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in the next issue
It’s up in the air which 
investigation we’ll tackle 
in the March/April issue. It 
depends on how quickly we 
get data from government 
officials. It’s either going to be 
a story exploring the influence 
judicial elections have on 
sentencing patterns in Cook 
County or what happens to 
labor complaints filed by low-
wage workers.

Got a news tip?
The Chicago Reporter brings injustice to the forefront in the areas of criminal justice, 
labor, housing, health, immigration and government. If you have a tip, call  
(312) 427-4830 x4040 or email editor@chicagoreporter.com.
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Reporter News
The Chicago Reporter has success-

fully met its challenge grant. Thanks to 
everyone who donated, as well as for 
getting your friends and the companies 
that you work for to support the Re-
porter’s work. The $75,000 challenge 
grant goal was part of the Challenge 
Fund for Journalism VI, an effort of 
the Ford, McCormick and Ethics and 
Excellence in Journalism foundations. 
Revenue from new sources or any 
increased revenue from existing donors 
and subscribers was matched by the 
foundations. The deadline for the chal-
lenge was Nov. 30. Again, thank you for 
your continued support of the Reporter.

The Reporter turns 40 this year. 
This is the first issue to celebrate this 
milestone. Throughout the year, the 

Reporter will host several events and 
forums to commemorate the occasion. 
Make sure to subscribe to our weekly 
e-blast at chicagoreporter.com to 
ensure that you’re up to date on all the 
ways we’re celebrating. If you are inter-
ested in contributing toward the plan-
ning of the celebration or have ideas for 
how we should celebrate throughout 
the year, please contact Editor and 
Interim Publisher Kimbriell Kelly at 
kkelly@chicagoreporter.com.

The Reporter has begun a three-
year partnership with WMAQ, an NBC 
affiliate, to produce investigative work 
with the station’s investigative team. 
As part of the partnership, the Reporter 
staff will work in tandem with WMAQ 
reporters and producers on its “Big 6” 
investigations—the Reporter’s cover 
stories. NBC selected four nonprofit 

news organizations nationwide as part-
ners, including ProPublica, a Pulitzer 
Prize winning online news outlet.

“Over the last several months, we’ve 
made significant investments in our 10 
stations to boost our news-gathering 
capabilities and deliver the best local 
news and information in the market-
place,” said Valari Staab, president of 
the NBC Owned Television Stations. 
“Our new partnerships will comple-
ment these efforts, giving us even more 
resources to enterprise stories that are 
important to our viewers in the com-
munities we serve and helping us offer 
even more diverse programming and 
viewpoints.”

The Reporter is the recipient of a 
$75,000 grant from the Open Society 
Foundations. The grant will enable the 
Reporter to expand its digital presence.

It’s a new year with new 
resolutions. And I’ve got 
some for local and federal 
housing authorities.

In 2012, the U.S. Depart-
ment of Housing and Urban 
Development should resolve 
to be courageous and slow the 
money that flows to landlords 
running an arsenal of dilapi-
dated housing stock for Chi-
cago’s low-income residents.

HUD should stop lin-
ing the pockets of irrespon-
sible landlords and instead 
force those property owners 
to clean up their acts or sell 
their buildings to responsible 
managers who will reinvest 
that money to make these 
buildings truly habitable.

Subsidized housing under 
Section 8 of the federal hous-
ing act is something people 
rarely talk about. It’s essen-
tially when a government 
subsidy is attached to a par-
ticular building, not a person. 
In Chicago, there are a lot of 
them. As of this year, there 
are more units available in 
these types of buildings than 
in CHA’s apartment build-
ings. That’s why this issue is 
of particular importance.

In this month’s cover in-
vestigation “Subsidized mon-

ey pit,” reporter Angela Capu-
to sets the record straight on 
the deplorable conditions 
of some of these buildings, 
the millions of dollars of 
good money poured into bad 
management, the shell game 
some landlords are playing to 
divert the cash to purposes 
other than housing and the 

continued lack of oversight 
when buildings receive fail-
ing grades.

Caputo points to story 
after story of heartbreak—
people maneuvering furni-
ture to avoid getting burned 
on exposed pipes, buying 
pets to catch rodents, and 
going without hot water for 
days and weeks because their 
landlords won’t fund repairs 
or are slow in doing them.

Because of the lack of af-
fordable housing—notwith-
standing the foreclosure cri-
sis that has suddenly created 
an even greater need—people 
are willing to put up with 
these hazardous conditions 
just to have a roof over their 
heads. But they shouldn’t.

I will give authorities some 
credit, but not much. Some 
landlords have been taken to 
housing court and slapped 
with fines. Others receive 
some terrible scores when 
their buildings are evaluated. 
But the problem is that it 
doesn’t take a high score to 
keep the subsidy. If the stan-
dard keeps dropping, most 
every building will pass.

Federal authorities need 
to raise the bar. Landlords 
shouldn’t profit when their 

properties don’t have grades 
high enough to pass high 
school.

Advocates want action, 
too, but they’re nervous. If 
the feds get too aggressive, 
many of the buildings could 
get shuttered. So advocates 
wrestle with the tough choice 
of deciding whether it’s bet-
ter to deal with shoddy hous-
ing or no housing at all.

I say let the feds do their 
job. It’s like the book, “Who 
Moved My Cheese?” When 
the cheese is removed, the 
mouse has an opportunity 
to find new cheese. In a case 
like this, you remove the bad 
landlords, and responsible 
landlords will appear who 
prioritize people, not profit.

Quality subsidized hous-
ing is good for the communi-
ty. It allows people to be less 
transient, which creates high-
er test scores among students 
and stabilizes neighborhoods. 
Stabilized communities grow, 
and that growth attracts com-
mercial developments that 
funnel money back into the 
community.

Authorities and advocates 
shouldn’t be afraid to get rid 
of dead weight. Be coura-
geous—move the cheese.

Time to deal with dilapidation

Kimbriell Kelly, 
Editor and Interim Publisher
Opinions expressed by the 
editor/publisher are her own.

We welcome letters. Send them 
to kkelly@chicagoreporter.com 
or 332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 
500, Chicago, IL, 60604. Please 
include name, address and a day-
time phone number. Letters may 
be edited for space and clarity.

n
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The news:
Occupy Chicago, rallying 
behind its slogan, “We are the 
99 percent,” entered a fourth 
month of protesting.

Behind the news:
Nationwide, white 

households are three times 
more likely to earn more 
than $200,000—the highest 
income bracket tracked by 
the U.S. Census Bureau—than 
black households. In Chicago, 
the disparity is even greater 
with white households being 
eight times more likely to be 
in the top bracket than their 
black counterparts, shows a 
Chicago Reporter analysis of 
census data.

For every 10,000 white 
households in the country, 
475 make it into the top 
income bracket, but in Chi-
cago, the number jumps to 
868. For every 10,000 black 
households in the country, 113 
make more than $200,000 
compared with 96 in Chicago.

Richard E. Barrett, an as-
sociate professor of sociology 
at the University of Illinois at 
Chicago, said that Chicago, 
like other major cities, has a 
high concentration of wealth 
and many top-paid manage-
rial jobs, but minority groups 
tend to represent a marginal 
group among the ranks.

“High paying jobs in corpo-
rations are not going to black 
[people] in large proportions,” 
Barrett said.

Cedric Herring, a UIC 
sociology and public policy 
professor, also pointed at 
where black households live.

“Where people live has an 
impact on the jobs people get, 
has an impact on the schools 
they go to, and the schools 
they go to impacts what kind 
of income they will earn,” he 
said.

—Sachiko Yoshitsugu

The news:
A study published by the 
Archives of General Psychiatry 
found that African-American 
teens are less likely to use 
drugs, including marijuana, 
than their white or Latino 
counterparts.

Behind the news:
A Chicago Reporter review 

of criminal court records 
found that African-American 
teens still bear the brunt of 
marijuana charges in Cook 
County’s courts. When 
convicted, those adolescents 
were more likely to face 
stiffer sentences than their 
white peers. 

Court records show that 
black teens accounted for 

eight out of every 10 of the 
5,563 misdemeanor mari-
juana cases opened county-
wide in the past five years. 
A vast majority of the teens 
charged were from the South 
and West sides of Chicago.

Dan Linn, executive direc-
tor of the Illinois chapter of 
the National Organization 
for the Reform of Marijuana 
Laws, said the disparity has 
little to do with who is using 
or dealing marijuana and 
more to do with how low-
income communities of color 
are policed. 

“If you look at usage 
rates, across the board it’s 
even,” Linn said. “If anything, 
Caucasians use cannabis 
more often.”

Only a fraction, roughly 

10 percent, of the criminal 
charges filed between 2006 
and 2010 resulted in a con-
viction. But the punishments 
tend to vary by race. White 
teens were far more likely 
to be handed community 
service; black teens were 
most often put under court 
supervision, which is essen-
tially a period of time after 
which, as long as the youth 
isn’t arrested again, the case 
is closed. 

Only a handful of the cas-
es, 43, ended with a prison 
sentence during that time. In 
those cases, however, the Re-
porter found that black teens 
were more than eight times 
more likely to end up behind 
bars than their white peers.

—Louis McGill

The faces of 
the ‘1 percent’ Black youth take 

biggest hit for pot

iStockphoto

Go to www.chicagonow.com/chicago-muckrakers
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The news:
Shortly after taking of-
fice, Mayor Rahm Emanuel 
pledged to reform the Tax 
Increment Financing Dis-
trict program and return 
the city’s use of the eco-
nomic development tool 
to its “roots” of revitalizing 
blighted communities.

