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The Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence 
Bruner Foundation. Inc. 
130 Prospect treet 
Cambridge. Massachusetts 02 139 

Enclosed, please. find our application for the 2005 Rudy Bruner A' ard for 
Urbru1 Excellence. along with one additional copy of the Abstract, Project 
Data. and I mages. 

As a United Way Agency whose mission is to help people identif)· a nd 
overcome barriers to employment, we are enthusiastic about presenting our 
main faci li ty for thi s award, in that the work of our Agency positively 
addresses many urban chall enges faced by major cities in the United tates. 

hould it prove helpfuL additional information on Career and Recovery 
Resources, Inc .. including a copy of our 2003 Annual Report. can be found on 
our website at http://www.careerandrecovery.org. 

We look forward to a positive outcome from our Appli cation. 

7~~-~ 
Vernus C. wisher 
Chief Executive Officer 

Enclosures (2) 

•VISIO : TO BE THE PREMIER AGENCY PROVIDI G EMPLOYMEI\'T SERVICES FOR PEOPLE WITH BARRLER 
MISSION: TO HELP PEOPLE IDENTIFY AND OVERCOME BARRIERS TO EMPLOYMENT 

Founded 1945 2525 San Jacinto. ~l ou,ron . 1cxa;, 77002 • (7 13) 754-7000 (VOICE) • (7 1J) 754-7068 (FAX) • (7 13) 7~-7047 !TrY) 

http://www.careerandrecovery.org
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PROJECT DATA 

Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

Project Name CRR' s 2525 San Jacinto Building Location 2525 San Jacinto , Houston , TX 

Owner Career and Recovery Resources , Incorporated 

Project Use(s) To provide me aningf ul employment to persons with barriers to employment . 

Project Size 17 , 7 0 0 square feet Total Development Cost S4 4 6 54 a 
1 

Annual Operating Budget(if appropriate) 200 4 ExpensesBudgeted - $3, 237 01 3 
1 

Date Initiated June , 1971 Percent Completed by December 1, 2002 89 . 5% 

Project Completion Date Of appropriate) Project i s ongoing 

Attach, if you wish, a list of relevant project dates 

Application submitted by: 

Name Vernus C . Swisher litle Chief Executive Officer 

Organization Career and Recovery Resources , Inc . 

Address 2525 San Jacinto City/State/Zip Houston , Texas 77002- 91 31 

Telephone ( 713 ) 754-7008 Fax ( 713 ) 754-7071 

E-mail vswisher@careerandrecovery . org Weekend Contact Number (for notification): ( 713 l 882-9087 cell 

Key Participants (Attach an additional sheet if needed) 

Organization Key Participant Telephone/e-mail 

Publ icAgencies WorkSource Development Board/ Mr. Frank Thompson , Chair (713)627-3200 

Texas State Representative Martha Wong (713)526-9664 

Architect/Designer Mr. Raymond L. Beets, J r. (Budd, Beets, Harden, Kolflat)(713)572-3030 

Developer Not Applicable 

!..P:..::ro~fe::.::s~si~o!.!.na:::.:I'-.:C:::O::.:.n~s~u:..:::l ----- .......-~---- _ta::.:.n.!!.t _________ - -------------- -

Community Group Houston Community College System/Mr . Jos e Villarreal ( 713) 718- 5037 

Vice Chancellor for Economic Development 

Other Central Manageme nt Inc . Mr . Paul Panus , Jr . (713)967-9777
(Building Operator) (Se nior Manager) 

Please indicate how you learned of the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence. (Check all that apply). 

~ Direct Mailing _ Magazine Advertisement _ Previous RBA entrant _Other (please specify) 
_ Professional _ Newsletter Previous Selection Committee member 

Organization _Magazine Calendar _Bruner/Loeb Forum 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundation permission to use, reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, and to 
post on the Bruner Foundation web sites, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that the applicant has full power and authority 
to submit the appli(a{ion and all attached materials a to grant these rights and permiss ions. 

Si nature zJ~ (!_. n::> 
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ABSTRACT 

r- Please answer questions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible, 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page, 
each answer must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of each answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the original form. 

Project Name CRR's 2525 San Jacinto Building 
2525 San Jacinto Houston, Texas 77002 

Address · Ci /State/ZIP 

1. Give a brief overview of the project, including major project goals. CCR's 2525 San Jacinto Building represents 
the transformation of a tired commercial building in a declining area of Houston, to a vibrant center for 
providing valuable social services to the greater Houston community. 

