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By RALPH HEIBUTZKI
HP Correspondent

ST. JOSEPH — When Chivo’s 
Pizza opened in February 2011, 
Tony Pedraza and his partners 
felt they had something special to 
offer – and word didn’t take long 
to get around.

“Three months after we opened, 
the articles came out, people came 
in, tried us, and they were 
hooked,” Pedraza said. “Those 
core customers from our fi rst year 
are still our customers, fi ve years 
later.”

Pedraza said three other pizza 
places – Papa Murphy’s, Passero’s 
and Roma Pizza – left St. Joseph 
since Chivo’s opened.

But word of mouth can sour 
quickly, now that customers can 
instantly voice opinions through 
websites like yelp.com.

“It’s a cutthroat business, man,” 
Pedraza said. “You get one bad 
review on these websites, and you 
see what impact it has that week, 
not just months down the road. 
You can also get a great review, 
and see what impact it has.”

Instant feedback is among 
many factors that can make or 
break a new pizzeria – whether 
the owner hooks up with a na-
tional chain or starts his or her 
own business.

That’s what Pedraza did at 22, 
when he opened Chivo’s with 
Drew Truex, who is married to 
Pedraza’s sister, Clara.

Pedraza was a veteran of 10 
years in the industry, which he 
learned growing up in South 
Bend.

This year, Pedraza expects gross 
profi ts to break $300,000 for the 
fi rst time, buoyed by a repeat cus-
tomer base that he estimates at 
about 70 percent.

Pizza pie charts
Pedraza’s comments carry a fa-

miliar ring to Chris Woodruff, 
chairman of Lake Michigan Col-
lege’s hospitality and culinary de-
partment.

“Everybody’s very passionate 
and opinionated about their type 
of pizza, what makes a great piz-
za,” he said. 

Woodruff estimates Southwest 
Michigan’s economy supports 
100 chain- and independently 
owned pizza places. Berrien 
County has 30 – one for every 
5,000 people.

“For every dollar of sales, about 
30 percent is your food cost,” 

Woodruff said. “Another 30 to 35 
percent is labor, and the rest is ev-
erything else – light bill, rent, ad-
vertising – plus, hopefully, a little 
profi t at the end of the month.”

For Woodruff, the economics 
of pizza come down to the crust, 
sauce and cheese – which is where 
the biggest variations occur, and 
offer the best opportunity to 
make an impact in the local mar-
ket.  

“You have New York style, Chi-
cago style ... a big trend now is the 
Neapolitan or Margherita pizza, 
where they’re more artisan, small 
batch,” Woodruff said. “So there’s 
defi nitely a market, but you have 
to have your own niche.”

Crust and sauce account for 
about 60 percent of the average 
pizza’s cost, followed by cheese – 
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Challenge 
advances 
to EM law

By LOUISE WREGE
HP Staff Writer

BENTON HARBOR — The 
lawsuit challenging the constitu-
tionality of Michigan’s emergency 
manager law is expected to be ap-
pealed to the 6th Circuit Court of 
Appeals within the next two 
weeks, said a lawyer involved.

Detroit attorney Herbert Sand-
ers, from one of the nine fi rms 
and organizations representing 
the plaintiffs, said he is gearing up 
for the next step. Benton Harbor 
City Commissioner MaryAlice 
Adams is ready, too.

“I’m just happy to see this mov-
ing forward because our constitu-
tional rights have been violated,” 
said Adams, one of the plaintiffs.

The lawsuit was originally fi led 
in the U.S. District Court Eastern 
District on March 27, 2013, list-
ing multiple plaintiffs, including 
Adams, City Commissioners 
Duane Seats and Juanita Henry, 
and former City Commissioner 
Dennis Knowles. Other plaintiffs 
include members of Detroit Pub-
lic Schools and the Pontiac City 
Council.

“(If we win), it will put democ-
racy back in the city of Benton 
Harbor as well as the other mi-
nority communities that have 
been affected by this and hope-
fully, it will make the state ac-
countable for its actions,” Henry 
said.

Federal appeals 
court sets hearing
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Bill would let 
retirees teach, 
get pension

By DAVID EGGERT
Associated Press

LANSING — Michigan law-
makers are under pressure to let 
retired teachers return to the 
classroom because of a shortage 
of substitutes and not enough 
full-time teachers in special edu-
cation, pre-kindergarten and cer-
tain subjects.

A 2012 law allowing teachers 
who retired after mid-2010 to 
teach again without losing their 
pension expired more than 15 
months ago. That left provisions 
of a 2010 teacher retirement in-
centive law on the books.

Pension and health care bene-
fi ts must be suspended once retir-
ees directly employed by a school 
district are paid more than one-
third of their average fi nal com-
pensation in a year. Retirement 
benefi ts are off limits entirely for 
retirees hired by an independent 
contractor to perform a school’s 
“core services.”

Reasons for the substitute 
teaching shortage are varied, in-
cluding an improved unemploy-
ment rate that has meant job 

Shortage of substitute 
teachers has  lawmakers 
considering options

Looking 
at a crowded, 
cutthroat market 
and saying, ‘I want in’

By RALPH HEIBUTZKI
HP Correspondent

The old bromide that bread 
is the staff of life may need an 
update.

