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A
sian Neighborhood Design is one of
the oldest and most complex organi-
z a ti ons in The Roberts Enterpri s e
Development Fund portfolio. In 1973

AND had its genesis in a movement of Asian
American architecture, design and urban plan-

ning students at the University of California at
Berkeley who wanted to raise the housing stan-
dards in poor Asian American enclaves. Over the
years AND has evolved to encompass political
activism, architecture, custom millwork, furni-
ture design for low-income immigrants, and
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carpentry and cabinetry training programs
for people with barri ers to regular em p l oy-
m en t . In this last en de avor AND has partn ered
with REDF to expand training opportu n i ti e s
and increase its cabi n et making bu s i n e s s .

Following is a cross-section of the men
and women of AND:

Maurice Lim Miller

Ma u ri ce Lim Mi ll er ’s father, who was
Ch i n e s e , and mother, who was Mex i c a n ,
crossed the Mexican border so that he could
be born a United States citizen. They returned
to Mexico, where, by the time Lim Miller was

two, the parents had split up. Hoping for a
better life, Lim Miller’s mother moved him
and his older half-sister to Nort h ern
California in 1955.“My mother had two kids
and $300 to her name when we arrived on a
Greyhound bus,” said Lim Miller, 52. “She had
a Mexican third - grade edu c a ti on but she
managed to learn bookkeeping on her own.”

As Lim Miller’s mother struggled to sup-
port the family, they moved from city to city
between San Jose and Sacramento. His sister
left school when she got pregnant and had her

first child at 17. “My mother made up her
mind that I was going to be the one to go to
college and get us out of poverty,” he said.
“She told me I had a choice: doctor or engi-
neer. We weren’t sure what engineers did but
we knew they made money. When you’re
poor, you don’t know about a lot of jobs.”

Even though he hated engineering, Lim
Miller toughed it out in the engineering pro-
gram at the Un ivers i ty of Ca l i fornia at
Berkeley. He worked briefly as an engineer for
Union Carbide before being drafted and sent
to Vietnam. In the States,he’d tried to connect
with his native culture but because he looks
more Asian than Latino, he was never really
accepted in Mexican American communities.
While serving in Vietnam, he found himself
in the uncomfortable position of being “the
good As i a n” a m ong troops that gen era lly
“considered Asians subhuman.”

“Being in Vietnam politicized me about
being Asian,” he said.“I was pissed off all the
time having to defend myself as an Asian.”

When Lim Miller returned from service,
he got invo lved in po l i tical activism in
Chinatown. Before long, he was working with
AND as the first instructor in the nonprofit’s
carpentry program.

“I was working primarily with Asian gang
kids,” he said.“I liked it that AND had a tech-
nical side and a social mission. The idea of
taking some tangible skill and applying that to
have some greater social impact was exciting.”

In the 20 years that he’s been with AND,
Lim Miller has risen to become executive
director of the organization. In January 1999,
he was invited to sit with Hillary Rodham
Clinton during the State of the Union Address
where he and the rest of the nation heard
President Clinton praise AND as a model of
econ omic opportu n i ty and mu l ti c u l tu ra l
cooperation.

Despite these lofty heights, poverty and
its legacy are still close enough for Lim Miller
to touch. Members of his extended family, still
struggling with poverty, at times have lived
with Miller and his wife and kids. At various
periods, his sister’s children have been on
public assistance. And his mother, ground
down by years of doing without, committed
suicide.

“My mother always used to ask herself,
‘Why aren’t I rich?’,” he said. “My family and
my own experiences have shown me how
important it is to know what opportunities
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are out there. At AND, we never expect to do
everything in people’s lives but we do want
them to see what is possible.”

Kevin Johnson

Kevin Johnson, 29, is one of 15 trainees in
AND’s four-month carpentry, cabinetry and
construction program in San Francisco. For
several weeks, his group has been doing fin-
ishing work on two Habitat for Humanity
houses being built in the Mission District. He
judges the program by the number of promis-
es kept. Tim Chupein, the site manager, got
him overalls and boots. He took Johnson
down to Pleasanton and got him into a car-
pen ter ’s appren ti ce class requ i red by the
union. This afternoon, Chupein is going to
take him to Home Depot to get his tools.

