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Southeastern Wisconsin Common Ground (CG) is an organization of congregations, 
religious groups, small businesses, non-profits, schools, unions and neighborhood 
associations whose mission is non-partisan political power to promote the common 
good in our communities. CG’s 50+ member organizations represent more than 
40,000 people in Milwaukee, Ozaukee, Washington and Waukesha Counties. Since 
its founding in April 2008, CG has conducted issue campaigns focused on summer 
youth jobs, the formation of a Health Insurance Cooperative for small businesses 
and non-profits, neighborhood improvements and affordable housing.

faces of 
foreclosure
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Common Ground (CG) is launching a 
campaign to require DEUTSCHE BANK, 
US BANK and WELLS FARGO BANK 
to comply with CG’s three demands 
for the reasonable disposition of the 
hundreds of foreclosed homes they 
own in Southeastern Wisconsin. 

For the past year and a half, over 250 CG leaders have 
studied the foreclosure crisis. We have conducted 
neighborhood walks, done photograph surveys and 
interviewed a variety of housing foreclosure experts.

We have learned that national banks own hundreds of 
foreclosed properties, many vacant and abandoned 
throughout the four counties. These properties cause 
tremendous problems in our communities: safety 
issues for citizens and public servants, neighborhood 
deterioration, increased taxes and declining  
property values.

Our research leads us to conclude that the foreclosure 
crisis in Southeastern Wisconsin was caused by 
large, national, out-of-state banks that marketed and 
invested in subprime mortgages primarily to the poor 
and the elderly. These banks are now the owners of 
these properties.

the
Campaign

the
Background

Responsible/Accessible Foreclosure  
Sales – Stop selling the homes to “speculators” through 
auctions or mass sales and work with us to develop a 
plan to sell these properties to responsible owners.

Demolition – Pay for the demolition of the properties 
beyond rehabilitation and donate the land to a community 
land trust for future residential construction.

Rehabilitation Fund – Each bank contribute 
$25 million towards a $75 million fund which will be 
used to rehabilitate and sell these properties.

Our outrage increased as we learned that these banks 
used our money (as depositors and shareholders) 
to make these speculative investments. When the 
financial crisis developed, our federal tax dollars were 
used to bail out these large, national banks. Now our 
local tax dollars are being used to service, monitor 
and demolish many of these properties.

This must stop. Deutsche Bank, Wells Fargo Bank 
and US Bank, the three largest owners of foreclosed 
properties in the state, must be held accountable 
for their actions. Collectively, these three banks just 
recorded third quarter profits of $5.8 billion.

We are demanding that they invest some of 
these funds back into the communities they have  
been destroying.

1

2

3
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Common Ground’s interest in foreclosures came from 
the members and staff of Greater New Birth Church 
(GNBC) at 2207 W. Center Street in Milwaukee who 
regularly deal with the growing number of foreclosed 
and abandoned homes in the area surrounding the 
church. Youth Pastor Willie Davis, and members of 
GNBC have witnessed the crime, vandalism and safety 
hazards that empty houses create. They brought their 
concerns to CG for investigation and action. 

In July 2008, GNBC and other CG members conducted 
a neighborhood walk in the area surrounding the 
church. The objectives of the walk were to (1) talk with 
the residents and (2) document specific issues block 
by block. The 60 volunteer participants met at Greater 
New Birth Church, received some direction and then 
fanned out into the neighborhood to ask residents 
about their concerns and record problem areas. 

CG leaders counted approximately 60 abandoned, 
vacant homes in a 10-block area. The number of 
empty houses was troubling, but even more 
so, the ownership of these homes was by many  
national banks, including six by Deutsche Bank — 
a bank with no offices in the Milwaukee area. This 
needed an explanation and the group decided that 
the situation merited a closer look, thus marking the 
beginning of the Faces of Foreclosure campaign. 