Behind the news:
In the next two years, TIF 

districts with a healthy tax 
base will continue to raise 
a large amount of funds for 
new development, while 
poor districts struggle to 
raise revenue to invest in 
new projects, a Chicago 
Reporter analysis of TIF pro-
jection reports found.  

The analysis found that 
nearly half of TIF spending 
slated for the next two years 

will occur within or near the 
city’s downtown area. 

Spending in the Central 
TIF area, which includes 23 
TIF districts, accounts for 
45 percent of the $756.4 
million slated as “current 
obligations” and “potential 
projects” spending. Less than 
$412.6 million of the spend-
ing is slated for 85 percent, 
or 134, of all TIF districts that 
exist elsewhere in the city.

The analysis also found 
that TIF districts on the 
South and West sides 
of the city are also likely 
to tap less of their avail-
able funds in the next two 
years compared with their 
wealthier counterparts. The 
biggest gap occurs between 
the South Side TIF area, 
where less than half—or 47 
percent—of the available 
money is marked for “cur-

rent obligations” compared 
with the Central TIF area’s 
90 percent.

City officials said that the 
analysis doesn’t take into 
account multiple variables 
such as land use, tax rates 
and market demand that im-
pact redevelopment plans.

But as far as Carolina 
Gaete, a TIF reform activist 
and co-director of Blocks 
Together, a community or-
ganizing group in Humboldt 
Park and North Garfield 
Park, is concerned, the 
paltry investment in strug-
gling communities suggests 
that there has yet been little 
to no reform, even after 
the commission created by 
Emanuel came out with its 
recommendations to help 
reform TIF program.

The commission “is a 
dog and pony show without 

substance,” Gaete said. 
“Most of the recommenda-
tions won’t really change 
anything. What we really 
need is legislation.”

—María Inés Zamudio

TIFs, even with reform, center around downtown

The news:
Chicago Public Schools 
identified 10,660 homeless 
students from the start of the 
school year through Sept. 30, 
an increase of about 1,500 
from last school year.

Behind the news:
Of the homeless stu-

dents—more than 98 percent 
of whom were children of 
color—1,778 were “unaccom-
panied youth,” a seven-fold 
increase from last year.

Julie Dworkin, director 
of policy for the Chicago 
Coalition for the Home-
less, believes the increase 
is due to improved training 
on identifying homelessness 
and the different school year 
calendar—not an actual spike 

in the number of unaccompa-
nied homeless youth.

Despite the increase, Anna 
Vargas, a CPS spokeswoman, 
said underreporting is still 
likely, as tracking homeless 
students depends heavily on 
students’ self-identification of 
their situation.

According to Dworkin, 
only 209 beds in Chicago are 
available to unaccompanied 
youth, making odds against 
securing a place to sleep 
nearly 12-to-1.

“The need is critical for 
more youth shelters in order 
for young people to succeed,” 
said Tedd Peso, government 
relations manager at The 
Night Ministry, an organiza-
tion that provides 52 beds 
for unaccompanied homeless 
youth in Chicago.

“If we don’t provide youth 
today with shelter, then 
we are really looking at the 
next generation of homeless 
adults,” he said.

The challenge of securing 
shelter may get harder with 
the 52 percent cut in funding 
for homeless shelters, emer-
gency housing and transpor-
tation approved in Gov. Pat 
Quinn’s 2012 budget, which 
also reduces homeless youth 
services by 14 percent.

But Dworkin sees a silver 
lining. “There is one bright 
spot,” she said, pointing 
out that the City of Chi-
cago’s budget has allocated 
$250,000 for opening a night 
drop-in center for unaccom-
panied homeless youth who 
simply need a place to spend 
the night.

“It will be the second 
shelter of its kind in the city, 
but it’s still just a drop in the 
bucket,” she said.

—Crystal Vance Guerra

The economics of homelessness

TIF hoarding
Spending in the Central 
TIF area, which includes 
23 TIF districts in 
or near downtown, 
accounts for 45 percent 
of the funds slated as 
“current obligations” 
and “potential projects.”

TIF spending slated for 
next two years 

Central TIF area $344 m

Other districts $413 m

Source: Chicago Department of 
Housing and Urban Development; 
analyzed by The Chicago Reporter.

Nowhere to go
In Chicago, homeless 
shelter beds are in short 
supply for unaccompa-
nied youth.

 

         Youth                  Beds
Sources:  Chicago Public Schools, 
Chicago Coalition for the Homeless.

209

1,778
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Tracy Frizzell and her colleagues founded the Economic Awareness Council to fill what they saw as a void in financial awareness programming at 
Chicago Public Schools. Photo by Jason Reblando.

Making the save
By Sachiko Yoshitsugu

One morning in November, D’Whitney Harris, a freshman 
at Michele Clark Academic Preparatory High School, posed a 
question in front of an audience of educators, students, re-
porters and city officials: “How much would you have to save a 
day from age 18 to become a millionaire by 65?”

Jazanay Taylor, her classmate, didn’t miss a beat. “$7.50 
per day, assuming 7 percent interest,” she said. “Were you 
surprised?”

From the back of the auditorium, Tracy Frizzell watched 
proudly as her students carried on the mock lesson on finan-
cial literacy—serving as capable ambassadors of the Economic 
Awareness Council, which Frizzell and four colleagues found-
ed in 2003 to fill a void in financial awareness programming at 
Chicago Public Schools.

It is rare to hear teenagers talk about saving and invest-
ing money the way Harris, Taylor and their classmates can. 
For most teenagers in Chicago, financial matters like deposits, 
withdrawals or savings accounts are foreign concepts.

Through programs like 
Illinois Youth Saves, Get 
Real and On the Money 
magazine, the council 
teaches students the fun-
damentals of saving, bud-
geting, banking, credit, 
investing, business and 

entrepreneurship. Its philosophy is for teens to teach teens 
about how to be smart with their money through hands-on 
experience.

During its first year, the council worked with 50 students. 
Today, it far exceeds that number, serving 11,000 students in 
2010.

Frizzell, the council’s executive director, says empowering 
students—especially youth from less-resourced families—
with basic financial knowledge and real skills goes a long way 
in improving their prospects of completing college and creat-

An educator imparts 
financial savvy to teens

For more info
For more about the Economic 
Awareness Council, go to 
www.econcouncil.org.
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ing a stable future. 
“It’s absolutely essential to know whether you’re an auto 

mechanic or whether you’re a brain surgeon,” she says. “You 
need to know, once you get your paycheck, not to spend it all, 
to spend less than you make and to put some of it away.”

Frizzell has already seen a lasting impact on students’ be-
havior. One alumna of the organization’s internship program 
recently asked Frizzell to be a reference. For her, this was a 
small but important sign that the student’s experience had 
changed her outlook from, “‘I’m just a student, and I’m here 
to learn,’ to, ‘I’m a young professional and the whole world is 
open,’” she said.

The Chicago Reporter sat down with Frizzell to talk about 
her work.

What gave you the idea of financial skills training?

There definitely was a feeling that we spend so much time in 
schools learning some things that we end up using a lot later and 
some that we don’t. But this is a skill that everyone needs. These 
are very essential life skills that can’t be left just to parents. We 
should do everything we can to involve parents, to excite them 
and encourage them to help their kids learn, but we can’t count 
on it just happening at home. We know it’s just not working.

We saw a lot of our peers in college blow through financial 
aid, end up with more and more loans, and then not have enough 
money at the end of the semester. When they get their first job, 
they make poor choices like not selecting to be part of 401(k) and 
not saving for the future because they felt they just didn’t need to 
think about it. It’s a skill that really impacts a family in terms of 
their stability and health. If you are not able to make ends meet, 
you’ll have a whole host of problems. That was our concern.

The students we work with are mostly in the high school 
range. It’s such an important time period because ideally they 
will get their first employment opportunity, if they’re fortunate 
enough. Around that time, they will get their first paycheck. At 
our internship program, we ask teens, ‘What are you going to do 
when you get your first paycheck?’ The first response is usually 
that they’re too excited to even think about it, and they’re going 
to run out and spend it all. When asked, ‘How are you going to 
get the money out of the check? You know, it’s just a piece of pa-
per.’ The immediate response for most of them is, ‘I have to go to 
check cashing.’ They haven’t thought through that there are fees 
with check cashing and that they can’t build any savings. They’re 
also not building a relationship with a financial institution. For re-
ally, truly helping these students get on the path toward building 
wealth and financial stability, they need to be connected with 
more mainstream financial institutions.

What makes the Economic Awareness Council 
stand out?

The cornerstones of our programming are a focus on peer-
based activities that emphasizes behavioral change and really 
evaluating the visible impact of our programs. There has been 
a lot of growth in this area since we first started, and quite hon-
estly, everyone plays a vital part in sharing this information. But 
the research shows us that students, even if they get some fi-
nancial literacy in school, still aren’t leaving with the proper skill 
set. This is one of the reasons that especially in the past few 
years we’ve really focused on, ‘How can we change behavior? 
How can we make sure we have a lasting impact on students 
in terms of them actually starting to save and actually starting 
to open accounts?’ I really believe that will help us to see more 
long-lasting changes.

Why is financial literacy important now? 

