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By Kim Nilsen

RALEIGH – John Skvarla likes to joke that he misses being
a garbage man.

Skvarla in August completed a stint saving a company
called Wilkinson-Hi-Rise from the corporate scrap heap.

Wilkinson, one of the world’s largest manufacturers of trash
and linen chutes, had been buried under a heap of negative

cash flow despite $13 million a year in annual rev-
enues. It was scuttled by parent Hi-Rise

Recycling Systems shortly before that company
filed for Chapter 11 protection in February

2002. GE Capital, Hi-Rise’s major creditor,
then tapped Skvarla and his partners for

the Wilkinson reclamation project.
It took only a year for Skvarla and
his team to return Wilkinson’s cash

flow to the black. They sold the
company back to a restruc-

tured Hi-Rise in a deal
that closed in late July. 

The Wilkinson job
was just the lat-

est line on Sk-
varla’s eclec-
tic resume.
He founded
a law firm
during the
1970s, then

segued to the

executive suite to help run one of the world’s largest all-cargo
airlines. He followed the sale of that company with an 11-year
stint as chief executive officer of a chain of physical therapy
centers. When that company sold, he moved on to open the
Raleigh outpost of the investment bank Duff & Phelps. He also
found the time in the mid-1990s to co-author a book about

the U.S. health-care system.  
“You have to have the

willingness to step off
and do something out-
side your comfort zone,”
Skvarla says. 

That willingness has
paid dividends for Skvar-
la, now 55. He was CEO
of Pro Active Therapy
when the company sold
in 1998 for approximately
$50 million to NovaCare,
a Pennsylvania company
with a national physical
therapy network. 

On his watch, Pro
Active reinvented itself
from a health technolo-
gy venture called Iso-
Technologies into a chain of 60 physical therapy centers that
generated $25 million in annual revenue in 1997.

“He’s the consummate deal maker,” says Larry Robbins,
Skvarla’s former law partner. 

Skvarla was born in Oak Ridge, Tenn., where his father
worked at Oak Ridge National Laboratory. He grew up in
Tuxedo Park, N.Y., where he began caddying for pay at age 10.
That early job grew his passion for golf. Skvarla and his wife,
avid golfer Elizabeth Skvarla, live in Raleigh but have long kept
a second home in Pinehurst, North Carolina’s most famous

J O H N  S K VA R L A  I I I l
Career: Founding partner, Skvarla,Wyrick and
Robbins law firm; COO,The Aviation Group; CEO
Pro Active Therapy; managing director, Duff &
Phelps investment bank; chairman,Wilkinson-
Hi-Rise
Age: 55
Hometown: Tuxedo Park, N.Y.
Education: BA Economics, Manhattan
College; JD University of North Carolina at
Chapel Hill Law School 
Family: Wife, Elizabeth; son, Matt, 26; daugh-
ter, Kate, 23
His own car is: 1948 Packard convertible;
1948 Ford convertible; 1956 Bentley

Skvarla has done
everything from
starting a law firm
to salvaging a trash-
chute company.

JOHN SKVARLA III
Attorney, serial executive
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golf enclave. Friends say he’s nearly a
scratch player. 

After graduating from law school at
University of North Carolina in 1973, he
started as an associate with a boutique
Raleigh firm that specialized in business and
tax law. Skvarla evenutally became a partner
with Sam Wyrick and William Pinna. 

In the mid-1970s, student Larry Robbins
discovered the firm through a note card
tacked to a job bulletin board at UNC.
Robbins took the clerk’s job. He says
Skvarla was able to inspire respect and
fierce loyalty in his colleagues and employ-
ees, in part by showing that he had
climbed up through the ranks.

Skvarla, Robbins and Wyrick teamed up in
1978 to start their own firm, now Wyrick,
Robbins, Yates & Ponton. Skvarla left in 1984
to help run The Aviation Group. The startup
was one of the law firm’s clients and had
grown wildly. The company provided
overnight package delivery for clients such
as United Parcel Service, Purolator and
Burlington Northern. Aviation Group sold in
1986 to Primark for $140 million. 

Skvarla, the young lawyer, had served as
chief operating officer. He oversaw 1,200
employees, including 400 unionized
pilots, and helped line up public and pri-
vate financing.

“It’s fun seeing all the gears fit,” Skvarla says. 
That sentiment isn’t surprising coming

from Skvarla, an antique car enthusiast.
Skvarla owns two 1948 convertibles – a
Packard and a Ford – and is part owner in a
1956 Bentley. When asked about his worst
misstep, he points not to a boardroom
decision but to parting with his 1930s
Woody station wagon.

