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Ken:
Well hi there and welcome to Chicago Newsroom here on CAN TV. It’s a two-for day today. We’re going to talk about environmental justice in Little Village and then we’re going to talk about the Uptown Theater which has been boarded up for I think 38 years and now – oh my God Sterling Bay is saying they are going to fix it for us. Let’s see what happens. 


What is or what should be the role of industry in a city like Chicago? Chicago was built by industry. That’s why so many people came here in the first place, but as we know industry can be big and loud and dirty, especially if you live really close to it. Well this issue has become bigger and bigger in Chicago as the city gentrifies, and as we all know the last vestiges of historically sprawling industrial operations are about to get kicked out of Lincoln Park as Sterling Bay raises their flagpoles over what used to be the north branch industrial corridor and a lot of those industries are trying to find another home somewhere else in Chicago. That leaves a lot of neighborhoods in poorer parts of the city calling foul and claiming that now they are supposed to welcome a metal recycling yard, maybe an asphalt plant, warehousing distributing centers, all that kind of stuff. 

These arguments are being made in the context of environmental justice. The basic argument is that environmental regulations that govern air and water quality, safety, healthy, they can’t be more stringent in some neighborhoods than they are in others in the same city. And there’s a big fight shaping up right now in Little Village where the community is demanding that their industrial corridor doesn’t become a dumping ground for the stuff the big guys up north don’t want anymore. Kim Wasserman is the director of the Little Village Environmental Justice Organization. I am so glad to finally meet you. Welcome to the show. 

00:02:00
Kim:
Thank you for having me. It’s a pleasure to be here.


Ken:
It’s great to have you here. So industrial areas, industrial corridors, the city has had a policy for many years to build industrial corridors and to essentially segregate industry into those areas. Do we still need industrial corridors? Are you in favor of industry being in the city?

Kim:
Absolutely. The fact of the matter is many people in Little Village work in the industrial corridor in our own community so we recognize how important those jobs are. We recognize how important that income is to our families. What we are saying is why can’t we attract and have industry that doesn’t kill us? Through air pollution, that  doesn’t cause more traffic and can really think about being a good neighbor to the communities and residents who live right across the street from them or right next door to them.
Ken:
Well that’s kind of what they are saying up in Lincoln Park. They are saying why can’t we just have industry that’s like start-up offices with just a bunch of young people sitting around computer terminals all day long and get rid of all these metal recycling, or we can put that someplace else.
Kim:
Well I think the fact of the matter is metal recycling can actually be a good and clean industry.
Ken:
Yes it can.
Kim:
Many people in our neighborhoods, many people across Chicago particularly do metal recycling as a form of income for their families. And what we have to be cognizant of it’s not just that we can throw these guys out into the suburbs or into the cornfields where they won’t be near anybody, it’s to say how do we have rules and policies that ensure that they are running the cleanest, friendliest best technology for the sake of their employees, themselves and the community.
Ken:
And of course we all know we are talking here generally about General Iron and they have a record that has not been good as good neighbors of the City of Chicago. They are talking about relocating to I don’t know exactly where…
Kim:
Calumet.
Ken:
Somewhere around Lake Calumet. 
Kim:
Yep.
Ken:
And I suppose there’s always the possibility that the company could rebuild itself and rebuilt itself with a good environmental record and all that. History doesn’t show that, but I’m interested in this because of Finkl Steel which of course also relocated about five years ago down on 93rd Street or wherever it is. And as far as I know this was a company that had a decent environmental record in Lincoln Park but the new facility is obviously more modern with better techniques and better equipment and so it’s probably a better environmental neighbor down there than it was up north. But I get your point. It’s like why do we have to have all the biggest heaviest footprint industry? 

Kim:
Absolutely, and I think part of the question too is why is this industry allowed to continue to pollute and contaminate our communities. We know they’re getting ticketed but that’s not enough because now they are moving from Lincoln to the Calumet. And so what we want to see is how can we get environmental health policies into the planning process to ensure that if industries coming into the neighborhood and they are going to have an impact can they do air monitoring. Can they give us a sense of how our health and environment will be impacted? Can we find out if they are going to be next to a school, next to a hospital? And if they are how do we not have that development happen.
00:05:06
Ken:
And I think this is something that the interesting part about this is that what we are seeing with your organization and others is that the communities that have not historically been heard from are saying, “Hey you know we really kind of like the way you guys are cleaning up a part of the city. Now it’s our turn. We want the same standards.”
Kim:
Absolutely, and I think what we’re seeing is as the Mayor renovates or changes the north branch of the Chicago River there was talks around the south branch of the Chicago River. And it’s clear to us that you can’t have park space next to industrial areas. The city needs to decide is the sanitary and ship canal for industry or is it going to be changed and be made for recreation and open space. Those are two very different uses and that’s what really started this conversation when the city was trying to open space along the sanitary and ship canal we said wait a minute, those are incompatible uses. You can’t have park space next to oil tankers, garbage recycleries; that’s not compatible, but nobody wanted to have that conversation. People just wanted green space and forget everything that’s near it. And so we’ve really been pushing hard because in Little Village we are landlocked. When we need new schools they are being built in the industrial corridor and there’s no conversation about how children and the teachers working in the school are being impacted by the industries 200 feet right next door to them.
00:06:28
Ken:
This conversation started a long time ago as you know. I mean Hazel Johnson and the area down around Altgeld Gardens which has been referred to often as people living in a toxic doughnut. There is just everything imaginable from sewage treatment plants to like 15 different landfills all around them and there’s impact. There is medical impact that can be measured. We are far enough along now that we know this is true.
Kim:
Absolutely. The young people in Little Village currently are doing truck counting and they are doing air monitoring because currently none of that is required as part of city permit processes. So our young people and our community members have taken it upon themselves to do community science and find out for themselves what are the impacts that we are currently facing and what does this new development potentially mean to our community. And we’re showing that if the city is not going to do it then we will take it upon ourselves to do it and force the facts and the science and show the gap that the city has when planning for these industrial corridors.
Ken:
Now of course the LVEJO really came into prominence with Fisk and Crawford, the two last remaining coal plants. I think they might have been the last remaining coal plants in a big city in America.
Kim:
Absolutely.
Ken:
For years and years and years and years it was just like well yeah we don’t really like polluting your neighborhood but we don’t have any alternative. I think that was pretty much the corporate stance, and you guys started a fight a long time ago that finally culminated in what was it 2012 I think.
Kim:
Correct.
Ken:
They both closed down, so congratulations on that, and to the Mayor who took the credit for doing it. [Chuckles] 
Kim:
[Laughs]

