Mario Costantini: an Entrepreneurial Approach to Leadership
By Amalia Schoone & Angie Rester
Mario Costantini, a Board Director and volunteer for numerous organizations serving urban children including the Holton Youth Center and Danceworks, credits his childhood experience as an immigrant from Argentina for his nonprofit sector service today. “I came to Milwaukee when I was 10 years old.  I feel grateful to the country and this city.  Lots of people helped us, and this is a way to pay back that help,” explained Costantini.  His payback has helped many in the greater Milwaukee area, particularly young people and the Riverwest neighborhood.
Professional Choices Reflect Personal Values
Costantini met his wife, Cathy, while attending Marquette University. Together, they founded a custom made furniture company, La Lune Collection.  The furniture company mirrors the Costantinis’ philanthropic inclinations; the pieces are made of sustainable, locally harvested poplar and willow wood that otherwise might be cleared away by the DNR as weeds.    In 1986, the company moved into an abandoned factory in Riverwest, west of Humboldt and Burleigh.  Friends and business acquaintances could not understand why they were purchasing property in this “bad” neighborhood, with safety and image problems.
In 1988, Johnson Controls convened neighborhood businesses to discuss these issues.  The police captain and officers participated on the panel. Discussions centered on graffiti, broken windows, stolen car radios and such.  One of the police officers commented at this meeting, “Maybe we could have more patrols, come a bit quicker, but we can’t have a cop on every corner. We are not dealing with hardened criminals…these are teens causing these problems. Unfortunately, there is nothing for kids to do in the Riverwest area.”
Moved by the Casual Comment
Said Costantini, “In a moment of frustration, I volunteered.  I said, ‘I’ll see what I can do to recruit others’,” and hence, the idea for the Holton Youth Center (HYC) began.  Costantini contacted all the local youth agencies to see if they would be interested in taking on the project, and received numerous rejections. Just when he was about to give up, Costantini recalls being struck by “the last sentence” from Jose Vasquez, then Executive Director of Neighborhood House. Vasquez said that maybe they couldn’t fund a youth center, but suggested that Costantini go back to the other agencies and suggest opening the center as an independent nonprofit with collaboration from the other nonprofits and foundations.  Costantini took that advice, and the Holton Youth Center (HYC) opened in 1989 with the help of many other Board Directors and HYC staff.   Other Board Directors included Karen Royster from ESHAC, Jay Blakenship and Max Sampson from COA, Jose Vasquez from Neighborhood House, the late philanthropist and volunteer Marty Stein, and then Police Chief Phillip Arreola.   
“At the Holton Youth Center, everything was intuitive,” says Costantini, of their outreach to local gang members in an effort to create a safe haven from the neighborhood’s gang activities.  Ironically, in the “outreach” meetings to gang members prior to the HYC opening, Costantini discovered that many gang members wanted a youth center to keep their younger siblings safe and off the streets.

Due to the HYC’s success in the neighborhood, in 1994, the YMCA reached out for a partnership, to further their urban youth program initiatives. The HYC Board set many conditions in their negotiations with the YMCA before agreeing upon a merger.  Many of the HYC Board Directors remained active in the leadership and fundraising for the HYC.  The HYC operated as a YMCA branch for 14 years. In 2008, the YMCA notified Costantini that its programming priorities no longer included the HYC. Costantini rallied the Board to preserve the HYC, in one form or another.  The YMCA has ownership of the HYC building but has agreed to give ownership of the building back to the HYC Board or to the agency which the HYC Board has selected to take over the operations of HYC.  After interviewing numerous interested nonprofit agencies, in April 2009, the HYC Board determined that Messmer Schools would be the best organization to take over operations of the HYC from a mission, programmatic and financial perspective.   HYC will be in good hands to continue serving the youth of Riverwest, and Costantini hopes to remain an active volunteer in the new operation.
An Ounce of Prevention is Worth a Pound of Cure
The high rate of high school drop-outs in Milwaukee troubles Costantini, and motivates his service with both the HYC and Danceworks.  “We can do something about it if we prevent problems early. It’s like a former police chief once said, ‘Kids are like cars. You can save money by not changing the oil to prevent engine problems, but you’ll have even more expensive problems in a year or two’.”  
To this end, Costantini recalls how much he enjoyed school as a child in Argentina, and how that enthusiasm waned upon introduction to the American educational system.  For this reason, Costantini became passionate about the “Mad Hot Ballroom” film.  Prior to seeing the film, Danceworks had asked him to join its Board of Directors, an offer he declined to preserve time for his family and business.  He came back to Danceworks and offered to join the Board IF the organization would launch Mad Hot Ballroom (MHB) in Milwaukee.  
Ask and You Shall Receive
Not sure where to begin, Costantini recalled that he had a friend in New York City, the MHB birthplace. He called his contact to see if she knew the MHB originators, and she said no, but made some inquiries. As fate would have it, later that day, Costantini’s friend, Lauren Stevens, received an invitation to an event with MHB writer, producer and director, Amy Sewell.  Costantini sent a note to Stevens for Sewell and, within a week, received a return call.  He successfully convinced her to lend her credibility, expertise and film to Milwaukee and Danceworks, and a community sensation began.   The program began as a pilot with three schools, and has grown in three years to involve more than 50 schools, with a waiting list for next year.   While numerous people cautioned in the beginning that Danceworks should wait a year before launching the program, they began with a splash: a dance performance and film screening with director Amy Sewell at the Marcus Center for the Performing Arts in February 2007.  The event generated credibility and confidence in the program that continues today.  

Says Costantini, “Danceworks is an example that other organizations can use.  What else can we do to help our city’s problems?  All of us in the city are affected and need to help out. If things get worse, at best we will be bankrupt. We can’t sustain it. We don’t have enough resources to fix our parks and potholes. With 50% of the kids dropping out, unemployment is a drain on our city.”  Despite this grim reality, Costantini manages to keep a positive outlook, and encourages other potential volunteers and Board leaders to do the same.

The Key to Success
“Find your passion.  Pick a few causes and concentrate on them.  My thing is central city kids. Concentrate on what’s your passion. If you are committed to all causes, then just stay home,”  says Costantini. You won’t see Costantini serving on 18 Boards because he feels that “When you commit to everything, then you commit to nothing. If you have to ask for money, can your ask be genuine if it’s for too many things?”
Mario has been effective as a Board Director because he listens to his intuition. He tends to jump in the water first and then determine whether it’s hot or cold. By his own admission, he is not methodical but he counts on others to raise the questions or concerns he might have missed. He knows you need both kinds of people; not too much of one or the other.  He stays focused on one cause with many solutions rather than scattering his attention to too many organizations.
The apple doesn’t fall far from the pear tree, according to an old German saying.  Mario’s family is living proof. His wife Cathy serves on several local Boards, including PEARLS for Teen Girls and the Florentine Opera, and now his children are getting into the act, too.  While in high school, his daughter participated in a summer service program in Santiago, Panama to work with malnourished children in an organization called Nutre Hogar.  Like her father, she later engaged fellow university students in the project and has been part of the formation of a foundation in Milwaukee that supports the annual summer service project.   Additionally, his daughter and son have participated in a program that secures and repairs used bicycles for children in Milwaukee’s central city. In addition, they are now shipping bicycles to Africa, too, to help children attend school.   Where Costantini has been “paying back” for the generosity of those who helped him when he arrived in the US, his children are “paying it forward.”   The Costantinis are clearly a family committed to making the world a little bit better through volunteer service and leadership.
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