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Robert Ito helps people belp themselves

Rulwcrl Ito helps people help themselves, You mighe call him a “social entrepreneur.”
As CEO of Ito Girard & Associaces, an urban real-estate development company, Ite
develops property and builds homes in San Diego’s older neighborhoods. His back-

ground for such work? You mighe chink construction, sales, markering, accounting,
financing, or architecture and design. Think again. How about social work?
That's whar Ito, 53, did before founding his company with colleague Roxanne
Mariko Girard, a retired banker, almost two years
For 31 years before thar, Ito, {irse as CEO of Occupational Traming Services (OTS)
since 1973, then in the same position for the San Diego Community Housing Corp.

since 1994, focused on helping people find jobs and affordable housing. Now he
builds rwo- and chree-bedroom homes as invesrment propereies.

The skills he has relied on more than any other are listening and patience the

same skills he honed as a social worker.



“He has greac negotiating skills and
the abilicy o work wich people from
A ro 7. says Marie Cruz, an associate
of Tro’s. "He's very thorough and
researches everything. That comes
from the non-profit sector, where he
had to know ceverything. He doesn’t
g0 headfirst. He goes step by srep to
make everything righe.”

lto grew up in San Diego, carned
his bachelor’s degree in sociology from
Unired States Inrernacional Universi-
ty, now Alliant University, and his
master’s in social work from San
Diego Srare University,

“Sociology was right up my alley,”
he says. “Ever since high school, | was
the go-to guy for my friends wich
problems wich cheir girlfriends or
their families. I'd sic down and calk. 1
was a great listener. I chink char was
one of the chings I felr comfortable
wich. It became narural and generated
my interese in social work.”

In 1973, he and Russell Thresher, an
acrorney, got the idea for an agency
thar would provide on-the-job training
for individuals not fortunate enough ro
complete their education. Thar became
Occupational Training Services, which
was designed ro build career opportu-
nities thar would evenrually lead to
cconomic self-sufficiency.

“The purpose of OTS was job train-
ing,” lro recalls. "Bur over the years it
became very clear to me that finding a
job for low-income San Diegans was
only one part of the equation.” Juse as
crucial were housing and child-care,
issues “that kepr coming up over and
over again,” [to says.

“We would find someone a good-
paying job, but then chey would end
up paying 50 percenc of their gross
income on housing.”

By rhe carly 1990s, his partner
Thresher issued him a challenge: “Whae
can OTS do other than find people jobs”
to make them self=sufficienc?

Affordable housing became the
answer.

So, in 1993 che two formed a non-
profic subsidiary, the San Diego Com-

municy Housing Corp., “to increase,
preserve and improve qualicy, afford-
able housing opportunities for work-
ing families.” Says Ito: "Once 1 got
my master’s degree, I wanted to work
with people to try to find them jobs.
It was natural for that to evolve to the
nexe level, to be able to live. Thar was
the springboard for the Communicy
Housing Corp.”

Over the next 10 years, chrough
subsidies and rax credirs, the corpora-
tion developed, by building or acquir-
ing, more than $14 million in
projects for local residents, including
1,027 affordable multi-family proper-
ries and 88 single-family homes.

The current market value of chose
projects is $102 million.

PALISADES PROJECT

However, with the competition for
non-profic dollars growing increasing-
ly in recent years, Ieo decided it was
time for a change: “I reached a poine
in my life where 1 said ‘I want ro ven-
ture our into the private market,”” he
says.

Since 2003, Tro Girard & Associates
has been developing single, multifam-
ily and mixed-use projects, as well as
organizing financing, refinancing and
selling and buying properties for the
general marker.

While his focus is still affordable
housing, the clientele he serves now
include families wicth household
incomes in the $50,000 and up range

~ police, fire fighters, teachers —
compared to the families he used to
help before, with incomes of $36,000
or below.

The company’s current projects
include Ouchi Courtyards, 64 condo-
miniums and row houses at 5003
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Imperial Avenue, and Creekside
Point, 24 town homes slated to open
before the spring of 2006 ar 53rd
Screet and Naranja Street in Chollas
Creek. Homes in Creekside Poine will
sell from the low $400,000s. Ocher
homes sell for Jess.

Ito’s commitment to housing and
families stems from his scrong com-
mitment to community. A former
board member of che Centre City
Development Corp. and one of the
founders of the Asian Business Associ-
ation of San Diego, lto has served on
the board or been involved with the
following organizactions, among oth-
ers: LEAD San Diego, Neighborhood
Narional Bank, Workforce Invest-
ment Board, Kiku Gardens, the Easr
Village Community Action Nerwork
and the San Diego Japanese American
Citizens League.

“He believes totally in getcing
mvolved with communirties. He lives
what he preaches,” says Cruz.

[to’s roots also go back chree genera-
tions to his grandfather, Yen Kichi,
who came from Japan in the carly
1900s to srart a farm in the Encanto
area. His ancestors lost their farm
when they were interned afrer the
outbreak of World War II wich Japan.
While in the camp, Ito’s father, Mar-
tin, enlisted in the Army and served
with the all-Japanese-American
442nd Regiment thar was immorral-
1zed firse in che 1951 movie Go for
Broke! and again in che 2005 movice
Only the Brave.

The legacy of those Japanese Ameri-
cans was honored recently ac a lun-
cheon in their honor in which Ito gave
the keynote address,

Pondering how things may have
been different if there weren't a Pearl
Harbor, Ito says, “We cannot rewrice
history. We can only record ir.”

In Ito's case, he

may not have
rewritten any hiscory, bur his stamp is
certainly a parc of the lives of 88 fami-
lies who otherwise would never have
realized rhe American dream of home
ownership,



