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00:01:10

Ken:
Today we are going to be talking with one of those groups who is trying to see what they can do about it, the group Neighbors for Affordable Housing in Jefferson Park. They are joining us here today. They have chosen a pretty challenging path for themselves though, because first of all, they are in favor of something, which makes them kind of an unusual protest group, don’t you think? They are arguing for a project that proposed the construction of a 100-unit mixed income building that would house CHA Voucher holders, veterans, disabled people who can’t find decent housing and market rates, and they are here to tell us about what they plan to do about that, and to talk with us in general about the really difficult situation that exists for people who are trying to find market rate housing in Chicago, or affordable housing in Chicago. 


Sara Gronkiewicz-Doran is joining us. Hi.
Sara:
Hi. Nice to see you again.

Ken:
Good to have you here, and Nick Kryczka is joining us also. And your group is Neighbors for Affordable Housing in Jefferson Park. It couldn’t be any clearer than that I guess, right?

Sara:
We are what we say.

Ken:
You guys came into prominence over the 5150 Building, but I would really kind of like to back you up a while before that. Let’s go back a year or so. What was going on in Jefferson Park that sort of catapulted you into activism?

Sara:
Honestly, our group formed around the fight for the specific building at 5150 Northwest Highway, and initially as a response to backlash against the proposal to bring mixed income apartment building to our neighborhood. So, you said in the introduction that our group is for something and that’s true. I think our initial formation was as a group of neighbors who looked around, saw the discussion that was going on in our community and really decided to be a voice in favor of affordable housing. I don’t think the issue was at the forefront in our neighborhood until the proposal of this particular building. The building we’re advocating for was actually originally proposed in Alderman Villegas’ ward. They had one public meeting. There was a huge amount of outcry and he pulled the plug on it in the middle of the meeting.


So, the question of affordable housing, specifically mixed income affordable housing on the northwest side has been sort of kicking around for a while, but the confluence of having a developer that wanted to build and an alderman that was willing to take the political risk to support it sort of brought our group into it.

Ken:
This is John Arena we’re talking about.

Sara:
Yes, correct. 

Nick:
And to add on to that, I think prior to the proposal that Sara is describing, the one that we’ve been mobilizing around, there were development arguments in the 45th Ward, and most of them had to do with either redevelopment or anti-development, and the question of the availability of affordable units for people of lower resources was not brought into the mix of that discussion. But it was still occasionally heated debates about whether or not a new type of apartment building or a business development should be brought into the 45th Ward. And in general, the alderman was in favor of development, because there had been a lot of long derelict, long vacant properties, and there were people who in the interest of preserving what they thought were the more calm elements of the neighborhood character were against that type of development. Both those arguments, as I said, because they didn’t deal with the affordability question were I don’t know if I would call them civil, but they had a certain negotiability to them.

Ken:
Yeah.

Nick:
Once this question of mixed income development came into the mix…
Ken:
The fangs came out.

Nick:
Yeah, a lot of this energy that Sara was referencing that came out in February of this year really got a lot of the rest of us who hadn’t really paid attention to the issue of affordable housing as a citywide issue into the mix.

00:05:26
Ken:
I have some familiarity with this. I know I’ve mentioned it on the show before, I don’t live far from there. I often travel from the Jefferson Park Transit Center like all the rest of you do I’m sure. I’ve been fascinated by the fact that if you can imagine this place, people who are maybe familiar with the northwest side know that Milwaukee Avenue runs into that gigantic spaghetti bowl of Foster and Northwest Highway and Milwaukee and Central, and that’s where Northwest Highway kind of is born. It kind of comes out of Milwaukee. So you have this weird little triangle of Milwaukee, Northwest Highway, and then Foster, and there’s nothing in it. There’s railroad tracks there and there’s a now unused old warehouse in it, so it’s kind of an isolated triangle. And if you wanted to be cynical about it you could say well this will be an almost perfect place to do this because it really doesn’t interact that much with the rest of the community. So if the community is a little nervous, a little jittery about it, then at least it’s kind of physically isolated. Even that didn’t assuage this argument.

Nick:
And I think as we got more mobilized around the project, we didn’t really want to make that type of argument.

Ken:
I’m sure you didn’t. 

Nick:
The argument is really that to the extent that we can bring more affordable housing into the northwest side. The point is to not isolate, not sideline or marginalize people who have that need, but to integrate them into our community.

