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Bill 41!

Through our 23 years of service to the community, Project RETURN has helped hun-
dreds of individuals leave the prison system and become permanent, productive mem-
bers of our society. Over thistime, we have had many success stories. Also over that
time, we have had many disappointments. But throughout these past two decades,
Project RETURN has always been known as a place an ex-offender can go to get the
support they need.

This year has been particularly memorable. Not only because we have helped more
clientsthan in any other year. We have spoken in more prisons and to more people
than any other year. But that is not what is going to make this year memorable. We
have expanded our services to assist more clients with alcohol or drug addictions
through our AODA groups. But that is still not what is going to make this year more
memorable than those in the past.

What makes this year memorableis that Project RETURN has reached a goal, a goal
that is set at the beginning of every year but has never been reached. Until now. In
January of 2003, we set the same goal we had set for the past five years. Our goal:
secure 200 individuals with full-time employment.

We are happy to announce that this goal has become areality in 2003. At the printing
of this newsletter, Project RETURN has placed 206 ex-offenders in full-time employ-
ment.

We at Project RETURN realize that we have not done this alone. It isonly through
your support that we can do the work we do. It isthat support that transcends
through ustotheclient, that gives him or her the hope and drive to get up every day
and search for employment. We thank you for your support and your prayers.

And now, it istime to set a new goal: 300 jobs in 2004!

With your continued support, we can make it.




When | woke up this morning | groggily headed downstairs to perform my morning ritual of eating corn
flakes while reading the newspaper. As| scanned through the December 10th issue of the Milwaukee
Journal Sentinel, | spotted an article in the business section which seemed to summarize perfectly the
frustration of job hunting in Milwaukee: “Too many peoplelooking for few jobs”. | didn’t need a news-
paper articletotell methat, but it did reinforce the reality that our clients face when seeking employ-
ment, areality that’s made even more difficult when employer’s see the yes boxed checked next to “ever
been convicted of a felony?’

The best way that I've heard someone explain the nature of job seeking is when one of my clients ex-
claimed “job seekingisajob initselfl” Exactly. Itisajob, and a very demanding one at that. Still, it
is onethat, although thereis no pay, many of the clients that step through our door choose as their vo-
cation. Simply put, it isthe only option other than relying on less than ideal social services..

Under these circumstances, | often find it difficult to paint a positive picture for them. Many times,
the only thing | can doistry tofocus the clients view on that next step, that next move towards the
goals they have set for themselves. For many, that first step isarésumé and a list of job leads. For
others it may be something more rudimentary, a warm hat for the winter season, the right clothing to
make that all important first impression on potential employers. Periodically, we'll work with job seek-
ers who have arésumé, a cover letter, a copy of their transcripts, and everything else a prepared seeker
can’'t dowithout. For clients such as these, I'll quizthem on their technique and help them torefine
their hunting tactics.

A major source of inspiration for Project RETURN job seekers are the leads we provide. A job list is
updated every week based on postings we find around Milwaukee, approximately 20-30 leads. Without
a doubt thelist is a great placeto start, and many clients have had success with it, but the sheer vol-
ume of people we have coming through our office weakens the ratio of seekers toleads when we hand
out that 50th or 75t list of the week. Since that isthe case, few of us case workers place all of our hopes
on one avenue of job seeking. Instead, we continually search for new contacts, pass along companies
that have hired others, and call out to companies to inquire about possible openings.

More than once, I've felt the frustration of having someone say to me, “I'll do anything. | just need
work. I'll clean, carry stuff, do whatever you need, | just need work.” To which my response is inevita-
bly “sorry, | can only help you look for work, | don’'t have the connections to place you anywhere.” Con-
nections. Theyresoimportant. In China, thereis a popular term that every working individual is
aware of, “guanxi”, which means “good connections.” They quite often become the difference between
paying rent and living in a shelter, buying food and applying for food stamps, living well and hardly
making it.

If thereis one wish on my Christmas list for Project RETURN, it's more “guanxi” for the New Year. |
wish there were places | could tell qualified seekersto gotowhere | know they would get more then a
“we'll call you if we're interested” response. |f anyone knows of any leads please call Project RETURN
at (414) 374-8029 and let us know so that we can excitedly exclaim to our clients “yes, | do know where
you can start looking!”
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Season’s

Greetings

Project RE-
TURN will be
collaboratively
working with
churchesin Mil-
waukee to offer
Christmas So-
cialstotheindi-
viduals incarcer-
ated at the
Minimum Secu-
rity Prisons here
in Milwaukee.
Both socials will
take place on
December 21.

Thank
you to all
of our
volunteers
and
supporters
tomake
this year
one of the
best in
our 23
year
history.
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