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A “for rent” sign at a recently rehabbed building on Chicago’s South Side welcomes voucher holders 
to apply. Photo by Angela Caputo.
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Gigantic holes in the ceil-
ing. Mold growing on the 
walls. Rodents running ram-
pant. Decaying porches.

Chicago Housing Author-
ity residents may be moving 
on, but not necessarily to 
better pastures.

In 2009, LaWanda Dean 
left the Harold Ickes Homes 
in search of decent housing. 
Instead she ended up renting 
an apartment run by a man-
agement company with a his-
tory of poor maintenance.

Who pays? All of us.
In this issue, Angela 

Caputo takes an exhaustive 
look at the CHA’s Housing 
Choice Voucher program. 
The program was expanded, 
under the agency’s historic 
Plan for Transformation, to 
provide low-income families 
with rent subsidies to help 
them move from crumbling 
public housing developments 
to a better life. Families like 
Dean’s get the chance to 
rent apartments in privately 
owned buildings, in neigh-
borhoods with better schools, 
less poverty and more jobs.

However, many end up liv-
ing in substandard conditions 
in Chicago’s most challenged 
communities, Caputo found.

A growing number of 

buildings in the program are 
struggling to meet the CHA’s 
own inspection standards. 
Nearly six out of every 10 
buildings the CHA inspected 
in 2012 failed inspections 
at least half of the time, the 
analysis shows. The pro-
portion of these chronically 
troubled buildings—16,759 

properties in all—has nearly 
doubled since 2006. 

Some of these proper-
ties take a hard, long slide, 
eventually becoming vacant, 
boarded up or worse. Tenant 
advocates say some landlords 
milk the system, collect lu-
crative rents, then walk away.

Between 2006 and 2011, 
those landlords collected 
$337 million in federal sub-
sidies for renting apartments 
in buildings with chroni-
cally poor inspection records, 
Caputo’s analysis of CHA re-
cords shows. That’s roughly 
$1 of every $6 spent on the 
program during that period.

We—the taxpayers—are 
footing the bills.

More landlords are flunk-
ing inspections because new 
local and federal guidelines 
have stepped up inspection 
standards, CHA officials 
say. And 98 percent of the 
apartments in the program 
are brought into compliance 
within 90 days of their in-
spections, according to the 
CHA.

Alderman Leslie Hairston 
of the 5th Ward isn’t buying 
it. Some of the owners and 
managers in the program are 
“slumlords,” she said. “We’re 
talking about human life 

here. And we’re talking about 
deplorable living conditions.”

Hairston says she rou-
tinely turns to city attorneys 
and Chicago Department of 
Buildings officials to investi-
gate conditions that she calls 
“inhumane.”

Hairston’s South Side 
ward is home to more than 
250 of the buildings the Re-
porter identified as chroni-
cally troubled.

Hairston is also a high-
profile member of Progres-
sive Reform Coalition. In 
March, nine city aldermen 
established the Chicago City 
Council caucus. Among oth-
er reforms, the caucus has 
pledged to promote “safe, de-
cent, and affordable housing 
for all Chicagoans.”

While the council has no 
direct control of the CHA, al-
dermen can call for hearings, 
recommend policy changes 
and exert political pressure. 
The coalition could demand 
that the CHA and Mayor 
Rahm Emanuel ramp up ef-
forts to police bad landlords, 
advocate for these families 
and ensure that our dollars 
are not rewarding slumlords.

That would be the safe, 
decent and affordable thing 
to do.

Slumlords on taxpayers’ dime

Laura S. Washington, 
Interim Publisher
Opinions expressed by the 
interim publisher are her own.

We welcome letters. Send them 
to tcr@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

Reporter News
In April Cassandra West joined The 

Chicago Reporter as its new web editor. 
Her impressive credentials include 17 
years of experience as an editor at the 
Chicago Tribune and Chicago Sun-Times.  
Since 2010, she has served as a part-
time contributing editor for Catalyst 
Chicago. West is the founder of Seeding 
Chicago, a blog that reports on local 
urban agriculture and food security.

On May 3, the Reporter staff was 
honored with seven Peter Lisagor 
Awards, recognizing exemplary report-
ing, graphics, photography and TV 
programming in 2012. The awards, 
sponsored by the Chicago Headline 

Club, recognizes top-notch journalism 
in Chicago. Current and former staff 
members who received accolades 
included Angela Caputo, Jonathan 
Gibby, Rui Kaneya, Kimbriell Kelly, 
Christine Wachter, and María Inés 
Zamudio.  

Reporter staffers Lucio Villa, Yana 
Kunichoff and Zamudio were part of 
a team honored for “best storytelling 
with data visualization” at MigraHack, 
a marathon for hackers aimed at devel-
oping open-access data projects and 
learning new digital tools.

The Reporter rounded out its 40th 
anniversary celebration with three 
events:  

A May 13 town hall forum,  n

“Still in the Shadows?” featured 
an interview with U.S. Rep. 
Luis Gutiérrez of Illinois’ 4th 
Congressional District, as well 
as testimony from community 
members and immigration experts.  
On June 13, a 40th anniversary  n
fundraiser featured a reception and 
live taping of the popular National 
Public Radio show, “Wait Wait 
… Don’t Tell Me!” More than 215 
people attended.  
“Issues Visualized,” a photography  n
exhibit, ran June 20 to 22 at 
DreamBox Foto Studio in Humboldt 
Park and showcased the work of 
photojournalism fellows Jonathan 
Gibby and Lucio Villa. 
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By Leah Varjacques

south Wood Street’s landscape changes at 59th Street. 
The cookie-cutter brick houses that line both sides of 
the street abruptly give way to a railroad viaduct. Beyond 

the viaduct sit large empty lots dressed in overgrown grass and 
aging dandelions. The spot at the corner is easy to miss: hoop 
houses peeking behind a fence, a couple of vans and a raised 
wooden structure. The green-painted “Growing Home Farm 
Stand Wednesday” sign gives it away.

Brad Hirn did not know anything about farming before he 
joined Chicago’s Growing Home staff as the employment spe-
cialist in June 2011. In fact, most people who work at the non-
profit don’t know how to farm before they are hired. Growing 
Home’s organic farm business doubles as a 14-week job skills 
development program. Twice a year, 20 interns from Engle-

wood and neighboring 
communities come to 
learn farming and take 
job-training classes. 
Hirn is the chain-link 
that helps interns gain 
essential skills to get 
hired and keep a job.

Hirn’s challenge is to get employers to realize the interns’ 
potential—regardless of their background. Most interns are 
African American, at an average age of late 30s. Of 20 current 
interns, 18 have criminal records. At Growing Home, they have 
the opportunity to enroll in school and learn essential skills 
that can help them land permanent employment. Some work 
with a free legal clinic to get their records expunged or sealed. 
Hirn said most interns end up working in the food industry, 
whether at large produce distributors like Midwest Foods or 

More online
Visit chicagoreporter.com 
to watch a video about Growing 
Home’s job training program. 

