Cantu encourages vision-impaired to seek employment in food industry

By Michael Hines/Times Record News

June 8, 2007

In the early 1990s, Ricardo Cantu's advice helped Eugene Breaud become the first visually impaired contractor to handle food services for a military installation.

The 65-year-old Breaud wasn't going to miss out on a second helping Thursday.

He was one of more than two dozen people who attended the Business Education Annual Training 2007. It was designed to provide insight into food service

contracting and included seminars on quality control, cooking and maintenance.

"I was scared to death," Breaud said of the prospect of running a food services company more than a decade ago.

Cantu's encouragement helped him overcome his fears and he now oversees 350 employees.

Before starting his business, Breaud was making about $125 a week selling knickknacks from a 90-foot cubicle in Alexandria, La. He wouldn't say what his

salary is now as president of Breaud Services Inc., a food service company that serves about 8,000 meals a day to the Joint Readiness Training Center in

Fort Polk, La.

This is the first year for the seminar, which attracted 30 participants - six of whom were vision-impaired.

"The main thing is they're going to be better prepared to meet the daily challenges that are out there," said Cantu, owner of Cantu Services and El Mejicano

Restaurant.

The seed for the seminar came with the passage of the Randolph Sheppard Act. That legislation, passed in 1936, relates to increasing employment opportunities

through vending facilities on military installations. Cantu, who is not vision-impaired, began working with military installations in 1982. He noticed

other conferences focusing on helping blind merchants and decided to host one of his own last year.

"They cover a lot of things but they never cover what we have here, the basics of operating a food service contract," Cantu said.

The decision was worth it to those in attendance, such as Robert Ott, 37. When he was 21, he lost his sight in a gunshot accident. Still, he has written

an autobiography of his struggles. The account's title, "Certain Victory," comes from the name as his company, Certain Victory Food Services, Inc.

"Everyday's a learning experience," he said, explaining why he decided to attend the seminar.

"I figured why stop now? I want to continue to learn more and progress."
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