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When retired Navy Vice Cmdr. Matt Scassero decided to rejoin the civilian sector, he wanted to make sure his leadership skills would be put to good use. 

Melwood, an Upper Marlboro nonprofit that supports people with disabilities, filled Scassero's need when it offered him the role of senior vice president for its contract services division. The division manages Melwood's AbilityOne contracts, which provide federal employment for more than 565 people with disabilities, plus 250 supervisors. Positions include janitorial and groundskeeping services, recycling maintenance and some administrative work. 

"Contract services is the engine room of Melwood," Scassero said. "It's one of the main centers where we can fulfill our mission." 

Melwood clients work at more than 65 federal sites, including the Naval Academy, Patuxent River Naval Air Station, Naval Research Laboratory and Departments of Agriculture, Energy and Housing and Urban Development, according to Melwood information. These clients earned about $13.5 million in wages and benefits and paid $2.7 million in taxes in 2008. Melwood serves more than 1,600 people with disabilities with employment, community supports and recreation in the Washington region. 

"For me, the best way to contribute to services is to provide leadership," Scassero said, adding that direction and guidance can be "severely" lacking among nonprofits. 

Scassero joined Melwood this summer, about four months after retiring from his 27 years in the Navy. 

He said the predominant challenges in his new job are knowing when Melwood is doing well with both its clients and their employers, and being able to anticipate issues instead of just reacting to them. Melwood often uses its clients' relationships with friends and family to gauge its success in satisfying their employment needs. The nonprofit is always looking at "which knobs to adjust," Scassero said. 

Scassero said Melwood is also concentrating more on encouraging clients with less debilitating disabilities to become supervisors for the others, if they have interest. To date, 17 Melwood clients with disabilities work as supervisors, with all but two of them the result of promotions in their job, Scassero said. 

Another goal is to partner with other organizations as the Navy looks to consolidate some of its civilian jobs into packaged base-operating services. 

"Partnering is huge among nonprofits," he said. "If Melwood is successful, I'm successful." 

Janice Frey-Angel, CEO of Melwood, said Scassero suits his new role especially well because of the parallels between military and public service. 

"It's never just a job," she said. 

Frey-Angel said Scassero's naval work managing ships and bases allows him to understand the complexity of the contract services division and gives him the ability to get people behind the mission and get them excited about it. 

"A lot of this job is relationships, and that's definitely his strength," she said. "Our biggest customer is the Navy so it's even better that he already understands that." 

Scassero, 48, graduated from the Naval Academy in 1982 and entered the aviation field to fly Prowler jets. 

"I got into it for the excitement, but I learned taking care of sailors is an important part of the mission," he said, explaining why he switched interest to supervisory roles. 

Scassero said his most memorable times in the military were his tours in Operation Desert Storm in Iraq and in Kosovo. 

"You don't look forward to them and they're not fun, but just being there and having the ability to act is very rewarding," he said. 

His tours took him to 25 countries on five continents before he took up the vice commander position at the Naval Air Warfare Center at Patuxent River Naval Air Station. After several years there, Scassero decided he had accomplished everything he wanted to do in the military and it was time to return to civilian life. 

Frey-Angel said Scassero's work with civilians at Patuxent eased his transition into Melwood, although some people had originally worried about the shift. 

"For what I need in the job, he has all the right qualifications," she said. 

Scassero said he knew of Melwood mainly through its charity car donation program, which has suffered since law changes lowered the amount donors could deduct on their tax returns. He has also served on the board for the Center of Children in La Plata and is active in Boy Scouts. 

A resident of Leonardtown, Scassero is married with two children and enjoys hunting, fishing, camping and playing the mandolin. 