Ken:
I want to make it clear that I wasn’t using that as an asset.

Nick:
No, I understand.

Ken:
It’s just that the argument becomes that much more absurd when you understand that, and that it actually gives an opportunity to take this piece of dead real estate and turn it into something vibrant and maybe knit it back into the community.

Sara:
Absolutely. It’s a chance to activate the gateway to Jefferson Park. It’s a chance to take space that is otherwise a passthrough and fill it with families and people walking to the transit station at all hours of the day and night, people walking their kids to school, people walking to the school, people driving. You know, it is a way to bring that otherwise isolated by its history of use and location area into the rest of the neighborhood. It’s a great site.

00:07:57
Ken:
So, my recollection of this is that I wasn’t really even too much aware that this proposal was going on until the famous night of the church meeting, and maybe you can tell us about that. Were you guys there?
Nick:
I was, yeah.

Ken:
Were you?

Nick:
Yeah.

Ken:
What happened?

Nick:
Alderman Arena has a policy that for any incoming development project he’s going to hold a community meeting, a public meeting. And in some cases, and in this case especially it becomes an opportunity for those who are opposed to him for a variety of other reasons to shout at him and to give him the constituents’ opinion. But at this particular meeting it was so well attended by people who had shown up to find out about this that the doors to the church auditorium had to be closed and people were outside. It was a cold February night, and so I was outside along with dozens of other people who weren’t able to get access to the meeting. And I would say that at that particular meeting I came as somebody who was interested in supporting a project like this, but I and a few other people who were there were vastly outnumbered by those who had come up to show their opposition. And it was that night that that opposition was revealing itself to be really unfriendly in a particular way, like not just to people who were disagreeing with them like I was, but declaring that exclusion should be the policy of the neighborhood. 


I think the longer arc of the story is that in fact the reality is the reverse, that the vast majority of people who live in Jefferson Park don’t have a problem with the idea of affordable housing in our community. But the early mobilization happened among those people who were against something.

Sara:
And the loudest people are always going to be the ones with the most vehement arguments. You know no one is going to stand in line outside a church in the cold, go in and say quietly, “You know, it seems like it would be an okay idea.” People are going to go in and say, “We need to drug test minors.” You know Nick mentioned that the vast majority of people in our neighborhood are supportive of affordable housing, and we know that because we’ve been door knocking. We’ve been out on the weekends meeting our neighbors, knocking on their doors. I would say a large percentage of the people whose doors we knock on haven’t heard about this. They haven’t heard about this particular building. They haven’t heard about, they are not sort of aware of the larger affordable housing crisis, but what they are aware of is my kid got a divorce and had to move back in with me because he can’t afford an apartment in the neighborhood. My elderly parent can’t get up the stairs to her bungalow anymore and she’s going to have to move out to the suburbs. You know this is an issue that touches a lot of people, and when they are able to make the connection between their own circumstances and the greater need for relief people are much more reasonable about it.

00:11:16
Ken:
I think there’s a perception that may be born of that night at that church, that you are not exactly right about this, that Jefferson Park is much more resistant to change and this is only one of those. As I said, someone who has lived nearby for quite some time, I’ve seen I don’t know, perhaps ten or 12 different proposals for things that didn’t include anything this controversial, and all of them get shot down by people just saying, “I don’t want any change in this neighborhood. Keep it like it is. I don’t want anything to change here.” Now I don’t know if that’s conservatism or if that’s fear. I don’t know how you would describe it, but it’s kind of an interesting notion to me that Jefferson Park really is more of a suburb than it really is a part of Chicago in so many ways. It’s just kind of like a lot of low density housing and it doesn’t feel urban, let’s put it that way.

Sara:
I think to the extent that we’re talking about the housing stock and the fact that there are a lot of single-family homes, you’re right. It does have a suburban feel, but we are tied in to the heart of the City with our transit.

Ken:
Absolutely.

Sara:
We’ve got the Blue Line. We’ve got the Pace bus going out to the suburbs. We’ve got the Metra and we’ve got both 90 and 94. You know we are very much a part of the City, part of…a large part of our population are City workers who are required to live within the City who work for the City of Chicago, you know, our fate is tied to the greater City and I think recognizing that we are a part of Chicago and being proud of that and interested in fostering those ties is really important for the neighborhood.