Financial literacy is absolutely critical right now because ev-
eryone is pinched. Everyone is feeling like even if you have a job 
right now, you’re never sure what tomorrow will bring. And it is 
absolutely critical that people begin to build emergency savings 
whether you’re 15, whether you’re 40 or whether you’re 70. You 
should have some money in the bank that you can turn to. We 
know in America that about three in four people do not have 
enough emergency savings. It’s especially important among 
youth because the No. 1 reason students drop out of college is 
financial pressure.

Often we found that college kids get their funds in a lump 
sum. They are tempted to spend that money immediately, be-
cause it’s the most money they’ve ever seen. By the end of the 
year or semester, they’re running low. Often students aren’t go-
ing out and buying Prada this or Gucci that or whatever. They’re 
doing OK managing their money, and then something bad just 
happens. Their car breaks down or they get sick and miss their 
part-time. So they end up turning to credit cards or not being 
able to pay their bills. If a student can go into college with the 
money to fall back on even if it’s just $300 or $400, it can make 
a huge difference.

Why do you focus on less-resourced students and 
families?

Really there is a need for this information at every level. We 
do some work in schools that don’t have a high percentage of 
low-income students and find there is a need to know how to 
manage your money. Sometimes those kids have access to blow 
through more money, but the disparity in knowledge is quite sig-
nificant. It’s a lot of bang for your buck, shall we say. You can 
make a big impact with the students we work with right away if 
they can master a few of these basic skills.

What have been some successful strategies?

Definitely to make it very hands-on. Instead of just putting 
up a PowerPoint of what a bank account is or what it is to make 
a deposit or withdrawal, have the students actually do it. A lot 
of the difficulty is that they’re not familiar. We really want the 
students to always leave each of our classes feeling like, ‘I did X 
skill. So when I am an adult or when I first get the opportunity as 
a teen, this will be easy for me because I’ve already done it.’

Whenever you can involve peer role models is fantastic. We 
know from our surveys and from the Consumer Federation of 
America’s surveys that people like to learn about money and 
learn best from their peers. It’s great if an expert comes in, but 
you don’t necessarily feel like that’s for you. ‘They’re through col-
lege; they already have money. It’s not for me. I don’t have to pay 
attention.’ But when it’s your buddy who lives down the street 
and hasn’t had a regular job yet and is another 14-year-old, and 
he’s done it—he’s saved up $10 to make his opening deposit. 
Then you start to pay attention.

Focus on behavior change and actually doing. One of the 
problems is that students are receiving more classroom-based 
instruction and testing related to financial literacy, but they’re 
not having an opportunity to actually apply it. My co-worker 
from Illinois Saves has an analogy he likes to use. If you were 
learning about baseball and it was all in the classroom, if you just 
learned what the rules are and how you score, and you just wrote 
about it and filled out forms, it wouldn’t be very interesting. You 
would have no desire to play baseball. That’s kind of how we’ve 
been approaching financial literacy. n
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Officials look the other way as 
millions in housing subsidies end 
up in the hands of landlords with 
abysmal records.  

By Angela Caputo

Subsidized 
money pit

Mary Smith was living on a quiet Wood-
lawn block in 1978 when she got the news 
that she landed an apartment in one of 
the neighborhood’s first federally subsi-
dized buildings. At the time, the golden-
brick courtyard building at 6134 S. Kim-

bark Ave. was a bright spot in the neighborhood, which was 
struggling to regain its footing a decade after a spate of rioting 
that followed Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination in 1968. 
Smith was just shy of 30 but already knew something about 
rebuilding herself. After moving from Tennessee, she was ad-
justing to life as a single mother and a widow in Chicago.

Smith has a round face spotted with freckles and speaks 
with a lisp. Her voice rises when she talks about her family’s 
early days on Kimbark. “We were 100 units strong,” she said 
of her neighbors, some of whom still live on the block. “We 
were taking care of the place. We were gardening. We were 
thriving.”

But more than three decades later, the building on the cor-
ner of 62nd Street and Kimbark Avenue has become more a 
symbol of failure than hope.

The heat is chronically cut off in the building. In most 
units, radiator covers hang half-cocked from the walls so ten-
ants have pulled couches and beds in front of the hot pipes to 
avoid getting scorched. Some have taken in cats to catch the 
mice. One elderly woman keeps a cooler in her den to catch 
the rainwater that pours through gaps in the ceiling that the 
building’s maintenance crew tried to patch up with a piece of 
plywood and duct tape.

After barely passing federal inspection standards in recent 
years, the Kimbark building, along with a handful of other 
neighboring, federally subsidized buildings owned by the 
same company, earned a failing score of 43 out of 100 points 
last year. That was 17 points shy of just scraping by. One more 
failed inspection, and the government could step in to fore-

close on the property. It is also plausible that the property 
could be sold off and the subsidies lost.

For tenants and housing activists, the problems at Kimbark 
go deeper than brick and mortar. The decaying building is a 
symbol of how public officials have looked the other way as 
landlords throughout Chicago received more than a billion in 
federal housing subsidies during the past decade while run-
ning some of their properties into the ground and, in some 
cases, using the buildings as their own personal ATMs.

A Chicago Reporter review of federal and local housing re-
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cords found that 27 out of 194 properties containing more than 
24,000 nonsenior federally subsidized housing units in Chi-
cago failed at least one inspection between 2008 and 2010. Of 
93 landlords overseeing these properties, 22 have been hauled 
into housing court by city attorneys who are suing them for at 
least $304,000 worth of violations since 2005. Two landlords, 
in particular, were taken to housing court on 22 separate occa-
sions and amassed one-third, or $102,000, of the fines levied 
against property owners during that period.

Few people have worked with as many troubled Section 

8 buildings than Shirley Johnson, the organizing director of 
the Chicago-based Metropolitan Tenants Organization. In her 
eyes, federal and local housing officials are doing too little to 
hit landlords where it hurts: the pocketbook. “They slap ’em on 
the hand, and they’re right back in the game,” Johnson said.

Johnson added that tenants should have a seat at the nego-
tiating table. “Safe and decent housing—that’s all the tenants 
want,” she said. “They don’t care who is the owner or the man-
ager. They just want them to be accountable.”

But officials said that, with affordable housing in increas-

Mary Smith flips through her datebook, recalling 
a three-week period in the fall when the heat in 
her Woodlawn apartment building wasn’t working 
because of a broken boiler. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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ingly short supply, a hard-nosed approach isn’t always the 
best way to fix troubled buildings. “We really do look at pres-
ervation as our main focus,” said Ed Hinsberger, director of the 
Chicago multifamily hub at the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development, who oversees subsidized multifam-
ily buildings in Chicago.

Preserving the subsidies, Hinsberger said, means striking a 
delicate balance between holding building owners and manag-
ers accountable in the short term without leaning so hard that 
they decide to opt out of the program and sell the properties 
on the private market. “We try and figure out how to save a 
project, but it’s hard,” he said. “We don’t own it. We don’t 
control it. We can’t decide who it will go to. That’s beyond 
our authority.”

Still, critics said, the status quo that is tolerating too many 
substandard housing units must not be an option for HUD. 
That’s especially true, they said, considering that, with the 
widespread demolition of traditional public housing, the sub-
sidized apartments represent the last bastion of stable hous-
ing for low-income families. More nonsenior apartments now 
exist in the 194 subsidized properties than those operated by 
the Chicago Housing Authority.

Jim Grow, an attorney with the National Housing Law Proj-
ect, said poor performing owners and managers will have little 
incentive to improve until HUD takes a “more nuisanced ap-
proach” to dealing with troubled buildings. “You have to have 

Power Points
Across Chicago, a number of project-based Section 
8 properties have fallen into disrepair over the years, 
putting the city’s largest stock of subsidized multifamily 
buildings at risk of foreclosure. The Chicago Reporter found 
that public officials have failed to clamp down on some 
landlords who have received millions in federal housing 
subsidies while running their properties into the ground. 
The Reporter also found:

Twenty-seven out of 194 properties containing more  n
than 24,000 units of subsidized housing in Chicago 
failed at least one inspection between 2008 and 
2010.

Of the 93 landlords of these properties, the City of  n
Chicago has sued 22 of them in housing court since 
2005.

Those landlords have amassed at least $304,000 in  n
court fines since 2005.

For more information about the people and organizations 
we write about, go to www.chicagoreporter.com.
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a monitoring system that’s up for the task,” Grow said. “It’s a 
failure of the regulatory system to provide the money and not 
the quality.”

When Congress struck a deal in the early 1970s to be-
gin pouring billions of dollars each year into subsi-
dized housing, a group of young Chicago develop-

ers with an eye on rebuilding troubled neighborhoods began 
snapping up investments. Under the Section 8 agreements, 
they were guaranteed market-rate rents for up to 30 years. In 
exchange, they had to provide decent, safe housing for cash-
strapped households.

The units are rented out on a first-come, first-served basis. 
To remain compliant, the landlords are required to submit an-
nual financial reports and pass federal inspections, assessed 
on the safety and cleanliness of each property.

Experts point out that inspection scores are weighted, and 
common areas—like lobbies and grounds—can artificially 
boost scores or unfairly drag them down. Despite the limits, 
the inspections are one of the few benchmarks for measuring 
success. Until this fall, if landlords scored below 60 two years 
in a row, HUD had the power to push them into foreclosure. 
Under the new guideline, scoring between 30 and 59 puts the 
owners under increased scrutiny.

