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'They see my face and don't want to
invest': Commercial real estate
leaders discuss diversity problem

Jun 18, 2021, 6:08pm PDT

Investors seem to like Jaebadiah
Gardner’s private equity real estate
fund — until they realize he’s a Black
man.

“My banker is a white dude from
Europe,” said Gardner, founder of
Gardner Global Inc. “He now
understands. He tells me that they see
my face and they don’t want to make  ANTHONY BOLANTE | PSB)

the investment.” Commercial real estate
development leaders, from left,

James Wong, Maria Barrientos,
Mindy Fung and Jaebadiah Gardner
stand on the Yesler Way bridge

Gardner isn’t calling potential
investors racist individuals but has

learned through experience that overlooking Interstate 5 and the
people don’t want to go outside their ;’O""”tow” Seattle skyline on June

comfort zones when it comes to
investing in real estate.

His experience is not unique. Four commercial real estate leaders
who are people of color share a common sentiment: Commercial
real estate is based on connections, and most of those

connections come from working within an industry dominated by
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white men. The barriers they encounter at work are
institutionalized, threatening competition and restricting the talent
pipeline.

‘Mentally exhausting’

Gardner launched a private equity real estate fund through his
company, Gardner Global, two years ago. Through that experience,
the stark reality of systemic racism in the industry became
evermore apparent.

“Racism is a mentally exhausting daily exercise,” he said.
“Something happens every day. | wake up, I’'m Black. | have to
experience the world as | am. A lot of folks have the perception that
there isn't racism in the commercial real estate industry, but that’s
just because they haven't experienced it.”

It’s not about individual racism, he says. It’s institutionalized.

The industry is disproportionately white. A study from Bella
Research Group and the Knight Foundation found that asset
management firms owned by women and minorities made up 1.3%
of the investment industry’s $69 trillion in assets in 2017. Firms
owned by people of color oversee 1.2% of assets.

The study notes it is difficult to obtain diversity data for the
industry because it’s not systematically tracked.

Gardner says he has encountered a stigma around people of color
working in commercial real estate.

“Investors wonder how | got to where | am,” he said. “And my
answer is: Just like everyone else. | worked hard.”

Ming Fung, co-founder of Vibrant Cities, knows the stigma well.
She has experienced both subtle and overt racism.

“There is definitely a good ol’ boys club in this industry,” she said.
“They call each other, and they hang out with each other. But you
find your own ecosystem.”

Maria Barrientos, partner at BarrientosRYAN, is a Latina developer
who focuses on community-based multifamily projects. Though
she sees Seattle as more progressive than other places she has
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lived, she notices there is a still a limitation when it comes to
accessing capital.

“Capital is the biggest hurdle to development,” she said. “The
majority of capital is controlled by white men.”

Locally, Barrientos said, investors tend to be more open to
investing with women and people of color. Still, she added, there’s
a brick wall when you need national equity.

“I think we are lucky to be based here in Seattle, but there is still
everyday bias,” she said. “Part of it is how you navigate it; you need
to stay focused on what you are trying to achieve. There is some
unintentional bias when you are working with outside capital.”

Gardner said those biases can bleed into other areas of life.

“It's such a harsh word,” he said, “but it does exist. Racism is
learned and taught. ... Our country is built on racism.”

Barrientos has also dealt with those who are condescending to her
because she is a woman. To counter that, her firm seeks to work
with the women in other companies.

“We ask for the female professionals to work on our projects,” she
said. “It's much easier. We rarely run into the egos we get when
working with men. It's much more collaborative and focused on
problem solving.”

‘The right connections’

James Wong, co-founder and CEO of Vibrant Cities, is now an
established developer, but he has dealt with racism his whole life.
He develops multifamily condominiums and apartments in Seattle
and Portland. His buildings are nothing like the ones where he grew
up, he says.

“I'm an immigrant so | grew up with little means,” said Wong, who
came to the U.S. from China when he was 8 years old. “We were on
food stamps and lived in the projects.”

Growing up during that time, Asian Americans were considered the
“silent minority,” and Wong takes some pride in the fact that now
he is starting to be noticed.
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“I have always felt like the big stuff, the big projects, are those that
are left for the white men,” he said, “not for us in the minority.”

Only recently have things started to change.

“The white male-dominated industry is starting to take notice of
us,” he said.

Vibrant Cities is now trying to develop Asian-inspired architecture
in the heart of Seattle’s Chinatown-International District.

“l want to bring Asian food and Asian culture to the mainstream of
Seattle,” he said. “My heart warms up when | hear my non-Asian
friends saying they want Thai food or pho.”

Developing your own network takes reaching out and finding
partners that help each other, Fung said. Many commercial real
estate firms are fifth and sixth generation companies.

“People don’t understand the first generation challenge,” Fung
said. “If people want to help, | would suggest they be mentors for
the first generation kids. Those are the kids that need help.”

It's about having the right connections, she said, which is
something mentorship can foster.

“Even those parents who are service workers don’t have the right
connections to get their students to the right spot,” Fung said.
“Those are the kinds of things of which we need to be more
cognizant.”

Shawna De La Rosa
Reporter
Puget Sound Business Journal
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