Growing potential
A South Side farm doubles as a job skills training ground 

At Growing Home, Brad Hirn helps grow produce, as well as the potential of interns who come to the South Side nonprofit’s job skills development 
program. Photo by Juan Labreche.



much you can do and also be able to push yourself and build up 
your endurance. So if you want to work in a kitchen or a ware-
house, or any kind of job where you’ll be standing for a long peri-
od of time, this is very good training for that. For the people who 
want to cook professionally, it’s really good practice. They gain a 
technical understanding of when certain things are grown natu-
rally and gain a wider appreciation for the farm-to-table trend 
that’s getting pretty big in Chicago. Generally, they’re doing 
something they’ve never done before. A lot of them say, ‘Well, 
I’ve never been a farmer,’ and why would they? It’s Chicago. But 
there’s a good chance that, if you can learn how to do this, you 
can learn how to do a lot of different things.

Why organic? Is there an environmental aspect you 
are trying to get at?

The history of soil contamination and pollution in Chicago, 
and especially in Englewood, is such that we’re trying to make 
sure that, when we’re the standard for urban agriculture in Chi-
cago, it’s done in a responsible way.

What’s a challenge that interns face in transitioning 
from prison to this transitional job program?

A lot of the time, it feels like we have to compete with other 
forces or other people who are in someone’s life—whether it’s 
former gang members [they] were dealing with or people who 
they grew up with who are now just holding them back. The 
criminal records that people have stem from larger issues that 
are going on where they were growing up. For me, tackling these 
big issues is about getting the motivation [to move forward] to 
outweigh whatever pull there is to go back to [their] former life. 
The process of planting something, growing it, seeing it go from 
a seed to something that’s going to sustain another person—a 
lot of people find that therapeutic in some way.

What’s the biggest struggle you face when trying to 
get interns employed?

One of the big things is a lot of the persistent discrimination 
against people with backgrounds. The No. 1 way to stay out of 
prison is to find a decent job and be able to live off of it. If you 
go into an interview, and all that’s on the interviewer’s mind is, 
‘Oh, this person got arrested,’ that’s not really a fair shake, that 
doesn’t reflect you as worker. We have a lot of people who have 
gotten their GEDs or have worked in prison. We have several 
people who have cooked for 500, 750 people in prison, and that’s 
a real skill, if you can talk about it in a confident and persuasive 
way. It means you learned how to roast and bake and cook for 
hundreds of people—which is very similar to what hotels do for 
a big banquet. It’s for a different clientele, but the skills are very 
similar. So a big challenge is making sure people get really good 
at explaining how those skills carry over to other jobs.

What could other organizations or the City of Chicago 
do to address the issue?

The city did a program with the Chicago Transit Authority to 
hire only ex-offenders—not full-time permanent positions, but 
it could lead into that. That’s a cool thing, but I know that they 
are swamped. They were overwhelmed with applicants. There’s 
a greater need for more programs like that. I think the city can do 
more. When you talk about reducing recidivism, you’re talking 
about getting jobs that are decent. If someone’s put in a menial 
job that doesn’t go anywhere, someone can say, ‘Screw this. I can 
make more money doing what I was doing before.’ The county 
should be smarter about making sure not to throw anyone into 
jail for whatever you pick them up for. There are better ways; the 
city or county could promote alternative sentencing more.
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high-end hotels or restaurants.
While Hirn is responsible for maintaining a job placement 

rate that averages 65 to 70 percent, numbers are not his ulti-
mate measure of success. To him, it’s when people gain skills 
and confidence in a matter of a few months. “When you start 
to build that confidence … it opens up a lot of doors,” he said.

Hirn, 28, has a very different history than the interns he 
helps. After graduating from Northwestern University with a 
degree in gender studies, Hirn became a union organizer for 
low-wage workers, while working as a cook for restaurants and 
hotels. But the core aspects of his role at Growing Home and the 
skills he gained from his organizing years align: They are both 
about building relationships and helping people make tough 
choices, while doing something they’ve never done before.

The Chicago Reporter recently sat down with Hirn to discuss 
his work.

How is Growing Home’s approach on job skills 
development different from others?

Since we are growing all of this produce and selling it to real 
customers all over the city, we have a product that needs to 
get out to market, and it gives us a bit of an advantage when it 
comes to creating a work environment that really is a business. 
A lot of job training organizations help people on their resume, 
they help people with interviews, they do outreach to employ-
ers, but they don’t have a business that provides an actual job. 
We pay minimum wage, but one of our biggest goals is training 
people and getting people back into the workforce in jobs that 
they can actually live off of.

We have deadlines to meet; people have to move at a fast 
enough pace to harvest everything, wash it, weigh it and pack-
age it. And it has to get to market at a certain time. Attendance 
and punctuality is emphasized; the No. 1 thing employers say 
to me is, ‘We want someone who shows up on time.’ Time is a 
struggle; we’ve got people who are trying to get their GED di-
ploma, clear their criminal record, get a driver’s license and get a 
new job after this—all in the span of three months or less.

What is Growing Home’s relationship to the 
Englewood community like?

Growing Home originally came into Englewood as part of an 
urban task force to build an urban agriculture corridor in Engle-
wood. I would say that corridor is still in its very early develop-
mental stage, and Growing Home certainly has the most urban 
agriculture presence in Englewood.

So it started out really rocky. People weren’t sure what we 
were doing and why we were doing it, and it had to become a 
community organizing thing where staff had to go door to door 
and meet people and explain what was going on and what we 
were doing. The other thing was making sure we hired people 
from this neighborhood and nearby neighborhoods. Part of our 
mission is to try and get more food into Englewood and Back of 
the Yards, so every Wednesday we have a farm stand. All that 
produce that we sell at the farm stand—it’s there because peo-
ple have asked for it to be grown. We make a lot of our money 
as a business by selling at Green City Market in Lincoln Park, but 
that’s a different clientele.

How is agriculture a particularly good way for job 
skills development? Why would farming be helpful to 
someone for a nonfarming job?

I was pretty skeptical at first. But this is very hard, physical 
work. You have to stand and lift and work in a variety of tem-
peratures and weather conditions and use different parts of your 
body. It means you have to be able to pace yourself, know how n
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The landlord of 4729 S. Langley Ave. collected more than $151,000 in rent subsidies during the 
six years before the building was boarded up. The building is one of thousands in Chicago that 
chronically failed inspections while occupied by voucher holders. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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LaWanda Dean had warned her landlord 
about her bathroom ceiling.

“It was cracked, and I said, ‘You might 
want to check it out,’” the 34-year-old 
recalled.

Then the dripping water began. It 
dripped for days; then for more than a week.

As the crack grew bigger and bigger, Dean thought 
to herself, “That’s going to come in.”

“Before you knew it—boom!” she exclaimed as her 
hands shot up. “It fell down.”