The Reporter analysis of federal data found that 30 of the 
199 inspections recorded between 2008 and 2010 found fail-

ing conditions in Chicago, and 43 led to a score that was within 
five points of failing. This marked a nearly threefold increase 
in failing scores compared with the three prior years, when 
slightly more inspections were logged. While those scores 
should have raised red flags, HUD’s response has been lax. In 
2009, for example, only two of the nine properties due for 
reinspection because of initial failing scores were scored that 
year.

HUD’s Hinsberger said he isn’t convinced that the failed 
inspections are the most accurate way of determining trends 
or even the overall health of Chicago’s portfolio. Some years, 
there are few inspections, he said, because budgets are tight. 
“Those inspections cost money,” he said. “Sometimes we don’t 
have the funds.”

Still, Grow said, officials could do more to bring troubled 
properties in line. HUD officials rarely put a financial squeeze 
on owners by gradually reducing subsidies to low-performing 
buildings, he said. And the agency should have a better policy 
for reviewing which owners are borrowing against their build-
ings. “Why should somebody be able to refinance and take out 
money without at least 70 [on their scores]?” Grow said.

Indeed, five out of 15 Chicago properties that have failed 
at least one federal inspection since 2008 were remortgaged 
within six years prior to failed inspection, a Reporter review 
of real estate records found.

“The system is set up so that the property is seen as a com-

Despite decades of federal subsidies, the courtyard building at 
6134 S. Kimbark Ave. has fallen deep into disrepair because of poor 
management. In late November, the city filed two lawsuits against the 
owner for heating problems. Since 2008, the city has initiated eight 
additional legal cases concerning the cluster of buildings, which is 
anchored by the Kimbark building. Photos by Marc Monaghan.
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modity, and the living conditions for residents is seen as sec-
ondary,” said Matt Ginsberg-Jaeckle, a community organizer 
with Southside Together Organizing for Power, a nonprofit that 
has been working with tenants for years to improve conditions 
in a series of Section 8 buildings on the city’s South Side.

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter analyzed Real Estate Assessment 

Center data compiled by the U.S. Department of Housing 
and Urban Development to determine the physical qual-
ity of project-based Section 8 properties. The Reporter 
also reviewed HUD contract data to get ownership and 
management information for the subsidized properties 
and to figure out unit size and amount of fair-market rent. 
In addition, the Reporter compiled housing court case 
information from the Circuit Court of Cook County, and 
tax records from the Cook County Treasurer’s Office.

Subsidizing failure
A majority of Chicago’s Section 8 buildings are 
clustered  along the lakefront south of 35th Street. 
More than a quarter of the properties have failed or 
nearly failed a federal inspection in the past decade.

Section 8 properties
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Last year alone, 
Chicago’s Section 
8 buildings came 
with guaranteed 
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The city has repeatedly hauled a 
handful of Section 8 property manag-
ers into housing court in the past 
five years for serious code violations, 
such as rodent infestation.  
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McKinley II $68k 3

Woodlawn Redevelop-
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and Development Corp.
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All others $111.4k 32
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With many of the contracts coming to an end, the properties 
have become much more susceptible to forces in the private 
real estate market. Roughly a decade ago, Kevin Jackson, ex-
ecutive director at the Chicago Rehab Network, began sound-
ing the alarm that Chicago was facing an “invisible crisis” as 
the subsidies tied to roughly 21,000 units were scheduled to 
expire between 2000 and 2005. When the real estate market 
took a nose dive, Jackson said, landlords began rethinking the 
value of the guaranteed subsidies and have shown “a height-
ened interest” in extending their contracts.

As far as Johnson of the Metropolitan Tenants Organiza-
tion is concerned, if landlords want the guarantees that come 
along with extensions—including up to nearly $290 million 
in rents for 2011 alone—federal officials should be pushing 
harder for building improvements. “HUD has a lot of leverage,” 
she said. “That’s where these landlords are getting their rent.”

City attorneys, meanwhile, have stepped up enforcement on 
troubled Section 8 buildings in recent years, citing the owners 
for violations by hauling some of them into housing court.

The bottom line, said former Chicago Department of Hous-
ing Commissioner Jack Markowski, who is now president of 
the Community Investment Corporation, which controls a 
fund that helps stabilize troubled buildings including Section 
8 properties, is that “the city often has used code enforcement 
as a way to go after bad management.”

At least 31 properties have been sued by the city in housing 
court since 2005. A vast majority, or 75 percent, of the cases 
were filed between 2008 and 2011. Some of the cases involve 
fairly minor violations, such as doing construction without a 
permit and painting over electrical switches. Others are more 
serious. They include structurally unsound porches, missing 
smoke detectors and no heat or hot water in winter.

More than one-third of the housing court cases involve just 
two companies—East Lake Management and Development 
Corporation and the Woodlawn Redevelopment Corp. No. 
2—which have racked up a combined $102,000 in fines. The 
number of fines attributed to East Lake, which is run by Elzie 
Higginbottom, is in part because the company oversees more 
Section 8 units—3,094 apartments in all—than any other en-
tity. The company also manages a wide portfolio, which, like 
the Woodlawn Redevelopment Corp. No. 2’s parent company, 
includes Chicago Housing Authority properties.

Eileen Rhodes, vice president at East Lake, pointed out that 
the management company’s buildings have been given few fail-
ing scores on federal inspections—three in 78 inspections—
in the past decade. “I think that the [federal inspections] are 
an indicator that the properties are in good shape,” she said.

Ironically, some of those troubled buildings surpassed ex-
pectations when it came to federal inspections. The Woodlawn 
Redevelopment Corp. No. 2, for example, was given a passing 
grade in 2009 at the same time it was being sued by the city 
for building code violations that included rodent infestation, 
mold and standing sewage.

The three-story building at 6134 S. Kimbark Ave. doesn’t 
look like much from the curb. Its golden-brick facade 
is dulled by the fine lines of age. A black wrought-iron 

fence rings a lawn that’s spotted with ashy patches of dirt.
The initial federal investment in the property—HUD had 

agreed to lock into 30 years of rent subsidies in 1974—was a 
sign that redevelopment was possible in the struggling Wood-
lawn community. For a young community organizer, Leon 
Finney Jr., the federal money was like a down payment on a 
local development initiative he called “The Dream Plan.”

Finney grew up in the neighborhood and was a rising star 

No Section 8

$1 to $125k
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in the scrappy nonprofit, The 
Woodlawn Organization. 
With the community orga-
nizing skills imparted on him 
by the famed Saul Alinsky, 
his goal was to channel his 
neighbors’ desires—for de-
cent housing and jobs—into 
action. That was The Dream 
Plan. And housing was key.

More than 30 years after 
the Section 8 program began, 
no section of the city was eli-
gible for more rent subsidies 
last year than 60637, the ZIP 
code that includes Woodlawn 
and neighboring Washington 
Park. More than one in every 
$10 committed to Section 8 
rents went to the 3,126 apart-
ments in the area roughly 
bounded by State Street, Lake 
Shore Drive, and 51st and 73rd 
streets.

No Section 8 property has 
faced more recent scrutiny for 
how it has been managed than 
the Kimbark buildings, which are owned by the Woodlawn 
Redevelopment Corp. No. 2, an entity set up by Finney, and 
managed by the Woodlawn Community Development Corp., 
which oversees 902 Section 8 units throughout the city.

In late November, the city filed two fresh lawsuits against 
the nonprofit because the heat wasn’t working consistently for 
three weeks. Since 2008, the city has initiated eight additional 
legal cases concerning the cluster of buildings, which is an-
chored by the Kimbark building. All told, the city has sued the 
Woodlawn Redevelopment Corp. No. 2 for $57,755 in fines re-
lated to the Kimbark portfolio since 2008. The nonprofit faces 
another $140,685 in housing court fines for a string of unre-
lated, but troubled, rental buildings that are in foreclosure.

In December, city officials signaled that they were fed up 
with the ongoing disrepair at Kimbark. The Woodlawn Rede-
velopment Corp. No. 2 was added to a list of “building code 
scofflaws” who have failed to address scores of code violations 
in the past year. Finney has pledged to get his organization’s 
name removed from the list to avoid losing city contracts.

“In most other jurisdictions, HUD would have said, ‘You’re 
done,’” said Kate Walz, housing justice director at the Sargent 
Shriver National Center on Poverty Law. Walz has represent-
ed the Kimbark Tenants Association, which is co-chaired by 
Smith, in court in the past couple of years. “Chicago’s HUD 
office is looking at preservation. Otherwise, only tenants will 
suffer.”

A Reporter review of the management company’s finan-
cial records found that the building’s poor conditions have 
only been exacerbated by the nonprofit’s financial practices. 
In 2006, the property was refinanced, but few needed re-
pairs were made with the money. Then, in 2009, more than 
$163,000 was transferred out of the property to cover unrelat-
ed expenses including payroll and bank overdrafts, the records 
show. The next year, federal inspectors found the buildings in 
such disrepair that it was given a failing score.

Finney rejected that the conditions at Kimbark are a reflec-
tion on his nonprofit’s property management skills. “Are you 
going to define me by that one property?” he said. “I have been 

there and done whatever needed to be done to make life well 
and function for not only them but for literally thousands of 
other people. So I just reject the idea of that.”

HUD has “some financial concerns” about how Kimbark 
and some other Section 8 properties are being managed by 
the Woodlawn Community Development Corp., according to 
Hinsberger. The agency has chided Finney in recent years for 
dipping into restricted housing subsidies to cover payroll and 
other expenses—some of which are tied to its sister agency, 
The Woodlawn Organization, independent audit reports show.