In 1970, (VGS) Vocational Guidance Services, Inc. (now known as Career and Recovery 
Resources, Inc.) rented a portion of the windowless yellow brick building at 2525 San Jacinto known as 
the San Mac building, to provide space for a federal program under the Narcotics and Alcoholism 
Rehabilitation Act. Other tenants at the time were a title company, an insurance agency, and another 
United Way agency known as the "Crisis Hotline." In 1971 both the insurance and title companies moved 
out, and VGS took advantage of the vacancy to consolidate its three primary program divisions in one 
location: drug rehabilitation, Dept. of Labor programs, and employment services. With 90% of the 
building occupied with its own programs, the Board ofVGS, Inc. decided to purchase the building, rather 
than continue to pay rent. Since federal OMB regulations prohibited the use of federal funds to buy real 
estate, the VGS Board formed a subsidiary corporation, Houston Human Services Group, to obtain a 
mortgage, buy the building and lease it back to VGS, using the lease payments to retire the mortgage. 

VGS was founded in 1945 as an outgrowth of Houston Jewish Community Services, called B'nai 
B 'rith, to assist European refugees in fmding employment and housing in the Houston area. Subsequently 
it became a United Way Agency known as Vocational Guidance Services, Inc. and in 1995 was renamed 
Career and Recovery Resources, Inc. to more accurately reflect its mission: To help people identify and 
overcome barriers to employment. 
2. Why does the project merit the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excelfence? (You may wish to consider such factors as: effect on the 

urban environment; innovative or unique approaches to any aspect of project development; new and creative approaches to urban 
issues; design quality.) 

CCR's 2525 San Jacinto Building merits the Rudy Bruner Award for Urban Excellence for a 
number of reasons: 

• It recycles a worn commercial building with significant upgrades to provide valuable social 
services to the community, including a community garden. 

• Volunteer community groups have built and maintain the garden, as well providing cleaning and 
painting of the building to make it a community asset in a section of Houston now undergoing 
revitalization. 

• The facility is used to provide valuable social services (employment to persons with multiple 
barriers to employment) in a refined and respectful setting. 

• The facility was selected by Hewlett-Packard to establish a Community Technology Center to 
help bridge the "digital divide." 

• It is licensed by the Texas Alcohol and Drug Administration (TCADA) for substance abuse 
treatment. 

• It positively addresses the following urban issues: substance abuse, employment for persons with 
barriers including ex-felons, homelessness, senior employment, providing digital training and 
access for those on the underside of the "digital divide." 
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PROJECT DESCRIPTION 
Please answer ques_tions in space provided. Applicants should feel free to use photocopies of the application forms if needed. If possible 
answers to all questions should be typed or written directly on the forms. If the forms are not used and answers are typed on a separate page' 
each ans':"'7' must be preceded by the question to which it responds, and the length of e_ach answer should be limited to the area provided 
on the ongmal form. 

1. How has the project impacted the local community? 

CRR's 2525 San Jacinto Building has had two major impacts on the Houston Community: 
First, aesthetically. With ownership of the building, staff members and management take pride in 

the appearance of the building. Paint is frequently refreshed, especially on United Way Days of Caring on 
which employees of for-profit companies volunteer to assist with such maintenance operations. Located in 
an area where street litter is a community problem, any trash blowing onto the property is quickly 
removed either by staff members or by our regular outside maintenance person. 

The building of the Community Garden was a major improvement for the community. In the mid 
1990's a vacant lot adjacent to the 2525 San Jacinto Building property had become not only weed
infested, but a dumping ground for miscellaneous refuse from used tires to empty beer bottles. 
Recognizing that the lot was too small for any realistic commercial development, Career and Recovery 
Resources' Senior Management approached the owner, KARU, Limited, to request a donation of the 
property in exchange for a tax write-off. The owner complied. Subsequently, staff members including 
Senior Management devoted time on Saturdays to cleaning out the lot and transforming it to a community 
vegetable garden. Volunteer groups on Days of Caring built raised beds, placed benches and built shade 
trellises. (See photo). 

Second, economically. With its mission to help people identify and overcome barriers to 
employment, over the last seven years the Agency has placed over 1,300 persons each year, many with 
multiple barriers to employment, at an average hourly wage of in excess of $8.54. On a cumulative basis 
this has generated over $24 million annually for the Houston economy from persons previously living on 
public assistance. 

2. Describe the underlying values of the project. What, if any, signifcant trade-offs were required to implement the project? 