“ I ’m a real skeptical pers on ,” Jo h n s on
s a i d . “A lot of programs don’t del iver wh en
t h ey say they wi ll . Tim is real stra i ght up.
Everything they said they ’d do, t h ey did and
t h ey did it on ti m e . And they ex pect you to
be stra i ght up. Tim looks you in the eye and
tells you they don’t take no mess. I liked him
f rom the first day I met him – he talked from
the heart .”

Before his caseworker sent him to AND
to talk to Chupein, Johnson didn’t know what
he was going to do with his life. “I was just
floating around being bad,” he said. “I wasn’t
really looking for no job.”

Johnson, who has two small sons by dif-
ferent mothers, had tried living legally – he’d
worked as a security guard and as a driver for
a carpet com p a ny.
But those jobs did-
n’t pay much and he
found them boring.

A form er mem-
ber of the Cri p s ,h e’d
also tri ed living ill e-
ga lly. “ I ’ve done ju s t
a bo ut everyt h i n g
except child molest-
i n g, ra pe , mu rder
and stealing cars ,” h e
s a i d .“ Doing bad was as natu ral to me as wash-
ing my hands before dinner – it was alw ays in
my face . I got ti red of hu rting people – espe-
c i a lly mys el f . Th ere’s alw ays that good part
inside of you that’s fighting for a chance.”

From previous work experience, he has
700 hours registered in a little union book he

carries in his pocket. He already knew a bit
about rough framing but he’s developing a
new range of skills at AND. “I can look at that
wall and tell you everything inside it and how
it got there,” he said.“I can build this room. I
can build this desk.” When he leaves the pro-
gram in another month, he will be able to go
to the union hall and get jobs in the $13 to $14
an hour range. If he continues to upgrade his
skills, in a couple years he will be able to com-
mand $36 an hour as a master carpenter.

One day he wants to build a home for
his son s . “Ca n’t many guys go out and get
s ome land and build their own house,” h e
s a i d . “I can tell them , ‘This didn’t come from
a real estate of f i ce . This came from yo u r
d ad dy ’s swe a t .’ ”

Gilbert Chan

Gilbert Chan, 46, presided over AND’s one
foray into for-profit enterprise. In 1981 AND
spun-off an architecture, construction and
development company called Urban Design.

Chan, who is also considered house his-
torian because he has been with AND almost
since its beginning, says most people don’t
like to talk about Urban Design.

“There’s a stigma that it was a big failure,”
he said with a w ry smile.“But to be honest, it
was wildly successful.”

Bet ween 1981 and 1986, Urban De s i gn
was ra ted one of the fastest growing com p a-
nies in Nort h ern Ca l i forn i a . By 1988, it had
a staff of 70 and $12 mill i on of con tract s
spanning from Pet a luma to Ha l f Moon Bay.

Th en , in 1989, the real estate market cra s h ed
and took down Urban De s i gn and just abo ut
every other small arch i tectu re com p a ny in
the Bay Are a .

“We had 12 projects in various stages of
construction,” he said. “All highly leveraged
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deals. We couldn’t se ll them and we couldn’t
support the debt. Everything we learned then
is reflected in the way we operate today.”

When Chan returned to AND to run
finances and operations, he was shocked by
how disorganized the nonprofit’s accounting
and record keeping were. When he asked to
see the receipts,he was given a handful of slips
of paper. No one knew how to do a proper
cash flow projection. The average receivable
was five months old.

Chan said AND won’t try to spin off
Specialty Mill Products, its custom cabinetry
division, because of the hard lessons gleaned
from Urban Design’s fate.

“We learn ed that on ce you spin it of f , yo u
c re a te a differen t
s et of probl em s ,
goals and mis-
s i on s ,” he said.