But it’s translated into little change for tenants who have 
learned to live with the substandard conditions.

For the second time in four years, Finney is attempting to 
sell the property, and he’s close to sealing the deal. If this deal 
goes through, the federal subsidy will be extended until 2029. 
Cullen Davis, whose company, Urban Property Investments, 
manages a series of other Section 8 properties, along with a 
partner, is expected to take the property over in January. The 
Illinois Housing Development Authority has approved $10 
million in tax credits to begin rehabbing the Kimbark build-
ing. That’s money that the Woodlawn Redevelopment Corp. 
was not eligible for because of its poor property management 
track record.

The hope is that the new owners will do a better job at man-
aging the federal subsidies, which should pump up to nearly 
$1.3 million in rents into the 100-unit development next year. 
Poor conditions have led to vacancies, though. About one-
third of the 100 units sit empty.

The way Smith sees it, she’s faced with two bad choices: 
Stay at Kimbark and hope conditions improve under the new 
ownership or live with the chaos.

“I don’t want to leave this community,” said Smith, now 62 
and retired. “I want to have a place where my kids can come 
back to and say, ‘I grew up here,’ so they feel like they have 
some roots.”

Emily Gowing and Sachiko Yoshitsugu helped research this article.  

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Longtime neighbors, Mary Smith, right, and Jacqueline Dukes stand at the doorway of their building on the 
6100 block of South Kimbark Avenue. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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By Emily Gowing

When Faith McGhee moved 
to Grove Parc in 1991, 
the federally subsidized 
building provided her 

with stability when she needed it the 
most. “It really helped me to put my life 
back together when I was between jobs 
because I wasn’t able to afford market 
rent,” said McGhee, who was separated 
from her husband and had three chil-
dren. “It’s a place rich in resources.”

But, by late 2007, the condition at 
the Woodlawn building had turned 180 
degrees. After years of mismanagement, 
Grove Parc had deteriorated to the point 
where it failed the U.S. Department of 
Housing and Urban Development’s in-
spections twice in a year, scoring as low 
as 11 on a scale of 100—49 points below 
passing. As a result, the building was 
slated for foreclosure.

“I kind of felt like [the management 
was] allowing the property to go down-
hill. Housing all across the board was 
going downhill,” McGhee said.

That’s when Preservation of Afford-
able Housing stepped in to salvage the 
building. The Boston-based nonprofit is 
known across the country for its success 
rate in taking subsidized buildings in 
disarray and transforming them—while 
preserving the affordability of the units.

When the nonprofit’s management 
team, Preservation Housing Manage-
ment, assumed management of the 
building in January 2008, it began mak-
ing urgent repairs to the building to 

bring it up to HUD’s standards. Because 
the inspection scores had been so low, 
it was a monumental task to improve 
conditions and pass inspection, but the 
management team had the support of 
residents, said Karen Rhodes, Preser-
vation Housing Management’s senior 
property manager. “The residents were 
cheering us on. They wanted to pass in-
spection as much as we did,” she said.

By November 2008, the nonprofit 
managed to raise the inspection score 
by 64 points.

Maria Plati, the nonprofit’s com-
munications manager, said her organi-
zation’s work comes at a crucial time 
as the country faces a growing need to 
preserve affordable housing. According 
to HUD’s 2009 biannual report, only 32 
units of affordable housing are available 
for every 100 very-low-income renters. 
“We have a specific mission to increase 
the number of affordable housing units 
across the country, given the fact that 
many were being lost to market-rate 
rent,” she said.

In 2001, the nonprofit began to coun-
teract that loss by acquiring and rede-
veloping 14 affordable-unit properties 
in Missouri in a $22 million transaction 
that saved 915 units. Since then, it has 
rescued and refinanced 6,800 units in 
54 developments in 10 different states, 
including the District of Columbia.

“We put together financing packages 
in a creative way so we can acquire and 
restore and manage these properties,” 
Plati said.

The acquisition of Grove Parc was 
the beginning of a multiyear project. 

The nonprofit managed to pass HUD 
inspection, but it ultimately determined 
that—since the condition at the build-
ing was so unstable—its demolition 
and rebuilding was the only option for a 
long-term preservation.

The move was met with some degree 
of skepticism by the rest of the Wood-
lawn community. “As with any commu-
nity in change and transition, the sur-
rounding community in Woodlawn has 
expressed a concern about our practice, 
in terms of us tearing down,” said Feli-
cia Dawson, the nonprofit’s director of 
community affairs.

So the nonprofit made sure to find 
temporary housing for the 390 tenants 
and guaranteed their return once the 
building is rebuilt. All 504 affordable 
units will be preserved, and 210 of them 
will remain on-site, while the remaining 
294 will be off-site in existing apart-
ments that it will purchase and rehab.

In early November, two buildings 
holding a combined total of 67 units, 60 
of which are affordable, were completed 
and ready for tenants to move back in.

McGhee was among the first Grove 
Parc residents to return to the building, 
renting a one-bedroom apartment in 
the new development on South Cottage 
Grove Avenue. “So far I don’t really have 
a complaint … although I’ve heard people 
say they weren’t comfortable because of 
some of the new rules,” she said, adding, 
“They’re willing to work with you. They 
are still working around some things in 
the building, but there are a lot of things 
that I have now that I didn’t have when I 
was in the building.”

Preserving affordability
A nonprofit transforms subsidized buildings in disarray.

Grove Parc in Woodlawn was headed for foreclosure until Preservation of Affordable Housing stepped in to repair it. Photo by Marc Monaghan.

n
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By Angela Caputo

One fall morning, Leon Finney 
Jr. speeds from block to block 
pointing out each of the 
townhomes and high-rise 

apartment buildings he’s built in the 
Woodlawn community in the past four 
decades. With his personal cameraman 
in tow, the community organizer turned 
real estate developer and pastor pulls his 
Lexus sedan to the side of the road every 
few blocks and hastily jumps out with 
his keys still in the ignition. At most 
stops, he hikes forward 30 or so paces 
and then turns around, flashing a wide 
grin as he walks toward the camera. It’s 
a windy day, and his trench coat flaps in 

the wind, exposing his pink sweater vest 
and signature bow tie.

At 73, Finney shows no sign of slow-
ing down. If you could sum up his style 
in a couple of words on a bumper sticker, 
it might read: Keep up. There’s hardly 
a major corner in Woodlawn that he 
hasn’t left his mark on over the years. By 
Finney’s count, the nonprofit he found-
ed, the Woodlawn Community Develop-
ment Corp., has overseen $300 million 
in real estate investment since 1971—in 
a community that was red-lined by ma-
jor banks just a few decades ago.

Most of the developments were 
nudged along with government assis-
tance—through a grant, a deep discount 
on land or a direct cash subsidy. Finney’s 
ability to snag those resources only af-

firms the clout he’s built over the years 
among government officials at all levels.

For as many buildings that his non-
profit has turned into a success, there 
are others that are failing. In December, 
the City of Chicago added Finney to the 
list of a dozen scofflaw landlords after 
a handful of subsidized buildings his 
nonprofit manages racked up more than 
100 housing code violations, including 
no heat, no hot water and chronically 
broken boilers.

The condition of those buildings 
raises questions about how the non-
profit—along with its sister agency, The 
Woodlawn Organization, better known 
as TWO—manages the steady stream 
of anti-poverty money it collects each 
year. Independent auditors found that 

Following Finney
Is the pastor an overextended do-gooder or a political rainmaker?

For nearly four decades, Leon Finney Jr. has been at the helm of The Woodlawn Organization and the Woodlawn Community Development Corp., 
nonprofits that have overseen more than $300 million in real estate and community development projects. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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their ledgers continue to come up short, 
and meeting basic expenses, includ-
ing payroll and building maintenance, 
has been an ongoing challenge. Despite 
those financial problems, few cutbacks 
have been made on expenses that bene-
fit Finney, who has cashed in on lucrative 
vacation payouts, unloaded properties 
owned by his church and his late father 
on the nonprofits, and charged them a 
premium for consulting and other ser-
vices his private companies have provid-
ed, The Chicago Reporter found.

After 40 years, local opinion of Finney 
is mixed. It’s as if he’s two different peo-
ple—either an overextended do-gooder 
who operates with an unorthodox style 
or a political rainmaker who spends his 
nonprofits’ money as if it’s his own—
depending on whom you ask.

Yet, Finney plays up his image as a 
man of the community and a reverend at 
every chance he gets—even if it requires 
hiring a personal cameraman and mak-
ing his own promotional videos. “I’m a 
complicated guy, but at the end of the 

day, my intent and my motives are al-
ways to improve and strengthen and ful-
fill,” Finney said. “The Leon Finneys in 
urban America are not the problem. We 
have been the solution.”

finney’s star began to rise in the 
1960s as the Civil Rights Move-
ment hit its stride. Two years 

out of the U.S. Marine Corps, he was 
hired by Saul Alinsky to work along-
side a handful of local clergy who were 
organizing to bring political power to 
Woodlawn. One thing that the South 
Side community had going for it at the 
time was its robust population. More 
than 80,000 African Americans lived 
in the lakefront community—which 
stretches from Lake Michigan to Martin 
Luther King Jr. Drive between 60th and 
67th streets. The nonprofit Temporary 
Woodlawn Organization, which would 
later become The Woodlawn Organiza-
tion, was formed.

