
Project RETURN Annual Report
2025



- Our Mission -

Project RETURN (Returning Ex-incarcerated

people To Urban Realities and

Neighborhoods) exists to help individuals

who have experienced incarceration make a

positive, permanent return to community,

family and friends.

More than 1,100 people directly received

wraparound services through Project

RETURN in 2025, including:

Circles of Support

Bridge Housing

Housing Navigation

Employment Support

Addiction Counseling

Advocacy and Outreach



170
individuals were referred into the FoodShare Employment and Training
(FSET) job training program, leading to 102 enrollments — surpassing
our goal by 28%. Through FSET, participants gain access to
long-term careers ranging from nursing and trucking to
custodial work and the culinary arts.

2025 By The Numbers
657 people participated in Circles of Support, including 194 presently incarcerated

individuals. These are record numbers for this restorative justice-based program.
Through the structured Circles process, members of small groups grow with and
learn from one another, allowing the community to heal from trauma.

101 job placements were made through our employment support programming
with an average starting wage of $17.03 per hour.

109 men participated in our AODA (Alcohol and Other Drug Addiction) group
counseling program, another record-setting total.

64 individuals were assisted with clothing needs.

224 households received housing navigation services and referrals.

130 clients were provided with a kit of essential hygiene products.

968 letters from our brothers and sisters currently experiencing incarceration
were responded to, providing resources and developing an exit plan.

16 individuals were advocated for through Milwaukee County’s
Mental Health Treatment Court.

21 men participated in Bridge Housing, through which men facing homelessness upon
their return from incarceration receive 3-6 months of housing in conjunction with
wraparound services as we work together to build foundations for a better future.

ZERO Bridge Housing residents have been re-arrested or faced new criminal charges
since the program launched in March 2025. This 0% recidivism rate (as of March 2026)
is remarkable, as the U.S. one-year recidivism rate is approximately 33%.

0%
Bridge Housing is more than a pilot project. It is a life-saving program that works,
and is essential to strong reentry and public safety in Milwaukee.



Our Past & Present

“Strong Reentry Equals Public Safety”
isn’t a nifty slogan. It’s a truth we live by
every day at Project RETURN.

The wraparound services Project RETURN
provides for justice-impacted individuals
in Milwaukee are  difference-makers in
our community. This is by design.
Everything we do is intentional. By
connecting our neighbors with
employment and job training, Circles of
Support, housing, addiction intervention,
and community advocacy, Milwaukee is
transformed into a more welcoming,
equitable and safer place.

That was the purpose of Project
RETURN when we were founded by the
coalition led by Pastor Joe Ellwanger in
1980. It remains our guiding principle
today: to meet people where they are,
to close gaps and overcome barriers,
and to welcome hope back into
situations where there was none.

Project RETURN

STRONG REENTRY EQUALS PUBLIC SAFETY

Across the next four pages, read the stories and testimonies of four
individuals who Project RETURN supported in the past year. Feel the impact
that this work is continuing to make, in their own words.

PASTOR JOE



Dear Project RETURN...

   Dear Project RETURN,

When I came home and entered your program, I truly did not know what to expect. I was
stepping into a new chapter of my life, uncertain but hopeful. What I quickly realized was
that Project RETURN was giving me more than housing. You were giving me structure,
accountability, and a real opportunity to rebuild. The one bedroom housing for six months
gave me stability at a time when I needed it most. Instead of worrying about where I would
sleep, I was able to focus on employment, responsibility, and growth. It was not always
easy, but it was necessary.

Within my first month, I found employment and I have been working ever since. That was
a major milestone for me. I did experience some bumps along the road. But, over time, I
took accountability, corrected my mistakes, and finished strong. Completing this program
means a lot to me because I earned it.

BRIDGE HOUSING

The staff at Project RETURN received an email
one day. It was from Andre, a Bridge Housing
resident. He was announcing that he had
secured an apartment of his own. He wasn’t
asked to write anything, but he chose to say
thank you. Here’s what he shared.