00:13:14
Ken:
So let’s get back to this building, 5150 Northwest Highway, one of the most infamous addresses in Chicago at the moment. Who knew? So it has been dealt some very serious blows. The Mayor of Chicago I think it’s fair to say pretty much killed it in the last few days didn’t he?

Nick:
Well, frankly it’s a mystery in terms of how the actual decision-making process happens inside the DPD. But I think there were two opportunities for financing that were important to the developer’s plan to go forward on the project, one involving state credits for affordable housing development tax credits and then another of City, and both of those…

Ken:
City tax credits?

Nick:
Yes, correct. 

Ken:
I’m not sure I completely understand that, but go ahead and we will figure it out along the way.

Sara:
It’s complicated.

Nick:
Yeah. So I think killing is not quite accurate. Nothing is dead here and in fact, our group is completely dedicated to pushing the project forward through whichever financial means the developer finds amenable to what he can get done. So I think it is safe to say that one of the things that we want to make clear to the Mayor and to the Department of Planning is that if the City comes out and says that mixed income transit-oriented development is a City-wide priority then the projects that tick off all those boxes ought to be funded and assisted by any means that are available, and that’s what these tax credits are.

Sara:
You know I think there’s also the particular issue of building in opportunity areas. Something that the Mayor has talked about is the problems of persistent poverty and of segregating people with lower incomes in traditionally underinvested areas of the City. And one of the things he’s been very clear about is the idea of expanding opportunity for Chicagoans by building in opportunity areas. Jefferson Park is an opportunity area. You know the way we see it as Nick said, this particular project checked all of the boxes, and so while it’s disappointing that the state and the City didn’t decide to fund it, we still think it’s a great project. We understand that the developer is still exploring all funding options. And you know our fight for affordable housing is bigger than this one building.

00:16:00

Ken:
It’s interesting, it would be very easy to just simply paint the Mayor as just somebody who is afraid of racial conflict and doesn’t want to deal with this, but the fact of the matter is that the Mayor’s administration has taken some pretty bold moves with these new combined libraries and low-income housing, which I have to say I think is just an absolutely brilliant idea, mixing these two functions, and one of them is being built here. 

Nick:
In the 45th Ward. No, we’re super excited about that, and to your point earlier, our view as a group isn’t to pick a fight with the Mayor on every issue, but rather to build off of the momentum of projects like the one at Independence Park that he is pushing forward.

Ken:
You guys are so ridiculously positive.

Sara:
I don’t know what’s…

Ken:
Have long have you lived in Chicago? [Laughs] 

Sara:
I don’t know what’s in the Mayor’s head. All I can do is take him at his word that he thinks affordable housing in Chicago is a problem that needs City-wide solutions, and I take the Independence Park Library project as a great sign of that and I would like to see other signs of that.

Ken:
It’s fascinating, because we’ve talked incessantly on this program about TODs, the Transit-Oriented Development projects, and all you have to do as we all know is just start downtown and ride your way up Milwaukee and you will see, probably there are two dozen of them by now in some sort of another. And although they are on the face of it I think a very good idea because they attract younger people to the City and they enliven the City, they don’t have to have parking spaces in them because the theory is they don’t have cars. But what worries me about that is two things, first of all that we need to be paying equal attention to the people who cannot afford these kinds of places. That’s one set of things. And the other is that the people that it’s attracting are going to eventually couple-up and want to have children and they are going to find that there aren’t any bigger units that they want to move into, and I’m afraid that this is going to turn into kind of like a really weird ghetto of like little tiny apartments that the next generation isn’t going to be there to fill. And meanwhile, we are losing this generation to the suburbs or whatever because they don’t have any place to live.


So, it just has struck me for a long time that we are making a big mistake in focusing only on these tiny units and buildings full of tiny units. And I say that not out of an economic or racial basis or anything else, just practical. Look at the future, are we thinking clearly?

Sara:
Well the buildings that you are talking about and the affordable units are being built under the City’s Affordable Requirements Ordinance.

Ken:
Right. The ARO.

Sara:
The ARO, which is the City’s main tool for getting either A) getting affordable apartments built, or B) getting funds paid into a housing fund, which is problem B. Problem A is the one you identified, that developers aren’t building huge high-rises full of three-bedroom apartments. So there are very few apartment units being built for families with children, for people who may eventually want to have families, so that’s one problem. The other problem is that the ARO as its currently written allows developers to buy out of building the apartments, which many of them prefer to do because they are private businesses and it’s cheaper.