Finney grew up in Woodlawn. He 
lived in a four-flat on South Rhodes 
Street and graduated from the local 
Hyde Park High School. Being the son 
of a prominent businessman—his father 
owned the famed barbeque chain Leon’s 
BBQ—helped open doors. He took a 
block-by-block approach to organizing 
the community and, by the mid-1970s, 
he helped set up a network of block 
clubs that became his local power base. 
But it was a series of housing deals that 
Finney was able to cut with federal of-
ficials that helped propel his stature as a 
major player in Chicago politics.

Grove Parc, a community of squat, 
two-story red-brick buildings near 62nd 
Street and Cottage Grove Avenue, was the 
first development that Finney’s emerg-
ing economic development organization 
pulled off. With 504 units, Grove Parc 
was one of Chicago’s largest buildings re-
ceiving the “project based” subsidy under 
Section 8 of the federal housing act. The 
nonprofit would go on to develop more 
than 1,400 units of Section 8 housing in 
the following four decades.

Alan Cravitz, a mortgage banker who 
has helped the nonprofit structure loans 
for a series of the federally backed prop-
erties, attributed Finney’s ability to cut 
deals and wield influence to two fac-
tors: He’s a charmer, and he never backs 
down.

“He’s always calling me up, blowing 
smoke in my face, giving me compli-
ments—which is always nice,” Cravitz 
said. “People do things for him because 
they like him, and the system plays into 
the way he works.”

Finney was tapped for a number of 

With a cameraman in tow, Leon Finney Jr. leads a tour of community development projects that 
his nonprofits have taken the lead on over the years. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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high-profile public positions over the 
years. He was a member of the Chicago 
Plan Commission, for which he served 
for more than 30 years and helped carry 
out former Mayor Richard M. Daley’s 
development agenda. He also served as 
the Chicago Housing Authority’s vice 
chairman in the 1980s. And he was a 
trustee at Chicago State University until 
his term expired in 2011.

That clout brought in more public 
resources, driving his nonprofits’ bud-
gets to nearly $7 million last year alone. 
In addition to developing and manag-
ing Section 8 buildings, the Woodlawn 
Community Development Corp. man-
ages a string of properties on both the 
North and South sides under a contract 
with the Chicago Housing Authority.

It’s like the more money Finney’s 
groups have brought in, the more clout 
he’s amassed, said Leah Levinger, a 
housing policy activist who cut her teeth 
as a community organizer at Grove Parc. 
“When there’s a political forum,” Lev-
inger said, “TWO will pick people up 
and deliver them.”

On first impression, it’s hard to 
know if Finney is still the same 
grassroots community organizer 

that Alinsky trained in the early 1960s 
or if he’s gone—as one former executive 
at his nonprofit puts it—“over the edge” 
by the power that comes with having 
millions in public money to spend each 
year with very little oversight.

From his office, which sits on the 
ground floor of one of the high-rise sub-
sidized buildings he developed in the 
early 1980s, Finney clacks away on a re-
furbished computer. His glasses hang on 
the end of his nose as he finishes up a 
report on the stifling jobless rate in black 
communities on Chicago’s South Side. 
He speaks with a wonky enthusiasm as 
he rattles off stats and talks about au-
thors who’ve written more extensively 
on economic parity.

Finney’s enthusiasm is so well-re-
ceived that well-resourced lenders have 
thrown millions behind his proposals to 
rebuild in distressed communities. The 
last major private investment his non-
profit snagged was in 2008, when the 
Local Initiative Support Corporation 
and the Chicago Community Loan Fund 
funded him and another developer for 
their ambitious plan to create the South-
side Preservation Portfolio, which was 
poised to be one of the largest networks 
of low-income apartments in Chicago.

One year after the 25 buildings with 
587 units were purchased, they were 
named in a $26.3 million foreclosure 

lawsuit. The city sued Finney’s nonprofit 
and its partners for $166,000 in housing 
court violations related to the buildings, 
the Reporter found. And the properties 
fell behind more than $194,575 on their 
taxes. Barbara Beck, the director of fi-
nancial services and underwriting at the 
Local Initiative Support Corporation’s 
Chicago office, chalked up the project’s 
failure to poor planning and a weak 
housing market.

“We wanted to develop affordable 
housing without the layers of gov-
ernment,” Beck said. “Their approach 
seemed sound.” 

Finney added: “One could arguably 
say that we should have exercised more 
care, but this was a great opportunity to 
create affordable housing.”

For as detail-oriented as Finney can 
be, he has a habit of clamming up when 
it comes to recalling specifics, particu-
larly when it comes to subjects he’d ap-
parently rather not discuss.

For instance, a former TWO employee, 
who lives in one of his nonprofit’s Sec-
tion 8 buildings, told the Reporter—on 
the condition of anonymity because she 
feared retribution—that, before she left 
the nonprofit for a new job in Novem-
ber, she did not get paid for more than 
a month. Just weeks earlier, federal and 
state officials filed two liens against the 
nonprofit for failing to pay $88,360.86 in 
employer taxes. Why? “I don’t know the 
answer to that question,” Finney said. 
“That’s something for the executive di-
rector of TWO to express.”

TWO’s Executive Director Georgette 
Greenlee-Finney happens to be his wife. 
When pressed further, Finney follows 
with a dose of charm. “Are you married?,” 
he quipped. “Well, I’m going to leave it 
right there.”

Two things are clear from public 
documents: The nonprofits that Finney 
and his wife oversee comingle money, 
which makes it virtually impossible to 
know exactly which funds have been 
tapped to write off the organizations’ 
debt. And, despite cash-flow problems, 
few expenses benefiting Finney have 
been cut back.

The audit reports show that they have 
been billed for more than $1.5 million 
on consulting, rent and catering ser-
vices provided by companies owned by 
Finney between 2004 and 2010. Those 
businesses include Lincoln South Cen-
tral Real Estate Corporation, a property 
management and consulting firm; Tre’s 
Celebrity Catering; and the Metropolitan 
Apostolic Community Church, where 
Finney preaches each Sunday.

The auditors have repeatedly chided 

the nonprofits, both of which Finney has 
headed up at different times in the past 
five years, for playing fast and loose with 
basic accounting principles—allegedly 
playing a shell game to transfer prop-
erty, money and government resources 
back and forth, sometimes without the 
approval of their boards of directors that 
include some of Finney’s relatives and 
employees.

The audits only tell half the story, ac-
cording to a whistleblower lawsuit filed 
in federal court last spring by Virgil Sav-
age, former chief financial officer at the 
Woodlawn Community Development 
Corp. Savage went to the nonprofit’s 
board and attorney to lay out a pattern of 
what he saw as misappropriating funds 
under Finney’s leadership. The board 
dismissed Savage’s claims. He filed the 
lawsuit months after he was fired.

“Look at all the money he’s pulled out 
of the organization for his own benefit,” 
Savage said. “Just pile up the money, and 
it will look you in the face.”

Finney has little to say about the way 
the organizations transfer assets. “I’ve 
been instructed by my attorney not to 
talk about anything with finances be-
cause I have a lawsuit pending,” he said.

finney’s latest pet project is open-
ing a community-oriented media 
production studio next door to his 

church, known as the Met, which sits at 
the corner of 41st Street and Martin Lu-
ther King Jr. Drive. The state cut checks 
worth $350,000 to get the project off 
the ground. But six years after the first 
check was cashed, there are few signs of 
life at the boarded-up greystone.

The church is one of Bronzeville’s 
oldest and most historically significant. 
Eleanor Roosevelt railed against the ra-
cial segregation of World War II troops 
from its pulpit. A. Philip Randolph and 
other labor leaders organized railroad 
porters in its chambers. And Ida B. 
Wells-Barnett and Gwendolyn Brooks 
worshiped there.

In 2003, the Met beat the wrecking 
ball when Finney’s congregation stepped 
in to buy the church, the parsonage and 
another building next door along with a 
stretch of vacant lots on the next block 
for $1.45 million.

One piece at a time, Finney unloaded 
the debt from his church onto his non-
profit. First, it took on the debts for the 
parsonage and the building next door for 
$372,000. Then, for $750,000, the va-
cant lots in the back that he planned to 
turn into condominiums. “The church 
is not in the development business,” 
Finney said. Those lots remain vacant 
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and were slapped with a series of code 
violations in early 2010 because of un-
kempt conditions.

All told, the nonprofit was on the 
hook for $1.1 million in new debt by 2007. 
That same year, the nonprofit, along with 
TWO, began paying rent and other fees 
to the church—$232,420 between 2007 
and 2010—as well. It also transferred 
the ownership of a commercial building 
at the corner of 63rd Street and Cottage 
Grove Avenue—which had been gener-
ating some rental income until the main 
tenant, a Rainbow clothing store, moved 
out—to the church for $10.

As the nonprofit was taking on the 
new debt, conditions at a handful of 
subsidized buildings it manages began 
to slide, federal records show, while its 
operating expenses, including payroll, 
were covered using subsidies received 
for the buildings, according to the non-
profit’s internal financial documents 
obtained by the Reporter.

Despite the cash crunch, Finney also 
cashed out on $25,576 in unused vaca-
tion time, when he quit his $267,795-
a-year job at TWO in 2008 and tran-
sitioned into the role as CEO of the 
Woodlawn Community Development 
Corp., shortly after it bought the four-
flat at 6121 S. Rhodes Ave.—where 
Finney was raised—from his late fa-
ther’s estate for nearly $366,000. At the 
time, Finney said, it looked like a good 
deal. “Frankly, we thought the Olympics 
were coming,” he said.