As Common Ground staff and 
volunteers began examining 
the foreclosure situation in 
Metropolitan Milwaukee, a  
research team of thirty  
leaders began to meet with:

• Community Bankers	
• Housing Counselors
• Housing Developers
• Government Officials
• Mortgage Insurers	
• Judges
• Lawyers	
• Building Inspectors	
• Real Estate Agents
• Housing Advocates	
• Venture Capitalists	
• Elected Officials

Common Ground 
Involvement 
in Foreclosures
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Experts cite numerous causes for the current 
foreclosure crisis. Many can be traced to changes to 
laws and policies in the late ‘90s. In 1999, the Glass/
Steagall Act was repealed. That legislation, enacted 
in 1933 as a reaction to the Great Depression, had 
prohibited banks from engaging in the investment 
business. It was replaced with the Gramm-Leach-
Bliley Act which allowed banks to create lending, 
investment and insurance subsidiaries, activities that 
had previously been prohibited. 

At the same time, the Federal Reserve, the organization 
that oversees the operation of the federal banking 
network, refused to accept responsibility for 
supervising the new subsidiaries, leaving them without 
regulatory oversight.1 

With no oversight, these new bank subsidiaries 
and the growing mortgage broker industry 
developed new lending instruments to take  
advantage of the explosive growth in the housing 
industry that had developed in the aftermath of 
the Y2K recession. Others believe the Community 
Reinvestment Act in the 1990s created pressure on 
banks to make loans as part of an effort to increase  
home ownership. 

Background on 
the Foreclosure 
Crisis in America
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Subprime  
Mortgages

With new unregulated power, banks using the money 
of depositors and shareholders invested in subprime 
mortgages. Subprime mortgages usually refer to 
those given to people who are a greater credit risk, 
often with a credit score less than 640. These loans 
possess significantly higher interest rates, often with 
“teaser” rates, then adjustable rates that often escalate 
dramatically. Many mortgage brokers and banks  
aggressively marketed these subprime mortgages 
in poor and minority communities, often to the 
elderly and female heads of households. Quite often, 
these more expensive loans were sold to people 
who qualified for mortgages at lower overall interest 
rates. The Wall Street Journal reported in 2007 
that 61% of all borrowers of subprime mortgages 
had credit scores high enough to quality for prime  
conventional loans.2

According to Catey Doyle of the Legal Aid Society of 
Milwaukee, unscrupulous lenders sold these higher cost 
mortgages door-to-door and often misrepresented 
their terms. Ms. Doyle said at the November 19th CG 
Foreclosure Hearing, that 80% of the foreclosures in 
the state are from subprime loans. Many of the new 
mortgages were actually refinances, especially among 
the elderly.

The Milwaukee Foreclosure Partnership Initiative was a 
City of Milwaukee organized group that examined the 
foreclosure issue in Milwaukee. Their February 2009 
report concluded: “The rise in foreclosure filings can 
be linked to high levels of subprime and predatory 
lending that occurred from 2000 to 2006. Subprime 
lending peaked in 2005 when 10,451 loans totaling  
$1 billion were issued.”3

On November 19, 2009, City of 
Milwaukee officials stated 
that one-half of foreclosed 
properties have open building 
code violations.4
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Foreclosures in 
the Region

In 2007-08, mortgage holders filed over 10,000 
foreclosure petitions in the City of Milwaukee. 
In 2009, an additional 5,300 were in process.5 
This is more than double the historical averages. 
Hundreds more of these filings have and will 
occur in the Milwaukee suburban counties.

When Common Ground began this research in 
the summer of 2009, banks owned over 1,800 
foreclosed homes in Milwaukee alone. Three 
banks owned approximately 600 of these:

• Deutsche Bank
    Frankfurt, Germany

• Wells Fargo Bank 
    San Francisco, CA

• US Bank
    Minneapolis, MN



8

Impact of 
Foreclosures

In September and October of 2009, 160 Common 
Ground volunteers photographed 450 of the 600 
homes owned, according to City of Milwaukee 
records, by Deutsche Bank, Wells Fargo Bank and 
US Bank. Volunteers also interviewed neighbors 
living near these homes. On November 19, 250 
Common Ground leaders conducted a public 
hearing. Participants listened to testimony 
from experts and residents about the impact 
of foreclosures. Here is a sample of what we 
heard through both events:

Deterioration
Many of the bank-owned foreclosed properties are 
dilapidated, vacant and abandoned. They are causing 
the City of Milwaukee to spend millions of our tax 
dollars on additional building inspections, as well as 
fire and police services. 
— Milwaukee Alderman Michael Murphy, Finance
   Committee Chair, City of Milwaukee