00:19:35

Ken:
So, yesterday, although there was no debate and you wouldn’t even have known that it passed the City Council yesterday because it was buried in the Housing Committee report, an ordinance passed - a pretty heavy-duty important ordinance for supposedly supporting affordable housing. But it seems to me that it was a really big deal, because it deals exactly with this stuff about… Well, let’s back up a little bit. Until yesterday you could come into the City and build a gigantic condo building, and the rule says that you have to have I don’t know, 10% of those units have to be “affordable” right. Or, you could just write a check to the City and buy it off and never worry about it again and hope that the City will use that money to build affordable housing somewhere else. Now this does change that, right?

00:20:33

Sara:
Yes it does, in two areas. There is a near west pilot area and then a northern corridor or pilot area. What the pilot studies will do is in certain designated areas change the requirement to be 20% of affordable units and not allow developers to pay into the fund in lieu of building. And let me say there are a lot of very very smart people in Chicago who think that this is a great idea. There are people who have worked in Housing for generations who think that this is a great program, and I don’t want to contradict them, but when I look at this program I see a couple of issues. One is that the near west pilot study…

Nick:
North.

Sara:
Excuse me, I’m sorry, near north pilot study doesn’t set the affordable requirements at 60% of the area median income, it sets it at 140% of the area median income. And the other problem is the one that you just identified, that we’re going to get a bunch of affordable one bedrooms and studios, which is great, but there’s no incentive for family development and there’s no carrot or stick to encourage family development.

00:21:46


Ken:
So, these are things that it’s often kind of hard to deal with on television with just talking heads, because we really need to concentrate in a way that might not be possible. But if you think about these two areas that this ordinance identifies in near west and near north, I think you could kind of say that the near north is sort of like a V lying on its side, right, and the east west version goes all the way out from downtown to sort of east Garfield Park basically along the Green Line kind of. And the other one goes from downtown along Milwaukee. And yes, there is a really weird issue about this thing about the definition of affordable, because if the definition of affordable is even 100% of area median income, well that’s not affordable to somebody who works in fast food. Even if it’s a married couple who both work in fast food that’s not affordable by any means.

Sara:
And Commissioner Reifman will tell you that that’s why we need the funds and the Housing fund that developers pay in lieu of it. That’s used to support affordable housing for people with much lower incomes that can’t meet the rental requirements, and I know that’s what the funds are supposed to be used for.  

Nick:
I would add like I think one of the hopes that Alderman Arena wanted that pilot to extend further north along Milwaukee Avenue.

Ken:
He asked for it to go all the way to Jefferson Park.

Nick:
Absolutely, that’s right. And we think, you know our view is the fight for affordable housing can’t only happen in areas that are already under rapid gentrification, because you’re really fighting uphill. So in this way when you were kind of describing that general field of the northwest side is…conservative attitudes, like there is a certain part of that conservatism that actually we identify with, which is what we want to conserve is the mixed income stable and affordable character of the neighborhood. So if you go to a typical block in Jefferson Park or Portage Park nowadays you’re going to find a variety of people, a variety of income levels. You’re going to find one-bedroom, two-bedroom apartments and two-flats and courtyard buildings and then bungalows as well. And that character, there’s a stability to that, if you look back over certainly the recent past that has kept rents stable. But we are right now in the midst of this fight against kind of a 20th Century problem which is angry homeowners who don’t want public housing tenants or what have you moving into their neighborhood. It has a very 1966 kind of a tone to it. But, there’s also the 21st Century problem which is the problem of displacement and the problem of rapid gentrification. 

Ken:
Right. I think those are just absolutely excellent points and something that I’ve been kind of almost making fun of you guys, but I so much appreciate this positive view of this. Because it’s entirely understandable for someone who has owned a bungalow in this area for 25 or 30 or 50 years to say well you know, this is kind of nice. I like it like this. I’m not interested in you coming in here and upsetting this apple cart. But the thing about it is that these areas in Portage Park, Jefferson Park and surrounding areas, they are really more mixed than they appear to be because there are small dinky little bungalows and there are bigger houses, and as you said, especially around the Transit Center there are all kinds of larger apartment buildings, tall apartment buildings that have large units in them. So there is an economic diversity in the community already, and all you’re talking about is let’s build on that.

Nick:
Exactly.

Sara:
And shore it up.

