with 
Reagan signs. “I just needed a 
diversion so I could go around to 
the back and get the signs. They’ll 
never miss them,” Bowman told 
him. Rodriguez asked why he 
didn’t just call the governor. “He 
said, ‘I’m not going to waste any 
political clout on signs. I could 
take care of that myself.’

“His point was, quit looking at 
the world the way everybody else 
looks at the world. Look at the 
world for what it really is. It took 
years and years and years to learn 
that lesson,” Rodriguez said.

Protesters, as expected, 
gathered at the rally with picket 
signs, but Bowman wasn’t wor-
ried and told Rodriguez to just 
make sure there were plenty of 
Reagan posters there, even if 
they were on the ground.

CUE THE COWBOY
At the rally itself, Bowman 

introduced Roger Staubach, 
saying he was a big-time sup-
porter of Reagan. “The Cow-
boys are sacred in the Valley,” 
Rodriguez said. “You do not 
picket Roger Staubach. The 
minute Roger Staubach gets up 
there, the signs just dropped.” 
Not only that, he said, people 
started picking up the Reagan 
signs. “It really messed up ev-
erybody’s brain down there be-
cause nobody ever figured that 

a Republican would ever get 
any kind of positive publicity or 
anything in the Valley.”

Rodriguez later would lead 
the U.S. Hispanic Chamber of 
Commerce to endorse Reagan. 
“Reagan wins the election. Next 
thing I do, I get a call. They ask 
me if I wanted to serve an ap-
pointment with the Reagan 
administration,” Rodriguez 
said. “That’s when I sold the 
businesses and moved to Wash-
ington and served in five pres-
idential appointments under 
Reagan. That’s where I found 
out what a mentor was because 
up to that point I didn’t realize 
I was being mentored by these 
other people.”

But when the governmental 
appointments ran out, he had 
trouble finding work. “Nobody 
would hire me,” Rodriguez said. 
“Somebody who’s gone through 
five presidential appointments 
and all this kind of stuff, you’d 
think people would want to 
hire.” But they didn’t, he thinks, 
because they were convinced he 
wouldn’t stick around.

He needed to support his 
family, so he decided to go into 
business for himself. He knew 
that he wanted to do something 

that benefited other people. “I 
wanted to do something that 
I really enjoyed doing and I 
didn’t want to get into some-
thing that was just a job or just 
something to make money,” Ro-
driguez said.

So he began working with 
public housing authorities. 
“Public housing authorities are 
not a glamorous thing,” he said. 
“You’re dealing with the poorest 
of the poor. You’re dealing with 
a community that has a lot of 
issues, whether it’d be drugs or 
gangs or all those kinds of things. 
My job was, how can I help this 
community mainstream eco-
nomically into the society here, 
and how can we do it in such a 
way that will help our country, as 
well as help the people.”

TEAMING UP
Friends told him of a new 

program called Comprehensive 
Planning for Modernization and 
they connected him with Carlos 
Garcia, a nationally known train-
er in Dallas who had more busi-
ness than he could handle. They 
teamed up for five years.

“That first year, we did [plans 
for] about 47 agencies,” Rodri-
guez said. “It became pretty lu-

crative. Plus, the other thing is, 
we were helping these agencies 
better utilize millions and mil-
lions and millions of dollars to 
help all these low-income fam-
ilies, and to have better living 
conditions, to have better pro-
grams to help them with mentor-
ing, with drug addiction, with all 
of these kinds of things. That’s 
what these plans were about. 
It was right in the line of what I 
wanted to do with my life.”

And when Garcia decided to 
retire, Rodriguez started Nel-
rod Co. “Our core mission from 
Day 1 was to assist the low-in-
come community to progress 
and economically mainstream. 
Now we do that in a vast number 
of ways,” he said.

The federal government pro-
duces regulations by the ton and 
then makes constant changes. 
Nelrod tracks those changes for 
its clients, reading, for example, 
an entire 700-page policy and 
highlighting the changes so that 
local public housing officials do 
not have to do it.

Housing subsidies must take 
into account utility and rent costs 
— those are areas of potential sys-
tem abuse — but that information 
can be difficult to develop. So Nel-
rod assists there as well. 

“We do utility studies. We do 
rent studies. Even on occasions 
the government will ask us to 
come take over agencies. We’ll lit-
erally run the entire agency until 
they can get their act together,” 
Rodriguez said.

Nelrod Co. consults with 
about 2,800 agencies and also has 
what Rodriguez calls a “franchise 
model” consortium of 260 hous-
ing agencies.

“We took the franchise model in 
the private sector and applied it to 
the public sector,” Rodriguez said.

It is all a matter at looking at a 
situation and seeing something else.

Paul K. Harral is editor of 
Fort Worth Business CEO. 
pharral@bizpress.net

Mission: 
Build a stronger America, one family at a time.

Fast Facts: 
Founded in 1985, incorporated in 1990
47 full-time employees and 94 consultants in Arkansas, California, Illinois, 
Maryland, Pennsylvania, Texas and Washington, D.C.
35,420 small-business, corporate, local and federal government clients
10 registered brands and divisions with registered and patented processes
269 active Consortium client contracts; 797 other active client contracts
Professional training provided for 10,713 professionals annually

Principal Office: 
Fort Worth
3109 Lubbock Ave.
Fort Worth, TX 76109
www.nelrod.com
E-mail: info@nelrod.com
Phone: (817) 922-9000

Other office locations:
Washington, D.C.
Houston
Austin
San Antonio
San Juan, Puerto Rico (shared)