B e i n g
i nvo lved wi t h
REDF has pull-
ed AND further
a l ong on the
path to financial
s oph i s ti c a ti on .
George Roberts,
who put up $1
million for AND
to set up a cabi-
n et making shop
and training pro -
gram in We s t
O a k l a n d ,
a t t ach ed a bi g
s tring to the
m on ey.

R o b e r t s
was wi lling to give AND half of what they
n eeded for the ex p a n s i on if the agency was
wi lling to take out  a $1 mill i on bank loan for
the re s t . Chan said he felt Robert s’ of fer
m oved the non profit to the next level of f i s-
cal matu ri ty: n ow that AND has to meet its
com m i tm ent to the bank, t h ere is gre a ter
pre s su re for the business to perform well .

“ He said, you guys have got to learn
h ow to run a bu s i n e s s . Yo u’ve got to be
acco u n t a bl e . The on ly way you are going to
l e a rn fiscal re s pon s i bi l i ty is if you take out
this loa n .”

Chan believes that ultimately the pres-
sure to become more fiscally responsible will
bolster AND’s social mission.

“It’s been a gradual and painful change
for us,” he said. “You have to have accounting
systems and you have to have a chain of com-
mand. You’ve got to think this way if the mis-
sion of your business is to generate jobs and
generate money to put back into the training.”

David Meiland and 
Latricia Andrews

David Meiland, 36, is site manager for the
65,000-square foot cabinetry shop and train-
ing program AND opened in a depressed
West Oakland neighborhood in 1996. One of
the most challenging parts of his job is getting
funders to understand that just because a 

person gradu-
a tes from a
f o u r- m on t h
con s tru ct i on
training pro-
gram doe s n’t
mean they are
mentally ready
to go to work.

“The way
that results are
measured real-
ly boggles me,”
Meiland said.
“Funders want
to see a direct
line from tra i n-
ing to job.
That’s not the
w ay most
human beings
work.”

Ma ny of
the people who come thro u gh A N D’s pro-
gram come from families with mu l ti gen er-
a ti onal histories of p u blic assistance .
Meiland said that som etimes a single fo u r-
m onth program is not en o u gh to tra n s form
the way som eone sees his life .

“We don’t get any credit for making
incremental changes in people’s lives that may
pay off somewhere down the road,” he said.
“But I really do believe that for most people,
in a few years the time they’ve spent at AND
will matter, whether they start working right
now or not.”

Latricia Andrews, 25, is a cabinetmaker
for the SMP production shop that takes up
about half of the warehouse. Even among the
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AND graduates who do go directly into jobs,
Andrews is a star.

“I knew I wanted to make a ch a n ge for me
and my two kids,” said An d rews , who is the
m o t h er of a fo u r- ye a r-old and a seven - ye a r-
o l d . Her family had been living on publ i c
a s s i s t a n ce ; s h e’d occ a s i on a lly braid hair for a
little ex tra mon ey. Her nei gh bor Jen n i fer
Jacob s , the of f i ce manager for AND Oakland,
told her abo ut the training progra m .“ I ’d never
been in a work envi ron m ent before .”

At first, Andrews didn’t like the training.
“I’m a lady,” she said laughing. “I didn’t want
to break my nails carrying heavy things. But I
got better and better at it.I started to look for-
ward to getting up in the morning and com-
ing in. And when we got to general construc-
tion,I loved that.”

Andrews did so well that when she grad-
uated she was offered a staff job with SMP.
She is in charge of the locker department. The
company has several contracts to make gym

lockers for health clubs. She is also a trainer
for AND.

“The trainees spend their third week with
me,” she said.“I teach them how to put hard-
ware on, how to hang doors,how to assemble
lockers.I teach them everything I can get into
them in that week.”

She likes being able to work so close to
home and she gets along with her coworkers.
And she’s gotten used to the wear and tear on
her looks.

