Rehabbing both homes and lives

Businessmen build
on their passions
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As the lack of affordable housing and
‘homeownership continue to plague Mil-
‘waukee, two entrepreneurs who came
together from different cormers of the
state are working to reverse those
trends.

Fzekiel Community Development
Corp. is run by president Don Utech, an
entrepreneur in the world of power elec-
tronics, and vice president Jim Gaillard,
the owner of WHIRE Electrical Services.

The two met at a Milwaukee Inner-
city Congregations Allied for Hope
event in 2012 when MICAH president
the Rev. Willie Brisco introduced them.
As they talked, a plan began to form that
‘would work to both of their strengths.
The pair wanted to provide local resi-
dents and people re-entering society
from incarceration with the training and
tools needed to rehab Milwaukee’s nu-
merous dilapidated vacant homes and
sell them to neighberhood residents.

The result?

Ezekiel Community Development
Corp., a program that addresses the
need for skilled labor and reduces
neighborhood blight.

Both Utech and Gaillard had
humble origins before forming
Ezekiel

Utech grew up on a farm in the small
northern Wisconsin town of Elderon.
After graduating from Marquette Uni-
versity with a degree in science and
electrical engineering, Utech went into
‘power electronics. He spent 20 years at
UNICO, eventually becoming the vice
president of operations.

Gaillard grew up in Milwaukee near
North Fourth Street and East North Ave-
nue. A math whiz, he was recruited to a
program called “A Better Chance” that
took him to a prep sehool in Oshkosh.
From there, he attended Marquette Uni-
versity, became an electrical apprentice
and started his own company. The acro-
nym stands for: We Hire Intelligent Re-
sponsible Employees.

After finding business success, both
Utech and Gaillard found themselves
drawn to social justice.

For Gaillard, it was his own experi-
ence that brought him into that space.
He said he was nearly fired three times
from his apprenticeship, and after grad-
uating and becoming a journeyman, he
continued to struggle.

“I've always kind of been a fighter,” he
said. “1 always knew the contracting
world was discriminatory and exclu-
sive.”

He wanted his business to be differ-
ent, a door open to at-risk youths and
re-entries in need of marketable skills.

That perfectly fit a vision Utech has
pursued for years.

In 2012, Utech found himself coordi-
nating a new job resource center at Re-
pairers of the Breach, a daytime home-
less shelter.

And when Utech joined MICAH, an
organization dedieated to improving
criminal justice, housing, economic de-
velopment and other social programs,
he joined the jobs and economic devel-
opment group.

Utech’s history in the industry meant
he recognized the discrimination Gail-
lard had experienced firsthand. When
Brisco brought Gaillard in to discuss the
lack of minority contractors, the two
started brainstorming.

Fzekiel Community Development
Corp. was born.

“Our focus today really is creating
jobs,” Utech said. “We try to train people
with a felony, no skills. We'd rather
teach them how to fish than give them
fish.”

Program allows people in House of
Correction to gain work, life skills

At Ezekiel, potential candidates of-
ten come from places such as Employ
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ever,” Gaillard explained.

“A lot of these people have been told,
‘You're never going to amount to noth-
ing, you're going to be back in jail” So
we've got to kind of win over their trust
and belief that they can do something
different with their life and that's
hard.”

But it’s possible, and according to Co-
nor Williams, an economic policy ana=
lyst at Mib kee-based Cc ity
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Veronda Jackson, the program man-
ager at Ezekiel, is one of those who
wanted to do better. After running into
trouble at age 18, she became interested
in helping re-entries. A part-time job at
‘WHIRE tumned into a full-time role at
Ezekiel, where she has been for the past
three years.

Jackson said one thing she has
learned the most from Utech and Gail-

Ad Public Policy oneof
the best ways to reducz recidivism.

“I really appreciate Don Utech and
Jim Gaillard’s sense o mission to pro-
vide a door for those who were previ-
ously incarcerated,” Williams said.

At Ezekiel, people fiom the House of
Correction “gain important work and
life skills,” he said, “and that fosters a
bridge for those individuals once they’re
released to work in construction.”

Williams also notedthat Ezekiel’s ef-
forts are helping ease the current labor
shurtage because Gaillard's company is

Milwaukee. One particular
Absolute Advantage, allows people at
the House of Correction to trainin con-

d as a pre-app: iceship pro-
am.
Just as he encluned cha]]enges to

lard is pers

”T’hey don’t stop,” she said. “They get
one no’ and they say OK, what's the
next thing we can do.”

Utech credits much of Ezekiel's abil-
ity to engage trainees to Gaillard — once
known as “The Professor” in childhood
for masterminding his friends’ shenani-
gans — and his teaching acumen.

‘Jim is a great teacher,” Utech said,
smiling. “A lot of the kids who come in,
they have no hope. After they come out
of Jim's program, they have hope that
life will be better.”

“The majority of folks, when they
come out of (the) House of Correction,
this is their second chance,” he added.

struction on a type of work-rel pro-
gram.

Although Utech and Gaillard are pas-
sionate about their work, they admit it’s
not easy.

“A lot of (times), we're dealing with
a mindset of people who have been
trampled on and forgotten about for-

his af
Gaillard said trainees must have the
right mindset to make it through the
pre-apprenticeship at WHIRE.

“Im old-school,” Gaillard laughed.
“You've got to wake up with that, as
(Don) says, that fire in your belly and de-
sire to do better.”

[ has rehabbed 50 homes
and counting in Milwaukee

Utech and Gaillard are both the sons
of homeowners, so offering homes to
longtime renting residents is another
step in rebuilding Milwaukee.

“We find a lot of people who are pay-
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ing 40% to 45% of their income toward
rent, with late fees amd credit lowering
due to utility bills. Millwaukee is known
for predatory landlordls,” he said.

The company has rehabbed 30
homes located on thie 2900 block of
North 26th Street wihere Ezekiel's of-
fices are located, while ancther 20 have
been rehabbed elsewiere.

Included in that 50 are 10 homes that
were rehabbed as part of a 2017 initia-
tive where Ezekiel andl five other devel-
opers rehabbed more tthan 100 homes in
the greater Sherman Park area.

In a city that has the second-lowest
Black homeownershiip rate (27.2%)
among the nation’s 50/ largest metropol-
itan areas, Williams s:aid organizations
such as Ezeklel are hellping make a dif-
ference.

“It’s upgrading the: housing stock in
our inner city (and) tthe fact 1_hat they
foster homeo
Williams said. “For lmost people their
home is a vehicle for them to get into the
middle class. The wiork that Ezekiel
does addresses that”

Ezekiel is one of ‘the development
companies that is partt of the Communi-
ty Development Alliamee, a Milwaukee-
based collaboration Wbetween govern-
ment, community andl philanthropic or-
ganizations meant to mddress the needs
oflow-income renters and racial dispar-
ities in homeownershiip.

Despite their proveen successes, the
pair said finding fundiing has been diffi-
cult.

“My biggest frustraition here is that, I
guess when 1 started, I was naive,”
Utech said. “I thought: the city would be
beating down our dloors when they
learned what we wanited to do. Most of
the time we knock om their door, they
don’t even answer.”

The pair credited Northwestern
Mutual for spending roughly $1 million
on the 2900 block whe:re they have done
most of theirrehabs, aind also expressed
appreciation for support from Mayor
Tom Barrett, the Domiinican Center, Le-
gal Aid Society and Local Initiatives
Support Corp.

The pair plan to exjpand and provide
even more training in the future, which
they said will take moire support moving
forward.
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