Safety for Public Servants
Vacant properties have been used to hold dog fights 
and house methamphetamine labs. Some have been 
set on fire and exploded creating injuries to firefight-
ers. The incident of fires in vacant houses has doubled 
since 2005. 
— Lt. Al Jansen– Milwaukee Firefighters Local 215

Safety for Citizens
Marquette students, while taking photos of foreclosed 
homes, met a woman who was assaulted by squatters 
living in a foreclosed property behind her home. The 
squatters locked her in her garage for several hours 
before the police arrived. She recently bought a gun 
and dog to protect herself. 
— Kathleen Scott, Marquette University

Common Ground leaders talked with other 
residents who shared stories of drug houses on 
their block. In one incident, CG leaders witnessed 
a police operation targeting “residents” of an  
abandoned Deutsche Bank home. 
— Frank Finch III, Mt. Calvary Lutheran

Thugs and drug dealers who work from vacant 
properties intimidate and harass church members. 
— Rev. Willie Davis, Greater New Birth Church

Speculators
According to State and City officials, as well as Realtors 
and developers, many of these foreclosed properties 
are being purchased by speculators (in state and out 
of state). Many are not repairing properties but “flip 
them” or intend to sell them to unsuspecting buyers 
through “rent-to-own” operations. We talked to several 
residents caught in these traps. 
— Mary Leach-Sumlin, Community Baptist Church of  
   Greater Milwaukee

Marquette students met a 
woman who was assaulted 
by squatters living in a
foreclosed property behind 
her home.
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Difficult to Purchase
Realtors and residents shared difficult experiences 
when attempting to purchase a foreclosed home in 
order to rehabilitate it. These are responsible owners 
who were told that the bank owners would rather 
sell these properties in larger packages of ten to 
twelve homes to people with cash. This selling strategy 
precludes many individual, responsible owners. 
— Shar Borg, Shorewest Realty

Tear Downs
Many of the properties CG leaders inspected 
throughout the city and suburbs are in such bad 
condition they need to be demolished. The cost of 
demolition is $10,000 to $20,000 per property and 
usually falls upon the local municipality and ultimately 
us, the taxpayers. 
— Rosemary Muller, Wauwatosa Presbyterian

Property Values
Foreclosed properties are selling at about 38% 
of assessed value, diminishing the values of all of 
the surrounding properties, no matter how well 
maintained.6 Home equity is the largest source of 
wealth for most low and moderate income families. 
— Margaret Henningsen, Legacy Bank

Renters Suffer 
Renters are also being evicted from foreclosed homes. 
Evictions are up 37% over the past two years. Many 
of those being evicted are unable to protect their 
rights. One 80-year-old woman called the pastor from 
a CG member church when the sheriff unexpectedly 
showed up at her door one day. 
— Mt. Calvary Lutheran Church



Who is  
responsible?

Large national banks had a direct hand in creating 
the mortgage broker subsidiaries that developed 
the subprime mortgage machine. They invested 
in subprime mortgages. That investment crashed 
and now they are the owners of hundreds of 
foreclosed properties in Greater Milwaukee and the  
entire state.

These same banks also received federal TARP money 
and “bailout” funds from the Treasury Department 
and the Federal Reserve. US taxpayers funded TARP 
(Troubled Asset Relief Program), which “bailed out” 

Banks
Wells Fargo Bank, NA

US Bank National Assn
Deutsche Bank National Trust

Citibank NA
Countrywide Home Loans, Inc

JP Morgan Chase Bank
BAC Home Loans Servicing

HSBC Bank USA
Bank of America NA

Bank of New York
Ocwen Loan Servicing

GMAC LLC

Banks
Citibank NA

Wells Fargo Bank, NA
JP Morgan Chase Bank

Countrywide / Bank of America
US Bank National Assn

Deutsche Bank National Trust
GMAC LLC

Ocwen Loan Servicing 
Bank of New York

Number of Foreclosures
1772
1173
1104
979
929
904
583
414
401
379
310
288

amount of bailout money
$45 Billion
$25 Billion
$25 Billion
$15 Billion
$11 Billion 
$6.599 Billion
$5 Billion 
$3 Billion 
$2-3 Billion

In July 2009, the Community Bankers Association 
of Wisconsin released the following foreclosure 
information. There are no community banks on this 
top 12 list of foreclosed property owners. Community 
banks as a rule stay closer to their customers and 
did not speculate in subprime mortgages and  
predatory lending.