There was something in it for Finney 
too; a series of tax liens against his fa-
ther’s estate were also released in the 

sale, property records show.
The transactions put into focus the 

sort of deals that critics have long said 
are the problem with Finney’s business 
style: He blurs the line between doing 
community development work for the 
common good and doing what’s good 
for himself.

And when Finney has come under fire 
for crossing the line, he has no qualms 
about flexing his political muscle to ex-
ecute a vision—or to get himself out of 
a jam.

When the city’s Office of Inspector 
General caught his nonprofit ghost-pay-
rolling the Chicago Housing Authority 
in 2003 for labor that was supposed to 
be done on public housing units but in-
stead was done on Finney’s church, he 
told the investigator that then-Mayor 
Daley and CHA’s then-CEO Terry Pe-
terson knew that he was using the staff 
to complete non-CHA projects. He then 
warned that the investigator “might not 
want to write anything that may be sub-
poenaed later,” according to the inspec-
tor general’s report.

Ultimately, the CHA recouped the 
$50,000 in lost wages. Still, in 2005, the 
CHA awarded Finney’s nonprofit $4 mil-
lion worth of new property management 
contracts. In 2009, those contracts were 
renewed again. The nonprofit was award-
ed a similar contract by the Gary Hous-
ing Authority, but it was pulled; fed-
eral officials are currently investigating 
whether the nonprofit engaged in similar 
ghost-payrolling practices by billing the 
housing authority for employees who 
were actually working in Chicago.

It was just after 9 a.m. on one of the 
last days of summer when more than 
two dozen TWO supporters started 

showing up to a local community cen-
ter with banners and signs in tow. TWO 
was not part of the new $30 million plan 
to overhaul the area surrounding Grove 
Parc—building a community center and 
providing social services for area resi-
dents—that local congressmen, Mayor 
Rahm Emanuel and HUD Secretary 
Shaun Donovan were there to promote. 
But that didn’t deter the supporters 
from setting up in front of the podium. 
Leading them was Finney, looking deter-
mined to edge his way into the occasion.

Ironically, it was under Finney’s lead-
ership that the property was so finan-
cially mismanaged that federal officials 
stepped in to make sure that property 
changed hands in 1988.

Finney’s move was taken straight 
from Alinsky’s “Rules for Radicals,” the 
community organizer’s handbook for 
grabbing power. He’s spent the three de-
cades building two nonprofits, which are 
synonymous with Woodlawn. And he 
wasn’t about to be cut out of the next 
big deal—at least not without a fight.

As Mattie Butler, the executive di-
rector of another community organizing 
outfit, Woodlawn East Community and 
Neighbors, sees it, Finney was making it 
clear that he doesn’t back down. Butler, 
who barely tops 5 feet, is like the yin to 
Finney’s yang. While he focuses on rub-
bing shoulders with elected officials and 
big businesses, the 68-year-old, who has 
been a Woodlawn organizer for almost 
as long as Finney, draws her power base 
from a dingy office at 64th Street and 
Stony Island Avenue.

“From TWO’s beginning, they were 
going after political power that would be 
good for the community,” she said. “How 
[Finney] has used that political power, I’ll 
leave that for someone else to answer.”

While Butler is the first to criticize 
Finney for being driven more by money 
than by doing what’s right for the com-
munity, she’s often the first to defend 
him. That’s likely because—whether she 
agrees with him or not—she knows he’s 
connected.

And if there’s one skill that Finney 
has mastered, it’s playing up his image—
even under unfavorable circumstances.

“Dr. Finney,” U.S. Sen. Dick Durbin 
said in Finney’s promotional video from 
the Grove Parc press conference. “You 
are the best. Glad to see you here.”

Emily Gowing and Sachiko Yoshitsugu helped 
research this article.

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Leon Finney Jr. walks the 6300 block of South Kenwood Avenue showing off a single-family 
housing development. Photo by Marc Monaghan.
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By María Inés Zamudio

On a breezy Friday, Elda Burke 
and a co-worker waited at 
Chicago’s O’Hare Interna-
tional Airport for a plane to 

arrive from India. Onboard, there was an 
elderly couple who would need her help 
getting through customs, baggage claim 
and to the curb to hail a cab.

Burke is one of the people who push 
wheelchairs from gate to gate for people 
who are disabled or elderly.

It’s a job where workers rely on tips, 
though many customers don’t know it. 
And federal law prevents workers from 
asking. It had been a particularly slow 
day for tips, and Burke hoped this in-
coming couple could change her luck. 

But by the end of her eight-hour shift, 
she had only $11 in tips. That, along with 
what she earned each hour, made her 
take-home less than the state’s $8.25 
hourly minimum wage.

But when Burke received her pay-
check, her stub showed that she had met 
the state’s minimum wage standards. 
Not only was her employer underpaying 
her and reporting an inflated tip wage to 
the Internal Revenue Service, but Burke 
said she would have to pay income taxes 
on money she had never received. 

“I don’t think it’s right. [The com-
pany] is taking money from our check,” 
she said. “They don’t even want to pay 
us minimum wage.”

Burke may not be the only airport 
worker impacted. Few claims have been 
filed in recent years with the Illinois De-

partment of Labor against companies 
contracted to work for tips at O’Hare and 
Midway airports. But a new report by the 
University of Illinois at Chicago shows 
that of 113 tip workers surveyed, at least 
62 percent of them didn’t earn a mini-
mum wage, according to Robert Bruno, a 
professor of labor and employment rela-
tions who co-authored the survey.

More workers could be impacted as 
Chicago’s airports employ thousands of 
local residents, including about 1,000 
who earn tips, like service workers who 
push wheelchairs and curbside bag-
gage handlers. Among all workers at the 
airports, more than 32,281 workers at 
O’Hare earn less than $1,250 each month 
and 10,587 employees at Midway, ac-
cording to 2009 local employment data.

The problem is not unique to Chi-

Grounded by tips
Chicago airport workers are earning less than Illinois’ minimum wage 

and paying taxes on income they say they never earned.

INVESTIGATION  Airport Workers

Elda Burke, a service airport worker, stands outside Chicago’s O’Hare International Airport after finishing her shift. She earns $6.50 an hour, less 
than the state’s $8.25 minimum wage, and relies on tips to try and make up the difference. Photo by Marta Garcia.
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cago. Officials in Los Angeles, San Fran-
cisco and San Jose, Calif., in the past 10 
years successfully passed laws to force 
any contractors who do business with 
the airports to pay a living wage, which 
is higher than the state’s minimum wage. 
Two Chicago aldermen this fall have 
proposed ordinances that would do the 
same, but those recommendations have 
gone nowhere as of yet.

This group of workers “shouldn’t be 
treated as tipped employees,” said Paul 
Sonn, co-legal director of the National 
Employment Law Project, a New York-
based research and advocacy labor cen-
ter. “It just seems like the wrong pay-
ment model.”

These problems with underpaying 
workers stem from federal labor 
law that allows employers to label 

workers as “tipped,” which allows them 
to be paid less than minimum wage.  
Employers are allowed to estimate work-
ers’ tips to determine how much tax to 
withhold. But many employers use the 
estimation without verifying how much 
employees actually earn, Sonn found in 
his 2009 national study.

The tips that employees receive are 
credited toward paying the minimum 
wage. If the worker doesn’t bring in 
enough tips to earn a minimum wage, 
employers are required to pay the dif-
ference. But there is widespread abuse 
because of the complexity of these rules 
and since most tips are given in cash, it’s 
difficult to keep track, Sonn said.

That is part of the problem in Burke’s 
case. She earns $6.50 an hour and needs 
to get at least $70 per week in tips to earn 
minimum wage. On average, she makes 
$50—or $100 every two weeks. Burke 
said her employer, Prospect Airport Ser-

vices, reported to the IRS that she earned 
an average of $100 to $140 in tips every 
two weeks, according to her check stubs. 
But that wasn’t often true, Burke said.

Thomas Murphy, outside general 
counsel for Prospect, said the company 
asks every employee to fill out tip forms. 
By reporting these tips, the company can 
accurately report wages to the IRS and 
pay workers the difference if they don’t 
meet minimum wage.

Murphy denied allegations that the 
employees are not making minimum 
wage. Most employees don’t fill out 
these forms, and it is not feasible for 
the company to ask every employee how 
much they’ve earned in tips, he said. 
The company assumes employees earn 
at least minimum wage and report it to 
the IRS, he said.

“It is very easy for a tipped employee 
to say that they didn’t make enough,” 
Murphy said. “But they all continue to 
want their jobs. If they weren’t making 
enough money, they would have quit.”

Tipped workers face an additional 
problem in that they must pay taxes on 
this income that they say they never 
earned. For example, median income for 
tipped airport workers is $15,500 an-
nually, the survey found. One worker 
the Reporter spoke to on condition of 
anonymity provided W-2 federal forms 
for 2010 showing that he had earned 
$17,000 in taxable income, though he 
said he hadn’t earned that much.

Chicago airport workers are not 
alone. In Houston, for example, 
service airport workers earn be-

tween $5.25 and $6.35 plus tips. A hand-
ful of airports on the West Coast have 
enacted living-wage ordinances, requir-
ing contractors to pay a minimum of $10 

an hour without health benefits to em-
ployees, Sonn said.