Growth is not always comfortable, but it is worth it.
Today, I am proud to say that I am moving into my own
apartment. That would not have been possible without
this stepping stone. I sincerely appreciate the staff of
Project RETURN for your support, patience, and
commitment to giving individuals like me a second
chance. This program helped me transition from
incarceration to independence, and I leave grateful and
better prepared for my future.

Thank you for being part of my journey.

Sincerely,
Andre 🫶🏾

“



He now takes them on outings almost every weekend. Eddie received other
resources through Project RETURN, too. He has since been able to get his driver’s
license reinstated, opening more opportunities to support his family.

As a thank you just before Christmas, Eddie sent a handwritten letter to our team.
“Thanks to Project RETURN, to Teri and Clem and everyone that works here,”
Eddie wrote, “I am blessed by you all for all you did for me and all you do for
EVERYONE that comes to this program. Bless you all, for always God is good.”

Project RETURN

Eddie shares his blessings
AODA

Eddie came to Project RETURN knowing
he could and needed to do better. He
wanted to get back to work, to be a
strong patriarch in his family, and to
understand why he kept falling astray
because of alcohol. He finally got the
foothold he needed at Project RETURN.
Throughout the months he participated
in our men’s AODA (Alcohol & Other Drug
Addiction) Group week after week, he
shared his story and heard the
testimonies of others.

It was here he found his people: peers, mentors
and mentees who understood the burden of
addiction without judgment. It was at Project
RETURN where Eddie came to feel heard. He
quickly connected with our on-staff counselor,
Clem Richardson, who has been counseling
men affected by addiction for well over 20
years. Unlike many other licensed counselors,
Clem’s leadership is rooted in lived experience.
Clem has walked the walk, too, having
experienced incarceration and addiction
throughout his life’s journey. In a room
surrounded by men young and old, facing the
same demons together, Eddie learned more
about himself and addiction. He grew as a
learner and as a leader. This past year, he was
able to spend Christmas with his grandchildren



What Al had to say
Albert came to Project RETURN soon after returning to Milwaukee. But he was
unable to stick with the best path forward. He found himself struggling to get
out of his own way.

Al had suffered wrongful imprisonment and became deeply distrusting of not
only ‘The System’ but of everyone, making it more difficult to connect with the
resources he needed. But... something kept bringing him back to Project
RETURN. “It took months for him to begin to trust us,” says Edwin Aleman,
Project RETURN’s new bilingual employment coordinator.

When Al first came to our office, he initially was only willing to speak with
Edwin and only in Spanish. He may never have shared anything and may never
have connected with the resources he needed if Project RETURN didn’t have a
native Spanish speaker on staff. Edwin and Al share a Puerto Rican heritage,
through which they were able to connect in a way that he had been unable to
with others. After developing trust and a relationship based on honesty, Edwin
and Al worked together to develop a professional résumé and find job
opportunities. After Al secured an interview and job offer at a local
manufacturing facility, we made sure he had a new pair of steel toe boots so
he could start working ASAP.

Al’s story isn’t uncommon. Chronic distrust is a
common symptom of the trauma induced by
incarceration. This only makes it more difficult
for healthy relationships to develop. One of the
only ways to break through this barrier is
unflinching support through every step of the
reentry journey. That’s exactly what Project
RETURN’s professional and compassionate
case managers provide.

As he was leaving with his new boots — ready to
get to work, filled with renewed hope — Al
shared this with another Project RETURN team
member: “From the bottom of my heart, I’m
thankful for you guys. That’s why I keep
coming back here. What’s in the past is buried.
Today, I’m about being a better man.”

EMPLOYMENT SUPPORT



NEEDS MET, DOORS OPENED

   Before coming here, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I honestly was going to
be homeless and probably going back into the same cycle of stuff that got me
incarcerated in the first place. I got very lucky to end up at Project RETURN.

When I first moved into Bridge Housing, I thought it was going to feel like jail.
Instead, it was more like a family. Everyone here is willing to help, to really give
you a hand. There are so many resources and programs available.

Something that surprised me a lot was how doors started opening for me. I was
noticing that I was on the right path.

People were telling me that they’re proud of me.

I want to thank Project RETURN for everything — the entire staff
and everyone who works here. I just appreciate everything you
guys did for me. You guys went above and beyond to help us.