Banks with most foreclosure filings in Wisconsin7

Banks with most foreclosures in Wisconsin8

and stabilized the major banks in this recent time of 
financial crisis. Here are the amounts of bailout funds 
these banks received:
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Banks
Wells Fargo Bank

Deutsche Bank
US Bank

Profit
$ 3.2 Billion (record profit)
$ 2.1 Billion
$ 583 Million

The Outrage 
of it all

At the CG Foreclosure Hearing, Margaret Henningsen, 
the founder and senior vice-president of Legacy 
Bank, a community bank, expressed outrage at the 
foreclosure crisis situation.

Ms. Henningsen explained that the same kind of 
foreclosure problems occurred in the late ‘60s and 
early ‘70s when “practically anyone” could get an 
FHA-backed loan. In the aftermath, Milwaukee alone 
had more than 8,000 boarded up homes in a four ZIP 
code area. It took thirty years to recover and she is 
upset that we are now in a similar situation.

In her analysis of the current foreclosure crisis, many 
of the mortgage brokers and lenders pushing the 
subprime mortgages were subsidiaries of the national 
banks who now own the foreclosed properties. 

The TARP money, according to Ms. Henningsen, was 
supposed to be used by banks to stabilize themselves 
and then to lend money out to responsible borrowers. This 
is what Legacy Bank has done with the small amount 
($5.5 million) of TARP money they have received. 
Legacy did not speculate in subprime mortgages and 
used TARP funding to lend to small businesses and 
commercial borrowers in the community. 

Many of the national banks did not lend their TARP 
money but instead invested it to earn money. Some 
are paying the TARP money back — but keeping the 
profits they made from it.

Recent third quarter reports from these banks verify 
Ms. Henningsen’s analysis. The three largest owners 
of foreclosed properties in Wisconsin just reported 
their third quarter profits:

“It doesn’t matter where you 
live, this problem impacts you.” 
— Margaret Henningsen
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The Irony 
of it All

Action 
Plan

• Large, national, out-of-state banks
  used our money — customers 
  and shareholders

• The large, national banks speculated
   in bad mortgages (subprime)

• The large, national banks got into  
   financial trouble and we the taxpayers
   bailed them out (TARP money)

• The large, national banks now own  
    hundreds of foreclosed homes — many 
  vacant and abandoned in our communities  

Common Ground demands that these banks be 
accountable for their actions: what they have done 
and are doing to our communities.

According to City of Milwaukee records for the summer 
of 2009, these are the three banks which own over 
600 foreclosed homes in Greater Milwaukee and over 
4,000 in the State of Wisconsin:

• Deutsche Bank

• US Bank

• Wells Fargo Bank

• These deteriorating properties are 
    costing us (citizens, taxpayers) money 
   through our taxes and lost 
   property value 

• Community safety is in jeopardy due 
   to increased crime happening in and 
   around these deteriorating properties

We demand that these banks do three things:

Responsible/Accessible Foreclosure  
Sales – Stop selling the foreclosed properties to 
“speculators” through auctions or mass sales and work 
with Common Ground and its partners to develop a 
plan to sell these to responsible owners.

Demolition – Pay for the demolition of the properties 
beyond rehabilitation and donate the land to a community 
land trust for future residential construction.

Rehabilitation Fund – Each bank contribute 
$25 million towards a $75 million fund which will be 
used to rehabilitate and sell these properties

To summarize this crisis in its simplest terms 
we have concluded:

The Bottom Line – In an effort to maximize profits, 
large national banks used our money (deposits, 
shares, mortgages, federal “bailout”) to destroy our 
neighborhoods and communities.
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Rationale for 
these Requests

Irresponsible Sales – Over 70% of the foreclosed 
homes are being bought by investors and speculators, 
many from out-of-state (CG hearing testimony). These 
speculators buy the properties in large groups. Some 
are unscrupulous owners with no intention of fixing 
the properties. Some are trying to resell the properties 
in rent-to-own schemes.