“You can’t come here with your hair pret-
ty and your nails long. You’re going to get
dirty. But it’s fun. Every day I may learn some-
thing different.I’m always proud of what I do.
When I go to gyms, I tell people, I made those
lockers on my job.”

Andrews makes $10 an hour. Earning a
paycheck has done more than help her put
food on the table. “Working has changed the
way I see my life,” she said smiling. “Now, I
want to try so many things.”

Photography: ©2000 Jenny Thomas Photography.  All rights reserved
©2000 The Roberts Foundation  www.redf.org



BOSS
Enterprises

O
n an overcast March morning, three
em p l oyees of BOSS Enterpri s e s
stand in the rubble strewn courtyard
of a Lake Merritt apartment com-

plex debating the fate of Sophia’s knee, and, by
implication, the fate of Sophia.

For the past several days the knee has been
slipping in and out of its socket. Sophia, one of
three carpentry apprentices in BOSS’s tiny con-
struction company, says it doesn’t really bother

her. But the pops are loud and frequent enough
to worry Tara Anderson, the lead carpenter at
the work site. She and Nancy Hoeffer, BOSS
Enterprise’s finance manager, stare at Sophia’s
paint and mud-stained dungarees and fret. They
think she should have some sort of surgery to
correct the problem. Even though it is a cool
day, Sophia’s arms are bare and powdered with
crumbled stucco. She crosses them against her
sturdy torso and shakes her head no. Surgery

BOSS
Enterprises



would mean months on disability, months of
lost momentum.

Sophia, who is in her early 20’s, is afraid
of blowing another chance. Nearly a year ago,
she gradu a ted from Asian Nei gh borh ood
Design’s Oakland carpentry program but she
failed to find a job. Her left eye is milky as if
somehow it slipped in its socket and the dark
brown iris is a dim gray gleam on the flip side
of the eyeball. Sophia, who receives public
a s s i s t a n ce and lives in BOSS tra n s i ti on a l
housing, said that after she left the AND pro-
gram, she spent the next several months par-
tying until she was stir-crazy and eager to
work. Although she was happy with the skills
she learned at AND, Sophia, who has been on
public assistance all of her life, wasn’t mental-
ly ready to work. At BOSS Enterprises there is
a structure and a purpose to her days. And she
likes working with Anderson, a jovial twenty-
something tomboy who is on the verge of
wrecking her own knees with a constant regi-
men of soccer, basketball and snowboarding.
They are an amiable odd couple, the skinny
white supervisor with a puppy’s energy and
the soft-spoken black trainee with the hungry
mind of a good student.

“At AND I learned the new carpentry –
building and framing from the ground up,”

Sophia said. “I like working with my hands.
Here, I learn more, working on different sites
and taking things apart and putting them
back together. We tore down a garage port
and rebuilt it, hung sheet rock and did the
seismic upgrade.”

Sophia says her doctor has alre ady told her
that su r gery wo u l d n’t do her any good , that all
she needs is physical thera py to stren g t h en the
mu s cles around the knee . In a few hours she
wi ll leave the co u rtya rd , wh ere she and
An ders on are rep l acing the ro t ted wood

beneath the decks and under the stu cco wall s
of s everal apartm ent units. She wi ll take a lon g
and tedious bus ri de to Hi ghland Hospital and
h ope that her doctor doe s n’t ask her to retu rn
for many physical thera py session s .

Riding from the job site back to BOSS
Enterprise’s office at the edge of Berkeley’s
busy Fourth Street shopping district, Hoeffer,
34, muses over Sophia’s determination.

“Soph i a’s con cern is su cceed i n g,” s h e
s a i d . “We want her to su cceed but should her
su ccess be in con s tru cti on? With that leg,
wi ll she be able to work in con s tru cti on in
f ive ye a rs ? ”

Hoeffer quit a $60,000 a year job with a
s i lver rec ycling com p a ny to work for the
struggling construction firm. She took a pay
cut and came to BOSS because she wanted to
worry about situations like this: should BOSS
get Sophia a leg brace and a physical therapist
and support her in her dream of becoming a
construction worker? Or should they help her
find work – perhaps in cabinetry or a machine
shop – which would be easier on her knees? 