“I don’t think John is particularly the retir-
ing type. We get a lot of pleasure out of doing
business,” says Todd Robinson, a frequent
business partner who was involved with the
Wilkinson turnaround. Friends say Skvarla is
a rare combination of hands-on manager
and big-picture transaction negotiator.

From his 19th floor office in Raleigh’s BB&T
building, Skvarla has been contemplating
his next move. The Duff & Phelps name still
marks the entrance despite the fact he hasn’t
worked for the investment bank since 2001.
For three years, Skvarla focused on mid- and
small-cap markets for the bank, which has
since limited its locations to New York,
Chicago, Seattle and Los Angeles. 

“He gets very close to the business and the
customers,” says Robinson. 

Skvarla and Robinson returned Wilkinson
to positive cash flow without slashing staff.
“It doesn’t take a bull whip. It takes direct
leadership,” Skvarla says. “It was a function of
getting people focused.”

And not throwing them out with the trash. 
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SKVARLA: Biggest regret is selling antique car  
FROM PAGE 5

HOOVER: Business associations target fax rule

BUSINESS GROUPS ASK FCC TO DROP PROPOSED FAX RULE
Trade associations have asked the

Federal Communications Commission to
drop a proposed rule that would require
associations and businesses to obtain their
members' or customers' written consent
before sending commercial faxes.

The FCC announced Aug. 18 that it would
delay the effective date of the regulation until
Jan. 1, 2005. The rule had been scheduled to
go into effect Aug. 25, but was postponed
after businesses and associations com-

plained it would pose a costly administrative
burden and disrupt communications.

Now, associations want the FCC to kill
the rule, not just delay it. 

Nine associations, including the U.S.
Chamber of Commerce, filed a petition
with the FCC asking the agency to recon-
sider the regulation.

“How can the FCC expect businesses to
function if they can't fax their own cus-
tomers?” asks Steven Bokat, the chamber's
general counsel.

Hoover is chief of Triangle Business
Journal’s Washington bureau.
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Lease for $29948 months**

Turbocharged 1.8 liter 170 hp engine

2003 AUDI A4 1.8T

*Lease:  $3,341 total due at signing includes capitalized cost reduction, acquisition fee, tax, tag and $198 doc fee with
approved credit. Monthly payment does not include tax. You pay 20 cents per mile for all miles over 10,000 per year at lease
end. **$2,574 due at signing includes capitalized cost reduction, refundable security deposit and first month’s payment. Tax,
tag and $198 doc fee are additional. Requires credit approval. You pay 25 cents per mile for all miles over 10,000 per year at
lease end. +Tax, tag and $198 doc fee additional.

Starting at $56,665+
2004 PORSCHE CAYENNE

Lease for $49936 months*
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Timing isEverything.

Wake Education Partnership and the Greater Raleigh Chamber of Commerce are seeking nominations 
from Triangle businesses that have provided outstanding support to Wake County Public Schools for
the BUSINESS PARTNER FOR EDUCATION awards.  The awards presentation will be a part of
the Partnership‘s Annual Meeting set for 7:30 –9:15 a.m., October 16, 2003 at the Raleigh
Convention & Conference Center. You may nominate any business, including your own.

Nominations must be received no later than 5:00 p.m., Monday, September 15, 2003.

Company 

Number of Triangle Employees 

Contact Person 

Address 

City/State/Zip

Phone                                                         e-mail

Please include the following information with specific examples (please limit to two pages):
• Description of time, effort and financial commitment to public education
• Briefly discuss the school/community education partners with which the business collaborates in these efforts
• Evidence of encouragement and motivation given to personnel in your organization to take active leadership 

roles in Wake County Public Schools
• Evidence of grassroots support of employees for public education in Wake County
• Describe results your efforts have made in Wake County public education 

2003 Business Partner for Education Awards

Nominations are now being accepted for the

2003 Large and Small Business Partner for Education Awards

In addition, you are welcome to provide one testimonial story that exemplifies your company’s involvement in 
Wake County public education. For more information call (919) 821-7609 x 39 or visit www.wakeedpartnership.org

Please send the information electronically to:
Wake Education Partnership
706 Hillsborough Street, Suite A
Raleigh, NC 27603
Attn: Linsey Dyson
Ldyson@wakeedpartnership.org

Past Award Recipients Include:
2002 WakeMed and Bovis Lend Lease
2001 IBM and Home Builders Association of Raleigh and Wake County
2000 Glaxo Smith Kline and Wake Stone Corporation
1999 BellSouth
1998 Progress Energy (CP&L)