Ken:
I always found that really kind of interesting how the Mayor just sort of parachuted in on that and said, “Oh I’ll close them for you.” 
Kim:
Sure.
Ken:
And of course as I’ve observed here I mean it was a combination of the incredible power of community organizing, and also we have to be honest the economics too, because it finally got to the point where they just couldn’t probably afford to keep those monsters open anymore.
Kim:
Correct, correct.
Ken:
So that’s part of the strategic work that you have to do. You have to not only just count the trucks and say here’s how many millimeters per deciliter of whatever is in the air, you also have to make the economic argument.
Kim:
Absolutely and that’s what we’re doing. Currently the Crawford Coal Power Plant has been purchased by Hilco Global. They want to come in and potentially do a one-million [square] warehouse with trucks. This is a huge concern for us. We shut down the coal power plant because of air quality issues and now we are being confronted with a whole nother set of air quality issues. And when we looked at the job potential for warehousing and truck driving it does not look good. Our folks are going to Bolingbrook for warehousing jobs being massive temp agencies, massive check fraud, I mean just tons of abuses that warehouse workers particularly women are facing. These are not sustainable jobs that our community is looking for, and in fact we’ve done 20 years of research. We know our community is strong in agriculture. Why are we not dedicating more land in Little Village to commercial agriculture growing instead of bringing commercial refrigeration companies? Pilsen has one of the largest food markets available, food providers. Across the city folks are coming there. Why are we not building on the assets that our community has to offer? This is based on research that we have done in our own community. And so when we talk to folks on the street they say, “We don’t want more warehouses in diesel. I need a job that can provide for my family.” And the alderman does say, “I’m going to get Union warehouse jobs and Union truck driving jobs.” Where in the city is that currently happening? And as outgoing alderman this Mayor is going to agree to help with Union warehouse jobs?
00:10:13
00:10:13
Ken:
I find that really, it’s a complicated thing because when I first heard about this going into the Fisk place I thought well it’s a hell of a lot better than a coal fire power plant. I live only a few blocks away from the Kennedy Expressway so I am probably breathing as much of this every day as anybody who lives near a warehousing plant. But nevertheless it’s still an issue. So this is it? This is what we can get?


Kim:
Exactly. Exactly.

Ken:
And I think it’s really important to drive home this point that these are not sustainable or even good jobs.

Kim:
Absolutely.

Ken:
They are not well paying jobs and as you say they are run by temp agencies - I don’t know if this one would be, and they tend to be racially biased and they pit Latinos against blacks and all the rest of these atrocities that we heard about. So I find it interesting that you are talking about saying well maybe if you would just listen to us, if maybe you would come and take the pulse of the community you would hear that what we think is that there are other ways that we can do things that might be better jobs and agriculture is one of them. You obviously have done some studying on this. It seems to me that these urban farms are becoming very popular and there’s a lot of them, and I’m just wondering if are we already at peak urban farm or do we need more of them? 

Kim:
That’s a really good question. I think the question for that is where are those urban farms located. And we’re not talking something small here, we’re talking large scale. We have folks in our neighborhood who have grown acres of garlic, acres of tomatoes, that have managed acres of land. These folks can handle numerous acres of land, and so we have done our research with the grocery stores. We’ve done our research with the 166 restaurants. We actually have a large group of folks that are interested in developing a composting cooperative. We’re not trying to take over the city. We’re just talking about a small closed food system just in Little Village, something that can lift up and support the community that’s there and not bring displacement and gentrification to our community. And that’s one of the biggest concerns we have is as all this development happens is the city thinking of the unintended consequences that come from this. And for us it’s folks being able to afford living and staying in Little Village. What does that actually look like? Just like the metal recyleries, are we meeting our community where they’re at cash economy? It’s not like folks in Little Village can go to central southern Illinois and buy up farm land and become farmers. The rest of the state doesn’t necessarily welcome folks that look like us. And if we are to be a sanctuary city and if we are truly to be friendly to immigrants how are we cultivating and creating economies that support those same immigrants?