“I want her to own her success,” Hoeffer
said.“If this won’t be part of her lifelong jour-
ney, I don’t want her to feel like a failure.”

If Sophia’s knee gives out, only one BOSS
trainee will be left on the job. Another partic-

ipant has been
o ut for severa l
days with a torn
l i ga m ent in his
el bow. Al t h o u gh
the rem a i n i n g
tra i n ee and two
m a s ter carpen-
ters can manage
the handful of
s m a ll con s tru c-
ti on jobs BO S S
E n terprises has
on the books, the

company’s fate as a social purpose enterprise
is as shaky as Sophia’s knee.

“We’re not sure we’re going to make it,”
said boona ch eem a , exec utive director of
BOSS (Building Opportu n i ties for Sel f -
Sufficiency),the firm’s parent agency. “I’m not
convinced that if we want to move people out
of poverty that p rofitability will be attainable
in the time frame that businesses are sup-
posed to become profitable.”

BOSS, which began nearly 30 years ago as
a one-room street outreach program for men-
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tally ill and disabled homeless people, pro-
vides economic development, housing, sup-
port services and community building for res-
idents of Alameda County.

“Our mission has never changed: to end
poverty and hom el e s s n e s s ,” ch eema said.
“That’s the glue that holds us together.”

Over the years BOSS has been intimately
involved in establishing programs and ser-
vices to meet the changing needs of the poor.
In the mid-1970’s that meant setting up shel-
ters for single women and children. In the
1980’s it meant creating supportive housing
for people with HIV. Today it means helping
people earn a living wage.

But programming is on ly part of BO S S’s
m a n d a te . “We’re not com fort a ble just doi n g
s ocial servi ce ,” ch eema said. “We’re out there
or ganizing and advoc a ting and doing po l i c y
work . We’re put ting street heat on fo l k s .
BOSS is not just abo ut cre a ting housing or
j ob s . It’s abo ut cre a ting lasting soc i a l
ch a n ge .”

BOSS dec i ded to start a con s tru cti on
company because it seemed like a good way to
train people for high-paying jobs in the build-
ing trades.

“I know the struggles our families go
through trying to live on $20,000 a year,”
cheema said. “We were trying to move people
into the $15 to $20 an hour range. What we
are finding is that people will get those skills
and get into the higher end jobs but it’s going
to take more than a few months. It’s going to
take one or even two years before our partici-
pants are ready for that.”

In the three ye a rs since BOSS partn ered
with the Roberts Enterprise Devel opm en t
Fund to establish the con s tru cti on com p a ny,
the en terprise is on its second gen eral man-
a ger. The com p a ny nearly went under wh en
the last GM underbid a con tract to ren ova te
a med iu m - s i zed motel in San Fra n c i s co. Th e
GM didn’t con s i der the tro u ble workers
wi t h o ut cars would have get ting from the
East Bay to a job site in San Fra n c i s co. He
d i d n’t factor in the learning curve for car-
pen try appren ti ces who were training on the
j ob. The proj ect en ded up co s ting BO S S
E n terprises $11,000. Wh en the GM lef t , h e
took his lead carpen ter and his business con-
t acts with him.

For a while, cheema and Winston Burton,
BOSS’s economic development director, were
managing the company themselves.

“It’s hard to find an excellent contractor
who also knows how to manage an organiza-
tion,” cheema says.“I didn’t realize how much
of my time and energy was going to go into
learning the business.Give me a break.I don’t
want to wear a hard hat.”

Her dream was that BOSS Enterprises
would follow the BOSS model: the program
participants would become so skilled that

eventually they would be able to take over and
run the company.

“There’s a real class issue in most organi-
zations between staff and non-staff,” she said.
“Our staff reflects those we serve: 60 percent
have come out of poverty and homelessness.
We’ve been able to do effective work with the
people who usually never get a voice in the
decision making.”

