CLOSING A CONDO-CABRINI CHASM
Near North condo owners and CHA tenants get real about building a viable
mixed-income community
For a year now, at monthly
meetings of the Near North
Unity Program, area residents
have discussed the need for
more youth activities, safefeeling public spaces and meetyour-neighbor events.
Still, something didn’t feel quite
right … didn’t feel, well,
neighborly. Just below the
surface there seemed an
unspoken tension – the tension
between public housing tenants
whose families have lived in the
Cabrini-Green area for decades,
and newcomers who’ve purchased condos and townhouses in the new mixed-income developments.
CHA tenants feel they’re being monitored and regulated like second-class citizens even though it’s
their longtime neighborhood. Homeowners feel they’ve invested their hard-earned money in a “new”
neighborhood … and don’t want that investment threatened by what some consider low-class behaviors.
“There’s an undercurrent going on here,” said Stanley Merriwether, who was brought in by LISC
Chicago to guide meetings and help plan events. “There’s animosity in some cases,” she shared at a
recent gathering, “but mostly it’s fear and uncertainty—and we need to talk about what that is.”
National import
The conversations have been reflective of an important dynamic that’s taking place in dozens of cities
across America where residents are trying to understand and overcome frictions triggered by the
abrupt juxtaposition of middle-class homeowners and public housing renters.
It’s all part of the federally-funded Hope VI (“Hope 6”) program launched by Congress in 1992 to
replace much of the nation’s worn-out and socially isolated public housing with privately-developed
complexes of townhouses and mid-rises. A third of the new homes are being sold to middle-class
families, a third rented to moderately-subsidized renters, and a third leased long-term to local public
housing agencies for sublet to their low-income tenants.

Chicago received its first Hope VI grant in 1994 to begin demolition and replacement of the CabriniGreen high-rises, where more than 2,000 African-American families had long endured slipshod
maintenance, broken elevators and safety issues that kept decent stores at a distance and playgrounds unused.
But the old Cabrini was home to the good people who lived there, and organized tenants managed to
block demolition until 2000, when City Hall and the Chicago Housing Authority committed to a Plan
for Transformation that is remaking not just Cabrini but public housing across the city.
Resentment vs. annoyance
This contentious history helps explain the lingering resentment among Cabrini-area tenants over
demolition of the high-rises and the personal upheavals that resulted. More than 500 displaced families
moved to new apartments built on or near the old Cabrini-Green site, such as Parkside of Old Town, a
718-unit campus being developed by Holsten Real Estate Development Corporation.
There they live down hallways and across courtyards from condos and townhouses purchased by
young couples—most, but not all, whites with double-incomes—for $200,000 and up.
According to developer Peter Holsten, some buyers intended to “flip” their units for a profit, or move
elsewhere once their children reached school age. But the collapse of the housing market in 2007-2008
all but negated those options, and now some owners with no intention of participating in a grand social
experiment find themselves, reluctantly, in the middle of one.
Meetings of Parkside condo owners are closed to the public, but sources say owners’ complaints often
include shouting, cursing, loud radio playing, roughhousing and “hangin’ out” in lobbies or common areas.
One early frustration, said Merriwether, was the absence of condo owners from NNUP meetings. But
by creating opportunities for people to get together, she argues, the word is getting out and owners are
beginning to talk openly about their differences with renters. And vice-versa.
Expert testimony
Especially useful have been the contributions by Hope VI “experts” who may not live in the Cabrini
area but have deep experience with its clash of cultures.
Ald. Walter Burnett (27th) grew up in the Cabrini row houses—146 of which have been rehabbed and
re-populated with CHA tenants—but has moved since to a more affluent part of his ward.
“Sometimes our mom wouldn’t let us kids leave the front porch so she could keep an eye on us,”
Burnett shared at one meeting. “So even now you go to the (CHA) row houses and you see a lot of
people on the front porches. That’s just what we do. That’s how we grew up.”
Earnest Gates, executive director of the Near West Side Community Development Corp., shared his
experience at West Haven Park bringing together condo owners and tenants transferring from nearby
CHA high-rises at Henry Horner Homes.
“Be honest”
“There is a resentment,” Gates said, “when someone has to spend $300,000 for a condo and there’s
someone next door who didn’t have to spend anything. And that person has to go to work, to a job he
or she probably doesn’t like, and then they come back and deal with the reality of someone who, they
think, is living on their dime.”
“We’re all part of this grand experiment,” summed up Gates, who served on the CHA’s governing
board during Transformation’s early stages. “Originally it was all about bricks and mortar. There was
no conversation about the impact of suddenly bringing 300 families into a ‘new’ neighborhood that
didn’t really exist … the impact on the people already there, the impact on the people moving in.
“Some of this stuff we’re not even aware of because we’re dealing with it on a gut level,” Gates said.
“That’s why you have to put it on the table. Be honest about it and push toward resolution.”