00:13:01
Ken:
I think it’s really important and that’s why I’ve been so anxious to talk to you about this because I’m just so fascinated by these topics, I think it’s really important not to be reflexively opposed to things. 

Kim:
Absolutely.

Ken:
And instead to say well wait a minute, isn’t there a way that we can do this and do it better? Metal recycling is another one of these things, it’s not in the Bible or in the Constitution that a metal recycling plant has to be like General Iron. It would seem to me that it would be a good idea to have metal recycling facilities in your industrial corridor for the very reason you’re talking about. Many people in your community make their livings going around collecting metal and bringing them as they often now do to General Iron.

Kim:
Absolutely. And I think for us it’s a question of can we instead of just saying any industry is a good industry saying let’s have some respect. Let’s have some rules and regulations around what kind – and if that means that we don’t attract dirty industry and only attract good industry then so be it. There’s nothing wrong with that, and I think for us that’s really the question is to say the city says well that’s where the market is. That’s what influences – no. The land use decisions that you make are what influence the market. And what we’re saying is instead of just looking at we’re off of I-55, Amazon is coming, we need more trucks, why not look at the real assets in our community and see what we are capable of. That’s really what we’re asking here is a fair chance to say don’t just say that this is what we need. Find out from our community what we need. We have a great city college. We have tons of land. How are we actually doing this in our neighborhood? And why not ask the other neighborhoods the same question. McKinley Park just got an asphalt plant in their neighborhood across from the park. That’s not the kind of business that those folks are looking to have in the industry.

Ken:
Very little neighborhood community participation.

Kim:
Little to none, exactly.

Ken:
Why was that? Do you think it was because maybe if they asked they wouldn’t…?

00:14:58
Kim:
Absolutley and this is our point. This is why, and again, whether or not I personally agree with industry or which industry, this is really about what are the processes and procedures in place to protect communities and allow community to have a voice to say this is not the best place for this industry to go. So what we’re asking is to say if an industry is coming in how close to a school are you? How close to a park are you? How close to peoples’ homes? What is the impact going to be? Because we can no longer afford to just have industry show up overnight behind our homes. We know. McKinley Park has folks who are doing the research. They know what this asphalt plant means for their community, just like the Calumet area knows what this nasty General Iron means for their neighborhood. They have a right to fight back and say this is not acceptable for our community. They have every right and we should not get pitted well you should have these industries with their inconveniences or violence. What we say is if you actually plan properly an industrial corridor you could solve part of the violence problem in Chicago. Little Village is one of the youngest neighborhoods in the city.

Ken:
Oh don’t start getting all radical on me.

Kim:
[Laughs] 

Ken:
You know, boy, I don’t think there are too many people who watch this show every week but if they do they would get really tired of hearing me say this, I’ve often said that my parents didn’t have a lot of money. I was not raised in a household with a lot of money. But the one thing my parents had was a kind of a weird job security because there were factories on practically every block, so they changed jobs every six months but there was work and the work was not awful. It was just light assembly or that kind of thing. And that is what we lost and that’s what is cutting the heart out of our middle and lower class in the city. 

Kim:
People are having to go to extremes to be able to provide for their families. There is a direct correlation between the violence in our streets and the economies in our community. We can no longer continue to deny that and so when young people in Little Village do not have a job and have nothing else going on then we need to be asking ourselves is the industrial corridor doing its job in training young people, employing young people? And right now we can say no, which is why Little Village has one of the largest violence rates in the city.

Ken:
You have the Job Corps.


Kim:
We have the Job Corps site and not very many young people from Little Village go to that Job Corps.

Ken:
Oh is that right?

Kim:
It’s a lot of young people from outside of our neighborhood that come into.

Ken:
Oh I didn’t know that.

Kim:
Absolutely, and so this is why for us this is such a bigger conversation than just fluffing of policy to say let’s just move a couple of – no, we have an opportunity here to really do some good change in city policy to have hopefully good benefits across the board in our community.

00:17:40
Ken:
Let me border on racial insensitivity here for a minute because why not. 

Kim:
[Laughs] Sorry.

Ken:
Many, in fact I would say today most of the people who are going to come to your house or your place to do the labor work that you want done are Latinos, and most of them, probably all of them have accumulated a huge amount of knowledge about how to do plumbing and electrical and roofing and drywall and everything else. This is a favorite topic of mine because I’ve never understood as a kid who went to a vocational high school I’ve never understood this romance with wanting to spend six years and spend all your parents money to get three master’s degrees in something when you can be a carpenter or a plumber or an electrician and make a very decent wage, work for yourself and have a pretty good life. And it’s just a hell of a lot better than working in a tower downtown in front of a computer screen all day long. I don’t care what your job is, right. I don’t know. I don’t even know what I’m saying anymore.

Kim:
I got you.

Ken:
I see all of this opportunity everywhere and I don’t see it breaking out.

Kim:
So here’s the problem. Washburne Trade School used to be on 31st and Kedzie.

Ken:
Yes it did.

Kim:
My graduating class from high school 1990 was the last accepted class into Washburne Trade School. Washburne Trade School from what we understand - 

Ken:
You went there?

Kim:
I did not go there.

Ken:
You said your class.