Nick:
Because we’re at a ground floor of sorts and that question of what’s the future of our community going to be like. If you look at the examples of neighborhoods that underwent rapid gentrification or socio-economic change. I grew up in Lakeview and that type of super accelerated property value uptick is not what we want to see in the Northwest. I would suspect frankly that some of the folks who get upset about the construction of new development in our neighborhood and would be opposed to our group for that reason, actually share an interest in that concept that we don’t want to see people who have lived in our neighborhood for many years priced out of it.

00:26:48
Ken:
Well, that really is the interesting sort of opposite side of this isn’t it? We’ve seen areas of the City - Lakeview, we’ve seen areas of the City that have rapidly gentrified and almost just exploded into gentrification. And all sorts of people get pushed out, including middle class people who would never have imagined that this could happen to them. So it can happen and it is happening, and I think the idea of a… I really appreciate what John Arena said in the last couple of days that we would like to take care of this before the train leaves the station, the train analogy being apt in this case.

Nick:
Absolutely.

Ken:
While the Blue Line is still…while the train is still at California, before it gets out to Jefferson Park.

Nick:
Exactly.

Ken:
Let’s see what we can do to make sure that we can keep a kind of a mix of people in this area. So it’s a very complicated thing. 

00:27:50
Again, this is not your area, but a really interesting thing that it leads us to is this thing about the 606. Alderman Joe Moreno and Alderman Maldonado stood up before the community organizations, I think that was LSNA, right, Logan Square Neighbors Association, who were saying that many of the people they represent have just been completely priced out of living anywhere between a couple of blocks from 606. So they came up with a plan to charge developers a lot of money if they wanted to tear a building down. And it looked like that was going to get introduced into City Council and then suddenly it wasn’t. Suddenly it was folded into the ordinance that we’ve been talking about today.


I find myself really kind of confused by it, but also understanding that once the flame has been lit it’s really hard to make an argument one way or the other. And I’m rambling here, I apologize, but the Mayor said something interesting a few days ago when he said, “Well yeah, but there’s nothing wrong with home prices rising. I mean that’s a good thing if you own property and your value rises, right. It may mean you have to lose your home in the process but you can buy something else.” I don’t know what he’s saying. Take over. What do you make from the argument about the 606? How does it reflect in Jefferson Park?

Sara:
Well the issue of deconversions I don’t think is as dire in our neighborhood as it is elsewhere in the City. I moved out of north center which was having…I mean deconversions at an alarming rate. 

Ken:
Two and three-flats being converted into one house.

Sara:
Yes. One of the Cubs bought a building across the street and turned it into a single-family home. So the specific issue of demolition deconversion reduction of units I don’t see long-term being as much of an issue in Jefferson Park just because of the way our land is used currently in the housing stock, so I don’t know.

Ken:
But you could see kind of a Lincolnwood effect. If the neighborhood starts to click upward then what happens is people just start buying all those bungalows, tearing them down and building… Of course we’re not really building mcmansions so much anymore.

Sara:
The lots are too small.

Ken:
[Chuckles] Yeah, the lots are too small for the mansions, that’s true, yes.

Sara:
So another benefit of living in the City.

00:30:17 

Ken:
So, I guess we come down to this really basic issue where when we’re talking about gentrification, is gentrification good or bad? Do you like it or not like it?

Nick:
I would have to lean toward the bad side just because, I mean there’s a good amount of debate about what it is, how do you measure it and how do you tell if it’s happening. But I think if we as a group we have made the affordability question our main mission, and so if that’s a priority both for folks who already live in the neighborhood, for the elected representatives who represent it in City Council and for the Mayor then that has to be weighed against this other story that you say the Mayor brings up in press conferences. Well don’t people always want their property values to rise? And assuming that an uptick in property value is the main mission of all public policy I think is a mistake. 

Sara:
You know I think there’s an argument about gentrification that gentrification is good and what it really means is the amenities that come with gentrification are good, the investment in city services, the investment by businesses in certain neighborhoods. And if we accept the argument that the only way to get that investment is through individual property owners, the value of individual property owners’ homes increasing, then I think we are really abdicating a lot of responsibility as a city to build the kind of city that we want. I don’t think that hoping that private funds flow to different parts of the city is an acceptable answer to areas of disinvestment, areas of heavier investment.