Other airports have implemented 
similar ordinances, such as Los Angeles 
International Airport, San Francisco In-
ternational Airport and Mineta San Jose 
International Airport.

Locally, freshman Alderman Jason 
Ervin, of the 28th Ward introduced a 
living-wage ordinance in October that, 
among other things, would require con-
tractors who do business at both of Chi-
cago’s airports to pay a living wage of 
$11.18 per hour.

In September, 3rd Ward Alderman Pat 
Dowell introduced a similar ordinance 
that would force contractors to pay the 
prevailing wage, which starts at $11.90 
an hour for janitors.

Ervin said he’s received a lot of sup-
port for the ordinance with 30 aldermen 
co-sponsoring it. Dowell’s ordinance has 
15 aldermen co-sponsoring it. Both ordi-
nances have been sent to the Committee 
on Workforce Development and Audit.

The Illinois Department of Labor 
is investigating three minimum-
wage violation cases filed in 2010 

against Prospect Airport Services and 
also against Air Serv Corporation, said 
Anjali Julka, a department spokeswom-
an. The status of those cases was not 
immediately available.

Burke has been working for Prospect 
for nine years. She, along with a group 
of Prospect workers, decided to form a 
union and report Prospect to the Illinois 
Department of Labor. At the beginning 
of 2011, the workers began talks with 
SEIU Local 1 and are still in the process 
of starting a union.

Prospect settled a class-action law-
suit in 2009. The lawsuit was filed a 
year earlier by two employees at O’Hare 
but benefitted plaintiffs in other cities. 
Workers who handle curbside check-in 
accused the company of not paying them 
minimum wage. 

The lawsuit was settled out of court in 
2008. Prospect agreed to pay $355,000, 
according to court records. Prospect 
workers at O’Hare received $109,203, 
according to the records.

Marc Siegel, the lawyer representing 
workers in Chicago, declined to provide 
details about the settlement.

Service airport workers say they 
aren’t asking for much—just fair wages.

“We are only asking for minimum 
wage and one paid sick day. That’s not 
much. We are just trying to survive,” 
Burke said.  

mzamudio@chicagoreporter.com

Reaching minimum wage
Workers who handle curbside baggage and push wheelchairs at Chicago’s two 
airports aren’t earning the state’s minimum wage, despite the tips they earn. 
The University of Illinois at Chicago surveyed 113 workers of the estimated 1,000 
people at the airports earning tips and found:

62% Workers earning less than minimum wage after tips.

$7.75 Respondents’ median hourly wage ($15,500 annually).

$50 Median tip collection per week. Tipped workers need at least $70 per 
week to meet state wage requirements.

91% Workers surveyed who are employed by Prospect Airport Services, the 
biggest employer of service workers at Chicago’s airports.

94% Percentage of Prospect Airport Services workers who are 
immigrants—the majority are from Bulgaria, Poland and Albania.

Source: University of Illinois at Chicago.
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By Megan Cottrell

at the end of every month, Cha-
londa McIntosh pays her bills. 
First, rent, then her car loan, 
then child care for her son. 

“Then, if I have enough left over, I put 
food in the house,” she said. 

But most months, she doesn’t get 
there. She often can’t pay child care on 
time and racks up late fees. McIntosh 
said she’s lucky to have a spot for her son 
at St. Vincent DePaul’s child care center 
on North Halsted Street in Lincoln Park, 
even though the $226 a month she pays 

after the state’s contribution toward 
child care is more than what she can of-
ten afford. While she’d like to send her 
youngest son somewhere in the neigh-
borhood, affordable options are limited. 

“In the Cabrini-Green community, 
we have no reliable daycare,” McIntosh 
said. “They do not accept vouchers. You 
have to go out of your community to 
find adequate child care, but none of it’s 
affordable.” 

It’s not only McIntosh who is strug-
gling. A local group called Cabrini Moth-
ers in Power has been working for more 
than three years to bring an affordable 
child care and early learning facility to 

the neighborhood. An analysis by The 
Chicago Reporter shows that a significant 
number of children live in the commu-
nity even though the last of the high-
rise public housing buildings was de-
molished in March.

Despite the perception that children 
are gone from the neighborhood, the Re-
porter’s analysis shows that more than 
1,100 children under the age of 5 still 
live in the area, according to the 2009 
American Community Survey. Of them, 
74 percent are black. There are no longer 
any child care facilities in the Cabrini 
area that accept government vouchers, 
even though the number of young chil-

The Cabrini kids
Families still living in the area after the high-rises were demolished 

struggle to find child care centers that accept government vouchers.

Chalonda McIntosh drops her son, Raleigh, off at a child care center in Lincoln Park because she can’t find one that accepts government vouchers in 
her current neighborhood, the former site of the Cabrini-Green public housing developments. Photo by Jason Reblando.
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dren in the area has decreased by just 20 
percent, according to the analysis. 

Deborah Hope, one of the leaders of 
Cabrini Mothers in Power, raised her 
two children in the Cabrini row houses 
and used to work as a crossing guard at 
Jenner Elementary School, a neighbor-
hood school. She said she meets par-
ents regularly who want to work but are 
struggling to find child care.

“One mom, she was crying her eyes 
out,” Hope said. “She had just been of-
fered a job at Starbucks, but Jenner could 
only offer her a half-day program, and 
she needed a full day. There was nothing 
in the community.” 

Hope said some parents drive their 
children farther, to the South or West 
sides, for child care providers who ac-
cept state and city vouchers. Other par-
ents stop looking for work. 

The community has seen resources 
for children dwindle as the Cabrini tow-
ers were demolished. According to data 
from Illinois Action for Children, in 
2000, as the Plan for Transformation 
began, there were six child care cen-
ters in the census tracts that contained 
Cabrini that accepted Illinois child care 
vouchers. In 2010, there were none. 

Patricia Ridings has witnessed that 
decline. She’s a Head Start teacher at 
Jenner and taught at another neighbor-
hood school for several years before it 
was closed.  In her first year at Jenner, 
the school had two full-day preschool 
programs. But in 2010, the school cut the 
program in half. Now there’s one class-

room with a morning and afternoon ses-
sion for 3- to 4-year-olds, both of which 
can accommodate only 17 children.

“When they cut the program, it hurt 
a lot of my families,” Ridings said. “Es-
pecially since the buildings have come 
down, everybody’s everywhere. They 
don’t have that support. They don’t have 
the back up, like grandma or auntie to 
watch the kids.”

The cuts also hurt children academi-
cally, many of whom end up not prepared 
to enter kindergarten, Ridings said. 
“That’s where the education gap starts.”

The community has tried to get the 
attention of city officials. Cabrini Moth-
ers in Power has hosted forums and 
met with local officials, some of whom 
seemed sympathetic or offered promises 
but haven’t done much to help bring a 
child care center to the neighborhood, 
Hope said. 

One of those promises came from 
former Chicago Housing Authority CEO 
Louis Jordan. Hope confronted him last 
year, and he promised that something 
would change within three years. Jordan 
has since resigned, and CHA spokesman 
Matt Aguilar could not confirm whether 
Jordan’s promise would be honored by 
new CEO Charles Woodyard. 

“A working group composed of stake-
holders is responsible for the redevelop-
ment plan. It is unknown what that plan 
will include,” Aguilar said. 

CHA refers residents who need help 
to Illinois Action for Children. The or-
ganization said there are seven child care 

centers within half a mile of Cabrini. Of 
them, two cater to government employ-
ees, and three have a waiting list of at 
least a month. Two centers did not re-
spond to our request for information. 
Of the five that responded, costs ranged 
from $750 to $1,800 a month, not in-
cluding registration fees. Even with a 
voucher, low-income families can end up 
paying up to 16 percent of their monthly 
income for child care, according to a re-
cent report on child care in Cook County 
by Illinois Action for Children.

Cabrini Mothers in Power had also 
been told that the Chicago Department 
of Family and Supportive Services might 
be willing to fund a center if there were 
a facility willing to house it. Anne Shea-
han, a spokeswoman for the department, 
said it wants to find a solution to the 
child care problem in the neighborhood, 
but there are challenges, including find-
ing a space that won’t cost a lot and that 
is properly zoned. 

As for McIntosh, she’s looking for-
ward to next year when her youngest 
son goes to kindergarten, and she won’t 
have to pay for full-day child care. But 
she knows that the struggles of many of 
her neighbors won’t be over. 

“If they had a full-day service, it’d 
make a lot of people get up, go to work and 
[have] more opportunities,” McIntosh 
said. “There’s not enough resources.”

Contributing: María Inés Zamudio
Angela Caputo helped research this article.  

mcottrell@chicagoreporter.com

Raleigh Ford, 4, eats breakfast with his sister in his home in the former Cabrini-Green neighborhood. After the high rise buildings were demolished, 
residents say that services for children disappeared. Photo by Jason Reblando.
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PARTING SHOT  Project HOOD

December 12, 2011
In an effort to raise money to replace an abandoned motel with a community center in West Woodlawn, the Rev. Corey Brooks fasts and camps out 
on the roof of the dilapidated Super Motel, which was a haven for drugs, prostitution and violence. Brooks, founder of the New Beginnings Church, 
has not left the rooftop since Nov. 19 and intends to continue to occupy the site until he raises $450,000 for the initiative, called Project HOOD. As 

of the 20th day of his campaign, he had raised $60,000.   Photo by Jason Reblando.
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