The bathroom ceiling wasn’t the first problem she had 
warned her building manager about. Dean, an energetic 
single mom who smiles with her eyes, had flagged mold 
growing up the side of the refrigerator, and complained 
about “gigantic holes” in her kitchen cabinets and the 
roof. She asked for help fixing the hallway lights that 
were always out and cleaning up the trash that piled 
up in the backyard of the three-flat, which sits on the 
western edge of Hyde Park. And then there was the 
decaying back porch.

“You couldn’t even walk down the stairs.” 

A growing number of private buildings 
subsidized by the Chicago Housing 
Authority are struggling to pass 
inspections. Landlords have collected 
millions while tenants are stuck with 
substandard conditions.

By Angela Caputo

Cashed out
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Back in 2009, she moved out of the Harold Ickes Homes, a 
public housing development on the Near South Side, and into 
a first-floor, four-bedroom apartment at 4729 S. Langley Ave. 
Little did she know then that her new landlord was establishing 
a history of running troubled properties.

All the while, taxpayers footed the bills.
Welcome to Chicago’s fastest-growing stock of publicly 

funded housing for low-income families. In recent years, the 
Chicago Housing Authority has expanded the federal rent 
subsidy program, formerly known as Section 8. Now called the 
Housing Choice Voucher, the program was expanded under an 
overhaul that began in 2000, when the CHA decided to knock 
down thousands of decaying public housing units. Since then, 
the program has grown by more than 60 percent. As of this 
year, 38,585 households participate.

The program’s intent: To give families like Dean’s the 
option to leave traditional public housing with the help of 
vouchers and find market-rate rentals in safer communities 
with better schools, less poverty and more jobs. The reality: 
Thousands of families who hold vouchers are still living in 
substandard, privately owned buildings in Chicago’s most 
distressed communities, The Chicago Reporter has found.

A growing number of those buildings are struggling to pass 

By the numbers
Between 2006 and 2011 ...

$1.97 billion in rent subsidies were disbursed 
by the Chicago Housing Authority.

The CHA inspected 49,312 properties.

Nearly 1 in 3 buildings failed at least half their inspections.

69% of those buildings were located in Chicago.

In 2012 ...

The CHA inspected 28,313 properties.

59% of them failed at least half their inspections.

Of all properties coming before the Chicago Department of 
Administrative Hearings, 1 in 10 housed voucher holders.

Methodology
The Chicago Reporter obtained payment and inspection data 
for the Housing Choice Voucher program from the Chicago 
Housing Authority. The Reporter analyzed 3.6 million 
monthly payments made through the voucher program 
between Jan. 1, 2006, and Dec. 31, 2011. The payment data 
included the address, unit, vendor, post month and amount 
paid. Inspection records showed the address, unit inspected, 
inspection type, the date inspections were requested 
and conducted, and inspection outcomes. The Reporter 
also obtained records on hearings held by the Chicago 
Department of Administrative Hearings, which oversees 
health and safety violations. Those records included the 
address, docket number, hearing date, disposition and fines. 
To identify hearings on building code infractions involving 
properties in the voucher program, the Reporter matched the 
hearing records with the CHA’s inspection data by address.

the CHA’s own inspection standards, shows the Reporter’s 
analysis of the agency’s inspection records. Six out of every 10 
buildings inspected by the CHA in 2012 failed inspections at 
least 50 percent of the time, the analysis shows. The share of 
these chronically failing buildings—16,759 properties in all—
has nearly doubled since 2006, when 9,043 buildings, or 34 
percent of those inspected, failed at least half the time.

And the number of buildings that required a 24-hour 
remedy—typically a sign of an emergency situation like a 
broken furnace or leaking roof—has grown fourfold since 
2006—to 2,204, the Reporter’s analysis shows.

Families like Dean’s have lived with the consequences: mold, 
rodents, and broken furnaces and porches. Yet federal funds 
keep flowing to landlords—owners and property managers the 
CHA calls “vendors.” 

Between 2006 and 2011, those landlords collected $337 
million for renting apartments in buildings that chronically 
failed inspections, shows the Reporter’s analysis of CHA 
payment records for that period. That’s roughly $1 of every $6 
spent on the program during that time. And it doesn’t include 
the tenant’s portion of the rents. Tenants are required to 
contribute up to 30 percent of their incomes toward their rent. 
The CHA covers the remainder. The going rate for a three-
bedroom apartment is $1,231. Voucher holders with an average 
annual income of $11,000 last year would pay $275 a month to 
cover their share of the rent.

As far as Kate Walz, an attorney at the Sargent Shriver 
National Center on Poverty Law, is concerned, landlords get 
“good rents.” Since 2006, they’ve collected nearly $2 billion. 
For too long, Walz said, the CHA has let too many landlords 
get away with renting out substandard units.

People living near chronically failing buildings complain 
that they are a drag on African-American neighborhoods on 
the city’s South and West sides, where 71 percent of these 
failing properties are located.

Tamiko Holt said her voice mail is constantly full of 
messages from people complaining about landlords. “The 
things that they are renting are amazing to me—no heat, 
no hot water, mold,” said Holt, the president of the Housing 
Choice Voucher Residents Advisory Board, a CHA-sponsored 
group that represents voucher holders.

Alderman Leslie Hairston of the 5th Ward said the CHA 
needs to do a better job of making sure the program isn’t 
subsidizing “slumlords” who are renting to vulnerable tenants.

“People should be first over landlords making money. The 
CHA needs to stop putting money in their pockets for renting 
substandard buildings,” Hairston said. “We’re talking about 
human life here. And we’re talking about deplorable living 
conditions.”

By the CHA’s count, 40 percent of the people living in 
subsidized units last year were children in households earning 
less than $16,000.

CHA officials say more buildings are failing inspections 
because of new local and federal guidelines that have upped 
inspection standards.

Are living conditions growing more grim? Ellen Sahli, the 
CHA’s chief housing officer, said she “can’t speculate” on that 
question.

In the case of the 24-hour inspections, Sahli said: “If you’re 
seeing an inspection the next day, we are ensuring, or trying 
to ensure, that landlords are addressing a problem that is 
considered an emergency.”

According to the CHA, 98 percent of the apartments in the 
program are brought into compliance within 90 days. “If they 
haven’t passed inspection,” Sahli added, “we can get out of the 
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contract or end the relationship with the landlord.”
Roughly 2 percent of contracts are canceled each year because 

landlords don’t meet expectations, according to the CHA. More 
typically, the agency withholds rent reimbursements until the 
landlords bring the buildings up to standard.

That happens fairly regularly, the Reporter’s analysis shows. 
The CHA docked rents at more than 29,000 buildings between 
2006 and 2011.

When rents are withheld, it’s often tenants who “are on the 
losing end,” Walz said.

They “are sitting in a failing unit. The CHA is not paying. 
Sometimes the tenant is facing eviction because the [rent] 
payment isn’t made,” she said.