Underlying values of the project are to assist persons with barriers to employment, secure meaningful and 
relevant employment thereby becoming self-sustaining members of the community. Our clients are 
persons who are unemployed, underemployed, homeless, disabled, hearing impaired, literacy challenged, 
without skills, older workers, at-risk adolescents, ex-offenders and those at risk of IDV. Another value is 
to generate sufficient community support that our clients are served at no cost to the client. We operate 
the agency fiscally as a business, and have a history of each audit resulting in no material financial 
findings. Our over-riding value is to provide a critical service to the community in assisting persons with 
barriers to employment to become economically self-sufficient. 

Significant tradeoffs of the project are that as a non-profit community based organization, funding is a 
perennial challenge. The Board's decision in 1971 to take on a $300,000 mortgage to forego monthly 
rental payments, proved providential when a subsequent funding crises enabled the Agency to use its 
equity in the project to take out another mortgage to meet the fmancial need. This second mortgage was 
retired in 1997 through a generous grant from the Albert and Ethel Herzstein Foundation, which also 
provided initial funding for the installation of a lift to provide persons who are mobility impaired access 
to the second floor of the 2525 San Jacinto Building. 



PROJECT DESCRIPTION ICONT'D) 

3. Describe the key elements of the development process. including community participation where appropriate. 

As a community based non-profit organization, Career and Recovery Resources, Inc. is governed 
by a Board of Directors. Members of the Board are selected from among community leaders.. All major 
decisions are approved by the Board of Directors, especially those of acquiring commercial office space. 
As described in the Abstract, in 1971, with the consolidation of all Agency programs into the building at 
2525 San Jacinto, the majority of the Board thought it prudent to purchase the building as the major 
tenant, rather than continuing to pay monthly rental. 

After thoroughly researching the proposed acquisition, with major funding then being derived 
from federal programs, the Board learned that OMB regulations prohibited it from using federal funds to 
acquire real estate. With this prohibition, the Board decided to create another corporation, Houston 
Human Services Group (HHSG), to buy the building, obtain a mortgage for its purchase, and then lease 
the building to VGS using the lease payments included in the federal program budgets to retire tbe 
mortgage. To protect the interests of VGS, the unwritten policy was that members of the HHSG Board 
would be former members of the VGS Board or at least very sympathetic to the mission ofVGS. Houston 
National Bank provided the mortgage of$300,000 and the building was purchased in June of 1971. 
4. Describe the financing of the project. Please include all funding sources and square foot costs where applicable. 

Initial fmancing for the project carne from Houston National Bank in the form of a $300,000 
mortgage to purchase the building which is 17,700 square feet ofprivate office and public space. This was 
$16.95 per square foot in 1971. The mortgage was quickly retired. 

During a period of financial difficulty the building was mortgaged again, with payments coming 
from operating funds, until the balance was paid by a grant from the Albert and Ethel Herzstein 
Foundation in 1997. At the same time the Herzstein Foundation provided a sizeable grant toward tbe 
installation of a lift to provide access to the second floor of the building for persons who are mobility 
impaired. The Rockwell Fund also contributed toward this project. Total cost of the lift project was 
$82,633.44 and was completed in 1999. 

Building improvements and remodels, including replacing worn carpet with ceramic tile, 
refurbishing the women's lounges, and other improvements over the last eight years have ·totaled 
$63,915.42 or $3.61 per square foot. These improvements have been paid for using surplus operating 
funds. 

5. Is the project unique and/or does it address significant urban issues? Is the model adaptable to other urban settings? 

CRR's 2525 San Jacinto Building project is unique in Houston. It positively addresses the 
following. urban issues: substance abuse, employment for persons with barriers including ex-felons, 
homelessness, senior employment, providing digital training and access for those on the underside of the 
"digital divide," and employment services for at-risk youth. 

This model is adaptable for any urban setting which can assemble a steady source of funding (like 
the United Way) and a dedicated ·Board of Director interested in assisting persons with barriers to 
employment obtain fmancial self-sufficiency. 

https://63,915.42
https://82,633.44


PUBLIC AGENCY PERSPECTIVE 

Name: Mr. Frank Thompson Title: Chairman 
Organization: GulfCoast Workforce 

Development Board Telephone: (713) 627-3200 
Address: 3555 Timmons, Ste. 120 Houston, Texas 77027 
FAX: (713) 993-4578 frank.thompson@theworksource.org 

Signature: (On file) 

1) What role did you play in the development of this project? 
I served on a committee to evaluate the suitability of the building for safety and 
health considerations. 

2) Describe the impact this project has had on the community. Please be as 
specific as possible. 
This was an old building which was not being used to its potential prior to its 
acquisition by VGS (now Career and Recovery Resources). Its revitalization and 
full utilization by Career and Recovery Resources, for social services, has brought 
new life and vitality to the community. 