Sam exemplifies what we are accomplishing here at Project RETURN. We know that
when someone's basic needs are met, success follows and hope is restored. This is
what it's all about.

Here’s how he reflected on his time in Bridge Housing, in his own words...

Sam spent almost five months
with Project RETURN in Bridge
Housing. During that time, he
grew from being a bit of a
recluse to opening up into his
true, friendly, outgoing self. Sam
developed trust with our team
and was able to work through
the problems he was facing. He
graduated in December and is
pursuing further education as he
seeks to become a union welder.

Sam’s Story

*Edited for clarity

“

Scan this QR
Code to watch
Sam’s testimony
on YouTube.



Project RETURN is honored to be
supported by the following
organizations, foundations and trusts:

United Way of Greater Milwaukee &
Waukesha County
Siebert Lutheran Foundation
Reva & David Logan Foundation
Bader Philanthropies
The Catholic Campaign for Human
Development
Roots & Wings Foundation
Greater Milwaukee Foundation
Forest County Potawatomi
Foundation
The Catholic Community Foundation
Patrick & Anna M. Cudahy Fund
The Green Bay Packers Foundation
Ralph Evinrude Foundation, Inc.
We Energies Foundation

– Total Revenue$1,020,311.25

– Foundations
– Individuals
– Collaborations
– Government Grants
– Fundraisers
– Faith Communities
– Other

$570,055.40
$108,258.16
$83,134.59
$178,644.02
$18,118.00
$28,940.00
$33,161.08

2025 Revenue

– Total Expenses$1,003,272.14

– Salaries & Benefits
– Contracted Services
– Rent
– Fundraising/Marketing
– Program Expenses
– Office Supplies & Equipment
– Organization Insurance

$647,844.49
$42,376.11
$182,157.13
$33,466.04
$40,369.90
$44,361.79
$12,696.68

2025 Expenses

Our Finances

HOW TO MAKE AN IMPACT
Project RETURN is launching a Capital
Campaign in 2026 to enable the
purchase of a permanent
headquarters for our nonprofit. To get
involved or learn more about our
nonprofit’s future plans, contact
Development Coordinator Adam
Rogan at 262-994-8841 or
adam@projectreturnmilwaukee.org.

To inquire about joining the board of
directors or a committee, contact
Executive Director Wendel Hruska at
wendel@projectreturnmilwaukee.org.



ADAM ROGAN
Development Coordinator

CLEM RICHARDSON
Clinical Counselor & Group Facilitator

SARA WILLIAMS
Housing Director

MATT BARR
Safety Monitor

EDWIN ALEMAN
Employment Coordinator

WENDEL HRUSKA
Executive Director

EUGENE NELSON
FSET Coordinator & Case Manager

FRANK PENIGAR
Community Case Manager

AMANDA SMIT
Program Coordinator & Case Manager

MISS TERI WOODLEY
Office Manager & Housing Navigator

Our Team Project RETURN’s board and staff
reflect the people we serve. We
know the experiences of justice-
impacted people must inform
everything we do. The majority of
our staff and more than one-fourth
of our board members have
experienced incarceration. We took
this approach when it was
disparaged by others. Now, it is
widely accepted as best practice.

NEW FACES, SAME MISSION
The Project RETURN team continues
to grow. Meet our new leaders....

Frank Penigar is a grandpa, but you
wouldn’t know it by how fast he
moves. Before joining Project
RETURN, Frank led another
Milwaukee reentry organization. He
is dedicated to the mission of
strong reentry and is pursuing his
peer support specialist certificate.

As Safety Monitor, Matt Barr lives
on-site, providing mentorship and
overnight services to Bridge
Housing residents.

As employment coordinator, Edwin
Aleman is laser-focused on
breaking down barriers to
employment for the people we
serve. Edwin is bilingual in English
and Spanish, enabling connections
with many more Milwaukeeans in a
way we couldn’t before. A longtime
nonprofit devotee, Edwin previously
worked for Boys & Girls Clubs of
Greater Milwaukee and UMOS, Inc.