Kim:
From my graduating class, some of the students from my class ended up at Washburne, they were the last class. But what we saw at Washburne was a systematic shutdown because there were too many young people of color coming into the Unions. A systematic shutdown because there was too many young people of color. And what we recognize particularly in Environmental Justice communities, you can have all the workforce development, you can have all the training opportunities, internship opportunities and people will go through them. The problem is there is no job at the other end of that. And so one of the things that we have actually done in this past year is get involved in policy at a state level. We helped develop the future Energy Jobs bill for Illinois to come do more renewable energy in the state. And one of the biggest ones that we got in that was that not only the trainings, but the jobs had to be for formerly incarcerated people from EJ communities, people from EJ communities, and young people coming out of the foster care system. First time ever that environmental policy has made the direct correlation to these communities and it was a huge success. Our first graduating class from Little Village just graduated from the solar program and will be getting employed because these contractors and developers have to – have to hire from EJ communities. This is the only way that our communities will be able to access those jobs is we have to fight both on the organizing front and on the legislative and policy front to ensure, and not just get word service, but actually ensure that our folks are being employed. We want to see more of that.

00:20:40

00:20:40

Ken:
So there was a very good story done about you and the organization in BGA which ran in the Sun-Times and I have to admit that’s the reason why we asked you to be here today was to react to that story. But I think what I feel and I’m sure you do too is that that’s almost just like the surface of this story. You go a quarter of an inch down and you see all of these other not only problems but also opportunities. I can’t help it but get kind of excited about it. Like you said look at solar. Every house in the City of Chicago in the next 20 or 30 years is going to have some kind of an installation that will be solar in nature whatever it is. We don’t know what the technology is yet. It’s influx, but it will happen. And if you are 16 now and you are training up for that by the time you are 40 you are going to have a pretty good – and you know, this is the other thing, you don’t have to work for these big Union organizations.

Kim:
No, you can do your own.

Ken:
You can get your own truck.

Kim:
Absolutely, and this is why for us when we look at the Crawford Coal Power Plant and we know that there’s 15 megawatts of potential solar that we can do on there why are we not having that conversation? Why are we not turning this from a site of injustice to justice? We’re going from injustice to more injustice. So for us this is really about we know we’re not going to be given those opportunities for free. We know we have to fight for them. We know we have to get them into the policy realm and that’s why I’m excited to be here, is to say this is possible. I am with you. I am excited. I am almost as excited when we shut down the coal power plant, because these are the types of fight that ensure that my children and their children will actually have a shot at not only hopefully fixing the environmental issues that we have going on, but also be able to make a good life for themselves outside of just going to college and getting a degree.

00:22:36
Ken:
We are running a little short on time but we’ve got to talk about the bureaucracy here. You’re having some hearings. By the time people see this show your last hearing will be over so we can’t encourage people to go, but you’re talking about having hearings on these matters with the City of Chicago and then having follow-up hearings beyond that.


Kim:
Absolutely.

Ken:
How is that going?

Kim:
So we basically have taken it upon ourselves because the city is not doing very good outreach for these meetings. They are really hoping not a lot of folks will come and we’re the opposite end, so we’re doing a lot of educating of folks of what is the industrial corridor. We have a bilingual ‘zine that folks can pick up from us that explains it. We’re giving out fact sheets that talk about the number of employees, types of jobs, the conditions of the environment because we really want folks to be empowered to come in and be able to make recommendations. The city is doing the industrial corridor modernization process and they are only doing it for Little Village right now. What we say is it cannot just be for Little Village, it has to be for the city in its entirety.

Ken:
Why is that, why is it just Little Village?

Kim:
Well what they say is there is not enough staffing capacity to do a citywide process and what we call is BS on that. If the Mayor is truly motivated to have this conversation then he should be doing it on a citywide basis. But unfortunately right now due to staffing capacity from what we understand they are only going neighborhood by neighborhood by neighborhood. 

Ken:
Of course they did an industrial review on the north branch. It was both short and long. It took about five minutes to decide what they were going to do and then it took about a year to sell it to everybody.

Kim:
Absolutely, and in Little Village our industrial corridor is almost three times the size. We were offered one meeting in six months of a planning time, so we have fought to get more meetings. We fought to get these three and in fact there will be another three meetings in September that we would definitely invite folks to come out to. And what we’re saying to the city is if you thought you were just going to come to Little Village and this was going to be easy – sadly mistaken, badly mistaken. 

Ken:
[Chuckles] So Little Village demographics I learned a lot just from reading some of your materials just recently, but the largest population between 18 and 21 in the City of Chicago in your community.

Kim:
Absolutely, and this is why it’s so important to ask the question of where is the space for a young person’s narrative in this process. Putting more police on the street is not going to solve this problem. Putting young people to work is what will help solve it. Giving young people an opportunity outside of just college is what will give our communities a chance and that is what we’re fighting for here.

00:25:08
Ken:
Very interesting. You’ve referred to it as environmental gentrification and I think that’s a good phrase. That one needs to catch on. Just very briefly rent control, you’re for it?