Through the auction process or “service companies,” 
these banks make it difficult for responsible individual 
owners to purchase and rehabilitate a property. 
Common Ground has heard numerous stories on the 
difficulty of these purchases.

Demolition – If a bank “walks away” from a property 
— see the Milwaukee Journal Sentinel article of July 11, 
2009 — then the city or municipality will eventually bear 
the cost of demolishing the property. The demolition 
cost is $10,000 – $20,000 per property. Already 
the City of Milwaukee has a $3 million fund from 
federal stimulus dollars to do these demolitions and/ 
or rehabilitations.

Common Ground believes that the banks should 
pay for the demolition of these properties, not the 
taxpayers, not us — the customers and shareholders of 
these banks. The banks need to be responsible for 
the consequences of their activities, not leave the 
problem for the government to solve.

A community land trust is a non-profit entity that can 
hold and maintain vacant land until sold to a developer 
and/or homeowner for use as an adjoining yard or for 
new construction.

Rehabilitation – In numerous research 
conversations with housing experts, Common 
Ground leaders have learned that a pool of revolving 
capital is needed to bring these vacant and  
abandoned properties back to life.

These funds will purchase, rehabilitate and resell 
properties in concentrated areas in order to 
have a significant impact in area revitalization.  
Construction of new “in-fill” housing could also 
be undertaken through this fund. With average 
rehabilitation costs of $35,000 per home, some 2,000 
– 3,000 homes could be brought back to life in a 3-5 
year period through this revolving fund.

Each of the three banks identified in this report 
proclaims its significant investment in and strong 
commitment to social responsibility and community 
development. Yet their behavior is contributing to 
Greater Milwaukee’s staggering foreclosure crisis and 
represents a flagrant violation and contradiction of 
their stated commitment.

Over the coming months, Common Ground will 
establish contact with these three banks to determine 
whether they will become the good neighbors and 
responsible citizens they proclaim to be. We will 
learn whether these banks are worthy recipients of 
our deposits and investments and give them the 
opportunity to “do the right thing.” We will see 
if they choose to take advantage of it.

Next 
Steps
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Bank
profiles

Founded in 1870; headquarters in Frankfurt, Germany; 
employs 81,000+ in 76 countries

1981 branches worldwide; 1000 in Germany; 981 branches 
in 76 countries

Key officers: Josef Ackermann, CEO (since 2002) and 
Chair of Group Executive Committee; Clemens Borsig, 
Chair of the Supervisory Board; Seth H. Waugh, CEO of 
Deutsche Bank Americas based in NYC

2nd largest bank in the world by total assets; Total 
Assets: $3.23 trillion (2008)

Revenue: $19.8 billion (2008)

Profits: $9.5 billion for first three quarters (2009)

Local foreclosures are in the name of Deutsche Bank 
National Trust Company; headquartered in Santa Ana, CA; 
managed by David Co.

16-member Americas Advisory Board; no one from Wisconsin

Local attorney representation:

6th largest bank in US; 122 of Fortune 500; Headquarters 
in Minneapolis, MN; 2,850 banking offices in 24 states; 
5,173 ATMs; regulated by Comptroller of Currency (CRA 
credits), Department of Treasury and Board of Federal 
Reserve (must approve acquisitions)

Core businesses: banking, credit cards, ATMs, mortgage 
banking, insurance, brokerage and leasing; one of the 
largest VISA card distributors

Total Assets: $266 billion (2008)

Revenue: $20 billion (2008)

Profit: $2.9 billion (2008)

2009 3rd quarter profit of $583 million

CEO: Richard K. Davis (51); annual income $5.8 million 
in 2007; annual income $6.7 million in 2008; bonuses 
restored 11/1/09

President of Wisconsin Market for US Bank: 
William R. Bertha

58,000 employees; 4,800 in Wisconsin; 3,300 in 
Southeastern Wisconsin; #17 employer in Milwaukee

City of Milwaukee banks with US Bank (along with Wells 
Fargo Bank) 

Bought Firstar in Milwaukee in 1999

#2 bank in Milwaukee; 22.36% market share; $12 billion 
in local deposits; 27 branch offices in Greater Milwaukee 
Area; 2,850 banking offices in 24 states; 5,173 ATMs