Hairston said the CHA’s penalties against landlords have 
been ineffective in rooting out bad actors. “So you’re going to 
dock their pay for one month? That’s like getting a $2 parking 
ticket. You think it’s going to correct behavior?” she said. 
“There’s no penalty for repeat offenders.” 

More than 250 of the chronically failing buildings sit in 
Hairston’s South Side ward, which stretches south along the 
lakefront from Kenwood to South Shore. Typically, Hairston 
said, she turns to city attorneys and Chicago Department of 
Buildings officials to investigate conditions that are, at times, 
“inhumane.”

While CHA inspections determine whether landlords will 
be able to collect the rent subsidies, the units are also subject 
to inspections by the city’s buildings department. During 
the past two years, nearly 1,500 buildings have faced code 
violations and fines—even after they passed CHA inspections, 
the Reporter’s analysis shows. That’s a sign that subpar units 
are slipping through the CHA’s inspection process, Hairston 
said.

It’s not a new allegation. For years, the CHA has been called 
out for subsidizing landlords who rent substandard units. In 
2005, a Chicago Tribune investigation found that four out of 
every 10 units inspected in the voucher program got a failing 
grade. At the time, William Wilen, the former director of 
housing litigation for the Shriver center, told the Tribune 
it was “a scandal” that “you’ve got people taking money for 
crappy houses.”

Then, in 2009, the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban 
Development’s Office of the Inspector General issued a 
blistering audit that found the agency continued to routinely 
overpay landlords who rented out failing units that were “not 
decent, safe and sanitary.”

The CHA is engaged in a “continuous improvement process,” 
which involves rigorous landlord screening and tougher 
inspection standards, Sahli responded in an email.

Donna White, public affairs officer for the HUD, said 
subsidized units are held to “stringent” inspection standards. 
“It is not uncommon for properties to fail inspections, either 
as a result of landlord negligence or tenant abuse,” she said. “A 
high level of failures actually means the CHA contractors are 
doing a thorough job of inspecting units.”

The problem is not unique to Chicago, said Linda Couch, 
senior vice president for policy and research at the Washington, 
D.C.-based National Low Income Housing Coalition. “I’ve seen 
too many [inspector general] reports that have found that, 
when a unit passed inspection, it shouldn’t have.”

“With these individual properties scattered throughout the 
city, it’s harder to keep quality control,” said Samira Nazem, a 
staff attorney with the Lawyers’ Committee for Better Housing, 
a Chicago nonprofit that represents low-income CHA tenants. 
“It’s just a logistical nightmare.”

Nazem, who previously served as a contract attorney for 

Quality control
The percentage of buildings that have failed at least half their 
inspections has grown steadily since 2006. 

State of emergency

Subsidizing failure
More than 70 percent of buildings in Chicago that failed at 
least half their inspections were  in black communities.

 

Sources: Chicago Housing Authority, U.S. Census; analyzed by 
The Chicago Reporter.
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the CHA’s Office of General Counsel, said one problem is the 
CHA’s lopsided approach to enforcing the program’s rules. The 
agency, she noted, just hired a team of new attorneys to ramp 
up tenant voucher terminations. “There isn’t a parallel unit to 
address landlords.”

Although there is no “landlord enforcement” unit, Sahli said 
the agency funds six positions that work on owner eligibility 
and compliance issues. Most of their work is on the front end, 
when landlords apply to get into the program.

Tenants are mostly on their own when it comes to holding 
their landlords accountable, Holt said. It’s a step backward 
because, at least when people lived in public housing, they could 
organize to hold property managers accountable, she said.

“I didn’t have no problem with my unit when I lived in 
public housing,” Holt added. “Why? Because I knew who to 
call: the management company. They would fix things.”

When Dean’s ceiling caved in at the Langley building, 
she immediately reached for the phone to call her property 
manager. “I said, ‘What am I supposed to do about this 
ceiling?’” she recalled. The maintenance man was unavailable, 
so she scrounged up some plastic bags, borrowed tape from a 
neighbor and went to work to patch up the gaping hole. She 
also called 311 for help from the city.

Later in the week, after the management company 
coordinated the repairs, city inspectors came out and told 
Dean it was time to start packing. “They said, ‘It’s not passing 
inspection. You should move,’” she recalled.

Andrew J. Williams lives next door to Dean’s old building. 
His three-flat, gray-stone has been in his family for 
three generations.

On a typical afternoon, there is a lot of activity: His niece 
walks her dog before heading off to work, his granddaughter 
comes out to play and his brother relaxes on the porch.

Williams, a tall man with a salt-and-pepper moustache who 
talks with his hands, describes the area around his house as 
the “poor side of Hyde Park.” It wasn’t always that way. “When 
I was growing up, this block was filled with doctors, lawyers 
and police officers,” the 65-year-old said.

His family’s building is in pristine condition: Stained-glass 
panes hang in the windows and the shrubs in the front yard are 
tightly manicured.

The red stone building next door is another story.
Williams has watched 4729 S. Langley Ave. fall into disrepair 

during the past five years or so, he said.
Routine maintenance was deferred. The porch became 

weaker, and a tarp was hung over a gaping hole in the roof. “Let 
it rain hard enough,” he said, “and you’ll hear the water.” Water 
damage began to erode the stone ledges around the windows, 
and before he knew it, the front door and first-story windows 
were covered over by thin sheets of plywood last year.

“How does this affect me?” Williams asked. “Value. If I tried 
to sell [my building] tomorrow, they’d come and look at all of 
the properties on this block.”

Patria Partners managed 4729 S. Langley Ave. on behalf of 
owner Eugene Fu, a real estate broker based in the Gold Coast. 
It continued to collect subsidies for the Langley units for nearly 
two years after a bank initiated foreclosure proceedings against 
Fu in 2010. The building is now vacant and up for sale.

To keep the checks coming, each of the apartments must 
pass annual inspections. CHA inspectors visited the property 
42 times between 2006 and 2012. They failed the units 18 

LaWanda Dean and her children watched their former apartment at 4729 S. Langley Ave. crumble around them. When the bathroom ceiling caved 
in, she said, city inspectors told her to move because the unit would no longer pass inspection. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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times. Inspection results were “inconclusive” on four other 
occasions.

The CHA docked rent payments to the building 16 times 
between 2007 and 2010. The agency withheld $8,561, compared 
with $151,263 in rent checks the CHA cut in exchange for 
renting an apartment to Dean and other tenants between 2006 
and 2011, records show.

In a brief phone interview, Fu declined to answer detailed 
questions and referred the Reporter to Patria Partners for all 
questions about his subsidized properties. “At the end of the day, 
there’s a management company in place, and the management 
company is the one that manages those properties,” Fu said.

In 2005, the Tribune’s analysis of CHA records found 
that Patria Partners was “outpacing” most of the landlords 
subsidized by the CHA “in revenue and quality.” Between 2006 
and 2011, the company went on to collect $8.5 million in rents 
for the 281 buildings it owned or managed.

The Reporter’s analysis shows that Patria Partners has 
managed fewer buildings each year since 2006, and the rate of 
failed inspections has steadily increased.