Kim:
Absolutely. This is part of that unintended consequences that we’re talking about. When we talk about the industrial corridor not only education and violence, but let’s talk about what this means for families who are currently living in Living Village, 60% of our community are renters. 60% of our community are renters. How do we ensure that these folks can maintain and stay in adequately priced apartment buildings? And this is why for us there has to be a connection to the rent control ban. There has to be a connection to these other conversations that are happening because all of those make up what happens in Little Village and what happens in low income communities of color across the City of Chicago. And so if the city unfortunately does not want to reach into those realms what they say is, “Well that’s housing. We don’t have anything to do with that.” We are trying to push for more interagency workings in the City of Chicago, having the Department of Transportation, the Department of Public Health have a voice in permits. We want to see how we can grow that to potentially include at some point maybe the Board of Education or potentially include Housing, the Department of Housing to have conversations on again how we can ensure that the folks who fought for clean air in Little Village, more parks, more public transit can actually afford to stay in the same community that they fought to clean-up.   

Ken:
That they fought for, yeah.

Kim:
Absolutely.

00:26:39
Ken:
One of the richest ironies in all of this is that I think people who are thoughtful in the police department would say the same thing. It’s like, “Stop telling us we’ve got to fix this. We’re just the police. That’s not what we do. You’ve got to fix this this this and this and this.” We’ve said it all before. 


Kim:
Absolutely. [Chuckles] 

Ken:
Thank you so much Kim. It was really great meeting you and I hope you will come back. Come back around the second October thing and we will talk some more about it.

Kim:
Absolutely. Thank you so much for the opportunity.

00:27:09
00:27:36
Ken:
When the J. Geils Band played the Uptown Theatre on December 19, 1981 I didn’t go. You know maybe if I had known that right after that concert they would lock the doors and let the Uptown sit slowly rotting away for the next 37 years I would have gone just to have a look around. Well maybe, just maybe we all might get a chance to see it again because there’s a big plan in the air for a $75-million restoration of what’s been called the last great movie palace in the United States. Are you skeptical? You’ve heard these big announcements before? Well you have probably a dozen times, but this time really does seem different. Of course they’ve said that all those other times too, because the owner, Jam Productions is in partnership with some of the most powerful developers in Chicago and they’ve leveraged a boatload of city and state money. And that raises bunches of questions about using tax dollars for private projects and whether the renewed Theatre would help spur gentrification, and whether gentrification would be a good thing or a bad thing. 

Here’s what today’s guest had to say about this whole thing. He said, “There was no choice but the restore the Uptown Theatre. It had to be done. To knock it down would have been an act of brutal vandalism. It’s just too beautiful, too special, too much of a tie to the past. It’s the sort of building that a city that cares about its brand, its history and its soul just does not lose. And it can only be a Theatre so it’s really just as simple as this being the right thing to do.” Who said that? Oh it was Chicago Tribune writer and critic Chris Jones. 

Chris:
How are you?

Ken:
He just happens to be sitting right here. What a coincidence. I’m so happy to have you here because you wrote some beautiful pieces about the Uptown Theatre and all the reasons to be skeptical and all the reasons to be excited at the same time.

Chris:
Over a long period of time, because as you pointed out this story it sat there for 37 years and there have been – I could bore everybody with the history of the attempts to restore that, including groups that pretended – there was even sort of one group that I think kissed off a few million dollars without ever really taking ownership of the theatre. It was been sort of a rogue’s gallery of people wanting to get that theatre back up and running. But throughout it all there has been this current of volunteers, friends of the Uptown Theatre who have always kept me informed and these volunteers have fought and fought and fought and fought and I think finally now they are going to get what they were hoping for.

Ken:
This story has everything but it also has Lou Wolf in its DNA, right?

Chris:
Yes.

Ken:
Lou Wolf was one of the most infamous slum landlords in Chicago. I believe he went to prison.

Chris:
That’s right. [Laughs] 

Ken:
And yet for whatever reason he bought this thing and sat on it for many of those years.

Chris:
Right. That’s just an example of the horrors that sort of went down with it. It’s such a pivotal part of Uptown. I mean I drive up and down that street all the time and I stare at that theatre and I look at it.

Ken:
You and me both.

Chris:
I’ve been in it a couple of times. It’s not in good condition. I mean the one element of this that I am a little cynical about is whether they can do it for the amount of money they’ve said.

Ken:
Well that was one of my first questions, 75 million really? Just down the street at the Congress Theatre they are spending 67 million on that and I think that would be a much smaller restoration project than the Uptown.

Chris:
I would imagine. I think their argument though is that since Jerry Mickelson took it over he has done some work, obviously not a restoration, but he has done some work to stabilize. I think there was a point where there was a genuine fear that that theatre would deteriorate and I think there were forces who were quite happy for this happen, that it would deteriorate to the point where it would just have to be knocked down. And I think Jerry’s ownership of it actually stabilized the theatre so that now, so it’s not exactly starting from scratch because they have done some work over about the last three or four years.

Ken:
We are starting in the middle of the story here but that’s okay. Jerry Mickelson is?

Chris:
He’s one of the co… So essentially this theatre is owned by entities, separate entities controlled by Jerry Mickelson, best known as a concert promoter of Jam Productions. My sense of why he first got the Uptown was largely as a defensive move against somebody else getting it. He of course competes with Live Nation and other such massive international concert promoters. He is a local business. I mean he is a Chicago guy, obviously not a small business. They are a huge business in and of themselves in this city but its competitors and venues compete for big acts and that’s where the money lies, so I think he felt that if he didn’t get the Uptown the danger was one of his competitors would. So he buys the Uptown in a very complicated transaction and then essentially he sort of said to me on a number of occasions in order for this to get restored there will have to be some public money. It’s not viable for a private business to come up with that kind of money, because in reality in the normal course of business you would never be able to pay it back. So he has then found this partner in Scott Goodman of Fairpoint Development who I think my analysis of why he’s doing this is partly because he wants to do a good thing for Chicago. He’s made a lot of money in real estate.

