
W hat does it take to change a neighbor-
hood? Many small things, and some that 

have more impact than others. Last November, 
each of the 14 NCP lead agencies selected one 
“catalytic project” that would be a priority in 
2007. They include, for instance, shopping center 
developments in Chicago Lawn and West Haven, 
an auto-repair training shop in Englewood, and 
affordable housing along Armitage Avenue in 
Logan Square.

The 14 projects represent $245 million in poten-
tial investment – enough to change the face of neigh-
borhoods – and even the city. But making them real 
requires planning, fundraising, partnership develop-
ment and the nitty-gritty of program implementa-
tion. Here are updates on three of the projects.

East Garfield: 
Retail roadmap for Madison Street 
The two-mile stretch of Madison from Damen 
to Central Park Avenue has 89 businesses and, 
with 65,000 residents within a mile, local spend-
ing power of $589 million. Yet the strip has 166 
vacant parcels and more than one-fourth of its 
commercial space is unused. 

On Feb. 13, East Garfield Park leaders 
released a comprehensive plan to revive that 
retail environment. The 41-page “Quality and 
Opportunities Retail Plan” identifies immediate 
retail opportunities (for a café, apparel store and 
sit-down restaurant) and makes recommendations 
for specific locations along Madison. 

The opportunity is ripe because new housing 
construction is moving west from downtown. 
“We wanted to prepare the neighborhood for 
future retail development,” said Ernestine King, 
executive director of the Greater Garfield Park 
Chamber of Commerce, one of the project part-
ners. “We focused on a plan that could revitalize 
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Madison Street.”
Surveys and interviews by the University of 

Illinois-Chicago’s City Design Center found 
widely varying conditions along Madison: some 
blocks nearly empty while others boast historic 
structures and terra-cotta facades. Market condi-
tions are strongest near Western, with 25,000 
passing vehicles per day, and near other major 
intersections at California and Kedzie.  

The plan recommends pedestrian-oriented store-
fronts in the stronger areas and suburban-style 
retail, with parking out front, for areas with more 
vacant land. It recommends other land use proj-
ects such as a garden plaza at the triangular inter-
section of Madison, California and Fifth Avenue.

Garfield Park Conservatory Alliance is raising 
$70,000 to market the campaign with printed 
materials, a web site, tours and forums for prop-
erty owners, developers and investors. Local 
leaders pitched the area at a recent meeting of the 
International Conference of Shopping Centers at 
Navy Pier. “We made tons of contacts,” said Mike 
Tomas, NCP director for the Alliance. “And we’ll 
be attending more meetings this fall.”

The Chicago Department of Planning and 
Development committed $8,000 to the project; 
LISC/Chicago provided $23,000.

Woodlawn: ‘More than string instruments’
How does a community that is finally attract-
ing new housing development use that energy to 
build stronger families, schools and neighborhood 
communication? In Woodlawn, violins and cellos 
are part of the answer.

Launched this winter on Saturdays at 
Andrew Carnegie School, the Woodlawn String 
Instrument Program brings together children, par-
ents and instructors from the Music Institute of 
Chicago for lessons that go beyond music. 

The program “is not just about string instru-
ments, it’s about building community,” says 
Bryan Echols, executive director of MAGIC, the 
youth service organization that runs the program. 
Echols says the program enhances student study 
skills, helps parents spend more time with their 
children, and brings neighbors together in an 
environment where they can build relationships. 
“In between the individual and group sessions, 
while the kids are hanging out in the gym having 
a snack, the parents are sitting around and getting 
to know one another.” 

Targeted to children from four to six years old, 
the 30-week Suzuki-method program requires 
parents to be involved in the lessons and to serve 
as “home teachers.” Parent Chanda Goody signed 
up after her music-loving son Alexander, 6, asked 
if he could take violin lessons. “He is teaching 
me,” she says. “I’m learning as he is learning.”

The program has four instructors and 29 stu-
dents, with 22 more on a waiting list. Class fees 
are $25 plus instrument rental at $6 to $8 per 
week. Most first-year expenses are covered by a 
$17,000 donation from Bishop Arthur Brazier’s 
Apostolic Church of God and $35,000 from 
LISC/Chicago. Fund-raising is underway to cover 
the five-year budget of $375,000.

Auburn Gresham: 
‘Green’ education center
Things have been looking up for nearly a decade 
in Auburn Gresham as new businesses move to 
79th Street and more residents invest in their 
homes and small apartment buildings. But with 
an aging housing stock and many vacant lots 
along 79th, there’s a long way to go. A new proj-
ect at 79th and Sangamon Streets was designed to  
provide some momentum. 

Empty for years, the corner storefront and two 
upstairs apartments will be rebuilt as models of 
environmental design, and the Greater Auburn-
Gresham Development Corp. (GADC) will create 
PLEASE SEE CATALYSTS, PAGE 3  

R
E

N
D

E
R

IN
G

 B
Y

 U
IC

 C
IT

Y
 D

E
S

IG
N

 C
E

N
T

E
R

A garden plaza is recommended for the intersection of Madison Street and Fifth Avenue.

Jada Witherspoon focuses on violin lessons as her 

mother Jenelle Ross watches her progress.
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