In 2006, more than a third of 133 properties the company 
managed that year failed the CHA inspections at least half of 
the time. In 2011, the rate of chronic failures grew to 77 percent 
among its 52 properties.

Barry Miller, Patria Partners’ managing member, declined 
to discuss the Langley building in detail but said that the past 
five years have been “a really tough time” to be in the business 
of managing subsidized properties.

Miller said that as interest rates on subprime loans began 
to kick in around 2007, he and other owners of the properties 
his company managed started struggling to make the mortgage 
payments. “Money began to be spread around by property 
owners” to cover other debts, Miller said. He estimates that 60 
percent of the properties he managed in the early part of the 
past decade ultimately fell into foreclosure. Today, he added, 
landlords “in the [CHA] program can barely scrape together 
money for the payments.”

This spring, the Reporter toured a dozen subsidized build-
ings that Patria Partners has managed during the past eight 
years. Tenants spoke only on the condition of anonymity, for 
fear of losing their vouchers.

They pointed to unstable windows that have been nailed 
shut rather than replaced, rotting cabinetry, broken porches, 
mold and walls that were partially painted. A handful of the 
buildings were boarded up, in the foreclosure process, or have 
been sold to new owners.

Currently, Patria Partners manages only 11 units in the 
program, Sahli said. “As CHA continued to rigorously enforce 
[Housing Quality Standards], units from the program have 
been removed,” she said.

Walz of the Shriver center said repeated failed inspections 
should raise red flags. “These [landlords] get rents above 
market value,” she said. “They’re getting more for their crappy 
unit in Englewood with a voucher than a market renter.”

Back on Langley, Williams has watched the building next 
door deteriorate. “Ultimately, they can’t pass CHA inspections 
at all,” he said. “Then it ends up boarded up.”

While Dean and her seven children ultimately moved on to 
a better apartment, Williams and his neighbors are stuck with 
the long-term consequences, he said.

Williams pointed to a subsidized building across the 
street and said, “Section 8 is not bad. But when [a landlord] 
takes everything out of it and doesn’t put anything back into 
the property, he’s not just ruining a building. He’s ruining a 
neighborhood. He’s ruining a city.”

By the City of Chicago’s standard, CHA inspectors are 
missing major problems. The Chicago Department of 
Administrative Hearings—a quasi-judicial body that 

oversees health and safety violations, typically involving city 
building code infractions—has opened about 1,500 cases 
against subsidized buildings during the past two years.

Those properties accounted for more than 1 in every 10 
buildings that got a hearing.

Nearly half of the subsidized buildings brought before the 
Department of Administrative Hearings during that period 
had already passed the CHA inspection within six months of 
a hearing.

Dozens more have landed in the Circuit Court of Cook 
County, where city attorneys try to collect fines or enforce 
more serious code violations.

“The landlords, some of them, think it’s a game. They’ll go 
to housing court and turn the heat on the same day,” Hairston 
said. “There should be some violations where landlords are 
immediately suspended from the program.”

Sahli, the CHA’s chief housing officer, served as 
commissioner of the Chicago Department of Housing from 
2007 to 2009. She pointed out that there are differences 
between how inspectors from the buildings department and 
the CHA evaluate properties. Porches, for example, are held 
to a higher standard by the buildings department as compared 
with the CHA, which only requires that a railing be secured if 
it is at least 30 inches high and that it be free of lead paint.

The CHA’s inspection standard “is not a replacement of the 
Chicago building code,” she said, but another way of enforcing 
property maintenance.

Another key difference: City inspectors show up for 
inspections unannounced. CHA inspectors schedule their 
visits roughly a month in advance.

Dean saw a lot of quick fixes at her apartment on Langley 
when Patria Partners got notice that a CHA inspector was 
coming. “They would come out the day before and fix things 
I’d been complaining about,” she said.

“One time they were still painting when the inspector 
arrived,” she recalled. When the inspector left, the maintenance 
guy put his roller down and quit.

“Matter of fact, he just left the paint and everything right 
there,” Dean said. “I asked him, ‘Aren’t you going to come back 
and fix it?’ He said, ‘It already failed inspection.’”

Miller of Patria Partners declined to comment on the 
charges about Langley. “It’s hearsay,” he said. “I’m not going to 
dignify it with confirming or denying it.” 

Jay Toth has been a landlord for more than a decade, and 
most of his properties are subsidized through the voucher 
program. He’s one of 289 owners in the CHA’s Owner Excellence 
Program, which recognizes high-performing landlords.

He has seen other landlords buy buildings as investment 
properties and let them slide. “And they have a lot more units 
than I do,” he said.

Toth’s buildings have almost always passed inspections. 
Still, inspections don’t tell the whole story, he said. “I could 
have my guys there for two days and spend hundreds or 
thousands of dollars and I could fail [CHA inspections] because 
of little things.”

Sometimes inspectors are nitpicky, Toth said, and will fail a 
unit for a minor violation like a cracked tile.

The National Low Income Housing Coalition, along with 
special-interest groups representing landlords in Washington, 
D.C., are pushing to relax the inspection process for subsidized 
units. Under legislation they are currently drafting, inspections 
for subsidized buildings across the country would become 
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biannual rather than annual. They also propose that local 
housing authorities decide for themselves whether to withhold 
rents in failing buildings. Couch hopes to see a bill introduced 
later this year.

Couch said her organization has concerns about housing 
quality, but the trade-off is that relaxing inspections would 
likely free up affordable rental housing, which is in short 
supply.

Those changes would be a mistake, Walz said. The 
inspection process “is flawed,” she said. “But, at a minimum, 
we have to have some quality assurance.”

In 2011, after the inspector told Dean that she ought to 
move, she had no time to waste. The CHA quickly issued 
her moving papers. She had 90 days to find a new place or, 

under the program rules, her voucher would expire.
Dean says she can’t afford to lose the voucher. She left her 

job as a warehouse clerk last year after she was diagnosed with 
multiple sclerosis. She’s getting by on a disability check. Her 
current share of the rent is $168.

“I was out [looking for an apartment] almost every day, 
every day,” Dean said.

She was pretty confident that Patria Partners wouldn’t be 
returning her $1,400 security deposit—at least not anytime 
soon. Without the money, she needed to find a landlord who 
would waive the deposit. She also worried about her son, now 
19. “We have to move in areas where it’s safe,” she said.

The Langley apartment was her first home since moving 
out of the Harold Ickes Homes, where she’d lived for the prior 
decade.

Her search was a challenge. She was looking for a decent 

place that was close to her children’s schools and on the 
east side of Martin Luther King Jr. Drive, which she sees as 
the better side of the neighborhood. “I was down to my last 
month,” she added. “It was a couple weeks.”

Then she stumbled across a well-kept gray-stone in Grand 
Boulevard. The building’s owner was willing to waive the 
security deposit. She quickly packed and moved in October.