Out of 148 full-time employees, cheema
said she could count the number of workers
with advanced degrees on one hand. The
BOSS workforce reflects a diversity of class
and race and gender and sexual orientation
and age and ability or disability.

“We really do think of ourselves as a com-
munity of people,” she said. “We are very
open, very inclusionary. Our belief in people’s
capacity to rise to the occasion and give back
has paid off in the long run.”
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boona cheema

cheema, 54, is a small, intense and extrava-
gantly lovely woman. The lavender liner that
encircles her dark eyes,the bits of Indian gold
and honey amber on her face and hands don’t
seem like ornaments but organic extensions
of her beauty, like the tendrils that curl from a
vine. She designed the elaborate tattoo that
bracelets her right wrist; directly over the
pulse point is a two-inch long red AIDS rib-
bon.“I want to be beautiful and political too,”
she laughed, looking at the design. She is per-
haps BOSS’s best example of someone rising
from poverty to leadership.

She first came to BO S S , in 1971, as a
wel f a re cl i en t , the wi fe of an impoveri s h ed
s tu dent and seven and a half m onths preg-
nant with their son . Recen t ly, she came
ac ross a $200 a month pay stub from her firs t
BOSS job — working as a street outre ach
co u n s el or. Si n ce then , s h e’s been a shel ter
co u n s el or, a shel ter cook and coord i n a tor of
BO S S’s mu l ti - s ervi ce cen ter.

cheema said BOSS’s board had a hard
time deciding to trust her with the executive
director’s job – her predecessor was an attor-

n ey. ch eem a , who has masters degrees in
d ivi n i ty and journalism and worked as a
reporter in her native India, didn’t have the
right sort of credentials for the job but even-
tually the board decided to take a chance on
her. She said she was glad the board struggled
through the decision to hire her – someone
who was not the obvious candidate but was
grounded in the agency’s work – because it
prepared them to promote others from the
communities BOSS serves.

Du ring the 21 ye a rs she has piloted
BO S S , the agency has grown from an annu-
al bu d get of $260,000 to $7 mill i on . Th e
BOSS portfolio inclu des 24 sites and 130
funding stre a m s .

“I’ve grown into the job,” she said.“I did
not come with a set of skills that could be
applied to management. I was clueless.”

Her own experience has helped BOSS
foster a culture that gives people room to rise.

“You have to commit the re s o u rces and
the time and the pati en ce to grow som ebody
to a level of re s pon s i bi l i ty,” she said. “Yo u
c a n’t fire them the first time they rel a p s e . It’s
a bo ut accom m od a ti on . Yo u’ve got to accom-
m od a te growt h .”

Nancy Jordan

She looks to Nancy Jord a n ,
director of BOSS’s housing pro-
gram for people with HIV and
AIDS,as an example of what can
happen when an organization is
willing to grow with the people
it serves.

Jordan was nearly 50 and
l iving in BOSS tra n s i ti on a l
housing for hom eless wom en
wh en her caseworker recom-
mended her for a job as a shift
worker in a BOSS shelter. Eleven
ye a rs later, be s i des managi n g
BOSS’s four homes for people
with AIDS, she is also a member
of an Alameda County collabo-
rative that oversees $2.1 million
in federal funding for youth and
another collaborative designing
case managem ent for low
income residents on the former
Alameda military base.

“I get the biggest pleasure
now in getting people into per-
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m a n ent housing and helping them find
work,” said Jordan, who designed the HIV-
AIDS housing programs. “This is not a job.
BOSS is not about a paycheck. You have to
really care about people’s futures to do this.”