3) What trade-offs and compromises were required during the development of 
the project? Did you participate in making them? 
As an old building we had to make certain that it met the City of Houston building 
codes for accessibility and egress, which it did not We sought and obtained 
waivers from the City of Houston. Yes, I did participate in make these decisions. 

4) What do you consider the most and least successful aspects of this project? 
The most successful aspect is the transformation of a building being under
utilized, to full utilization to serve people of the community. The least successful 
were the compromises we had to make to do so. 



Building Operator Perspective 

I will attempt to answer the questions as best as possible. 

1. How long have you been associated with the building located at 2525 
San Jacinto? 
Since February 5, 1990. 

2. In what capacities have you been associated with the building? 
As the facility manager, which is a type of real estate manager who, when 

employed as a contractor by a corporation that owns real estate to its 
primary business, will be responsible for physical upkeep, record 
keeping, code compliance and reporting on its management. More broadly, 
the responsibilities involve coordinating the physical workplace with the 
people and purpose of the organization. 

3. Who were the tenants prior to VGS, Inc.'s occupation ofthe building? 
I am not certain, VGS was the sole occupant when we began, but I think 

it may have been a medical use. 

4. What improvements to date in the physical condition ofthe building 
have you observed? 
The interior of the building was a maze with hallways 

and small offices in every direction. The interior was remodeled so 
hallways were straight and at right angles, offices and group rooms were 
strategically placed, and security system installed in approximately 
1992. Exterior of building was repainted upon start of Mr. Swisher's 
tenure. Since the building sustains heavy traffic, the carpeting in the 
hallways and group rooms has been replaced with ceramic tile which to 
avoid unsightly stains and lower cost of maintenance. Community garden 
land was donated and has been enhanced each during the day of helping 
along with additional exterior landscaping. Metro bus stop was solicited 
in early 90's, was granted due to requirements of the clients, and since 
has been upgraded by Metro. 

Your Name: Paul Panus, Jr. Title: Senior Manager 
Organization: Central Management, Inc. Telephone: 713-967-9777 
Address: 820 Gessner, Suite 1525 City/State/Zip: Houston, TX 77024 
Fax: 713-961-5730 E-mail: paulpanus@juno.com 

The undersigned grants the Bruner Foundatio.n permission to use, 
reproduce, or make available for reproduction or use by others, for any 
purpose whatsoever, the materials submitted. The applicant warrants that 



the applicant has full power and:authority to submit to application and 
all attached materials and to grant these rights and permission. 

Signature:__(on file)------------

1. How did you, or the organization you represent, become involved with 
this project? What role did you play? 
We were contacted to submit a proposal for facility management in order to better utilize 
the staff's time for the clients. I have been the day to day contact for CRR's staff 
since the contract was awarded. 

2. From the community's point ofview, what were the major issues 
concerning this project? Not really certain, since the project was 
commenced prior to our involvement. 

3. How was the project financed? 
Not applicable. 

4. Has this project made the community a better place to live or work? 
/fso, how? 
Attend a Barrier Breaker Award Luncheon. We have purchased 
a table for every one, take other Landlords we do business with, they are 
all impressed by the service provided by CRR to the clients to turn 
around their lives and find gainful employment, and ask to come back the 
next year. 

5. Would you change anything about this project or the development 
process you went through? 
There are two major physical issues that need to be addressed in the near future. One is 
replacement of the chiller for better energy efficiency and reduced maintenance costs. 
The other is the roof is near its useful life and will need replacement. 
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OTHER PERSPECTIVE 

Name: Martha Wong Title: Texas tate Representa6ve 
Organization: House ofRepresentatives Telephone: 713-526-9664 
Address: 30 15 Richmond Ave. #190 Houston, Texas 77096 
Fax; 713-526- 0888 martha\\ ong881@hoLmail.corn 

ignature ~~ 
I . What role did you play in the development of this project? 

In the early 1990's 1 served on the Board of Career and Recovery Services, then known as 
Vocational, Guidance Services (YGS). During that time, I also served as Chairman of the 
Board. The 2525 San Jacinto Building was the headquarters for VGS and also the location 
for providing services to people who need assistance in finding work. As the economy 
changed, VG took on new responsibilities and moved its headquarters and some services to 
a building on the outhwest Freeway. kills training remained at 2525 San Jacinto, which 
was easy to access because of bus routes. When the lease on the outhwest Freeway location 
expi red in 1996, all services were agam consolidated at the 2525 an Jacinto Building. 