“That’s what’s good about Section 8. You can get up and 
move when you want to,” she said. “You don’t have to stay 
where you don’t want to be.”

That gives her peace, particularly because she wants to keep 
her eldest son as far away from violence as possible. “Over 
here, our boys is safe,” she said.

Her youngest daughter, now 5, is also better off. On Langley, 
the toddler was in and out of the hospital with asthma flare-
ups. During the move, Dean realized why. She pulled a bed 
away from the wall and saw mold growing behind it. A week 
later, the substance had grown “all the way up and around the 
wall,” Dean recalled.

“I’m like, my kids have probably been sick all of this time 
because of this,” she said.

Dean eventually did get a partial refund on her deposit in 
July 2012.

She likes her new, five-bedroom apartment so much that 
she helped an old neighbor from Langley move to her building.

“I’ll tell you what,” Dean said. “With Section 8, and any 
landlord, you’ve got good ones and you’ve got bad ones.”

Evan Moore, James Reddick and Leah Varjacques helped research this 
article.  

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Wallace’s Catfish Corner in East Garfield Park is where Tamiko Holt, president of the Housing Choice Voucher Advisory Board, and other board 
members gather to discuss business. Photo by Tyler Stabile.
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By Yana Kunichoff

Under the current U.S. immigration 
law, there is virtually no relief 
for immigrants who have already 

been deported, particularly if they left 
the country without a judicial hearing. 
But there is the possibility of some relief 
in the proposed immigration reform bill 
pending before the U.S. Senate Judiciary 
Committee, according to a panel of 
immigration experts The Chicago Reporter 
convened to discuss the bill.

The Reporter’s May/June investiga-
tion, “Speedy Removal,” showed that 

more than half of the 
25,000 immigrants de-
ported between fiscal 
years 2008 and 2011 
from Illinois and sur-
rounding states left 
the country without 
appearing before a 
judge. The U.S. De-
partment of Homeland 

Security’s Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement is increasingly employing 
these fast-track deportations, the Re-
porter found.

A big chunk of the immigrants who 
faced fast-track deportation—11,743 be-
tween 2008 and 2011—had signed “stip-
ulated orders of removal,” which waive 
their rights to an immigration hearing.

But in many cases, immigrants who 
sign those stipulated orders don’t realize 
that they are waiving their rights to go 
through court, or that there may be ways 
to fight their deportations, said Mary 
Meg McCarthy, executive director of the 
Heartland Alliance’s National Immigrant 
Justice Center. The center is a Chicago-
based nonprofit that provides free or af-
fordable legal services to immigrants.

McCarthy spoke at the Reporter’s 
Town Hall Forum, “Still in the Shad-
ows?” held May 13 in Pilsen. The forum 
included an interview with U.S. Rep. Luis 
Gutiérrez of Illinois’ 4th Congressional 
District. The program also featured tes-
timony from an undocumented Polish 
immigrant and a woman whose husband 
is currently in federal prison for attempt-

ing to cross the border multiple times. 
The audience of more than 50 in-

cluded members of the Pilsen commu-
nity, many of whom are immigrants, as 
well as attorneys, policymakers and im-
migrant rights activists.

The proposed legislation would cre-
ate a mechanism to make sure that im-
migrants are properly signing stipulated 
orders of removal.

“The senate bill contains a provision 
that will allow individuals who signed a 
stipulated removal form to see an im-
migration judge,” McCarthy said. “The 
judge will make a determination wheth-
er that individual signed that document 
knowingly and voluntarily.”

The proposed bill also cracks open 
a window for people who have already 
been deported.

“The bill does provide a provision 
that allows individuals who are ordered 
deported and have been deported to re-
turn to the U.S. if their deportation is not 
connected to a crime,” McCarthy said.

“It is critical that we hold on to these 
provisions during the next couple of 
months” as the bill moves through the 
Senate, she said.

Gutiérrez, who was in Miami, joined 
the conversation by Skype. He said he 
was doing his utmost to get the bill 
passed with the provisions to help im-
migrants, but there was a need for some 
compromise. “There is a broken immi-
gration system,” Gutiérrez said. “There 
is medicine. Republicans have certain 
medicine they want people to take to 
heal the system, and the Democrats have 
it, too,” Gutiérrez said. The GOP is inter-
ested in increased border enforcement, 
and Democrats are pushing for a path to 
legalization.

What will really heal the system, 
Gutiérrez said, is compromise.

“It’s like the doctor says—‘you have 
to take them both or you are not going 
to get well.’”

ykunichoff@chicagoreporter.com

Promising sign
For immigrants deported without a judicial hearing, 

hope glimmers in proposed immigration bill

This was 
published 
online on 
May 14. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr7 to 
comment. 

More than 50 community members, policymakers and immigrant rights activists attended The 
Chicago Reporter’s “Still in the Shadows?” immigration forum on May 13 at Lincoln United 
Methodist Church in Pilsen. Photo by Lucio Villa.

#MUCKRAKERS  Immigration Forum
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By Angela Caputo

torrance Shorter stands in the 
rain outside Martin A. Ryerson 
Elementary School one recent 

afternoon. He’s making a last-ditch 
effort to keep Ryerson from being 
merged with the nearby Laura S. Ward 
Elementary School in the fall.

As parents pick up their children, 
he slips fliers through car windows 
and encourages them to come out to a 
meeting that he’s helping organize. He 
stuffs more fliers into kids’ hands.

“Tell your momma to come to the 

meeting this afternoon,” 
he says to one pre-teen-
age boy as they locked 
eyes. “Right when you 
get home,” he adds, as 
the boy walks off.

Shorter knows many 
Ryerson parents and 
grandparents. He and 
his wife live just across 
the street in the same house that he grew 
up in. “This is the grade school I gradu-
ated from,” the 6-foot-tall, out-of-work 
cook says. Now, four of his own children 
attend the Humboldt Park school, and 
he serves on its Local School Council.

Ryerson is one of 54 schools across 
the city that in March were initially 
slated to close. CPS officials estimate the 
closings will save the district $43 mil-
lion each year during the next decade. By 
consolidating schools, CPS CEO Barbara 
Byrd Bennett has pledged to pour more 
money into the consolidated schools 
that will replace the shuttered ones.

But in many of the consolidated 
schools, the additional resources are 
likely to pale in comparison with what’s 
spent incarcerating people from the same 
neighborhoods, according to an analysis 
of the Cook County Clerk of the Circuit 
Court records by The Chicago Reporter. 

This was 
published 
online on 
April 29. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr8 to 
comment. 

A crossing guard stands at the intersection of West Chicago and North Ridgeway avenues, where he helps students from nearby Martin A. Ryerson 
Elementary School cross the street. Ryerson is one of 50 Chicago schools that will close this fall. Photo by Tyler Stabile

In some areas, much more is spent on incarceration than education

Punishing cuts
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The analysis looked at felony sentences 
handed out in Cook County’s criminal 
courts during the past 12 years.