Ken:
Boy oh boy.

Chris:
He wants to do a good thing, and I think probably he’s looking at his other real estate holdings in and around the theatre, in that neighborhood, so obviously there’s that. And I think he along with City Hall which I think realized that politically it would be disastrous to knock down the Uptown Theatre. They had to do something about it. 

00:33:39
Ken:
I want to make sure that we touch all these bases here. Scott Goodman is a founder, a creator of Sterling Bay, is that correct?

Chris:
Yes, no longer associated with Sterling Bay, not with Farpoint Development, right.

Ken:
So he leaves Sterling Bay and creates Farpoint Development.

Chris:
Correct.

Ken:
And among his other things he links up with Jam Productions on this project.

Chris:
Yes, and Jam Productions obviously are the people who are going to program the Theatre. They are the artistic people. Scott is the sort of real estate guy, but they are going to be co-owners of the theatre and they are going to be partners on the project and they are both putting in some money. So the actual 75 million is a patchwork of funds from the state, from the city, from Jam itself, from Farpoint Development. Some of it is even loans, traditional loans, but the bulk of it is public money.

Ken:
So Scott Goodman founded Sterling Bay and it is important to point out at this point that Sterling Bay is a behemoth.

Chris:
Yes.

Ken:
They are the Jam Productions of developers.

Chris:
I mean the Chicago Tribune’s new home Prudential Tower that building is owned by Sterling.

Ken:
They bought what you can buy of the Hancock Center. 

Chris:
The other fascinating piece of this is that Sterling Bay is involved in the Lincoln Yards development.

Ken:
Fascinating you would mention that.

Chris:
It is that area around the Clybourne rail station on the north side there just sort of west Lincoln Park I guess you might call it. Obviously that’s one of the potential sites for Amazon should the city be lucky enough to land Amazon. That’s relevant here because Sterling Bay has said that Lincoln Yards will have multiple entertainment venues run by Live Nation, one of Jam’s most significant competitors. So there you have a bit of a counter play. Now as you point out the Lincoln Yards thing that’s all very speculative still. 

Ken:
Right. But it is fascinating that there has been a lot of discussion just recently about that Live Nation tie in and how smaller clubs that are all around the area might find it difficult to get some talent because they are locked into Live Nation.

Chris:
Yes. If you own Metro on Clark Street or you own Jamie’s Weed Street you’re not happy to see all of those new venues show up, because there’s only so many acts. You can argue that the Uptown Theatre is going to take business away from the Loop. I mean for example Jam Productions when they did Neil Young who would rent a theatre like the Auditorium Theatre and how logic would dictate that they will present Neil Young in the Uptown, which will actually have a larger capacity than the Auditorium. The dazzling thing about the Uptown is how big it is. It’s huge.

Ken:
That is really interesting to me that you kind of opened up one of your pieces in the Tribune about that very example. It’s like here’s a show that happened at the Auditorium Theatre and blah blah blah. But if this all goes through that wouldn’t have been at the Auditorium Theatre. That would have been at the Uptown because they get a piece of the action if it’s at the Uptown and they don’t at the Chicago Theatre because that’s owned by Broadway and Chicago or whatever it is.

Chris:
Right.

Ken:
This is going to be a battle of the titans if that thing opens up.

Chris:
Well I think there’s going to be a lot of competition for musical acts. Now the Uptown Theatre has certain things about it that are interesting. Number one is it’s very very big.

Ken:
Very very, yes.

Chris:
It’s very big, so you don’t want to put something in there that is - 

Ken:
4381 I believe, 4,381…

Chris:
That’s right, and they are talking about having a potential on the ground floor to take out the seats for concerts so it could be upwards of 5,000 people. It will be the biggest theatre in the city that’s not a so-called arena. I would point that a lot of acts don’t like playing arenas because they are not great for the audience, so it will have an inherent competitive advantage for a potential sell-out artist because they will be able to sell more seats. However, it doesn’t have a deep stage because of course it was a movie palace.

Ken:
So it’s kind of like the Chicago in that regard.

Chris:
It’s like the Chicago in that regard, that’s right, and there are no plans that I know of to deepen the stage.

Ken:
Could they even do it?

Chris:
Well I think that would…

Ken:
They would have to take a lane off of Lawrence or something to do that. 

Chris:
That’s the same issue that came up with the Chicago Theatre. Over the years there have been efforts and attempts to do that and there was a whole thing about what was behind the Chicago Theatre. That would be on I guess Wabash. I remember all of that going down. But in the end what’s happened is if you look at the Loop picture you’ve got theatres like the Oriental, the Cadillac Palace, the what was and I still call it the Shubert Theatre and the Auditorium and the Lyric, the Civic Opera House. You have five or six places there that have deep stages and do anything, any kind of Broadway, art, dance, whatever. The Uptown doesn’t have that stage, so it would suggest they are more likely to do music and probably big comedy. Because you’ve got now a point where there are comedians who can sell out 5,000.

Ken:
Bill Maher and that kind…

Chris:
Bill Maher, people like that.