Not long before BOSS hired Jord a n , s h e
h ad been an alcoholic speed freak living on the
s treets of Hay w a rd and Frem on t . She travel ed
a long way from her upper middl e - cl a s s
Catholic roots in Pen n s ylva n i a’s Main Line to
s l eeping in con s tru cti on sites and stealing to
feed a $140 a day speed habi t . Even though she
l oved her family, she left home at 19, fo ll owi n g
h er older sister to San Fra n c i s co. S h e’d hoped
to find a place wh ere she could be com fort a bl e
being a lesbi a n ; i n s te ad she fell in with a dan-
gerous and de s tru ctive crowd . She lost to u ch
with her family for three ye a rs . She was even
a rre s ted for fel ony arm ed robbery. “I was the
d river,” she said.

On her 47th bi rt h d ay she en tered Orch i d
House in Oakland, a re s i den tial tre a tm en t
program for female ad d i ct s . Wh en she gradu-
a ted from that progra m , she found housing
t h ro u gh BO S S .

“I don’t know why I dec i ded to qu i t
u s i n g,” Jordan said. “You do get ti red . I know
t h ere’s no way I could live like that, the age I
am now. I ’d be too scared .”

If Jordan was to tu rn in her jeans and Ca l
s we a t s h i rt for Pen dl eton slacks and a twin set ,
she could easily pass for a soc i ety matron . At
6 0 ,h er face is cracked and cre a s ed from ye a rs
of ex po su re but her good bones en du re .
Th ere was a time wh en she was ob s e s s ed wi t h

a ll the ye a rs she’d wasted being wasted but
s h e’s coming to pe ace with that.

“When I started working at the shelter, I
realized that I got clean and sober so that I
could make a difference in other people’s
lives,” she said. “And I can see that I have been
able to make a difference. You’ve got to count
your blessings. I didn’t die. I wasn’t found on
the street with a needle in my arm.I didn’t kill
anybody. I managed to get back into my fam-
ily and become an active member of my fam-
ily. I have a good job. And I’ve never been
healthier in my life.”

ch eema said it would be practi c a lly
impossible for a woman nearing retirement
age to begin a career in management and
advance to the level of responsibility Jordan
holds. But the program design, policy devel-
opment and high level administrative skills
Jordan has developed at BOSS are readily
applicable to executive positions in the for-
profit se ctor. cheema’s dream is that one day
BOSS would be able to create jobs for others
like Jordan  — and turn a profit.

“Our hope for the en terprise was to do
s om ething that would get people high er
p aying jobs and all ow them to grow to the
top just as they do in BO S S ,” ch eema said.
“Wh en we open ed the first shel ter, we had to
f i g u re it out . Same with a business ven tu re .
My son tells me it isn’t rocket scien ce but
s ome days it feels like that. I want to get to
that ‘ph ew ! ’ peri od . G et ting to wh ere we can
s ay, ‘Ye s , we’re on our way ’ t a kes lon ger than
a nyone though t .”
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T
he shoulders of John Brauer’s shirts are
as sharp and white as the corners of a
new envelope. The knots in his ties are
perfect ly tri a n g u l a ted silk cushion s

and, if he walked a bit faster, he could probably
slice paper with the crease in his pants. Brauer,
who has the erect, yet gliding, carriage of a ball-
room dancer seems as fre s h ly minted at 8 p. m .a s
he does at 8 a.m. It is easier to imagine Martha
Stewart weeping in rapture over the crispness of
his linen than it is to picture him mopping a
floor or scrubbing a toilet. But Brauer swears
that is how Community Vocational Enterprises,

the employment placement agency he has run
since 1989, got its first janitorial contract.

“I didn’t re a lly know anything abo ut
cleaning and my wi fe would prob a bly tell yo u
that I sti ll don’t ,” Bra u er said with the gi d dy
l a u gh that occ a s i on a lly cracks that formal su r-
f ace . Not knowing how to do som ething has
s el dom stopped him. “ In a way, perh a p s
because I don’t have an MBA , I alw ays think I
can do it,” he said. “ It never dawn ed on me that
I wo u l d n’t make mon ey.”