Take Ryerson, for example. It’s locat-
ed in a census tract where the cost of in-
carcerating its residents is topping $80 
million, the Reporter’s analysis shows.

The majority of those corrections 
costs will be covered by state and county 
taxes. That’s nearly twice the $48 
million—in federal, state and city tax 
dollars—spent on educating students at 
Ryerson during that time, the Reporter 
and its sister publication Catalyst 
Chicago found. The figure is based on 
a joint analysis of CPS budgets and the 
data from the county clerk.

Add the incarceration costs for the 
census tracts where students from the 
other 53 schools that were on the initial 
closure list live, and the cost of those 

sentences amounts to $2.7 billion. That’s 
more than the $2.2 billion cost of main-
taining the schools that are closing.

“One thing that virtually everyone 
would agree on is that they would 
rather have the opportunity to spend 
on education … than the necessity, 
or perceived necessity, to spend on 
corrections,” says Robert Coombs, a 
spokesman for the Justice Center at 
the Council of State Governments. For 
nearly a decade, the Lexington, Ky.-
based nonprofit has studied how states 
can increase public safety while lowering 
incarceration costs. The savings can 
be reinvested in public health care or 
education programs.

“It’s important to look at all of the 
money that’s being spent,” Coombs 
added. But he’s cautious about compar-
ing the costs between school and prison 
spending because, “People who are mak-
ing those decisions are not always talk-
ing about spending the same money.”

CPS spokesman Dave Miranda says 
the way the school district operates is 
that “the state and city tell us how much 
money we’ll get, and we have to make it 
work.”

Just about everyone who lives around 
Ryerson is tight on money, and Shorter 
says that the grade school has never 
been an exception. “Every year we have 
to hustle and pray to get football and 
basketball going,” he says.

He and other parents have sold snow 
cones, raffled off a 32-inch television and 
even gone “begging” for donations along 
West Chicago Avenue to fund activities 
that keep students busy after school. 
The problem, he says, is that few people 
have money to give. “Sometimes we say, 
‘Hey, let us get a quarter—or $2.’”

Crime dominates the conversation 
as Shorter and I walk around Ryer-
son and nearby Humboldt Park blocks, 
where many students live. As we pass 
the teachers’ parking lot, he notes that a 
fence was recently put up, “not because 
they were stealing cars but because they 
were stealing parts off cars.” As he points 
out a series of trash cans and vacant 
houses that are known drug-stash spots, 
a stray German shepherd runs through 
the alley and into a vacant lot.

Shorter has worked with police for 
years to identify problem spots. The 
neighborhood wasn’t always like this, 
Shorter adds. “As a kid, [parents] told 
you, ‘Don’t step on anyone’s grass. Don’t 
go into anyone’s house when we don’t 
know them.’”

“Now, the more we try to make it 
better, the bad element keeps it getting 
worse,” he says.

When I ask Shorter what he thinks 
about incarceration spending, his re-
sponse is swift. “Now, think if you 
would have put some of that [incarcera-
tion] money in the school building at 
first,” he says.

At 39, he’s seeing people he grew up 
with still struggling to get ahead because 
of past felony convictions. “I’ve seen 
too many young black men go from the 
schoolhouse to the jailhouse.”

Despite the neighborhood’s chal-
lenges, one thing that it has going for it, 
in Shorter’s eyes, is Ryerson. In 2011, it 
was one of Chicago’s higher performing 
schools, according to CPS performance 
data. Conditions started to unravel last 
year when the principal was promoted 
up the ranks within CPS, more than a 
handful of teachers quit, and the YMCA 
after-school program pulled out. “The 
school was gutted” by the time a new 
principal came in, Shorter says.

Despite the upheaval, he adds, “These 
kids come in every day and perform their 
butts off.”

In his eyes, the bigger problem with 
local education is that, while Ryerson 
has done its part to shape students, most 
will filter into Orr Academy High School, 
a low-performing school with a chronic 
dropout problem, located about a half-
mile away from the grade school.

“I don’t want my kids to go to Orr, 
but I can’t afford the alternative,” Short-
er says.

His son, a Ryerson student, earned 
a coveted seat at Whitney Young High 
School this fall. But the cost to take two 
buses each day to get to the school, a 
little less than 5 miles away, is too much. 
Charter school fees are too steep as well. 
“I told my son if something changes, 
Lord willing, he’ll go.” For now, “we just 
can’t afford it,” he says.

As Shorter and I walk back to the 
school, he bumps into his eldest son, 
an 18-year-old Orr senior, who stopped 
by to check in with his dad on his way 
home.

Shorter tells me that he’s seen too 
many of the boys that his son has grown 
up with end up at the Cook County Jail 
before even making adulthood. “Some of 
them multiple times.”

Shorter’s fear is that, by closing Ry-
erson, young people will become more 
angry and disgruntled. “And eventually, 
they’re going to act out, and you’re go-
ing to lock them up.”

“You’re not just turning one school 
over to another school,” he added. “You’re 
hurting a whole community.”

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com
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By James Reddick

Lametrios West has made a point to 
separate himself from the trouble 
around him. Despite heavy rain 

and steady cracks of lightning, the 14-
year-old Kershaw El-
ementary School stu-
dent made his way on 
a recent afternoon to 
the nearby Teamwork 
Englewood, a com-
munity organization 
whose after-school 
programs draw boys 
and girls from the sur-
rounding area. Here, he holes up to “get 
out of the neighborhood.”

Staying out of trouble means closing 
himself off from the outside world. “It’s 
hard, but I can do it,” he says. “By stay-
ing in the house, going to school, coming 
here. The only areas where I go is where 
I know people.”

That’s going to be more difficult for 
young people like Lametrios this fall, 
as neighborhoods throughout Chicago 
experience a massive reshuffling of stu-
dents under a plan by Chicago Public 
Schools to shut 50 schools citywide.

In Englewood and West Englewood 
alone, six schools will close, meaning 
many students will have to travel across 
unfamiliar turf in the next school year.

The danger Lametrios is trying to 
elude is grave. Nearly half of the 1,054 
youths murdered in Chicago during the 
past five years were killed within the at-
tendance boundaries of the 54 schools 
that in March were initially slated for 
closure. In all, the census tracts within 
these boundaries cover about a quarter 
of the city. Among the closing schools, 
West Englewood’s Elaine O. Goodlow 
had the highest number of young people 
killed within its boundary, with 37 over-
all. To the Southeast, John P. Altgeld isn’t 
far behind, with 34 youth homicides.

Within this environment, young peo-
ple have taken to forming cliques along 
neighborhood lines. The block where 
Lametrios lives, at West 64th Street and 
South Lowe Avenue, falls under the um-
brella of the Black Disciples gang. It is 
also run by a clique called “Lowe Life”—
what his Teamwork Englewood mentor 
Michael Tidmore calls “a gang within a 
gang.”