00:39:02

Ken:
So where exactly are we then at this point? The two big guys have the money, they’ve put it in. They certainly are able to go out and get a few million dollar loan. That’s not going to be difficult.

Chris:
Correct. That’s right.

Ken:
But the real problem is this thing about funding from the public, our taxpayer money right. According to you quoting you back there’s 13 million from the State of Illinois.  

Chris:
Yes. 

Ken:
There’s 13 million from the infamous TIF program from Chicago.

Chris:
Yes. 

Ken:
Now this 10 million in Build Illinois Bonds is that different from the 13 million?

Chris:
Yes.

Ken:
It is, so it’s actually 23 million in state money.

Chris:
Yes.

Ken:
And then there’s federal tax credits of 8 million and a little bit of 3.7 more from landmark money and so forth.

Chris:
Right.

Ken:
But basically that’s the big chunk is state and TIF money really?

Chris:
My feeling on this having reported on this story for close to 20 years, my feeling on this is that this will happen. It is inconceivable to me politically that this would not now happen. 

Ken:
Because you don’t want to be the Mayor who signs the demolition permit on this.

Chris:
You didn’t want that in the first place and now you really don’t want it when you’ve had a big front page story and all of that. And I think that that financing looks pretty solid to me and it’s diverse in terms of its sources. The only question would be, the one thing that I think is the most problematic is can they do it for that amount of money, because when they get in there it would seem. But they put this out for bid already. This is not, even though it was relatively recently announced it’s obviously been in the works for a while.

Ken:
But they don’t have an architect though?

Chris:
I think they do they’re just not saying who it is, but I think they do. [Chuckles] 

Ken:
So what you’re saying is they may actually have a pretty decent idea.

Chris:
I think they have a pretty good plan and they are talking about 18 months of construction. Now what they haven’t said yet because I don’t think they know is what is the start day. But I think they are talking about the start date I think in their ideal it would be this fall, so I think potentially it could be in 2021 something like that we could be all going to opening night at the fabulous Uptown Theatre, and I never thought that day would come. 

Ken:
But the basement was flooded out for a couple of years or something, right? The roof let go before they put a temporary roof on it.

Chris:
Right.

Ken:
That means then all the mechanicals have to be replaced and that means that when they start tearing down all those ornate clouds in the ceiling and everything they are going to find all kinds of water damage above that. I’m just thinking about like if you remodel your bathroom and you budget $8,000 for it it’s going to cost you 12.

Chris:
You mentioned the infamy of some of the former owners, there was stuff removed from the Theatre at various points. There is also this question about when they do the restoration how full a restoration will it be. Are we really going to bring back all of the sort of chandeliers? It is an incredible sort of place. I would say this to anyone who is listening sort of hearing us go on about a theatre, it is stunning in there. I mean it’s not like walking into one of the Loop theatres. 

Ken:
It’s not. 

Chris:
It is, I realize that this is kind of my life, but it is magical in there. There’s something about the design of it and it is so enormous. The fact that it’s in a neighborhood not in the Loop makes it to me all the more special.

Ken:
Yes, exactly right. I mentioned before that in a previous life when I was working in public radio we did a broadcast from there in 1989 and it had been closed then for whatever it was, eight years or something. Oh we had everybody. We had all the architectural people and we had Alderman Marianne Smith in there. It was the VIP. And we were all sitting in these rancid rusted seats and talking about how this new plan that they had was absolutely going to be the one. It was going to be opened by like 1992 or something like that. But apart from all of that the reason I even bring this up is because in that absolutely decrepit state I believe I probably saw it at almost the bottom. It went down a little further after that. It’s breathtaking.

Chris:
Yes.

Ken:
You walk in there and it’s 1927 and you are here to see some brand new movie and the searchlights are out.

Chris:
Spectacular. It is unbelievable. And you’ve got the Green Mill down there. The whole area it could be transformative. It will be transformative.

Ken:
Well that’s the question and that is the question that we always get into with these issues of these big renovations is that kind of dual snake of gentrification and whether gentrification leads the need for it or whether it forces gentrification, and then you get that whole argument about do we need gentrification, isn’t it a bad thing and all that. So where are you at on this? Is the Uptown Theatre going to make it this time because Uptown has improved to the point that it needs the Uptown or is the Uptown going to drag the Uptown neighborhood kicking and screaming into the next century?

Chris:
That’s a very complicated question. I would say that I think that this has become possible now. Let’s just take it out of Uptown for a second into the whole city. So you’ve had a kind of city renaissance right, a lot of corporations coming back into the city, usually at the expense of the suburbs.

Ken:
Which is in itself a separate discussion.

Chris:
Which is a separate discussion. So the city has risen in terms of where millennials want to live and work.

Ken:
And presumably play.

Chris:
And presumably play, absolutely, and Lincoln Yards is another great example of that. Now so I would say that this is only possible because of that. So the argument against restoration was always 4,000 people are not going to go and see a concert in Uptown. They are not going to drive in from Wheaton or somewhere. 

Ken:
No parking.

Chris:
There’s no parking blah blah blah. Now that I think has changed because people, there are more at least the north side of the city just south of Uptown, and I think you’ve also got to look at what the Ricketts have done in Wrigleyville, so you’ve got this enormous ribbon of development really all the way up to Evanston, so this is obviously a piece of that. So the renaissance of the city and when I say renaissance it’s a renaissance for some. But nonetheless that has made this possible, so the argument that people won’t come to Uptown has dissipated. Now will this gentrify Uptown? I think it will, and I’ve got a lot of messages from people saying what a bad thing that was.