00:32:15
Ken:
The comments page on DNA Info after the proposal for the 606 was especially brutal. I mean it just went on and on and on, and generally I think I could sum it up with people saying, “What are you, idiots? This housing is like from the last century. It’s old. It’s decrepit. It is no longer viable. It needs to be torn down and replaced, and let the people who have it sell out and we can make it into a better neighborhood.” It is very disturbing to me to read those comments, because I think that just lost in it is the idea that no, these are people who are living in these houses. These are people who have worked for 30 years to scrape together the mortgage to own that house. And maybe they bought that house for $18,000 and now it’s worth $200,000, but that $200,000 seems like a lot of value to you, but it might not be valued to the tenant who is living in the second floor of that house and is going to have to move, and so on and so forth. It’s much more complicated. 

Sara:
And your $200,000 if you can’t afford to stay in your neighborhood it doesn’t matter.

Ken:
Right. Exactly. And that’s where we get back to the beginning of what we were talking about with Kevin Jackson, this idea that affordability has just radically changed in Chicago over the last ten or 15 years. Another statistic that I think is worth throwing out is that rents in Chicago since 2000 have doubled, 98% increases since 2000 the average rent. And the average salary in Chicago has gone up 15%, so we are seeing a really critical mass of people being sort of formed amongst us who have needs and demands that are just simply not being taken care of.

Sara:
You know, and I would like to point out this is a very very real problem, but as you pointed out earlier we are talking about the people who have two incomes, people who can afford 40% of the area median income. We’re not talking about the people who have 20% of the area median income. 

Ken:
Right, right.

Sara:
Any conversation, I don’t know, our organizational approach I think is that any conversation about affordability has to include all of the groups of people you know, and they can work together. There are policies that can benefit. 

00:34:51
Ken:
We let something slip by when you were talking earlier about the new ordinance that again it gets into this kind of complicated stuff about average income or whatever. What is it called? Area median income, right. And if you are going to allow affordable units to be rented at 80%, 60%, 100%, whatever it is of area median income, that means I know by some of the things that we are going to talk about today, it means that rents could be as high as $800 for an “affordable” studio apartment, $1,700 for a two-bedroom apartment. That’s what’s considered affordable in Chicago by this ordinance.

Sara:
People for whom that rent is 30% of their income deserve apartments. I don’t think anyone is making the argument that people who can afford an $800 studio don’t deserve to have an $800 studio in a safe neighborhood in the city close to public transportation. It’s just not the end of the story.

00:36:02
Ken:
So let’s bring it back to 5150. What are your predictions here? I mean if the Mayor has made the most tangible statement that he can make, which is ‘I ain’t going to give you the money for it’, where does it go from here?

Sara:
A lot of it’s not in our hands. A lot of this is the vagaries of property development. Our understanding is the developer is planning to seek alternative funding sources. It’s not giving up. The president of Full Circle Communities who is the developer actually lives on the Northwest side and has reiterated his commitment to building a building in our neighborhood. So whatever that building looks like going forward to the extent that we feel that it would be an asset to the community, we’re going to be there to support it.

Ken:
So if the developer by some miracle finds an angel funder and comes up with the money…

Sara:
Do you know anybody?

Ken:
No. If I did I would be in the development business, but if that happens can the building still be stopped? The alderman wants it. Right now there’s this tradition in Chicago if the alderman wants it he can get it, but it seems like there’s now an asterisk on that, which is like unless it includes affordable housing, then all the other aldermen can just vote to cut it down.  


Sara:
Then we as constituents are going to need to hold them responsible for that. Our organization is going to hold our alderman and the aldermen of the City who make noises about supporting affordable housing responsible. And it’s not just the two of us. Our organization is growing every day. We had over 1,000 signatures on a petition in support of this building. We’ve door-knocked and talked to hundreds of our neighbors who think that our neighborhood needs more affordable housing.

Ken:
You’ve door-knocked mostly or exclusively in Jeff Park?

Nick:
Yeah.

Ken:
So that’s a couple of wards, right? That’s like John Arena’s ward and Sposato, are those the aldermen?

Nick:
 There is, and we’ve done our canvasing strictly in the 45th, but I think to the earlier point, it’s very clear to us when we go door to door that that kind of, the character of the neighborhood as defined by those who would oppose affordable housing development isn’t really the character of the neighborhood. So as you go in and talk to people who like Sara said either haven’t heard of it, and the first thing you mention to them is the issue of rent burden, especially if they are renters, they are immediately on board. And they are immediately ready to sign your petition and want to find out more.