Lametrios has some friends active in 
Lowe Life. “They be doing dumb stuff, so 
I don’t like to be around them ’cause they 

do things I don’t want to do,” he says. 
But as Tidmore explains, despite his 

best efforts, Lametrios faces the con-
stant possibility of being indicted by 
geography. He lives on Lowe, meaning 
he represents his street and, to some de-
gree, its gang.

Tidmore presents Lametrios with 
a hypothetical scenario in which the 
youngster heads toward Paul Robeson 
High School, just one block to the 
southeast. “Would those guys on Parnell 
[Avenue, one block east] connect you to 
Lowe Life?” Lametrios nods matter-of-
factly. “Even though they might know 
[Lametrios is] not a part of that, just be-
cause he lives on Lowe, if they do some-
thing to him, it’s like they did something 
to all of Lowe,” Tidmore explains.

On a map, it seems what CPS is 
doing is straightforward enough. The 
receiving schools are all near those that 
are closing. But in neighborhoods like 
Englewood, crossing from one block to 
another can mean entering enemy turf.

In response to safety concerns, CPS 
has proposed measures to address po-
tential issues. Its Safe Passage program, 
which stations adults along routes that 
students take to school to oversee their 
safety, has been budgeted a nearly $8 
million increase in funding next year. It 
will be implemented at all of the receiv-
ing schools. CPS has also said it will bus 
some affected students if their former 
school is more than 0.8 miles from the 
new location. 

Back at the Teamwork Englewood 
headquarters, Lametrios zips up his 
hoodie and prepares to leave. Like a typi-
cal teenager, he plans to spend his eve-
ning at home playing video games. But 
he isn’t your average middle-schooler. 
Fitting in with the in-crowd has no draw 
for him. “I don’t want to end up dead. I 
wanna do something positive with my 
life,” he says.

This fall, Lametrios will remain at 
Kershaw for his eighth grade year. Else-
where throughout Englewood, students 
from formerly separate schools will be 
attending a merged school.

Lametrios says if he were one of them, 
he’d be worried. “You could just be in the 
wrong place.”
Angela Caputo helped research this article.

This was 
published 
online on 
April 30. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr9 to 
comment. 

Deadly dismissals
Chicago Public Schools closings point up the dangers of geography

Students marched to Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s City Hall office on March 25 to protest the pro-
posed Chicago Public Schools closings. Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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By Angela Caputo

Michael Tidmore and I re-
cently met in front of Dan-
iel S. Wentworth Elementary 

School, a hulking brick building that 
sits on a residential block in Englewood. 
He wondered what’s going to happen to 
school buildings like this when they’re 
closed this fall under Chicago Public 
Schools’ plan to shutter 50 schools and 
six related buildings while consolidating 
students and staff.

Tidmore is a 50-year-old youth out-
reach worker who coordinates after-

school programs at the 
local nonprofit Team-
work Englewood. He 
grew up in the neigh-
borhood, which has 
been reeling from a 
housing market col-
lapse that began with 
the predatory mortgage 
lending first exposed in 

2007 by The Chicago Reporter.
Vacant, boarded-up homes and 

apartment buildings have since piled 
up by the thousands, depressing prop-
erty values. Tidmore said he’s seeing 
people he’s known his whole life walk 
away from homes that have been in their 
families for generations. “People are just 
letting them go,” he said.

That’s taken a toll on schools like 
Wentworth, where “we don’t have the 
numbers we had before,” he said. Like the 
other schools on the closing list, low en-
rollment has made Wentworth the target 
of the consolidation plan, which CPS of-
ficials estimate will save the district $43 
million in operating costs each year dur-
ing the next decade. When Wentworth 
closes, it will become yet another vacant 
building in the neighborhood.

Meanwhile, students will move into 
the building of John P. Altgeld Elemen-
tary School, less than a mile away. In 
many ways, Altgeld is facing the same 
predicament as Wentworth. It’s located 
in an African-American neighborhood 
where thousands of Chicago homeown-
ers and renters lost their homes when 

a wave of borrowers defaulted on their 
high-cost loans.

What sets Altgeld apart is that, in 
sheer numbers, there are more vacant 
properties within the census tracts where 
its students live than any other school 
impacted by this fall’s closings, shows 
an analysis of the Chicago Department 
of Buildings’ vacant property registry by 
the Reporter. Add up the vacant proper-
ties within the census tracts where Al-
tgeld and Wentworth students live, and 
they account for more than 13 percent of 
properties logged by the city since 2010.

Tidmore and I met on the 6900 block 
of South Sangamon Street and walked 
west through a residential stretch of 
dozens of vacant multiunit apartment 
buildings and single-family houses. 
Public officials have struggled to hold 
property owners—including the banks 
that they do business with—account-
able for not securing problem buildings. 
They’ve spent nearly $1 million demol-
ishing and boarding up properties like 
these in the area since 2011, the Report-

er analysis shows. Still, behind sagging 
boards, the windows and doors on many 
of the homes we saw were exposed. And 
they are just a small fraction of the 3,014 
vacant properties within the schools’ at-
tendance boundaries that have been on 
the city’s registry since 2010.

Tidmore sees vacant properties as 
crime magnets. He worries about chil-
dren having to navigate through even 
more of the properties next school year.

CPS spokesman Dave Miranda said 
that school officials recognize the po-
tential dangers vacant properties pose 
and are paying close attention to them 
as they create “customized safety plans” 
for each school affected by the closings.

Despite the precautions, Tidmore 
bristles at the thought of children walk-
ing alone by vacant properties.

“I just put myself in the shoes of a 
child,” he said. “Anything could happen. 
Someone could be lurking, and a child 
can be snatched up in a second.”

acaputo@chicagoreporter.com

Battling blight
Connecting the dots between how predatory lending touched off the 

mortgage meltdown, a vacant property crisis and school closings

This was 
published 
online on 
May 1. 
Visit bit.ly/ 
72tcr10 to 
comment. Francis Parkman Elementary School is one of 50 schools closing this fall. Parkman sits in the 

South Side’s Fuller Park neighborhood, which is home to a glut of vacant properties. 
Photo by Jonathan Gibby.
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1. Members of three Chicago advocacy groups—
the Chicago Anti-Eviction Campaign, Communities 
United Against Foreclosure and Eviction, and 
Centro Autónomo de Albany Park—board buses in 
Greater Grand Crossing to tour vacant properties 
around the city. 2. Don Andres Lojano, a member 
of  Centro Autónomo de Albany Park, peers out 
the window at one of many vacant properties 
highlighted during the tour. 3. Emiliano Ortiz, 3, 
chants with Maria Dolores Calvillo, after embarking 
on the first stop of the bus tour. 4. Activists arrive in 
Woodlawn carrying a “Centro Autónomo” banner. 
5. Martha Biggs, a member of the Chicago Anti-
Eviction Campaign, leads a chant outside Matthew 
A. Henson Elementary School in North Lawndale. 
Henson is one of 50 schools slated to close in 
the fall. 6. Daniel Hernandez, 6, colors an anti-
foreclosure picture. Photos by Tyler Stabile. 2
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