Ken:
I’ll bet you did.

Chris:
That’s absolutely right and I think that is something to be concerned about. On the other hand will the Uptown provide jobs in Uptown? Will the Uptown Theatre make the streets of Uptown safer? I think it will because there will be more people on the street there and there is a significant crime problem in Uptown and some of those streets don’t have a lot of people walking on them at night. And I think once you add this kind of activity in a neighborhood it will liven those things up. And the Theatre if it’s buzzing as we hope it will be will provide real jobs and it is likely to bring restaurants, bars. It’s going to bring all that with it. The question of course is always the question in Chicago is how will that be distributed. Will it be fair? Will Uptown be preserved? Will attention be paid to affordable housing, all of those questions.

00:46:59
Ken:
One thing I have always wanted to ask you as somebody who spends his life going to live venues and theatres and that kind of thing, it came up in that long ago radio conversation with the alderman. Because I asked her at the time how many times can you fill a 4,300-seat theatre that’s all the way up here on Lawrence in a year and make it work? I think my recollection is she alluded that question and responded by saying even though, and this was in 1989 or 1990, even though we now have the technology that we can sit in our basement and play games and watch big screen TVs and all that kind of stuff, there is something in the human soul that wants to be with other people to see events in common that we want to be in these places. Do you believe that and is it still true?

Chris:
I do believe that. I mean I think it’s far more true than it was when you had that conversation. I think now in an era of technology and isolation we do indeed carve live events. It’s also for the forces that make money off this stuff their ability to make money from recording has dissipated. It used to be that you would go out on tour to support your CD. Now you give away the CD and you make all your money at Ravinia or the Uptown Theatre. It’s the only way artists can make money now, musical artists is through life touring. So I think the economic model really supports live touring. Now I don’t think the Uptown though is going to have a show every night. I mean that’s the thing. In a Broadway sense right, if you look at say Hamilton Downtown, the economic impact of that is so great because eight shows a week is packing that theatre. So they are all walking out into restaurants. Now are we going to see that in Uptown? I doubt that, because I don’t think there’s that much business. So I would expect you would see two or three shows a week. But if the Theatre is stable and the finances are stable and the entity is sort of humming along and there’s not too much debt then I think it can go forward into the future like that. Most venues don’t have shows every night. 

Ken:
That’s a very important question and also just tying back for a moment the whole thing to live venues and music, music really is something that is experienced, it’s improved when it’s experienced with a large audience I think.  

Chris:
Yeah, and I think it improves even more in a beautiful place. So for example if you look at say the concerts that the Foo Fighters were at Wrigley Field, I live in Wrigleyville so I can hear it from my deck, and a lot of those artists raise their game because they are playing Wrigley Field, and it’s kind of iconic, and so the environment for a concert is really important and the Uptown will be a special venue. Believe me, some of these old geezers who played there in the SC and 80s they are going to be all over it. They are going to be wanting to go there. 


Ken:
You did write something about that, about how they are going to be standing in line to play the Uptown because they remember playing the Uptown in the 80s or the 70s or whatever it was.

Chris:
Exactly and it’s got soul.

00:50:31
Ken:
One other quick thing to talk on is what you wrote I thought was so interesting but also controversial when you said that this might be the magical mix of high powered politically connected commercial entities and government. 

Chris:
Yes.

Ken:
Because in the past the people who have tried to do it have been these kind of powerless not for profits.

Chris:
That’s right.

Ken:
As you put it it’s like they were much more concerned about preserving the Theatre than they were programming the Theatre.

Chris:
Yes, that’s right.

Ken:
And when it got down to what are you going to program it’s like well we will deal with that…

Chris:
It’s fuzzy, right. [Laughs] 

Ken:
Because that’s what they really were about. That’s a kind of a new dynamic that we’re dealing with.


Chris:
Yeah. I mean Jam Productions as I say they are certainly a local company but they are not a small company. They are perfectly capable of programming the Uptown Theatre. They do it to any number of other venues, so I think they are the ideal owners in many ways. It wasn’t going to be some center… I remember one of the people who was involved and actually sent me an email saying what’s the nature of the non profit that will be running the Uptown? And I said it’s not a nonprofit anymore. [Laughs] This is a for profit and that of course as we know our Mayor he likes that sort of for profit enterprise in the neighborhoods and it’s a kind of sexy rock and roll development.

Ken:
We are out of time but we could go on for another half hour about the commercial nature of all of this, but I have to say that I grudgingly agree with you on this, that you can just imagine somebody thinking that they are going to have poetry readings in there every night or something. 

Chris:
Not in Chicago. [Laughs] 

Ken:
Chris it really was great to meet you.

Chris:
My pleasure. 

Ken:
I wanted to have you on the show for so long and I’m so happy that you wrote about it.

Chris:
I’ll come back when it opens.

Ken:
Let’s do it. Let’s do the show live from the Uptown with all of our audience, all 4,000 of you. Chris Jones is a writer and a critic for the Chicago Tribune. It has been said of him that he’s the last critic standing but we won’t get into that, because that’s the nature of journalism which is a different show, you know, 4,000 seats and subscriptions. 
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