Perhaps it’s pizza’s time.
“For the active family, piz-

za is the perfect food,” said 
Chris Woodruff, chairman of 
Lake Michigan College’s hos-
pitality and culinary depart-
ment. “It’s easily made quick-
ly. Usually, it can feed a larger 
family affordably, and people 
can get what they like on it. 
It’s easy to carry, and it’s easy 
to transport. For all of those 
reasons, that’s why pizza’s be-
come such a popular food.”

Ask Woodruff to explain 
how Southwest Michigan can 
support some 100 pizza plac-
es, and he cites several factors 
– starting with the appeal of 
pizza itself, which also coin-
cides with an increasingly 
hectic society.

Pizza hits the spot 
for families on the go

Why pie?

Photos by Don Campbell / HP staff 

TOP: A finished combination pizza from Chivo’s in St. Joseph.
MIDDLE: Tony Pedraza, front, owner of Chivo’s Pizza in St. Joseph, and John 
Winston, back, prepare pizza orders using only fresh ingredients. Chivo’s has 
been open since February 2011, and Pedraza says many core customers from 
his first year are still the pizzeria’s customers, nearly five years later.
BOTTOM: Pedraza removes a cheese pizza from an oven while handling doz-
ens of orders during a Wednesday night shift.
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whose price fluctuates be-
cause it’s a dairy product, 
Woodruff said.

“Sometimes, the cheese 
can cost more than the sauce 
and the crust together. It’s a 
higher-ticket item,” he said. 

Large variations aren’t 
unusual, Pedraza said – such 
as last week, when he saw 
cheese prices shoot up from 
$2.35 to $2.75 per pound.

When that happens, 
there’s no choice but to ride 
it out – which an owner can 
do if he’s running his busi-
ness properly, Pedraza said.

Weathering the storm
All things being equal, 

Woodruff advises new 
owners to plan on taking 
three years to turn a profit.

“That’s why a lot of 
chains make you put up so 
much up front because you 
need a lot of money – and 
months – to weather the 
storm,” he said.

Reserves are even more 
crucial if  you go it alone 
since three out of four new 
independent restaurants 
fail in the first three years, 
Woodruff said.

“Independents fail, un-
fortunately, a lot more than 
chains,” he said.

The margin for a success-
ful owner-operator averag-
es roughly 5 to 7 cents per 
dollar of sales after food, 
labor, rent and other costs 
are deducted, Woodruff 
said.

“We don’t make a lot of 
money on every dollar, so 
we have to get all the dol-
lars, and that’s why repeat 
business is so important. 
Word of  mouth is huge in 
our (hospitality) indus-
try,” he said.

For someone who’s 
looking at buying into a 
franchise, LMC business 
instructor Joe Zwiller rec-
ommends asking one 
question first.

“Is the brand name and 
the efficiencies that you 
get worth it or not?” he 
said.

For example, many 
chains – like Dominos – 
allow customers to order 
online, to gain an extra 
edge in a crowded market, 
Zwiller said.

Conversely, an owner 
who opens their own busi-
ness has greater creative 
leeway.

As an example, Zwiller 
cites Fire & Ice Pizza & 
Creamery in St. Joseph – 
which also sells ice cream 
and offers “a room in the 
back, for little kids,” he 
said. “There’s always a 
place for another business, 
if  you can figure out an 
unmet need.”

Tony 
Pedraza, 
owner of 

Chivo’s 
Pizza in 

St. Joseph, 
adds layers 

of cheese 
to a pizza 

order 
during a 

Wednesday 
night rush. 

Cheese 
prices can 

fluctuate 
because 

it’s a dairy 
product.
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PIZZA
From page A1

Another factor is a rela-
tively low barrier to entry, 
depending on the business 
model the new owner pur-
sues, Woodruff said.

For example, an indepen-
dent owner-operator can 
rent a building “and get it for 
a couple months’ lease,” 
Woodruff said. “You may be 
able to find some equipment, 
or a place that used to be a 
pizza place. The startup costs 
can be very minimal, proba-
bly $30,000 to $40,000.”

Similarly, if you’re buying 
into a franchise – which also 
requires an initial investment 
of $30,000, and can escalate 
into the millions – it pays to 
investigate an up-and-comer 
like East of Chicago, Wood-
ruff said.

“That company’s looking 
right now to expand their 
brand, and want franchisees 
to help them expand, so 
they’ll have a lot lower start-

up cost,” he said.
Once a new owner over-

comes those hurdles, he or 
she can develop a signature 
pizza style and identity for 
the business – which is the 
key to success in a keenly 
competitive field, where a lot 
of variation is possible, 
Woodruff said.

“There’s a lot of indepen-
dent pizza places that are still 
serving pizzas,” Woodruff 
said. “Some of the micro-
breweries are now making a 
pizza, or two, and a lot of 
nicer restaurants – RyeBelles 
has their own wood-fired 
oven for their pizzas.”

As crucial as it is, that mix-
ture of identity and style is 
often the hardest to get right, 
which is why success isn’t as-
sured, Woodruff said.

 “Service is still important. 
However, people let you 
know really fast if they like 
your pizza or not,” Wood-
ruff said. “If people like the 
way you prepare your crust 
– thin, deep dish, big pieces, 
little (pieces) – that’s where 
they start, and (then), with 
your sauce. Hopefully, there’s 
a good combination, so 
that’s what you need. You 
need to make it a little differ-
ent.”
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