Wh en he took over CVE, he didn’t have a lot
of ex peri en ce working with people with men t a l



i ll n e s s . Al t h o u gh he’d earn ed a master ’s
degree in clinical psych o l ogy, h e’d spen t
most of his life managing a series of s m a ll
businesses – a re s t a u ra n t , a vi deo store , a
con s tru cti on com p a ny.

“I love business-y stuff,” he said. “And I
come from a family that is known for working
hard.” At 15, he got his first job washing dish-
es at a fancy Italian restaurant in Walnut
Creek, California. Within a few years, he was
managing the place. Same thing with the con-

struction company. “I started as a flag person
– you know, the person who stands on the
side of the road with a flag, waving the traffic
around the construction site?  That was me.
And I worked my way up to vice president of
the company.”

John Brauer

Ten years ago he answered an ad for an assis -
tant to the director of Community Vocational
Enterprises,a tiny agency launched in 1987 by
the San Fra n c i s co Dep a rtm ent of Men t a l
Health as a service for clients who were look-
ing for work. “The first couple years, the
emphasis was on job interviewing skills and
finding the occasional odd job. Most of the
people who passed through the office weren’t
getting work.”

A few months after he began, Brauer was
running CVE. “The woman who hired me
didn’t like the business side of things and she
left,” he said. Now he was free to create the
company from the ground up. In most peo-
ple, this sort of situation would inspire sheer
terror. Brauer had never started a business
and his experience with people with mental
illness was limited to his educational intern-
ships. For the next several years,he made it up
as he went along.

Be s i des placing people in ex i s ting job s ,

CVE needed to set up a business that co u l d
em p l oy those who co u l d n’t find out s i de
work . Bra u er was looking for cl i ents at a day
tre a tm ent cen ter wh en the director told him
she wi s h ed she could find som eone to cl e a n
h er site .

“Th a t’s how we got our first job,” h e
s a i d . “ For abo ut three mon t h s , I did the
cl e a n i n g. We were just get ting started so I
d i d n’t re a lly have anyone to sen d . And I fig-
u red I co u l d n’t te ach som eone how to do it if

I co u l d n’t do it
mys el f .”

Tod ay CVE’s
ja n i torial com p a ny,
In du s trial Ma i n -
ten a n ce Engi n eers
( I M E ) , em p l oys
a pprox i m a tely 26
workers at 20 site s
a round San Fra n c i s -
co. Un der a bu s i n e s s
plan dra f ted with the
h elp of a Fa rber bu s i-

ness intern ,I M E , wh i ch is in the second year of
a fo u r- year ex p a n s i on cycl e , is ex pected to
i n c rease its sales from $170,000 annu a lly to $1
m i ll i on by 2001. To help IME get there , R E D F
a rra n ged for the com p a ny to get con su l ti n g
h elp from Servi ce Ma s ter, one of the worl d ’s
l a r gest servi ce or ga n i z a ti on s . Abo ut a year ago
CVE hired Jo - Jo Sa n ch e z , who had her own
m o tiva ti onal speaking com p a ny, to run IME.

Clients who sign on with IME spend a
year learning janitorial skills while on the job.
Around month 10, they get help finding per-
m a n ent job s . Be s i des IME, wh i ch is the
agency’s largest business, CVE also runs two
coffee bars, a clerical certificate program and
a driver/messenger service. Approximately 28
percent of the agency’s revenue comes from
the businesses; the rest, from the Department
of Mental He a l t h , the Dep a rtm ent of
Rehabilitation and foundation grants. CVE’s
goal is to expand the ja n i torial bu s i n e s s
enough to flip those percentages.

For a number of years CVE used a fairly
haphazard method of finding placements for
its clients. “Our old way of job development:
When you’re out at lunch and you see a ‘Help
Wanted’ sign, you ask about the position,”
Brauer said.“It was my idea and it wasn’t very
good. Instead of finding out what our clients
wanted to do and could do, we were trying to
force them into whatever work was available.”
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“If you’re going to move towards social 
entrepreneurship, you should be aware that

your original culture will change. And change
is hard.”