EIN: 39-1411980GIVE

BOARD OF DIRECTORS
Rob Schreiber, president
Steven Beckham, vice president
Matthew S. Pinix, Esq., secretary
William Harrell, treasurer
Rev. Joseph Ellwanger, founder

Charles Hampton
Dr. Ed de St. Aubin
Dr. Tom LeBel
Jim Nitz
Laura Vuchetich
Carl Fields
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	- Our Mission -
	Project RETURN (Returning Ex-incarcerated people To Urban Realities and Neighborhoods) exists to help individuals who have experienced incarceration make a positive, permanent return to community, family and friends.
	More than 1,100 people directly received wraparound services through Project RETURN in 2025, including:
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	Our Past & Present
	STRONG REENTRY EQUALS PUBLIC SAFETY
	“Strong Reentry Equals Public Safety” isn’t a nifty slogan. It’s a truth we live by every day at Project RETURN.
	The wraparound services Project RETURN provides for justice-impacted individuals in Milwaukee are  difference-makers in our community. This is by design. Everything we do is intentional. By connecting our neighbors with employment and job training, Circles of Support, housing, addiction intervention, and community advocacy, Milwaukee is transformed into a more welcoming, equitable and safer place.
	PASTOR JOE
	That was the purpose of Project RETURN when we were founded by the coalition led by Pastor Joe Ellwanger in 1980. It remains our guiding principle today: to meet people where they are, to close gaps and overcome barriers, and to welcome hope back into situations where there was none.
	Across the next four pages, read the stories and testimonies of four individuals who Project RETURN supported in the past year. Feel the impact that this work is continuing to make, in their own words.



	Dear Project RETURN...
	The staff at Project RETURN received an email one day. It was from Andre, a Bridge Housing resident. He was announcing that he had secured an apartment of his own. He wasn’t asked to write anything, but he chose to say thank you. Here’s what he shared.
	Dear Project RETURN,
	When I came home and entered your program, I truly did not know what to expect. I was stepping into a new chapter of my life, uncertain but hopeful. What I quickly realized was that Project RETURN was giving me more than housing. You were giving me structure, accountability, and a real opportunity to rebuild. The one bedroom housing for six months gave me stability at a time when I needed it most. Instead of worrying about where I would sleep, I was able to focus on employment, responsibility, and growth. It was not always easy, but it was necessary.
	Within my first month, I found employment and I have been working ever since. That was a major milestone for me. I did experience some bumps along the road. But, over time, I took accountability, corrected my mistakes, and finished strong. Completing this program means a lot to me because I earned it.
	Growth is not always comfortable, but it is worth it. Today, I am proud to say that I am moving into my own apartment. That would not have been possible without this stepping stone. I sincerely appreciate the staff of Project RETURN for your support, patience, and commitment to giving individuals like me a second chance. This program helped me transition from incarceration to independence, and I leave grateful and better prepared for my future.
	Thank you for being part of my journey.
	Sincerely, Andre 🫶🏾

	Eddie shares his blessings
	AODA
	Eddie came to Project RETURN knowing he could and needed to do better. He wanted to get back to work, to be a strong patriarch in his family, and to understand why he kept falling astray because of alcohol. He finally got the foothold he needed at Project RETURN. Throughout the months he participated in our men’s AODA (Alcohol & Other Drug Addiction) Group week after week, he shared his story and heard the testimonies of others.
	It was here he found his people: peers, mentors and mentees who understood the burden of addiction without judgment. It was at Project RETURN where Eddie came to feel heard. He quickly connected with our on-staff counselor, Clem Richardson, who has been counseling men affected by addiction for well over 20 years. Unlike many other licensed counselors, Clem’s leadership is rooted in lived experience. Clem has walked the walk, too, having experienced incarceration and addiction throughout his life’s journey. In a room surrounded by men young and old, facing the same demons together, Eddie learned more about himself and addiction. He grew as a learner and as a leader. This past year, he was able to spend Christmas with his grandchildren
	He now takes them on outings almost every weekend. Eddie received other resources through Project RETURN, too. He has since been able to get his driver’s license reinstated, opening more opportunities to support his family.
	As a thank you just before Christmas, Eddie sent a handwritten letter to our team. “Thanks to Project RETURN, to Teri and Clem and everyone that works here,” Eddie wrote, “I am blessed by you all for all you did for me and all you do for EVERYONE that comes to this program. Bless you all, for always God is good.”