2. Describe the impact this project has had on the community. Please be as specific as possible. 
VG refocused its mission to help those who had barriers to finding employment and moved 
back to the 2525 an Jacinto Building for headquarters. They also changed their name to 
Career and Recovery Resources. This made all of staff employees accessible to those clients 
they were serving in all programs. Whi le the surrounding neighborhood changed, Career and 
Recovery Resources remodeled the building and added more stability to the neighborhood. 
Many people have had their lives changed through the use of this building and the 
services offered at this location. lt is a sign of "hope" for those who need help? 

3. What trade-offs and compromises were required during the development of the project? Did 
you participate in making them? 
While I was not a part of the compromises that were made during the return of the 
headquarters to 2525 San Jacinto Building, my understanding is that in consolidating 
operations in one building, cost savings were realized by the reduction of overhead expenses, 
providing more financial resources for client services. An additional benefit was, and is, the 
ability to more effectively integrate substance abuse treatment and employment serv ices to 
people with barriers to employment. This agency specializes in serving persons with multiple 
barriers to employment, for example, a felony record and a substance abuse problem. with 
possibly a physical disability . 

4. What do you consider to be the most and least successful aspects of this project? 
The most successful aspects of this project is that it is giving those who need employment, 
the tools and opportunities to find meaningful work and to help them reenter the workforce 
and become self-sustaining. Although the Agency has cost reimbursement contracts with 
several governmental bodies, the bulk of its financial support is through donations, 
fundraising and private foundations. ln a typical year, the project serves over 7,000 adults. 
Also, more than I 0,000 youth are exposed to substance abuse prevention programs in 
elementary schools. 
The least successful aspect of thi s project is that there needs to be more room to offer 
services to more people. 
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including urban design considerations, choice of materials, scale, etc. 

2. Describe the most important social and programmatic functions of the design. 
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Attachment to Architect or Designer Perspective 

1. Describe the design concept of this project, including urban design considerations, choice 
of materials, scale, etc. 

As an existing commercial building the 2525 San Jacinto Building that houses Career and 
Recovery Resources is an excellent example of adaptive reuse. The building is two 
stories with a concrete structural frame and masonry veneer exterior wall construction. 
As noted in the application the building has housed a variety of functions since its 
construction. Only minor renovations were required to serve its new function. An 
elevator was installed to meet accessibility requirements of clients with physical 
disabilities. 

2. Describe the most important and programmatic functions of the design. 

The goal ofCRR is to assist those persons with barriers to employment with financial 
self-sufficiency. The building provides counseling and training and includes office space 
for counseling functions as well as training classrooms, including two state-of-the-art 
computer labs which allows CRR to offers computer literacy training to prepare their 
clients for the 21" Century workplace. In addition, CRR has a portion of the building site 
that is dedicated to a community garden. 

3. Describe the major challenges of designing this project and any design trade-offs or 
compromises required to complete the project. 

Determining the best use/adaptation of the existing building with minimum expense to 
the Agency was the major challenge. Another challenge was the design/installation ofan 
elevator to the second floor that provided ready access to CRR clients and would have 
minimum impact on existing functional space and on-going operations. 

4. Describe the way in which the project relates to its urban context. 

With regard to clientele served by CRR, the building is strategically located in the mid
town section of Houston at the intersection of San Jacinto and McGowen on a major 
transit bus line and within easy walking distance from Houston's new light rail line. The 
mid-town area is undergoing major revitalization, attracting new commercial and housing 
development. 

5. Describe the strengths and weaknesses of the project's design and architecture. 

Strengths include a prominent site and related building location that is easily identifiable 
to clients. The simple plan configuration facilitated the initial adaptation of the building 
for its present use as well as continues to provide flexibility in response to functional 
program changes. As noted the building is constructed of above of solid construction 
materials and finishes. 

Weaknesses include limitea on-site parking. The building size no longer can 
accommodate the Agency which has continued to expand to better serve its clientele. 
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in the Hew~ett-Packard Center 



ADDITIONAL REPRESENTATIONS OF CRR's 2525 San Jacinto Building 

Computer-aided classu ore wuJuway at the Jesse H. Jonu 
Compuler and Technology CenJer for the Hearmg /mpotred 

Local residents exp erience CRR '~ new lfewleii-Pt 
Community Technologv Center 

Students in the Summer Youth Program spent a portion oftheir time 
in the agency·s community garden pklnting vegetables for PAL 
Program cooking classes and distribution to the horrre/ess. 