13 Board of Directors members; annual income $300,000 
per year as a Board member; no Wisconsin member of the 
Board of Directors

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Hersch Law Offices, 10555 N. Port Washington Rd., 
Mequon, WI 53097; 262-241-9339; 2 attorneys

O’Dess & Associates; Wauwatosa, WI

Gray & Associates, Milwaukee, 600 N. Broadway 
#300, Milwaukee, WI 53202; 414-278-8404;  
15 attorneys; www.gray–law.com

Deutsche Bank US Bank
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4th largest US bank; $42 billion annual revenue; 
headquarters in San Francisco, CA

President and CEO: John G. Stumpf; 420 Montgomery 
Street, San Francisco, CA 94163; 866-878-5865; invited to 
11/19/09 hearing

276,000 employees; 6,600 branches in 46 states

Key shareholder (9th largest); Warren Buffett, Berkshire 
Hathaway

Chief of the Western Division: Petros G. (Perry) Pelos; Wells 
Fargo Center, 90 S. 7th Street, Minneapolis, MN 55402

Richard Kerbis works for Pelos; in charge of the Midwest 
including Wisconsin; 230 W. Monroe St., Suite 2800, 
Chicago, IL 60606-4969

#7 bank in Milwaukee; $923 million in local deposits; 1.63% 
of market share

2,400 Wisconsin employees; #24 employer in Milwaukee; 
Fred Bertoldo, Regional President 

Local address: 100 E. Wisconsin Avenue

Manages the State of Wisconsin’s 529 College Savings 
Fund – Ed Vest Plan; approximately $1 billion

City of Milwaukee banks with Wells Fargo Bank (along 
with US Bank) 

Sued by the City of Baltimore for its subprime mortgage 
practices. They are charged with systematically singling 
out Blacks in Baltimore for high interest subprime 
mortgages they called “ghetto loans”

Sued on July 31, 2009, by Illinois Attorney General Lisa 
Madigan; alleged that the bank steers African-Americans 
and Hispanics into high cost subprime loans

Shareholder resolution filed by NorthStar Asset 
Management on behalf of the Interfaith Center on 
Corporate Responsibility asking for a report on the 
company’s home preservation rates from 2003 to 2008; 
disaggregated for African-American, Hispanic and 
Caucasian mortgage borrows. Investigating the numbers 
on subprime mortgages being steered to minorities
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Wells Fargo Bank

Footnotes

Appendices

An excellent summary of how the lack of federal oversight  
impacted the subprime mortgage machine can be found in 
the September 27, 2009, Washington Post in an article by  
Binyamin Appelbaum entitled “A Subprime Lending Crisis  
Unfolded, Watchdog Fed Didn’t Bother Barking.”

Rick Brooks and Ruth Simon, “Subprime Debacle Traps Even 
Very Credit-Worthy,” Wall Street Journal, December 3, 2007 
at A1.

“Report of Final Recommendations,” Milwaukee Foreclosure 
Partnership Initiative, February 2009, page 3.

Interviews with City of Milwaukee Department of Neighborhood 
Services officials. 

Foreclosure Partnership Initiative, page 3; Milwaukee Foreclosure 
Mediation Program at Marquette University.

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel, November 23, 2009, Battling Foreclosure’s 
Blight, Georgia Pabst

Profiles of Deutsche Bank, Wells Fargo Bank and US Bank

The New York Times, June 7, 2009, Bank accused of Pushing 
Mortgages on Blacks, Michael Powell

Wisconsin Department of Commerce Presentation.

Report of the Community Bankers of Wisconsin, July 20, 2009.

Reports from the Wall Street Journal, The New York Times and 
Washington Post, January through October 2009.

Estimate of rehabilitation costs for City of Milwaukee homes 
based on conversations with developers who have restored 
dozens of homes.

Note: Exact quotes summarized in this report can be found 
in the videotape of the November 19, 2009, Common Ground 
Foreclosure Hearing. Common Ground can make this tape 
available to those seeking further documentation of the 
conclusions found in this report.

The New York Times, November 3, 2009, States are Pondering 
Fraud Suits against Banks, David Streitfeld and John Collins Rudolf
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HBC Services 

Housing Resources, Inc. 
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Resources for 
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www.commongroundwi.org

Southeastern Wisconsin Common Ground
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