	What Al had to say
	Albert came to Project RETURN soon after returning to Milwaukee. But he was unable to stick with the best path forward. He found himself struggling to get out of his own way.
	Al had suffered wrongful imprisonment and became deeply distrusting of not only ‘The System’ but of everyone, making it more difficult to connect with the resources he needed. But... something kept bringing him back to Project RETURN. “It took months for him to begin to trust us,” says Edwin Aleman, Project RETURN’s new bilingual employment coordinator.
	When Al first came to our office, he initially was only willing to speak with Edwin and only in Spanish. He may never have shared anything and may never have connected with the resources he needed if Project RETURN didn’t have a native Spanish speaker on staff. Edwin and Al share a Puerto Rican heritage, through which they were able to connect in a way that he had been unable to with others. After developing trust and a relationship based on honesty, Edwin and Al worked together to develop a professional résumé and find job opportunities. After Al secured an interview and job offer at a local manufacturing facility, we made sure he had a new pair of steel toe boots so he could start working ASAP.
	Al’s story isn’t uncommon. Chronic distrust is a common symptom of the trauma induced by incarceration. This only makes it more difficult for healthy relationships to develop. One of the only ways to break through this barrier is unflinching support through every step of the reentry journey. That’s exactly what Project RETURN’s professional and compassionate case managers provide.
	As he was leaving with his new boots — ready to get to work, filled with renewed hope — Al shared this with another Project RETURN team member: “From the bottom of my heart, I’m thankful for you guys. That’s why I keep coming back here. What’s in the past is buried. Today, I’m about being a better man.”

	Sam’s Story
	Sam spent almost five months with Project RETURN in Bridge Housing. During that time, he grew from being a bit of a recluse to opening up into his true, friendly, outgoing self. Sam developed trust with our team and was able to work through the problems he was facing. He graduated in December and is pursuing further education as he seeks to become a union welder.
	Sam exemplifies what we are accomplishing here at Project RETURN. We know that when someone's basic needs are met, success follows and hope is restored. This is what it's all about.
	Here’s how he reflected on his time in Bridge Housing, in his own words...
	Before coming here, I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I honestly was going to be homeless and probably going back into the same cycle of stuff that got me incarcerated in the first place. I got very lucky to end up at Project RETURN.
	When I first moved into Bridge Housing, I thought it was going to feel like jail. Instead, it was more like a family. Everyone here is willing to help, to really give you a hand. There are so many resources and programs available.
	Something that surprised me a lot was how doors started opening for me. I was noticing that I was on the right path.
	People were telling me that they’re proud of me.
	I want to thank Project RETURN for everything — the entire staff and everyone who works here. I just appreciate everything you guys did for me. You guys went above and beyond to help us.
	Scan this QR Code to watch Sam’s testimony on YouTube.
	*Edited for clarity


	Our Finances
	2025 Expenses
	$1,003,272.14
	– Total Expenses

	2025 Revenue
	$1,020,311.25
	– Total Revenue


	Our Team
	Project RETURN’s board and staff reflect the people we serve. We know the experiences of justice-impacted people must inform everything we do. The majority of our staff and more than one-fourth of our board members have experienced incarceration. We took this approach when it was disparaged by others. Now, it is widely accepted as best practice.
	NEW FACES, SAME MISSION The Project RETURN team continues to grow. Meet our new leaders....
	Frank Penigar is a grandpa, but you wouldn’t know it by how fast he moves. Before joining Project RETURN, Frank led another Milwaukee reentry organization. He is dedicated to the mission of strong reentry and is pursuing his peer support specialist certificate.
	As Safety Monitor, Matt Barr lives on-site, providing mentorship and overnight services to Bridge Housing residents.
	As employment coordinator, Edwin Aleman is laser-focused on breaking down barriers to employment for the people we serve. Edwin is bilingual in English and Spanish, enabling connections with many more Milwaukeeans in a way we couldn’t before. A longtime nonprofit devotee, Edwin previously worked for Boys & Girls Clubs of Greater Milwaukee and UMOS, Inc.
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