So to the extent that this is really, there’s a lot of talk about Alderman Arena’s stand on this has been seen as a politically risky thing for him to do, and it is. He deserves an enormous amount of credit for taking that political risk. But one of the reasons it is risky is because the mobilizing and organizing efforts that have happened in other neighborhoods haven’t happened in Jefferson Park. And that’s what we see our group is, as a group that can start doing, is to get those people who have a vested interest in affordability in addition to what we think is a moral question about the future of the City, available to push the alderman in the direction of policy that would make affordable housing a reality. 

00:39:25
Ken:
Just sort of a final observation of my own, I find that the areas when you go within a mile of the Jefferson Park Station is way more diverse than it gets painted as being.

Sara:
Absolutely.

Ken:
I mean economically diverse, racially diverse, lots of immigrant populations moving in. And so I find it entirely plausible what you’re saying, that if you actually door-knock you are going to find a lot of people who have entirely different views than this I need to keep it like it was, because they’ve only lived there for two or three years and they don’t care about that stuff. So I don’t know.

Sara:
Yeah, the argument for homogeneity is a much easier argument to make and it is an argument advanced by people who want to preserve a status quo that they believe exists. But when you dig below the surface the status quo is much different than what they believe. And that’s what we’re finding out and it’s been incredibly encouraging. 

Nick:
There’s a historical tradition, an unfortunate tradition in Chicago that you can whip up a particular type of fear on the part of homeowners against low-income renters or public housing tenants. That’s been a political tradition for aldermen who have represented the Northwest and Southwest sides, and for mayors and…

Ken:
Read Chicago’s history in the 40s and 50s.

Sara:
Right.

Nick:
Absolutely. And so I think the point, what we’ve discovered is that doesn’t have to be the destiny of politics in a community like ours, and there’s actually a historical precedent. In the 70s when scattered site CHA was opposed in the early 70s and Daley saw, Richard J. Daley saw an opportunity curry a new political base with white ethnics on Northwest and Southwest sides, he came out against the scattered site housing. But at the same time there were organizers in Portage Park and in Gage park who were mobilizing homeowners, white ethnic homeowners in a campaign against redlining and against the type of politics that Daley was dangling. So it’s not the only option. There’s this sense that like well that’s just how politics works for these communities, and that’s not historically the only way it has had to work.

00:41:52
Ken:
Interesting. And a great place to let the conversation drop. I think that’s a good conclusion. Thank you. I’ve really enjoyed talking with you guys and hope you will stay in touch with us and come back. This conversation will never end.

Sara:
Can I drop our web address?

Ken:
Yeah.

Sara:
You can find us at www.neighborsforaffordablehousing.org.

Ken:
Actually look at it. It magically just appeared under the screen right there. Look at that. That’s a place you can go and you can watch your video you guys just produced, right?

Sara:
Yes.

Ken:
That’s on that website. Interesting little four-minute video and it’s worth your time. We will conclude the show today. We will give the last minute or so over to Mayor Rahm Emanuel, because at the City Council meeting yesterday he had a briefing, and I asked the Mayor if he thought that his new ordinance would actually afford people who have low incomes a better deal in Chicago than they had before the ordinance, and here’s what he said.

Mayor:
Alderman Burnette, Alderman Marino came forward with an idea, and I think it’s a well-balanced idea and I know both buildings and more importantly the Department of Planning worked through the issues to both provide opportunity for economic growth, but do it in a way that allows people who live in the neighborhoods to afford to stay in the neighborhood. And I think it’s a good pilot project. I’m eager to see the results of it, and I think it took a knotty issue that a lot of times just tear people up and built a kind of consensus to move forward, and not get caught in this either-or argument, which is either uncontrolled growth or total restriction on growth. So I think it’s a good balance of competing interests in a kind of commonsense way with a common foundation, which is why I was supportive of it. And you want to see jobs created. You want to see economic growth, you want to see the quality life of a neighborhood improve, but you want to do it in a way that doesn’t create any [00:44:02 sense] where people are getting pushed out of places that they or their families have lived for a while.

Ken:
So that’s Mayor Emanuel yesterday at City Council. I’m Ken Davis here at Chicago Newsroom on CAN TV. Glad to have you with us for another show. Next week Kitty Kurth is going to be sitting in the host chair and that will be interesting, because she’s got a lot of things that she’s going to want to talk to you about…

00:44:23
End
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